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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Hello reader. This series is my most sophisticated story to date, and while it isn’t required, you will understand the political and violent dynamics of this dark-elf world much easier if you take a look at the map I’ve developed for the City of Oshara (where this novel takes place). You can find it for free in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Fans of Logan Jacobs’ in Facebook Groups), or if you pledge at least $1 on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    Stealth. 
 
    Being a drow was all about it. 
 
    I was coming to realize this now that I had a moment to myself to reflect and do some personal inventory. 
 
    After manifesting into this world through a last-ditch Summoning Ritual, it felt as if I’d barely had a chance to assess my ass from my elbows, lately. 
 
    Not many had a christening into the world quite like mine in which I was responsible for helping the sole survivors of a ruined Claden’Du-- the Warriors of the Void-- claw their way back from almost-certain extinction. From its inception, my existence had been a constant whirlwind of evading House Ozin-Na, making a pact possible between two estranged allies, and finally infiltrating my House’s enemy all to prove myself worthy of having the Claden’Du name. 
 
    But after I’d slain the Matron Mother, Daria Ozin-Na, a week ago, I found myself laid up in recovery with enough time to truly take stock of everything. 
 
    Too bad all of that evaluation only took about a day or two, tops, to process, and by the middle of the week, I’d grown too restless for my own skin, much less the poor nursemaids who were tasked with trying to keep me in bed. 
 
    I didn’t feel too bad about taking a break, since I basically promised them all I would be on my best behavior after the way I woke up the first time directly following my fight with Daria. 
 
    In order to get the edge on the clever and ruthless Matron Mother, I had to put her in a position where she was completely distracted by the fact people were breaking into her part of the Noble Tower. 
 
    Fortunately, I was able to fake being her Second Daughter out for revenge with Madame Drindessa’s magical body changing potion, and I ended up tricking her into a formal Challenge between Daughter and Mother. 
 
    Unfortunately, it worked too well because it even fooled Daria’s Magic into accepting the sacredness of the rite to the point of trying to Transfer her culminated priestess Knowledge into a vessel incapable of bearing such magic. 
 
    That vessel was me. 
 
    And yeah, it baaaaaasically tore me up inside. 
 
    Almost quite literally. 
 
    However, I must have been a fast healer, even by drow standards, because despite my keepers’ arguments, I really did feel fine by the second solid day of bed rest, and by day three, I’d already plotted six ways to escape, and two included the maximum amount of ensured silence from anyone who stood in my way. 
 
    Death. 
 
    Meaning death. 
 
    Or at the very least, horrible maiming. 
 
    And that was a little darker than I liked my morning mushroom tea, thanks. 
 
    So, to prevent any insanity and/or pointless loss of life, I set my busy mind to the task of engineering not only an escape, but to a stealthy, soundless re-entry back into my room without anyone noticing I’d even escaped in the first place. 
 
    This was the true challenge, and something complex and difficult enough to keep me from eating my pillow out of sheer boredom, and by the fourth day, I had perfected the routine. 
 
    On the sixth day after my usual morning elixirs, and after the general fussing by a pair of fae healer women was done with, I slipped out of the corridor in my cloak under the “Invisible” Command Word, and then I put my light-footed drow prowess to work. 
 
    This body was really a compendium of lithe, yet strong muscles wrapped around nearly weightless bones. That, combined with my sharpened senses of sight and hearing, meant my dexterity was unparalleled. 
 
    I was also really adept at tactics that required a lot of spatial planning, which basically was to say, I was really good at climbing and jumping off things. 
 
    So, every day when I was left to my own devices, I would take the chance to familiarize myself with the Twenty-Seventh level of the Tower without anyone’s knowledge, and I took it upon myself to gather my own intel about the goings-on since I’d been out of commission. 
 
    Apparently, most of the meetings between the Matron Mother Sevahtra and her new kin-Matron Drindessa Bahna’Faar discussed how the “clean-up” of Ozin-Na was going, and how they might possibly start to dig out Claden’Du from its caved-in state. 
 
    One of the biggest issues seemed to be getting at Sevahtra’s buried vaults, especially because Daria’s vaults had yet to be discovered. 
 
    Which was apparently odd, but most of the meetings I was able to eavesdrop in on from the back of a room, or one time on the high windowsill from an egress platform, required I spend a minimal amount of time in one place unless I wanted to be Sensed by the two high-level priestesses. 
 
    Fespius the hobgoblin was the one who surprisingly gave me this little bit of advice when he busted me around the fourth day or so hightailing it back to my room when the paranoid Drindessa sent a wave of darkness out from where it encompassed her and Sevahtra, and I nearly made myself sick with almost getting caught by the furious women. He said he would take the blame for me that time because he claimed it had been a while since “Mistress” punished him, and he missed it now that she was so busy, but after that I made sure not to blow my own cover again. 
 
    Ever since, I’d only dipped in here or there for brief snatches of the Matrons’ conversations before I moved off to spy on my favorite Claden’Du sisters. 
 
    Usually, the First and Second Daughters could be found around each other in one way or another. Either they were putting their heads together on some task, like the rest of the body disposal detail, or they were bickering about something or other. 
 
    Or most likely, both, because Hel and Dag in the same room for any amount of time were bound to devolve into some random or petty argument just for argument’s sake sometimes. 
 
    It was entertaining, but as fun as it was to watch the two catty twins go at it, their younger sibling, Tryss, was the one I was always most eager to catch up with. 
 
    From that first daring escape, and every day hence, I had made it a game to get the Third Daughter off on her own somehow so I could have my wicked way with her in the lewdest of ways in the oddest of places. 
 
    Mostly because not only was I pent the fuck up with energy, but so was she from having to share our space with Drindessa’s Daughters, the Bahna’Faar Blessed Eights. 
 
    The identical twins were also the same twins I’d impregnated through the pact between the two houses, and during the time, Bahna’Faar desperately needed to continue their line, and Claden’Du desperately needed Bahna’Faar’s reinforcements to even have a fighting chance against Ozin-Na. 
 
    The link which made this alliance amenable for all parties was me and my “assets” as Dagwyn so aptly put it, and after I’d done The Deed and given Drindessa grandchildren, the twins had gone back to run the Madame’s Brothel in the underbelly of Oshara where they could prepare to move to her safe house near the Tower. 
 
    At first, I was concerned they were leaving before I was fully out of bed to escort them because they were carrying my young, after all, but Sevahtra assured me nothing was more lethal than a pregnant drow priestess, and if anything, Tasi and Eli were the true threats just by walking the streets. Apparently, a pregnant priestess’ magic increased exponentially in order to protect their offspring, and it had a tendency to lash out at the slightest perceived threat. 
 
    According to the ever-knowledgeable Helera, sometimes even the fathers would lose their lives if they got too close to the pregnant Mothers. 
 
    This assuaged my concerns, especially in my still-delirious state where I was operating mostly on instincts gone haywire, but I’d picked up pretty quickly that Tryss was grappling with her own instincts which screamed at her and demanded no one but her should be filled with my seed. 
 
    She was rational and mature enough to understand the situation, but it didn’t mean it still didn’t suck for her, and when I had secured my temporary snatches of freedom out of my sickroom, I made sure to let her know just whose child she was going to bear. 
 
    Today, after failing to eavesdrop on the Matron Mothers, and not having the patience or the attention span to listen to Dag and Hel’s bickering, I went straight to the punch and tracked the Third Daughter of Claden’Du down in the storeroom at the top of the giant planetary calendar where one of the celestial stained-glass bodies made the perfect little attic space for storing the old purple and white Ozin-Na cloaks like she was doing now. 
 
    The diffuse light pouring in through the blue, green, and purple windows caused a visual effect similar to being underwater, and the flickering shadows were prone to playing tricks on the eyes. This allowed me to hide among the towering crates without the need to activate my cloak’s invisibility. 
 
    Which was a good thing because I’d noticed lately “invisible” was starting to just become a clear shape with a vague outline. This still worked if I stood absolutely still, but I noticed movement was starting to become more noticeable with every passing day. 
 
    No matter, though, because I was the epitome of stealth on two legs, and even my footfalls were deadly silent, so when I finally came up behind Tryss, she was completely unaware and unprepared. 
 
    “Oh! Fynn!” she gasped when I wrapped my arms around her and pressed our bodies flush with my front to her back. “You are getting so good at that.” 
 
    “I couldn’t wait to see you today, so I hunted you down early,” I rumbled into her long sensitive ear and delighted in the full body shiver I could feel against my body. The semi-hard erection I’d been half-sporting all morning at the thought of her swelled to full mast now that I had the real woman in my arms. 
 
    “I can see that,” the sexy drow priestess purred as she ground her barely-clothed ass along the ridge of my cock.  
 
    I groaned deep in my chest and gripped her hips so I could thrust against her even harder due to her lusty antics.  
 
    “My, my, so impatient.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” I grunted as I reached around her and pulled aside the leather G-string she was wearing so I could dip my fingers inside her wet pussy. “You’re soaking. And what’s this little number you’ve worn for me today? I definitely don’t remember seeing this among your typical wardrobe.” 
 
    The outfit in question was an ensemble consisting of a skin-tight halter top followed by said matching black G-string, and both garments possessed the barest amount of material possible to still be called clothes. Both were bedecked with the finest diamonds and amethysts, and sprouting from the pointed hips of the skimpy bottoms was a panel of black sheer satin that acted like an elegant train on the back of a gown. 
 
    It was almost as appetizing as what was hiding underneath, and I relished in the way she curved back into the shape of me until her head of soft white hair was against my shoulder as I continued to run my fingers through her slickness and around her tender opening. 
 
    “Oohhh, Fynn, I was h-hoping you would find me here today,” she stuttered and thrust her pelvis back against my erection when I got to her engorged little rosebud. “I was pl-planning on staying all d-day if I needed to.” 
 
    “Naughty,” I growled before I nibbled on the shell of her long ear. Her thighs trembled, and I could feel her lower belly fluttering under the palm I was using to hold her tightly against me while I trapped her clit between the V of my first two fingers. “Does my lover like to fuck in all these hidden places? Does it cause your juices to flow?” 
 
    “Hhhrrrmmm,” she hummed and purred at the same time. This little ecstatic noise of hers was something I’d noticed most of the aroused drow females made on occasion, and I made it my personal goal in life to wring it out of Tryss in particular every chance I got. 
 
    For one, it caused my cock to twitch and pulse just by hearing it, but for two, Tryss’ lovely lavender complexion also deepened a shade or two every time, and when she panted, the swell of those blushing breasts was so delicious, I felt myself start to leak. 
 
    “Turn around, I need to taste you,” I demanded as I took my sopping wet hand away from her pussy. 
 
    She whined, and when she moved too slow for my liking, I took matters into my own hands, whipped her around, and hiked her up so her ass was resting on one of the closed storage crates. 
 
    Then I dropped to my knees, placed one of her sandal-clad feet to rest on one of my broad shoulders while I held her hips, moved the panel of her G-string aside, and feasted on my prize. 
 
    “Ah--!” Tryss jammed a fist into her mouth to keep from screaming out because the chances of this glass chamber being soundproof were low. “Unf!” 
 
    I grinned internally, and I felt the muscles in her legs tense and relax as I laved my tongue along her moist folds and around the delicate pearl of her pleasure. By the time I wriggled my tongue deep inside her grasping channel, my chin was dripping with her delicious essence. 
 
    Goddess, she was getting stronger these days as she basically “grew into her nature” according to Sevahtra, but all that meant for me was the mere memory of her glorious scent and sweet slick nectar was enough to drive me mad. It was also adding to the restlessness I experienced being kept away from her every night, and in the back of my mind, I knew even these fun little trysts weren’t going to satisfy me forever. 
 
    For now, though, I turned my sole attention to making Tryss a gibbering mess as I used not only my mouth, but the pad of my thumb where she most wanted it so she would finally come. 
 
    And come she did. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    Drogu’s tit’s, it was sexy, and I couldn’t help but finally free my throbbing cock from the confines of my pants so I could give it a much-needed stroke. 
 
    Fucking Void, Tryss’ muscles clenched until my tongue was forced out, and when I attempted to force it back inside, I was rewarded with a strong kick of her pelvis as she gripped the back of my head. 
 
    With my hands, I moved her hips and encouraged her to hump my face as I worked her through one climax and then straight into a second one that had her squealing from the intensity. 
 
    “Off,” I ordered when I pulled my face away and then tugged the diamond-studded G-string until it fell to the floor. 
 
    Tryss was still coming down from the aftershocks of her second orgasm, and before she could catch her bearings, I spun her around again, bent her over the storage crate, and rammed my cock home in one brutal thrust. 
 
    “Hhiiik--!” The sharp inhalation of air caught in Tryss’ throat, and as I started to mercilessly pound into her slick pussy, it was all she could do to hold on. “Oh, oh, uh, uh!” 
 
    “Yeeessss,” I growled like some dark apex predator, and I slammed all the way in so I could grind as deeply as possible in her. “You like that, woman?” 
 
    “M-More, give me-- ugh!”  
 
    I kicked open her legs just a fraction wider, and something about the angle made her clench every time I pushed in. 
 
    “Oooh, is that your sweet spot, hm?” I asked as I slammed my hips into the back of her ass. 
 
    “H-H-Harder!” she wailed and pushed herself up on her tiptoes. “I want you to c-come inside meeeee!” 
 
    “Fuuuck!” I groaned as I slammed us together for the last time and unloaded all of my essence inside her womb. 
 
    “Yes, Fynn, uhh…” She shook as a third smaller climax crested through her wrung-out body, and my cock finished squirting out its copious amounts of fluid. “Ohhh, lover. I cannot wait until my time comes, and you can impregnate me for real.” 
 
    I groaned again as my flagging erection gave a slightly interested twitch at her words, but I was too spent to entertain thoughts of a round two, and I carefully pulled out of her. 
 
    “I wasn’t too rough, was I?” I asked as I used some discarded cloth and gently wiped us both clean of all of our activities while she enjoyed her bit of afterglow still draped over the crate. 
 
    “You always ask that, and it’s the cutest thing,” Tryss giggled like she was a little punch-drunk after three orgasms, and then she straightened up so she could loop her arms around my neck. “Lover, you were exactly how I wanted you to be.” 
 
    “Well, I am nothing if not considerate,” I remarked as I held up the little G-string with the satin train attached. 
 
    “That you are,” she giggled again and slipped the scanty bottoms back on. 
 
    “I don’t even know why you bother, it’s not like it leaves anything to the imagination,” I teased and then pinched the right cheek of her perfect ass hard enough to add another mark to the plethora of little fingertip bruises already scattered over her hips and thighs. 
 
    “Oh, you,” she laughed and swatted my pinching fingers away until I was basically chasing her around the storage area like we were children. 
 
    She eventually tried to give me the slip by exiting the chamber, but I was in hot pursuit and following so close behind, I slammed into her when she abruptly stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “Ahem.” the Matron Mother of Claden’Du stood in front of us with her arms crossed over her ample chest and a singular flaxen eyebrow arched high on her dark magenta face. 
 
    “M-Mother!” Tryss gasped in shock and then flushed a pretty hue out of shame at being caught in an indelicate position only moments ago. 
 
    Because there was no way Mother didn’t hear what we were up to. 
 
    “Something funny, va-ulsen?” Sevahtra asked me, and my smug grin dropped immediately off my face. 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    I knew when she called me “her son” in the Old Language, I needed to check myself. 
 
    “Not at all, Mother,” I said with the appropriate amount of deference, and I even kept my eyes lowered in respect. 
 
    “Hm, well, since you obviously have enough energy for such… vigorous activities, then you must be well enough to be out and about,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “Thank you,” I groaned as I threw my head back dramatically. “I’ve been trying to tell everyone that for days--” 
 
    “Which also obviously means you must commence with your studies at once,” she said. 
 
    “Studies?” I faltered, and the strange half-memories of sitting in an uncomfortable desk choking on the dust from ancient tomes flickered across my mind. “Oh… uh… ow. You know? I’m still feeling… yeah. Maybe I pulled something. Or, something.” 
 
    “Nice try, but you’re with me,” the Matron Mother huffed and crooked her finger in a way that meant I’d better do what she said. “And Tryss, I know you did not complete your chores. Quit prancing around in Daria’s wardrobe and organize the storeroom. I want there to be a clear system if any of us need to outfit ourselves in the Ozin-Na colors. After all, if Fynn can act like a spy so effectively, then we can occasionally employ the tactic with our own spies.” 
 
    Tryss’ eyes widened in interest, and I could tell her clever brain was already setting her mind to the task the Matron Mother had set for her, but then she shook her head a little like she realized she was being tricked. 
 
    “Ugh, that’s so boring,” she huffed. “I want to watch what you and Fynn are doing.” 
 
    “And distract him? I don’t think so, you feral hussy,” Sevahtra said and poked her Daughter in the bejeweled belly button where a glittering amethyst rested.  
 
    I was apparently distracted by her other “jewel” a little further south because the gaudy ornament had completely evaded my notice the first time around. 
 
    “M-Mother!” Tryss giggled and then danced away as if the scathing insult was more of a cuddly endearment, but the priestess used her Magic to conjure a long feather to tickle her sides. “Ah! Stop it!” 
 
    “If you are dissatisfied, I suppose you can help Helera and Dagwyn with corpse removal,” the Matron Mother deadpanned. 
 
    “N-No! I’ll organize the storeroom, st-stooop!” Tryss tried to avoid the feather until she could do nothing but actually teleport away from the instrument of her torture. “Gah! Happy?” 
 
    The younger female panted as she hunched over her knees while the Matron Mother disappeared her weapon of choice. 
 
    “If you honestly think I am ‘happy’ at that display, then maybe I will conjure a venomous snake to get you to take your exercises more seriously,” she scolded. “So, as punishment, you will accomplish your task completely by hand.” 
 
    “What--!” Tryss startled like she’d been slapped, but instead of a physical backhand, the smack was from a magical band of light snapping around her upper arm like a cuff. “Awww! I hate being grounded.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked as I tracked my eyes between the two women. 
 
    “A task-sensitive binding cuff, that’s all,” Sevahtra said with a shrug, and this time when she crooked her finger again, I went to her side immediately. 
 
    “She used to do this all the time when I was a kid,” Tryss pouted as she glared down at the band of light. “It binds me from using magic until I accomplish a specific task, and it’s so annoying.” 
 
    I was still learning about the particulars of drow society and magic as a whole, but I knew I had an intrinsic mistrust of the concept of being bound. Technically, as a male, I was already a lower-class citizen on the whole, and for this reason, I was supposed to be bound similarly to the will of whoever I belonged to. 
 
    But fuck that noise.  
 
    Something in me raised its hackles at the notion, and the fact I was an unbound male was a bit of an open secret. 
 
    I just hoped that wouldn’t change any time soon, because I already had potentially more than one soul on the inside of this body. The two warring halves within me kept me at a constant battle for harmony, and I didn’t know if adding someone else’s will inside of this vessel was a good idea. 
 
    “And temporary, mind you,” Mother continued to argue with her Daughter, and it was clear by her tone that she was nearing the end of her patience. “But this can be remedied, Tryskaylan. Don’t push me.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Tryss said and eased off for good this time. “I’ll make the storage area the best spy wardrobe ever, I already have so many ideas.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, brat,” the Matron Mother said, even though she was repressing a smirk, and we both watched Tryss flounce back toward the spherical storage room. Then the austere priestess turned on her heel and marched over to a gated archway at the end of the corridor, and I knew I was meant to follow her. 
 
    However, she was leading me toward something I knew as a levi-shaft, one of many vertical channels usually built into the Noble Tower for people to travel up and down so the stairs were reserved for the lower servants Mother called “chattel.” 
 
    Just because all drow were born with the magical source in their souls called ether didn’t mean magical servants or slaves like me were permitted to use the shafts all pell-mell. No, those “unbound” privileges had to be earned, and even though I may have been her first-slash-only Son in Claden’Du House, I hadn’t exactly learned much when it came to using my own Magic. 
 
    Even the strange undefined Light Powers that seemed unique to only me were something I understood very little about despite how useful that trick was on occasion. 
 
    So, when Sevahtra magicked open the gate to the levi-shaft, my steps faltered. 
 
    “We’re going up?” I asked on the off-chance we would actually be going down, and I could just use my cloak’s Command Word and just “freefall” downward because I knew how to do that. 
 
    The Matron Mother, however, picked up on my trepidation like she did on so many other things and beckoned me to her side. 
 
    “The key is not to try to force your levitation upward,” Sevahtra explained as she held her hand over the opening of the long dark shaft. “We are drow, not fae with wings, after all. We do not have the ability of flight.” 
 
    “So, what do we do instead?” I asked and copied her behavior. I could feel a current of breeze flowing up from below when I put my hand out next to hers. 
 
    “When you ‘reach’ for your ether, imagine that the force field of weightlessness extends outside of where it envelops your own body,” she said and then brought her hands together so she could form an iridescent sphere in the faintest shade of magenta. “Try this first so you can create your levitation field.” 
 
    To demonstrate, she stretched the sphere by pulling her hands apart and then pushed them together again so I could see how she was able to manipulate the size of the bubble, and I tried to imitate what she was doing, but I felt a little silly when it only looked like I was just aimlessly moving my hands in and out. 
 
    But the Matron Mother was endlessly patient if not very forthcoming with her instructions on just how, exactly, I was meant to copy her. 
 
    By now, however, I was used to Sevahtra’s particular brand of sink-or-swim education and knew I would be met with more of the same if I were to ask any questions, so I took advantage of her patience and attempted to muddle through. 
 
    When Tryss walked me through using levitation before, she’d also combined her Magic with mine-- which was super against the rules-- so I wasn’t really sure if I remembered what “reaching for my ether” felt like. 
 
    But I persevered, and after a few minor corrections of my form from Mother, I suddenly felt… something. 
 
    “Woah,” I said when a faint silver bubble flickered to life between my palms. 
 
    “Good, you feel it, yes?” she asked and widened her sphere of ether until her whole body was inside it. 
 
    “I think so…” I said as I concentrated on keeping my little light bubble going. 
 
    If I strained hard enough, I could tell where the epicenter of my Magic sat like a pool of water just behind my gut and nestled against my spine. With enough application, I could siphon out a thin stream through focus and force of will, and it was this stream I kept drawing out and wrapping it around the small point of light. 
 
    “Not too much, va-ulsen,” Sevahtra chuckled and then used her thumb to smooth out the furious frown buckling my brow. “You want your sphere of levitation to be strong, yes, but weightless and flexible. Less is more.” 
 
    Then she pushed up on her toes so she was hovering above the ground as if she weighed nothing. 
 
    “Less is more…” I repeated and worked on just stretching what I had in my hands until I think I understood how to wrap it around myself like she did. “Hah!” 
 
    “Excellent,” she said. “Now, get yourself to the Temple, and do not keep me waiting. You know how I hate that.” 
 
    Then with a nifty little twist, the Matron Mother levitated herself into the levi-shaft and disappeared. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    And here I was with my feet still on the floor. 
 
    This wasn’t even the formal training part yet, and I could tell Mother was going to give me a run for my money. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Follow her to the Temple, she says,” I grumbled as I stared down the endless darkness of the levitation shaft. “Don’t keep her waiting, she says.” 
 
    The gentle breeze whistled up in the direction the Matron Mother just floated in like she was nothing more than a leaf on the wind, and I spared one more glance down into the dark abyss that went down for who knew how far. 
 
    Less was more when crafting a levitation sphere. And the key was to extend the weightlessness on the… outside? So that… um. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Basically, I needed to make my meager attempt at my levi-sphere capable of floating on the current of air in the levi-shaft. 
 
    Or else plunge to my death. 
 
    Most likely. 
 
    And if that happened, Mother would be piiiiiissed, and I would be dead, so I had better figure this shit out, and quickly. 
 
    I straightened up and eyed the faint silver force field all around me, but my feet were still firmly poised on the floor. 
 
    What did she do? She just appeared to rock up on the balls of her feet and then-- 
 
    I popped off the ground when I executed the move, and I windmilled my arms in shock even though I technically didn’t need to catch my balance when I wasn’t in danger of falling. 
 
    However, moving through the air when I had no form of propulsion was another story. 
 
    I remembered back to what I observed from Sevahtra and how she twisted her hips and kicked her feet at the same time, and when I copied the motion, I ended up twirling in the air in a complete circle. 
 
    Great. 
 
    This was getting. Me. Nowhere. 
 
    After flailing about for another minute, I set my mind to thinking about this logically. 
 
    Okay, so, ether was a little bit fluid, or at least it seemed like that to me, and in a way, the sphere around me was like a stretchy container. Maybe if I sort of… “threw” my ether where I wanted to go, then I would follow like a fish at the mercy of the water in its bowl. 
 
    Although, maybe “gently tossed” should be more of the approach because it would really suck to ping off the walls of the shaft all the way up to the Temple. 
 
    So, I pictured gently tossing my ether, not just with my hands, but with my whole body, especially behind my gut where I felt the pool of my ether was located, and when I moved toward the levi-shaft, I huffed a breath in triumph. 
 
    And then my stomach immediately tried to escape through my esophagus as I fell sharply downward about four feet. 
 
    My gasp of terror ricocheted off the narrow walls, but I didn’t fall any further than that. 
 
    Success. 
 
    I wasn’t going up, however, so maybe only a partial success. 
 
    There was more to this yet, or else it wouldn’t be a proper test from Sevahtra Claden’Du. 
 
    More… 
 
    Well, Less being More, according to Mother. And knowing her, that cryptic statement was probably the key to the whole thing. 
 
    So, that meant… what exactly? Less ether was more, then? 
 
    I pictured retracting the thread of my ether, and the sphere around me got fractionally smaller. When it did, I bobbed up about two feet, and after a little more, I became level with the ledge I’d just stepped off. After a few more minor adjustments to the flow of my ether, I was finally starting to rise slowly upward. 
 
    Fuck, yes. 
 
    I was starting to figure out my magic a little, and when I correlated that the smaller I made my sphere, the faster I could go, I was actually able to really get into this way of travel simply because it was so fucking fun. 
 
    In fact, it was so fun, I almost neglected to put on the brakes when the levi-shaft reached the final floor of this Tower Level. If my reflexes were just a shade less than sharp, I would have painted the ceiling of the shaft with my insides. 
 
    “Good of you to finally join me, Son,” the Matron Mother’s dry voice greeted me as I twisted and turned so I could “toss” myself out of the shaft, and then I landed smack on my soles when I retracted all of my ether at once. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned and pressed my knuckles into my stomach when it felt as if my ether dropped back into the pool of my magical reserves like water dropped into a bucket from way up high. “Is it supposed to feel like that?” 
 
    “Yes, but if you practice enough, you will be able to smooth the transition so it is less jarring for you.” Sevahtra appeared and helped me out of the shaft and into the octagonal antechamber so I could stand on my own two feet again. “Glad to see you are a quick study. That will serve you well.” 
 
    “Sounds ominous,” I said as I followed her into the Temple. 
 
    The space itself was also eight-sided, probably to represent the eight legs of Drogu-ani, the Spider Goddess the drow of Oshara worshiped, and it was decorated with low burning braziers with flickering purple flames. Finally, the Temple wasn’t complete without the slightly-raised altar platform painted with concentric circles or the large effigy of said Goddess carved into the wall above one of the sacred baths. 
 
    “By now, you have been able to feel how to access your magic,” Sevahtra said as she led me up to the center of the platform. “And now you must rely on that again in order to defeat foes invisible to your eyes.” 
 
    “Even this Eye?” I questioned as I lifted the patch over my odd blue eye I called my Dark Eye due to the fact everything was about fifty shades darker when I looked through it. 
 
    “Even so,” she said and then teleported off the platform. “Try not to get knocked off. It’ll only be worse for you.” 
 
    “What does that-- ow!” Something hard and invisible struck me in the stomach, and my foot slipped off the stone altar. 
 
    “That counts,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “No way!” I argued and stood back in the middle. “I was barely even off!” 
 
    “Eh, semantics.” She shrugged, and I heard the swoosh of air right before whatever it was tried to nail me in the midsection again. 
 
    I danced out of the way just in time to feel the thing zip past me, and then I had to somersault forward because my hearing caught the sound of a secondary assault coming at me from behind. 
 
    “How many of those things are there?” I said as I tumbled to the side when a third invisible object tried to crack my skull open. 
 
    “That’s for you to determine,” the Matron Mother said from off to the side. “You must detect what you cannot see with your eyes.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” I huffed and whipped around when my ears picked up on the air changes, but since there were at least three objects-- potentially more-- it was difficult to pinpoint all of them at the same time. “You do realize I only have one usable eye in this situation, right? So, I’m a little disadvantaged already, Mother.” 
 
    “You can handle it, Fynn, now shush and focus,” she ordered, and instead of responding, I did what she said and honed my attention for the task at hand. 
 
    Whack. 
 
    “Shit!” I missed the appearance of what had to be five invisible objects at this point and was struck in the center of my back. 
 
    “You might do better if you were blind in both eyes for this one, Fynn,” Sevahtra said as I was bashed in the shoulder by another. 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a hint?” I growled and ducked almost too late. 
 
    “Take it for what you will,” she replied, and I rolled across the platform when the invisible threat pounded into the stone right next to my head. 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered and actually closed my eyes. “But if I die, there goes my viable assets.” 
 
    The Matron Mother didn’t respond, and I took this as my cue to really buckle down and focus. 
 
    Five. 
 
    As my other senses increased due to the absence of my sight, I could tell there were definitely five presences. 
 
    Three were hovering somewhere overhead while the other two traded off trying to smash into me until I was forced to roll to the other side of the altar. 
 
    I used the momentum to pop up to my feet so I could kick out at where I had timed one of the objects to come for me again, and I was pleased when my boot-clad foot connected with that unseen force. 
 
    A smallish iron sphere like a miniature cannonball instantly became visible the moment I made contact with it, and now that I could see the fucking thing, it was easy to whack it out of the sky so it rolled off the platform and onto the floor. 
 
    That should only make it four death spheres now instead of five, and even though it seemed I was able to see them the moment I hit them, I knew this wasn’t necessarily the object of this game. 
 
    I liked to think I was getting good at picking up on more of Mother’s subtleties, and I knew it was unlikely she would make a point of telling me this exercise had nothing to do with physical sight for no reason. 
 
    Because if one thing could be counted upon, it was that the Matron Mother was deliberate. 
 
    With everything. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    “Ow!” I yelled as the remaining invisible orbs now started to shock me even if they simply brushed against me, and I realized again how much of a rigorous taskmaster this woman was. 
 
    Knowing her, there were probably multiple lessons all wrapped up in one to save time. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Okay, so first lesson, use every sense to find out where these bastard things were at, but do this… without sight. 
 
    Eyesight. 
 
    The emphasis on the particular sight was the point, so I went back to closing my eyes in order to discern what she meant for someone like me who already had something close to “second sight.” 
 
    And then I dodged again as my acute hearing caught the sound of two of the orbs from my left. 
 
    I couldn’t keep tumbling around on the ground like this even though it was currently keeping my head from being smashed in. It was a basic common instinct that things on their back were nothing but prey. 
 
    With a full-body kick to get back up to my feet, I was able to retreat from the edge of the platform, first and foremost because I really didn’t want to know what Mother’s version of “worse” was. 
 
    My stomach suddenly lurched oddly, and a strange fizzing noise erupted deep inside me, traveled up my throat, and poured into my ear canals. 
 
    “Gahhh!” I scratched and tugged at my pointed ears at the sensation, and it made me slightly dizzy. 
 
    Za-Za-Zaa-ap. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Not to mention it distracted me from the fucking invisible orbs, and it seemed like the bastards all ganged up on me at once in order to fully knock me off the altar. 
 
    “Hm, just as I assumed,” Sevahtra said as I panted and slowly climbed back up to the altar. “The stakes aren’t high enough for you, so now if the spheres touch you, you will die.” 
 
    “What?” I managed to snap out right as my left ear twitched just in time to inform me of an incoming attack from that side. 
 
    I hit the ground again on my front but instantly popped up in a low crouch as I heard-- if the cold fizzing in my ears could be considered “hearing”-- the second of the four Magic Death Spheres fly over my head. 
 
    But there were two more, and with my eyes tightly closed, I let my ether combine with my naturally acute sense of hearing in order to detect the other three. Two started to come after me from the right and the front while one sounded like it flew straight up. 
 
    I had to make a snap decision so none of the orbs would change course at the last minute, and when the two headed toward me, I vaulted backwards so they would collide with one another, and they both exploded in a shower of shrapnel and red and purple sparks. 
 
    “Very good, va-ulsen,” Sevahtra said. “But there are still two more, and this time, I want you to not only Detect the concealing magick, but I want you to Dispel it as well.” 
 
    Detect. 
 
    Dispel. 
 
    These distinctions were starting to get a little clearer, and I reached for my ether again so it could modify my hearing. 
 
    One orb sounded like it was circling clockwise over my head while the other seemed to be bobbing up and down around the height of my knees. 
 
    Okay, so detection down, but now how can I-- 
 
    Zrrt. 
 
    Of course, the Death Orbs would start shooting out firebolts. 
 
    Why would I expect anything less? 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelped as an invisible jet of heat flew over my head, and I could smell how some of my flyaways got singed as it passed overhead. 
 
    “Focus, Fynn!” Sevahtra shouted. 
 
    The orb above my head sounded like it was vibrating a little louder than before, and I leapt back when another sightless jet of fire struck the platform at my feet. 
 
    Fuck, it was only a moment’s distraction, but that was all it took for me to lose track of the second one, and there was little I could do to stop the sightless impact straight to my chest. 
 
    Then… 
 
    Blackness. 
 
    So complete I felt like a fly suspended in a puddle of molasses, but unlike the fly, I had been accustomed to ending up in this particular situation, and when the equally beautiful and monstrous Spider Goddess herself finally appeared in front of me, I simply let a cocky smile unfold on my lips. 
 
    “We must stop running into each other this way,” I purred as the Goddess observed me through her twelve ruby eyes. 
 
    Drogu smirked with her fanged smile and crossed her human arms over her abdomen. 
 
    “Oh, Fynn Draven, you get into all kinds of trouble, don’t you?” she chided. “I can only bring you back from the dead so many times.” 
 
    “Did I really die?” I asked. 
 
    “No, you are actually just unconscious this time,” she chuckled and crawled around so she was staring at me upside-down. “Sevahtra talks a big game, but she is much too fond of you to follow through with just a threat. For now.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as her words trickled through my brain. “Wait, how many times have you brought me back to life?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she chuckled in her maddening way that meant I was most definitely not going to be given answers, and I wasn’t even surprised when I sensed her cutting me free from her web. 
 
    “Fynn?” Sevahtra’s voice penetrated the cotton muffling my brain, and my eyes flew open. 
 
    “I’m good,” I groaned as I sat up. “I thought you said that was supposed to kill me?” 
 
    “Hm, I had hoped the mere thought would suffice,” she said as she helped me back to my feet. “It appears not.” 
 
    “Not that I’m one to question your teaching methods, but… why?” I ventured as I brushed my trousers off. 
 
    Fortunately, the Matron Mother was feeling generous with her patience, and she even soothed the bruise over my chest with her glowing palm. 
 
    “You recall when we did the Ascension at the Nils Dorei, and I told you I could not adopt you then as my Son?” she asked, and it seemed like such a non sequitur I could do nothing but blink for a few seconds. 
 
    “Um, yeah, I remember,” I said, and I couldn’t help but cast my eyes to the ground when I recalled the regret I felt in the midst of such a wondrous moment with the mysterious fae wyld. 
 
    “Have you not wondered why?” she asked and then tipped my chin up so I would look at her again. 
 
    “I have, but…” I faltered. 
 
    “Of course, you have, because you are as clever as they come,” she said and pinched my chin before she let me go. “It is why you are va-ulsen, after all. And although my wish was to adopt you during the Ascension, I held back because I knew there would be a greater chance for you to rise to the occasion.” 
 
    “You wanted to adopt me even then?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but it has been proven time and time again that my children tend to be the strongest with the most will to survive, but like a seed that needs a crack in its shell in order to germinate, sometimes it needs a little pressure to reach its full potential,” she explained. “You needed to prove you were worthy to Drogu-ani first and foremost, and despite my… personal feelings that you had done enough in my eyes, you completely surpassed my wildest expectations after you implemented your plan against Ozin-Na.” 
 
    “Oh…” I could only say in the face of what sounded like a pretty serious compliment from the Matron Mother. I knew she didn’t hand these out every day, so I didn’t want to spoil it. 
 
    “Oh, Sevvy, you’ve grown much too softhearted, tsk, tsk,” a sultry voice almost as full and buxom as its owner said from the far end of the Temple. 
 
    Madame Drindessa Bahna’Faar smirked with her arms crossed over her large chest as she stood there absolutely naked. 
 
    “Don’t tell me how to deal with my children, and I won’t interfere with yours, you tawdry harlot,” Sevahtra deadpanned and then jumped off the platform so she could join her very naked friend and kin-Mother. “And is all of this… necessary?” 
 
    Sevahtra gestured to the voluptuous older woman, and Drindessa merely glanced down at her light bluish-green breasts, toned and cinched abdomen, and perfectly round hips. 
 
    “What?” The Madame shrugged as she raised her hands “A Summoning, especially from the Daemon Realm, always feels better without clothes on, you should really try it.” 
 
    I’d admit, I was a little distracted by the handsome naked older woman to really register what she was getting at exactly, but by the time the words “daemon” and “Summoning” really landed, I was already being treated to a very large and dark entity rising up from the center of the altar. 
 
    “Really, Drindy?” Sevahtra huffed and clicked her teeth. 
 
    “Well, how else is he supposed to learn?” she demanded with a smirk. 
 
    As the entity grew taller than six feet, a pit of dread opened up in my stomach… 
 
    Daemon. 
 
    Summoning. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Beady red eyes glared at me out from where they were sunken inside a hideous boar’s face, and when the daemon entity snarled like the creature its head resembled, gross wads of phlegm flew from its tusked jowls. The spittle hissed and steamed where it landed, and I found myself leaping back in order to avoid the clearly acidic snot. 
 
    However, the head wasn’t the most terrifying part of this beast, because this dark abomination was also a hybrid of some sort, and I barely had time to decide if his huge pincer-like claws were more lobster or more crab before it tried to snap my head off. 
 
    If I hadn’t dropped into a crouch, I would have ended this short life with a decapitated head, and I was pretty sure if I ended up back in Drogu’s web so soon after she just cut me free, I would never hear the end of her teasing. 
 
    And that would just not do. 
 
    “Rooooooaaaarrrr!” the hybrid daemon bellowed and then charged at me. 
 
    I leapt up, vaulted back until I was off the platform, and then made a beeline toward one of the trusty braziers that had kept me safe in the past. 
 
    Only the last time I sought shelter behind one of the large vats of burning oil, I was being pursued by Daria Ozin-Na, who although mad with rage, was someone who could almost be reasoned with. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    This creature of nightmares, however, was something else entirely, and as I glanced over my shoulder, I saw it rip one of the stone altar benches off the ground. Then the daemon launched the bench directly at the brazier I was heading toward. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The vat of burning flames exploded, and I was forced to dive to the side to avoid being scorched. 
 
    “Rooooooaaaarrrr!” the dark daemon roared again as black smoke filled the sanctuary and started to sting my eyes. 
 
    Visibility only grew worse after that. 
 
    “You must rely on your spiritual senses, Fynn!” Madame Drindessa’s voice echoed from somewhere far off. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” I grumbled since my eyelids felt like they were starting to swell. 
 
    It was easier to just keep them mostly closed by this point, so just like I had done with the invisible orbs, I reached out with my ether and tried to hear-slash-feel where the daemonic entity was… 
 
    Then my hearing sharpened as my ether flooded my ears, and I could suddenly hear things reserved for the spiritual planes all around me. 
 
    I was slowly learning about the magicks and realms of this universe, and with the guidance of Mother Sevahtra, Tryss, and even Hel and Dag, I was starting to sus out this untapped resource of power and potential lurking inside my soul. 
 
    Dual souls, rather. 
 
    The two warring halves Drogu-ani saw fit to put inside her little plaything of a vessel she’d named Fynn Draven. 
 
    “Wuffff, wufff, wuufff…” The sound of boar-like snuffling caught my attention. “Rrrrrooooooarrr!” 
 
    Suddenly, the beast’s proximity nearly knocked me off my feet because I was immediately assaulted by the stench of burned and rotting flesh. The scent was so strong it seemed to physically repel me like a magnet, as if the smell had a force field around the entity that was obviously from a plane of existence that reveled in Death, and every spark of my ether recoiled because it was the very essence of Life. 
 
    And this was when I realized Drindessa wasn’t fucking around, because given the chance, this daemon would do anything to infect me with its life-sucking sickness. 
 
    Another stone bench was ripped from where it was bolted down to the Temple floor and then jettisoned into another flaming brazier to my left. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled as some of the searing oil landed on my cloak and started to catch the fabric on fire. 
 
    I hit the ground and tumbled longways under a few benches back toward the platform in order to put the fire out. 
 
    The daemon did not like the fact it couldn’t find me, and it suddenly threw a temper tantrum as it thrashed its armored crab-like claws around and damaged a few statues and more benches. 
 
    Now that I was below the smoke line, I was able to keep my eyes open for longer and longer fractions of time, and one of the things I was able to spy through my watery sight was the glint of one of the broken bench bolts. 
 
    “Reeeeeeoooooorrrr!” the abomination squealed and squalled, and then it tipped forward to land on the other crab appendages sprouting from its armored thorax. When it started to charge in my direction, I realized I needed to act, so I sprinted toward my prize without looking back. 
 
    With any luck, I would be able to wield the metal as a makeshift dagger at the very least. Anything was better than nothing at this point, until I could figure out how to Dispel the entity back to where it came from. 
 
    Crash. 
 
    Another stone fixture was torn free and hurtled toward the center of the Temple, and I froze because I thought it was aimed at me. 
 
    But the piece flew over my head and impacted another brazier, and I realized the creature was trying even harder to limit my sight by plunging me into even more darkness. 
 
    This salient detail stood out to me like a diamond shining at the bottom of a riverbed, and I understood then that the daemon was actually having a bit of an issue with the bright lights. 
 
    Which made sense because if it was from Drogu’s realm or someplace similar, the Darkness pressing in all around me the times I “visited” was probably what this thing was used to. 
 
    I scurried over to the piece of metal, and I was still crouched low on all fours while the daemon hissed and thrashed about until the initial blaze of the brazier died down. 
 
    Crash. 
 
    Another bench torn from its place. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Another vat of fiery oil illuminated the Temple, which was actually convenient because it was getting harder to see, and to my knowledge, ether could only help me Detect something otherworldly or enchanted, not some common iron bolt. 
 
    When I got a good look at what I was working with, I found I was in luck because the bolt seemed like it had almost been severed through due to the violent treatment. I hoped with a bit of bullying, I could bend and break the jagged metal away fully. 
 
    “Roooooaaaaaarrr!” the beast thundered, and despite how close I was to achieving my objective, I had to abruptly abandon my task when the daemon caught sight of me through its beady red eyes. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I cursed, and then I jumped up on the last few benches just as the daemon used its razor-sharp boar’s tusks to upend chunks of broken debris out of its way and destroyed three more braziers in the process. 
 
    I launched off the last bench in front of me while I had the most light, rolled to the center of the platform, and then slid off the opposite side. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, Fynnie,” Drindessa chortled like watching me scramble for my life was a trifle more interesting than Dead Ass Boring. “Do you really think that little prick can get the job done?” 
 
    “Shut up, Drindy,” I growled, but this only made her giggle a little harder. 
 
    However, she probably had a point hidden under the layered insults her words and tone implied, because this was something even Mother did when she was trying to educate her own children. 
 
    So, by cutting the wheat from the chaff, it seemed likely Madame Dessa was telling me that weapons were going to be useless and a waste of time. 
 
    Fiiiiiiine. 
 
    I could tell she was driving me in a certain direction for a solution, and even though there was the very real possibility I would be killed super hard by the daemon she’d Summoned, I knew she wouldn’t make me face something that would be impossible for me to defeat. 
 
    No. 
 
    Not defeat. 
 
    Dispel. 
 
    The second half of the equation I was expected to learn in today’s trial by fire. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The second-to-last brazier was destroyed, which left only one to flicker dimly at the farthest end of the Temple. 
 
    Darkness was nigh, and I wondered if the daemon would take the time to destroy the last source of light, or if it would just deal with the semi-dimness and come over to pincer my ass. I was hoping for the former because it would give me just enough time to get myself together so I could… could… 
 
    Dispel the daemon. 
 
    Which really meant… what exactly? To banish it? No… to rid it completely was to dispel something. 
 
    And if this thing was the manifestation of Darkness and Death, then the opposite of those things were Light and Life. 
 
    Light. 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    She wanted a demonstration of my light powers. That was probably what this was all about. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The last brazier went out in a blaze of glory, and in the rapidly waning light of the flames, I jumped back up on the platform and stood my ground in the center. 
 
    “Reeeeeooooorrrrr!” the boar head screamed at me, and the daemon charged at me on its hind hooves just as the Temple was plunged into full darkness… 
 
    The stench of Death burned my nostrils, and for a split second, I worried about how I could summon my light powers when I’d never consciously done so before in the past, but as the sounds and smell of the daemon drew closer, I found there was a point in which instinct just took over. 
 
    With a deep breath, I widened my stance and felt deep down for that familiar hummingbird-like thrum inside my chest… 
 
    Zrrrrrt. 
 
    “Eeeeeeekkkk!” The flash of the light branching out from my raised palms hit the daemon square on and caused it to wail and drop to the ground. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I screamed and then brandished my palms at the abomination with even more force. 
 
    Another large tangle of lightning erupted from me, and I watched as the thing writhed and squealed some more. Every point on the daemon my light power touched seemed to start a white-hot fire that I could only view through my Dark Eye because it was much too bright for my regular drow sight. 
 
    “Reeeeeeekkkk!” the hybrid beast shrieked as its carcass began to smoke and dissolve before me, and I jumped down off the dais so I could implement more force at a closer range. 
 
    My hands grew hot, and sweat poured down my face, but I bored down on the daemon until it was finally nothing more than a pile of ash. 
 
    “Guh,” I gasped when it was over, and then I melted downward so I was sitting on my knees. 
 
    A brief bout of dizziness gripped me after I called my ether back, and considering I had just recovered from a significant drain on my resources after fighting Daria, it was no wonder I was a little out of breath. 
 
    “Well, are you satisfied now, you meddling tart?” Sevahtra’s voice sounded in the darkness of the Temple, and after the sound of someone clapping their hands twice, the large amethyst mounted in the center of the Temple’s circular ceiling started to glow. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see the two Matron Mothers heading toward me, and it appeared as if Madame Dessa finally chose to cover her nakedness with a silk robe she’d gotten from somewhere. 
 
    Which was such a shame because she was drop-dead gorgeous for an older woman. 
 
    “Hmm, I quite liked that little demonstration,” the buxom Matron Mother said as she finished rolling up the sleeves of her silk robe, and then she sauntered forward on her shapely hips in a way that emphasized all of her womanly curves. 
 
    “If you wanted to see me use my light powers, all you had to do was ask,” I said now that I was no longer out of breath. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” Drindessa purred as Sevahtra helped me up to my feet. “Besides, you’re fine.” 
 
    When I tried to turn in Dessa’s direction, Mother Sevahtra held my head still so she could tilt my chin from side to side like she was taking stock of all the damage I had sustained. 
 
    But despite the slight burns and scrapes I could feel, and the weariness of expending so much energy so quickly, I felt fine. 
 
    Apparently, Sevahtra wordlessly agreed with me because she pursed her lips, gave a barely-there nod, and released my chin. 
 
    “I want to know how you even knew about Fynn’s light powers to begin with,” Sevahtra said as she turned the full force of her glare on the other woman. 
 
    “A little sprite must have whispered it to me,” she responded with a coquettish bat of her eyelashes. 
 
    “You mean my bigmouthed First Daughter, Helera Unem,” Mother deadpanned with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dessa said with a serrated grin. “She is quite the charmer, your unem.” 
 
    “Charm… sure, we’ll go with that,” Sevahtra groaned and rubbed the crease between her eyebrows like the long-suffering mother she was. “Next time I see that one, I’m going to demote her to darnem and give Dagwyn the honor of being First. Maybe that will make Helly take her role more seriously.” 
 
    “Oh, go easy on her, Sevvy,” Drindessa giggled with a certain amount of glee that told me she was one of those people who loved stirring up shit. 
 
    No wonder she seemed to get along so well with Hel. 
 
    “I’ll nip the girl’s other ear, I swear to Drogu,” Mother grumbled. 
 
    “It might even her out,” I commented, and both older women had to stop themselves from visibly smirking. 
 
    After Helera had disobeyed Sevahtra and almost blew our cover as the last remaining Warriors from House Claden’Du, she received punishment in the form of the Matron Mother biting a piece off the tip of her long drow ear. 
 
    “Fine, it may have been slightly underhanded of me, but I wanted to see what I possibly have to look forward to once Eli and Tasi bear this one’s young,” Drindessa said with her hands planted on her hips. “Especially if Helera’s theory on him being of mage origins is true.” 
 
    “Mage?” Sevahtra said with an arched eyebrow. “Who said anything about mages?” 
 
    “Don’t do that, Sevvy, playing stupid really doesn’t become you,” Dessa scoffed. 
 
    “Do I have Helly to blame for this as well?” she asked as she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Probably. She was being a major bookfly about mages and all the different types of magicks.” I shrugged and was totally unremorseful about throwing her… um. Under the wolves? 
 
    No. 
 
    That wasn’t how the long-forgotten adage went… 
 
    Under the bus, slash thrown to the wolves. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    Hel could be such a bitch sometimes, and I was perhaps a little irked about how she hadn’t even come to check up on me in my sickbed. 
 
    Not like I was around in my sickbed to be checked upon, but still. Due to all my sneaking and spying, I knew for a fact Helera was consumed with some sort of project down in the dungeons and not wondering if her dear friend was alright. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “As surprising as it might seem to you, I am a person who reads her history as well,” Drindessa responded as she primly stuck her pointed nose in the air. “And there hasn’t been someone around with powers like yours in a long while, sweetness. It’s not a difficult leap.” 
 
    “Am I that obvious even without my light powers?” I questioned. “I make sure to cover my strange-colored eye with the patch Mother gave me. As far as anyone else knows, I’m just a maimed lowly drow slave at first glance.” 
 
    “But that is going to change for you, precious,” Dessa cooed as she gently brushed my jaw. “You are now the First Son of Claden’Du. In order to maintain the charade that the Warriors of the Void were not, in fact, decimated by Ozin-Na, you must give any scrutinizers a reason as to why Sevahtra would adopt one such as you.” 
 
    “Meaning…?” I tilted my head at her as Mother conjured a crystal goblet and then levitated a decanter of wine toward me from somewhere. Then I gratefully took a drink of the tart blue liquid and tried not to guzzle the whole thing. 
 
    “Someone of Sevy’s clout would never consider adopting less than the most premium of male drow-- why do you think I’ve struggled with finding anyone suitable to fill my Daughters’ wombs?” the owner of the underbelly’s most prominent brothel reminded us. “Therefore, you have quite a bit of training and rehearsing to do. Pity there isn’t a spare wizard lying around. I’m sure if Nodrin were still here, he would make an excellent teacher of these types of magicks. But for anything else, on the other hand, I am glad to offer my services, of course.” 
 
    The buxom barely-clothed woman smirked at me and widened her sparkling amber eyes. 
 
    “Back off, you whore,” Sevahtra drawled in a bored tone and shoved her lascivious dominatrix friend aside. “As long as I can trust you not to go spreading this around to your gossip mills, then consider yourself lucky I don’t get rid of you altogether. Obnoxious meddlesome thing that you are.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t benefit me in the slightest when it comes to my heirs,” Drindessa replied easily. “If the court of popular opinion decides to turn against any suspected mages like they have done in the past, then my Daughters’ children are at risk as well. You have nothing to fear… from me.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sevahtra snapped as she looped her arm through the crook of mine. 
 
    “It means I know of this male’s unbound status,” she said, and I felt Mother’s fingers dig into my forearm slightly. 
 
    “That’s it, I’m making Hel a Zara,” Sevahtra growled as she demoted her gossipy Daughter down to Third Rank now for her gossipy sins. 
 
    “Nonsense!” the other sang out. “You’ve got all your Sons and Daughters right where you need them.” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The doors of the Temple flew open, and as if waiting for her cue, Claden’Du’s Second Daughter burst through with a wild look in her eyes. 
 
    “Dagwyn?” Mother said as she glared sharply at her, and based on her expression, it was clear this Daughter was definitely not where she was supposed to be. 
 
    The daughter in question was currently hunched low over her knees as she sucked in great draughts of air. 
 
    It looked painful, and when I saw her knees wobble slightly, I couldn’t help but come up beside her with a steadying arm on her elbow as she caught her breath. 
 
    “Child, did you really take the stairs?” Drindessa asked disdainfully, and Dagwyn stopped her panting for a moment so she could send the crustiest expression I’ve ever seen on her dark blue face toward the dominatrix. 
 
    “Mother… you… must… see!” she gasped out as quickly as she could, and she snatched the floating decanter so she could gulp down the rest of the wine. The moment she had slaked her thirst, she was finally able to blurt out the most comprehensible thing she’d said since she came flying into the Temple. “Helly’s found something!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Explain,” Sevahtra and Drindessa chorused at the same time after Dagwyn proclaimed that Helera had Found Something. 
 
    But the younger female held up her first finger as she drained the last dregs of wine from the crystal decanter she still had clutched in her hand. 
 
    I watched how the dark blue wine trickled from the corners of her pouty mouth like dual streams of sapphires I wanted to lap up with my tongue. My gaze then tracked the line of her pretty throat as it bobbed up and down with each deep swallow… 
 
    “For Drogu’s sake, child!” Drindessa finally lost her patience and snapped. “What has Helera found that apparently has you frazzled so much you completely forgot about the levi-shafts and ran all the way up here?” 
 
    “I didn’t forget about the levi-shafts,” Dagwyn grumbled and tossed the decanter away, but instead of shattering on the floor, it merely bobbed in mid-air where it was. “I just… needed the exercise.” 
 
    Given she was all lithe and toned where it mattered, and could probably outstrip all of us in a foot race, this was obviously a Blatant Lie. 
 
    “Hm,” the Matron Mother scoffed. “You need the exercise, ‘tis true, because it’s clear you have been neglecting your strengthening rituals.” 
 
    “Not on purpose,” Dagwyn defended with a sour look on her face. “It’s been a bit of a shit-fest lately, in case you don’t remember.” 
 
    Oof. 
 
    Dag. 
 
    What have you done? 
 
    I winced internally as the silence following her flippant words rang out like a hammer on an anvil. 
 
    It was clear by the sudden look of shock on her elfin face that she immediately regretted her choice of words, but unfortunately for her, Madame Drindessa’s shock wore off quicker than hers. 
 
    A sudden screeching howl exploded through the Temple, and in the blink of an eye, the furious dominatrix teleported in front of Dag and then held her up by the throat. 
 
    “You disrespectful little bitch, don’t you dare treat your Mother’s Great Loss with such a cavalier attitude,” Drindessa commanded, and then she dropped Dagwyn back to the ground. 
 
    “N-No, I never meant to imply that,” the younger woman said as she took her chastisement on the chin with her hands clasped behind her back. She then raised her eyes from the ground and fixed them on Sevahtra. “You know I wouldn’t.” 
 
    The Matron Mother started down at her errant Daughter with her maroon eyes that seemed sharpened into points. I could tell Dag wanted to squirm under Sevahtra’s gaze like an insect pinned under glass, but she held her head up high, and her own eye contact did not waver from Mother’s. 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” she finally eased up a little. “But I will not tolerate your lack of due diligence anymore, do you understand? How do you expect to strengthen your ether if you do not commit yourself to the craft?” 
 
    “I understand,” Dagwyn said as her gaze darted to the ground again. “And I will do better, but you must come with me right away because Hel really did find something you all need to see.” 
 
    The two Matron Mothers exchanged glances with one another, and without any further ado, all three drow females surged toward the door. 
 
    I followed them in hot pursuit and racked my brains for what it could possibly be that Helera had found. 
 
    Spying on her at odd times throughout my “convalescence” told me little other than she was helping her other two sisters in the effort to clean up after House Ozin-Na. 
 
    Claden’Du’s raid with the help of Drindessa’s reinforcements from Bahna’Faar House was a successful one, which included the total decimation of every living member of Ozin-Na. This also meant everyone was on body disposal detail for the most part. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked Dag when the two older women rushed ahead of her so they could converse in low tones with one another. 
 
    “The Dungeon level,” she said as she jogged next to me. “In each level of the Noble Tower, the lowest level is built as a labyrinthine tangle of corridors in case anyone below tries to plan a raid.” 
 
    “So, is it a prison?” I questioned as we neared a levi-shaft. 
 
    “The prison itself is called the Portal of Holding, and it acts as a Stasis Chamber,” Dagwyn explained with a scowl. “And before you ask, all I really know about it is that it’s like a magical pocket of space-time-- ehhh, Helly is a lot better at describing it, but basically, we can shove prisoners who plot against our House in there and ‘hold’ them until the Council can judge them and send them off into the Void Below.” 
 
    “But how, though?” I asked as the two Matron Mothers disappeared down the shaft via their own methods. “Is the Noble Tower hollow or something? Like one giant levi-shaft thing?” 
 
    “No, it’s something with magic and how it breaks all the rules of normality or something-- ask Helera!” she spun around on her heels and barked at me before she continued to march backward toward the shaft. Then, before she plunged tragically downward into the arms of gravity, she snapped out one final word. “Freefall!” 
 
    I huffed when the difficult female disappeared from view, and then I joined her a few seconds behind in case she had to stop abruptly for some reason. Given I was considerably larger in stature than a normal male drow, and she was considered smaller for a female, that would be bad if I landed fully on top of her boots first. 
 
    “Freefall,” I grumbled when I surmised enough time had passed to give myself enough of a cushion, and I sensed my cloak’s insignia activate with the Command Word. 
 
    Instead of using my ether like I did to navigate the shaft upward, going down only relied on the leftover magicks and enchantments the Wizard instilled in the House Insignia. From what I learned so far, enchantments such as these were spells that lingered for some time like an ink stain. 
 
    Mother Sevahtra could even feel for Nodrin’s particular magical signature if she wanted to, but I hadn’t seen or heard of her doing so in a while. The Wizard had been missing and was presumed dead, but he was powerful, and Tryss explained to me how his enchantments had the potential to last quite a while before someone needed to renew them again. 
 
    I was just in the middle of wondering when that time would come when my normally smooth descent suddenly jerked and juddered until I came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “Fynn?” Dagwyn called up, and my sharp hearing picked up on the scared tremor in her voice. 
 
    “Are you stuck, too?” I asked. 
 
    “Y-Yeah, but--” I never heard what the “but” was, because a moment later, I was falling a lot faster through the air as the power behind the Command Word started to unravel. 
 
    “Daggy?” I called as I picked up speed bit by bit. 
 
    “Fynn?” Her voice sounded like it was a lot more distant than mine, and when I realized it was because she was falling exponentially faster than me, my heart sank with dread. 
 
    “Hang on, Dag!” I shouted and formed an ether bubble around myself. If ether had an actual weight, it stood to reason that if I added more ether into my sphere, then I would sink. 
 
    And sink I did. 
 
    Rapidly. 
 
    “Fyyyynn!” Dagwyn’s voice sounded a lot closer now, which was a good thing. 
 
    “I’m coming!” I called back and visualized a little more of my ether pouring into the bottom of my sphere of magic. It was a controlled pour, however, and I was able to gradually accelerate my descent until I was falling right alongside her. 
 
    “I-I can’t th-think!” she stuttered, and when I reached out toward her, she gratefully grasped onto me as I pulled her into my bubble of ether. 
 
    “I got you,” I said as I held her flush against me and then pulled my ether back until it was just a slight trickle so we were descending at a much slower rate. 
 
    “Fucking Void,” she huffed, and I felt the cloud of her moist warm breath through my shirt where she had her face buried. A second later, a shudder rolled through her body, and then she looked up at me with a pained smile as she tried to hold in her nervous laughter. 
 
    “Hi.” I grinned back as I took in the endearing and even more rare sight of her smiling with her teeth. 
 
    “Ahem, hello,” she said back as her two front teeth bit into her bottom lip in a way that drew my attention very thoroughly. Her front teeth were slightly bigger than the others, and this made her look a little vulnerable and soft when she mostly portrayed a gruff and standoffish exterior. 
 
    I was absolutely smitten by it. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked in a lowered voice so she could feel the vibrations through my chest. 
 
    “I’m… fine,” she faltered, and I grinned even wider when her mysterious dark eyes tracked down to my pecs as her fingers flexed against the hard muscles like she couldn’t help it. “Thank you for the assist. My mind was much too frazzled to attempt to rally my ether…” 
 
    She trailed off as a scowl like a somber storm rolled in across her dark blue face, and for a moment I was struck with how… beautiful she was. 
 
    Which had been a fact for quite a while because there was one thing about Mother Sevahtra Claden’Du: she produced gorgeous Daughters, and all three were stunning in their own ways. 
 
    But these little moments drew me more than each one of their beautiful outward perfections. Ironically, it was the cracks beneath the facade-- the fissures of darkness branching throughout the vibrant light like the dark swirls throughout white marble-- that pulled me into orbit. 
 
    With Tryss, it was her young brashness, insecurities, and wicked cleverness oftentimes at the expense of others that drew me to her like a moth to a flame. 
 
    Then there was Helera who was quick-witted, easygoing, and yet fierce and arrogant by turns often to her own demise. I’d had to pluck her out of trouble once already, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last time.  
 
    Funny enough, I was very okay with this. 
 
    But I knew the least about Dagwyn because she put up such a hard and prickly exterior. Any sort of reaction that wasn’t anger or sarcasm was hard to come by, but when she did let a smile slip here, or let the huff of a genuine laugh go there, it was somehow more precious for its rarity. 
 
    And because of that, I really didn’t want the moment to pass, so I slowed us almost to a complete stop just so I could have a little more time with her alone. 
 
    “Any idea where we’re going?” I murmured as her gaze smoldered into mine. 
 
    “Um… down. More,” she added because we were heading that way in snail-like increments. “I’ll tell you when we are getting close.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I clutched her waist even tighter and then made us go a little faster. 
 
    When she signaled we were almost to the bottom, I ceased the flow of my ether once more until we were bobbing in mid-air over what appeared to be a pit with deadly crystal shards sharpened into spikes. As the gruesome image of one or both of us being impaled on the crystal spires flashed in my mind, I was glad I’d caught up with her like this after all. 
 
    Especially because I could see a few skeletal remains left over from a few unfortunate souls who’d plunged to their dooms. 
 
    “Good of you to join us, younglings,” Drindessa drawled as I floated Dagwyn and I out of the shaft and into the eerie antechamber that reminded me of what the inside of a brain must look like given the ceiling and walls were plastered with vein-like plant roots and vines. 
 
    “Did you miss us?” I snarked as I set Dag on her feet.  
 
    She blinked up at me for a moment, shook her head, and then stepped back carefully so there was an appropriate amount of distance between us. 
 
    “Tch,” Sevahtra scoffed and then eyed her Daughter. “Well, va-darnem? Are you going to lead the charge? You were the one who wanted us down here.” 
 
    “Right, erm…” Dagwyn seemed to make a conscious effort to stop biting her lip, which was quite a shame from where I was standing. “This way…” 
 
    She folded her arms over her chest, and then she marched past the two austere older women toward the mouth of some dark corridor. When she reached the threshold where the darkness swallowed up the light, I could tell she hesitated only a second before her sight changed. 
 
    “Darkvision, Fynn,” Mother Sevahtra reminded me, and even though I hadn’t done this particular bit of magic yet, the way she said it informed me that this was something standard to drow of average power and above. Even Dagwyn, who demonstrably had less magical power behind her ether than most, was capable of seeing in such dim conditions, so I figured it required very little effort on my behalf. 
 
    I was right, and I found that as long as I concentrated and focused more with my peripherals, I could detect shapes lined faintly in the barest light that had somehow seeped in from distant torches far above. 
 
    My hearing was also helpful, and the longer I adjusted to such poor visual conditions with my already compromised eyesight, the more my other senses kicked into high-gear. 
 
    Even so, I was glad to have Dag as a guide because it seemed like every chamber we came across gave birth to multiple tunnels branching out to Drogu only knows where. It would be easy to get super lost within the labyrinth of the Dungeon Level, and I understood why the snarls of tunnels alone were enough defense between the stations. If anyone from the level under us, say House Twenty-Eight, decided to try to break in, they would find themselves chasing their tails rather than actually finding a way in. 
 
    It was enough to inspire insanity, and as it was, my own mind started to play tricks on me the longer we continued on through the labyrinth in the Dungeon Level. 
 
    The darkness alone was enough to drive a person with normal vision crazy, but considering my Dark Eye lived up to its name, one-half of my sight was completely smothered by near blackness of the constricting kind. Meanwhile, my regular drow eye was almost just as suffocated because the flickering violet sconces were barely enough to light the way. 
 
    “I’m assuming the reason I can’t use my fae-fyre sight is due to the fact that would defeat the purpose of entrapping your enemies,” I murmured at Dagwyn in an attempt to distract myself from the faint howling and screaming noises I could hear echoing from the twisted maze’s bowels. 
 
    “Yes, because there is also nothing for your fae-fyre to see in the first place,” she answered. “Helera found a map, and we used a spell so we could find the way to the inner chambers of the Dungeons. It makes it so you only remember the way once you set foot inside the labyrinth. That way, in case you are abducted and tortured for information, you won’t have anything to hand over because there is nothing to forcefully extract.” 
 
    “Huh, clever,” I remarked, even though the thought of abduction, torture, and “forceful extractions” did not sit particularly well with me, like it shouldn’t with any Normal Person. Even so… “Can you do the spell on me?” 
 
    “Yes, but it can only be done once you have been shown the way first,” she answered with a grim tone to her voice. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as our arms brushed up against one another. 
 
    “I’ve just remembered what came before… ” Dagwyn trailed off as another disturbing moan of agony ricocheted throughout the labyrinth. “Before we reach the Holding Chamber.” 
 
    “What’s before that?” I asked even though everything about this conversation told me she didn’t want to talk about it, especially if she was trying so hard to be this vague about it. 
 
    Now that my regular eye was accustomed to this level of darkness, I could faintly make out her face in profile, and her expression was grim even for her normally severe resting expression. 
 
    Resting… Bitch Face? 
 
    Huh. 
 
    Somehow that seemed accurate regardless of whatever corner of my mind that had rattled loose from. 
 
    And as Dagwyn’s RBF turned from bitchy to fearful, I gently bumped into her side in order to jar her out of her spiraling thoughts. 
 
    “Hm?” She turned to me and blinked her large dark eyes, and my own pulse skittered in my throat at the sight of her caught off-guard. 
 
    It was another one of those rare moments of vulnerability that peered through the cracks of the fierce warrior’s normally stoic exterior, but as honored as I was to be let in on these little moments, I also felt a tad guilty for pushing her. 
 
    “What comes before the central portal chamber?” I asked slowly because I feared if she didn’t catch what my question was the first time, I wouldn’t have the gumption to repeat it again. 
 
    After all, maybe I didn’t really want to know what was in store ahead of time. 
 
    Regardless, Dagwyn heard me, and after another brief hesitation, she started to explain. 
 
    “This labyrinth is circular with the Portal of Holding at the center, but the inner middle ring is dedicated to… Ozin-Na’s perversions,” she said in a halting voice. 
 
    “What’s that, now?” Drindessa butted in. “Speak up, child!” 
 
    “Drindy, don’t be a cow,” Sevahtra snarled as she hip-checked her sister-in-arms, but I wasn’t sure if the gesture was hostile or not. “But she’s right, Dagwyn, explain what you mean for all of us to hear, please.” 
 
    The younger female heaved a resigned sigh and came to a stop right before the path branched off into three different directions. After another beat in which she seemed to take a moment to order her thoughts, she straightened her spine and turned around. 
 
    “Apparently, Daria Ozin-Na was into interspecies breeding and experimentation, and the middle ring of the Dungeon level was transformed into her diabolical laboratories,” she said, and by the way the two Matron Mothers inhaled identical sharp breaths, I figured this was Bad. 
 
    “Fae-folk? Duergar-folk?” Drindessa asked, and at Dagwyn’s silence, the other woman’s eyes grew wide in horror. “Goblin folk?” 
 
    “That and… more.”  
 
    “Surely not orc or nelvar folk,” Sevahtra chimed in, but when Dag merely stared back, the Matron Mother of Claden’Du screwed up her face in a disgusted snarl. “Tch.” 
 
    “Oh, how deplorable!” Dessa gasped as her wheat-colored eyebrows buckled together in an equally disgusted scowl. “This is the type of blasphemy that could bring waste to an entire House.” 
 
    “Which is exactly what happened,” Mother growled as she clenched her hands into fists. “We have destroyed every iota of them.” 
 
    “Except for the abominations left behind,” Dagwyn said. “Some of the hybrids are grotesque and malformed, but surprisingly resistant to starvation, dehydration, or exposure to extreme elements-- magical or otherwise. We haven’t decided what to do about them yet because we were waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’m assuming since you neglected to bring this bit of information up previously that getting to the Holding Portal where Helera is takes top priority,” she responded. “So let us worry about them later. I take it the abominations are secure?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Dag nodded once and tucked her fists against the small of her back. “From this point onward, we can use fae-fyre. Helera and I marked off the corridors that lead to where the hybrids are locked up. Just follow me, and try to ignore the screaming.” 
 
    I swallowed around the sudden constricting lump in my throat and followed the younger drow female as she led us down the right path. It stuck out to me how silent her footsteps were, and I attempted to quiet mine, too, but I couldn’t quite manage it without sending at least a little of my ether to the soles of my feet in an attempt to cushion their landing, and even then it still didn’t fully work. 
 
    It was when I strained my ears even more to try and understand how the warrior priestess was so light on her feet that something else caught my attention. But the two older priestesses murmured between each other low enough only they could hear, and this alone was not helping some of the squirming feeling writhing around in my gut like a pair of eels battling for dominance. 
 
    “Dag?” I whispered when the lack of distraction finally forced me into action. “I know interspecies breeding is taboo, but can you explain to me why hybrid species are frowned upon? I thought it was just a cultural thing about drow, but you all seem like it’s something… more.” 
 
    One of Dagwyn’s cloud-gray eyebrows arched up as she looked at me askance. “Tryssie keeps rhapsodizing about how ‘clever’ and ‘observant’ her little fuck-pet can be, but this is the first time I’m impressed. Well done, Light Boy.” 
 
    I was just on the verge of being treated to one of her rare smiles when a tragic wail rang out through the antechamber we were still in and made her flinch so hard she bumped into my side. 
 
    I eased into the contact like it was natural, and before she could snap out of her momentary shock, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and lightly pulled her closer. 
 
    At first, her steps faltered, but then she shivered and tucked herself even closer as if it was almost against her will. 
 
    And no wonder, because after our footsteps finally synchronized, and we weren’t bobbing awkwardly against each other, I noticed for the first time how cold she was. 
 
    Then, to top it off, I did what I was good at and seamlessly picked up the thread of the previous conversation as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Come on, Daggy, the very first time?” I needled with my voice as my hand did the opposite and attempted to rub some warmth into her soft blue skin. “Surely you’ve seen enough of me to have been impressed by my… assets once or twice before now.” 
 
    The out of place comment as well as the bright tone in my voice was at such odds with the dismal place, Dagwyn huffed out one of her quiet laughs. Even in the dim tunnel, I could see the brief flash of her white teeth before her hand came up to cover her mouth. 
 
    “Maybe you’ve proven interesting once or twice in the past,” she finally conceded in a pseudo-serious voice. 
 
    “Interesting?” I asked. “What kind of compliment to my ‘assets’ is that?” 
 
    “Ugh, you need to stop referring to your manhood as an asset, it’s getting tired,” she bantered back as we both stepped over what looked like a femur belonging to something Large. 
 
    “I have it on good authority that ‘It’ actually has remarkable stamina,” I shot back, and I grinned wide when I felt her shake with silent laughter. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Point for Fynn. 
 
    “Did you just give yourself a point on some arbitrary scoring scale you made up just now?” Her soft ear brushed my jaw when she glanced up at me, and I pursed my lips. 
 
    Apparently, I’d said that out loud. 
 
    “…No,” I said, and before she could think she had the upper hand in this conversation, I swerved us both swiftly around a pile of skulls. “And even if I did, who says the scoring system is arbitrary?” 
 
    “It’s not?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s very specific,” I replied with a discreet rumble in my voice. Her ear was still close to my jaw so it was easy for me to dip my chin in order to purr directly into it. This elicited the best response yet, which was for her to shiver again, but not from the cold. “Mm, another Point for Fynn.” 
 
    “Hush,” she chastised. “The more you tease me, the less inclined I am to answer any of your questions.” 
 
    “Ah, you’ve discovered the weakness of my insatiable curiosity, you win,” I deadpanned, and then I glared over my shoulder when Dessa cleared her throat rather aggressively. 
 
    It was clear she disapproved of the low flirtations coming from us for whatever reason I didn’t care to look into right now. 
 
    “What’s up her twat?” Dag grumbled, and even though I was also miffed our little game had been interrupted, I was glad she was feeling the same way. 
 
    “Ignore her,” I said and subtly began to hasten our pace just as Sevahtra deliberately slowed hers so Dessa was forced to fall behind some. 
 
    When I glanced at the Matron Mother, her cheek twitched just enough to give me the impression of a wink, and I had to turn back around so Drindessa wouldn’t see my smirk. 
 
    “What?” Dag asked. 
 
    “Nothing, you were about to tell me why mixed breeding is a crime against drow-kind,” I said as I attempted to steer us back on track. 
 
    As if on cue, another eerie high-pitched moan split the air. 
 
    “You m-mentioned earlier how you thought it was a cultural thing,” Dagwyn said and attempted to ignore the strange noises of anguish and despair. 
 
    It was no easy task. 
 
    “Right.” I swallowed as best as I could with my dry throat and grimaced when it clicked unpleasantly. “I figured Drogu-ani would think all other species aside from her own Children to be lesser creatures.” 
 
    “You are correct on that end, but there is more to it than just the belief drow have superior blood,” she said, and I could tell she had settled in on the topic enough to block out the cries of pain. “Helera can explain the particulars better, but basically, drow blood is usually non-compatible with other species with varying degrees of bad. Sterile and sickly tends to be the mildest of the maladies, followed by other unsavory mutations that just get worse from there. Whether or not this makes drow blood superior or not has been a point of scholarly debate for eons, but regardless, it is actually more of a mercy not to breed with other species. It’s completely random how bad a mutation can wind up being, and in the past there are records of infants suffering beyond measure…” 
 
    “Gods,” I said. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “And something tells me whatever is behind some of these doors is as well,” she said and then fell quiet. 
 
    The rest of the journey to the center of the chamber was silent, but I didn’t fully know if it was because we had run out of things to say, or because the sounds of wailing and gnashing teeth were now almost deafening and made conversation impossible. 
 
    Probably a mixture of both since I really had nothing to contribute to the disturbing pile of information the younger female educated me on, and the realization of just what Daria Ozin-Na was up to started to sink in. 
 
    It seemed to be the case with the Matron Mothers as well because they closed the gap between us pretty quickly just as we picked up our own pace. 
 
    When we finally made it out into another larger antechamber, Dagwyn made a beeline for the giant double doors. Then she pressed her palm over the thin seam between them, and the right door hissed before it popped open. 
 
    As it closed behind us, the screams that were amplified naturally by the antechamber were blessedly silenced, and for the first time, it felt as if I could breathe. 
 
    “Piece of shit nelvar design.” The familiar sight of Helera with her hands on her hips and glaring at some sort of massive iron gateway like it had offended her future offspring shook off the last bit of chill from the labyrinth, and I breathed a sigh of relief as she grumbled under her breath and then kicked the base of the strange thing for good measure. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the Portal of Holding?” Drindessa asked as she immediately rushed forward, and she had an edge of disapproval in her burnished copper voice that caused the younger’s hackles to rise up. “Are the relics charged?” 
 
    “What an excellent question, why didn’t I think of that?” Hel muttered sarcastically under her breath and then kicked the anticlimactic portal once more. “And yes, all eight relics are more than charged.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t it active?” Mother Sevahtra asked. 
 
    “Watch,” Helera said as she motioned with her hand and said some esoteric words that must have been part of her priestess magick because her cherry-colored eyes glowed bright like two lanterns. 
 
    A sharp crystalline ringing rendered the quiet chamber apart with its hellish otherworldly noise, and the fine muscles in my long, pointed ears twitched in agitation along with everyone else’s. The middle of the portal flickered silvery for a moment, but before it could manifest, the continuous ringing stuttered, cut out, and then the enchanted light completely dissipated. 
 
    “What is wrong?” Sevahtra snarled. “We must have a working Holding Portal, especially if anyone discovers our true status here at the Twenty-Seventh Station.” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Helera grumbled. “But that’s not all.” 
 
    “What now?” the Matron Mother asked as she shot a glance at Dagwyn like this new surprise was her fault simply because her Second hadn’t been aware enough to warn her ahead of time. 
 
    “I think something is stuck inside it like a small metal spanner inside a larger and more intricate mechanism,” the First Daughter continued before Dag could sputter out a retort in her own defense. 
 
    “Nothing tangible could harm the Portal,” Sevahtra said in a way that sounded like she was catching on to what Helera was getting at. Then, as if to test her own private theory, she held her palms out in front of the iron ring as her eyes glowed.  
 
    After about a minute in which she concentrated in silence, the Matron Mother pulled back with a frown and rubbed a palm over her sternum. 
 
    “Do you see now why I think there’s something stuck?” Helera asked and clasped her hands in front of her full breasts. “When I reached out with my ether to try and grab it, I could feel it pull taut, here, behind my breastbone.” 
 
    “Unem-la! You mean to tell me you tried this alone? What I felt was the near exsanguination of my magickal core!” Sevahtra raised her voice, and the small stalactites on the ceiling of the large chamber trembled with the vibration enough for rain droplets of water down on us all. 
 
    “I just tested it, that’s all.” Hel shrugged like it was no big deal and wiped a few beads of ceiling water off her light-blue cheeks. “And then when I realized it was going to take more than just me to unstick the Stuck Thing, I sent Dag off to get you while I made sure the Thing stayed put. Although, you sure did take your time, Daggy. Did you stop with Fynnie in a small crevice so he could pump you full of his baby cr-e-ammm?” 
 
    The taller of the two twinborn sang this last word out in an annoyingly teasing way that had the shorter one simmering in rage as she tried to ignore Helera’s jabby fingers. 
 
    When she reached Dagwyn’s exposed ribs, she was treated to a swift kick aimed at the back of her knee. 
 
    If she hadn’t nimbly danced away, then she would have probably suffered the near total destruction of the joint because the feisty warrior woman never held anything back. 
 
    “Girls,” Sevahtra said in her Mother Voice that brooked no arguments, and the two calmed down immediately. “Drindessa and I are going to need you to focus if we all don’t want to be sucked into the abyss between planes. That means you, too, Fynn.” 
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” I said without missing a beat and was treated to an actual head pat from Mother. 
 
    “Stand next to me, va-ulsen,” she said much to the chagrin of the two sisters, and I happily took the open place to her left while Drindessa took the place to her right. 
 
    This made it so Dag and Hel were closest to the iron ring structure and completed the semi-circle we all created in front. 
 
    “Fynn and Dagwyn will act as the support pillars, so you two, empty your minds and let your ether flow,” Dessa instructed as her amber eyes blazed a stunning vermilion, and a magical wind started to kick up. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Clearing my mind only happened when I was dead asleep, which was why I had a chronic problem with being left on my own in a silent room because too much peace usually made my rambling thoughts louder and harder to parse through. 
 
    But as all four of the priestess’ eyes began to glow with that otherworldly light, I realized there was no time to ask questions. 
 
    At least this “thrown to the flames” thing Mother so often favored in her teaching methods was predictable by now, and it was enough of a kick in the back side for me to do as Dessa said and clear my mind. 
 
    My eyes tacked onto Dagwyn to see how she was managing this, and I saw her chest rise and fall with each one of her deep breaths, and when she gazed back at me, she even emphasized what she was doing so I would follow along with her. 
 
    Breathe in… one… two… three… four. 
 
    Annnd breathe out… one… two… three… four. 
 
    Repeat. 
 
    Soon, our breathing was synchronized, and as our eyes drifted shut at the same time, I felt confident I could float in this haze where the only thing that mattered was breathing in… 
 
    And out… 
 
    Letting every cell fill with life-giving oxygen on each deep inhale, and then letting my ether flow out on every exhale. 
 
    In… 
 
    And out. 
 
    Clang, ker-thunk. 
 
    My eyes flew open as something suddenly yanked me from behind my waist, and I widened my stance so I wouldn’t lose my balance. 
 
    Something indeed felt stuck on the other end of my ether, and when I looked up I saw the cause: 
 
    An oblong full-length mirror with an ostentatious bronze molded frame was stuck right across the mouth of the portal. 
 
    However, the mirror wasn’t the most shocking thing. What was even more of a surprise was the image of a woman so pale she looked like a ghost peering out of the glass and utterly frozen in time. 
 
    Then Helera gasped. 
 
    “Sashti?” The young priestess’ eyes stopped glowing as the shock of recognition crashed into her, and the portal flickered as everything started to fall apart… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Helera!” Mother Sevahtra barked as the enchanted gale picked up speed and caused her flaxen hair to whip around her fierce face. “Don’t lose your focus, or we may not get the mirror out of the inter-planar abyss!” 
 
    Hel frowned for only a second before she tore her eyes away from the sight of the pale drow woman frozen behind the mirror’s glass and concentrated on the task at hand. Her frown then turned into a scowl of determination, and her cherry-colored eyes glowed with vibrant red light once more. 
 
    “Fynn, look at me.” Dagwyn caught my attention and breathed deeply through her nose, held it for a beat, and then released it through her mouth. 
 
    I nodded as the magical gust buffeted against me and carried Mother’s particular scent of dusky spices and tea leaves from the particular brew she liked early in the day and late at night, and as my eyes slipped closed, I focused on breathing that comforting scent in as deeply as my lungs could manage. 
 
    Many times throughout my recovery, I would awaken in a panic when I was still delirious from the serious depletion of my ether. Without fail, every time my scattered and strung-out brain jolted me out of my healing slumber, Mother was there by my side ready to sooth me back to sleep with a hand in my hair, or a wordless lullaby hummed under her breath. 
 
    And always, there was the scent of her warm spicy tea. 
 
    So, I focused on that, and how every time I would smell that nice smell, I had a brain made of soup and thought of nothing in particular during those occasions. 
 
    The memory helped me keep my mind clear so I could focus on matching my breathing with Dag’s again. 
 
    Eventually, I was lulled into a sort of trance-like state of focus in which I was aware of what was going on around me, but I was outside of myself almost like an insect observing from the far wall of the Holding Chamber. 
 
    Sevahtra and Drindessa were working in tandem somehow, and as a familiar prickle developed behind the eyelid of my Dark Eye, my concentration was threatened again. 
 
    I knew the longer I resisted the urge to open it, the stronger the prickling sensation would get until it was a full-blown unignorable itch. 
 
    But I felt confident in my hazy headspace, and I allowed my Dark Eye to drift open so I could see what the fuss was all about. 
 
    I was not disappointed because I was then treated to the always-impressive sight of Mother Sevahtra’s aura of magenta flames tipped with deep black tongues, and her inner conflagration burned hotter than ever before. 
 
    But alongside her was the sight of Madame Drindessa, who complimented the Matron Mother’s bright pinks and violets with her strange mix of crimson streams lined in gold that undulated out of her like silk ribbons. 
 
    The ribbon wrapped around Sevahtra’s flames, and together the two seemed to use their magicks to “reach” into the Portal so they could turn the mirror in order to pull it out through the ring. 
 
    Once the oblong object was clear of the metal gate, the invisible tether around my waist where my ether was keeping me rooted to my spot like my feet were bolted down was released. Then the weak green light stopped flickering and solidified from edge to edge as the Portal stabilized inside of the ring. 
 
    When the mirror was out entirely, the Portal of Holding powered down, and the three powerful priestesses levitated the mirror to rest carefully on the ground without shattering. 
 
    After the object was safe, Helera immediately raced over so she could kneel down next to the visage of the frozen woman. 
 
    “Sashti?” She reached out and touched her fingertips to the dusty glass right over where the ethereal specter was likewise reaching out from the other side. 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked as I walked up closer to get a better look at the transparent image. I couldn’t tell if the beautiful woman really was that pale, or if this was somehow an afterimage of her captured by the same enchantment that had her trapped. 
 
    Maybe it was both, but I had never seen skin so luminous before, like it was essence taken straight from a moonbeam, but up close I could now see the right side of her face was discolored a faint pink left over from some sort of burn. 
 
    “She was… is Daria’s First Born Daughter, Sash’ti-aseni Unem Ozin-Na,” Dagwyn said as she walked up next to me so she could gaze down at the mirror as well. 
 
    “That’s… quite a name,” I remarked at the crazy length of the woman’s title. 
 
    “It is, but more so for its legacy than anything else,” Dag explained as Helera was told to move by both Sevahtra and Drindessa so they could assess the enchanted object. “Her name is legendary.” 
 
    “What did she do that made her a legend?” I asked. 
 
    “She was a spy,” Helera chimed in and sniffed a suspiciously wet sniff, but before anyone could comment or call attention to the sheen in her eyes, she went on. “Specifically a spy sent to infiltrate the nelvar. She was gifted with the rare markings of the aseni-- or the ‘Moon Blessed.’ Her pale coloring and her naturally smaller ears make her an ideal candidate for the job of blending in with the elven-kin who live topside.” 
 
    “Elves?” I glanced upward as if I could see through the layers of rock to the world above the Neverlight. 
 
    “About two decades ago, Sashti returned from one of her most successful missions that allowed Ozin-Na to raid an elven village for chattel and stock to sell at auction,” she continued. “This is how Daria made most of her clout and took the lower stations to Ascend to her station below Claden’Du. She just gained more and more gold until she could afford to either sway or decimate those who stood in her way.” 
 
    “And Sashti?” I prodded. “Where was she in all of this Ascension business after she returned?” 
 
    “No one really knows what happened to her, only that she spent a lot of time as a recluse when she came back,” Dagwyn took over as Hel lapsed into silence. “Some of us thought it was suspicious and figured the old hag must have killed her First Daughter because she was becoming too popular. Daria was jealous and way too paranoid for her own good.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t remind me,” I grumbled and gently rotated my shoulder blade when it started to ache from the memory of Daria’s little Parting Gift. A little more to the left, and the bitch might have actually succeeded in stopping my heart when she stabbed me in the back. At the time, I was fully masquerading as her Second Daughter, Belia, and if I remembered correctly, that was about the time I realized she had no hang-ups about killing her own children. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “So it wasn’t unusual to think Daria killed Sashti, however…” Helera trailed off as if something started to click within the rusted gears of her memory, and just like an ancient clock that needed a good oiling and a tune up, she froze. 
 
    “Helly?” Dagwyn said and poked her sister in the elbow. 
 
    “We need Tryss.” The other female snapped out of her strange fugue and turned around at the same time as Sevahtra stood from her crouch.  
 
    The Matron Mother firmed her jaw and nodded her head once, and then Hel bodily moved Dag aside so she could confer with the two older women. 
 
    “Always in need of Tryssie,” the other female sighed as she straightened the wrinkles out of her black tunic after being jostled past so roughly. 
 
    “Well, I might still be in need of a Dag,” I said and bumped her shoulder. “What else about Sashti is so special? And I don’t mean her accolades when it comes to her praiseworthy spying.” 
 
    “You mean the thing between Hel and her?” she asked when she picked up what I was going on about. 
 
    “I’ve never seen someone so distraught over a mirror before,” I snarked out my answer, and she raised a hand to cover her smile. 
 
    “Yes, Sashti and Helera have a past,” Dagwyn said and then bit her lower lip. “They used to be mortal enemies, but they somehow ended up rooming together at one of the priestess academies. They became friends, even though Helera would rather die than admit it out loud. She didn’t speak about it, but when Sashti departed on her mission, something broke in her. And then when she came back less than whole…” 
 
    “That burn on her face?” I nodded my chin in the direction of the mirror and the curling pink lines of scarring I could see from here. 
 
    “I guess it was something she got during her assignment,” the younger female said with a shrug. “Some said that was the reason Daria kept her First Daughter sequestered. She was too vain to make her disfigured Daughter the face of Ozin-Na House.” 
 
    “Disfigured? You can barely see the damage,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Again, she was one of the vainest Mega Cunts of our time,” she deadpanned, and I couldn’t help but let out a loud snort at her apt description of Daria. 
 
    “That’s very true,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Point for Dag,” she shot back with a sultry purr, and it caught me off-guard so much I merely blinked as she sauntered over to her twin. 
 
    And she knew how to saunter in such a way that purposefully drew my eye to her tight back end. 
 
    It was sexy, and she totally knew it, which thrilled me even more. 
 
    Often, Dagwyn’s confidence took a beating between her Mother’s high expectations, her higher-ranking twinborn, and her much more magically skilled younger sister, so the hardened warrior woman often doubted herself on a lot of things. 
 
    It was easy to see if you knew what to look for, and when it came to the three siblings, I admitted to observing Dagwyn the most during my “recovery.” 
 
    Mostly because it was easy to tail her without getting caught since she would often break away from the group she was in for some solace where she would mostly drift off in deep thought. 
 
    I would have loved to have known what was behind that pensive expression on her face because every time she fell so deep into her mind, her awareness of things around her lowered dramatically. 
 
    Which was probably a bad thing, but I couldn’t help but adore her just a little for it. 
 
    Especially because she had the maddening habit of nibbling on her lower lip when she was like that. 
 
    Drogu’s tits, I wanted to be that lip… 
 
    Flash. 
 
    The sudden appearance of Tryss in the middle of the chamber interrupted my lovely daydreaming and caused more than one person to exclaim in shock. 
 
    “Tryskaylan?” Sevahtra gasped sharply, and right as the youngest drow sister began to waver, I sidled up next to her and supported her around the waist. 
 
    “Oh… woah, it worked,” she murmured and shook her head slightly like she was still trying to rid herself of vertigo. 
 
    “You mean to tell me you’ve never Teleported before, child?” Drindessa questioned as she placed a stabilizing hand on Tryss’ elbow. 
 
    “Um…” she answered. 
 
    “Wh-- how?” Mother said as she moved both Dessa and me away from her youngest Daughter so she could inspect every inch of her for damage. “Do you know how risky it is if you falter?” 
 
    “Mother, the strength of my will was never in question, you taught me that,” Tryss giggled and gently lowered Sevahtra’s hands from where they were cupping her cheeks. “I’m fine, just a little dizzy, and even that is wearing off now.” 
 
    “Tryssie, you Teleported here to the inner chamber of the Dungeon Level,” Helera started with a wry expression on her light-blue face. 
 
    “So?” she asked as she caught her breath like she had just run an easy mile. 
 
    “You smashed through countless protection enchantments!” Dagwyn finally shouted. 
 
    “Oh,” she said as if the realization had just occurred to her. “Was that supposed to be difficult or something?” 
 
    “Ugh!” the other groaned and turned to march off so she could grumble to herself. 
 
    “Apparently, we are going to need to strengthen the shields on this place,” the Matron Mother said in her amused smoky voice as she watched her children bicker and tease one another. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Tryss shrugged, but her tone didn’t sound sorry in the least, and as her breathing evened out, she locked her crimson eyes on mine. “I guess I just couldn’t wait to get here since I finished cleaning the storeroom.” 
 
    I grinned at her when she came over and kissed me on the corner of my mouth, and I had to refrain from laughing outright when Helera made an obnoxious groaning noise like the interrupting twat she was. 
 
    “Come ooooonnnn,” Hel said. “As if you two didn’t just go at it mere hours ago!” 
 
    Tryss threw her head back and laughed while Helera muttered something in a dark undertone before she marched up, snatched Tryss’ wrist, and dragged her toward the mirror. 
 
    “Okay, Fancy Magic Knickers,” the eldest sister growled before she jerked her chin in the direction of the frozen lost Ozin-Na Daughter. “Now show off your super skills and see if you can Detect her presence.” 
 
    “Who-- oh, Drogu-ani!” Tryss gasped when she finally noticed the visage in the mirror’s surface. “Is that--?” 
 
    “It is, and before I go busting through the surface of this mirror, I need you to feel for Sashti’s presence so I don’t damage her even more than she might already be.”  
 
    “How and why?” Tryss asked as her eyes began to glow, and she hovered her palms over the ghostly impression of the other woman. 
 
    “We still don’t know,” Hel said as she danced impatiently on the balls of her feet. “That’s why you need to give me the go-ahead, so I can--” 
 
    “You definitely can’t go smashing through this glass,” Tryss said. 
 
    “What do you mean, Tryskaylan?” Sevahtra asked as she knelt down and hovered her own palm over the tops of her Daughter’s. 
 
    It was interesting how Tryss seemed to be more adept in some places with her magick than the Matron Mother, and I wondered how this was when Tryss’ status even as a Daughter only came in Third. 
 
    Especially when it came to being under Dagwyn, who possessed the least powerful magickal abilities of all the sisters. The only thing I could gather was the birth order slash rank dubbed by the Matron Mother trumped all magical prowess. 
 
    For now, that was a little topic I would stow for later when there was time to ask more about the particulars of magic in this world. 
 
    “Do you feel it, Mother?” Tryss asked, and Sevahtra’s lip twitched up in a smile as her eyes closed. 
 
    “Yes, I can Sense a heartbeat,” she said with a note of pride in her voice like she was awed her youngest could actually surpass her in some things. 
 
    I knew enough about this matriarchal society to know the Matron Mother’s reaction was not the norm. In fact, the norm was more in line with what Daria Ozin-Na had in mind when there was a threat to her clout. Which was to find ways to eliminate her potential usurpers before they had a chance to usurp her without getting her own hands dirty. 
 
    Sevahtra, on the other hand, seemed to enjoy it when her Daughters caught her off-guard. It was subtle, but the amusement in place of infanticide was the sign this Matron Mother did things a little differently with her offspring. 
 
    “It’s very faint, and you have to listen really carefully,” Tryss said. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Helera asked. “Does that mean she’s dying?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” the Matron Mother said as she and Tryss both stood upright from their crouches. “It could just mean she is far away from her original signature.” 
 
    “Far away?” I questioned as I looked down at Sashti. “How big could the mirror be?” 
 
    “Well… if it’s crafted out of enchanted magical space, then the possibilities are endless,” Dagwyn said, and Helera squeaked a little. 
 
    “Where is she?” she demanded. 
 
    “Relax, Helly,” Tryss said with a nonchalant wave of her hand. “I’m mostly positive she’s fine. At least physically. I don’t know how long she’s been in there, so that might be a thing to contend with…” 
 
    “Tryss!” Helera yelled in frustration and socked her younger sister hard in the bicep. 
 
    “Ow! It’s fine, I said!” she shouted back and pulled back her fist as if she wanted to return the favor threefold, but Sevahtra cleared her throat as a warning. 
 
    A warning Helera completely ignored, of course. 
 
    “But, Mother--!” she started. 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for?” I interrupted loudly so the topic at hand could remain on track, and Dessa winked at me. “Let’s just smash through already and get her.” 
 
    “I agree with Fynn,” Hel said and scooped up a fist-sized chunk of brick from the labyrinth so she could smash it down on the mirror’s surface. 
 
    “Wait!” Drindessa shrieked and snatched the younger woman’s wrist in mid-air. “I wouldn’t advise that.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Drindy?” Sevahtra asked, and Helera knew enough to drop the weapon immediately. 
 
    “If Daria Ozin-Na had trapped her inside, the enchantment would have shattered upon the death of the original caster,” she explained. “Is there anyone from the Ozin-Na House left alive after we decimated them?” 
 
    “No,” Dagwyn spoke up. “I personally made sure to account for every registered member.” 
 
    “How?” the buxom Matron questioned. “Daria’s recordkeeping was a mess, and unlike mine, her offices look like an explosion took place.” 
 
    “Ozin-Na’s Matron may have been a disaster with her ledgers, but do you know who wasn’t?” Dag asked, and at all of our blank looks, she continued with a small eyeroll as if the answer should have been obvious. “The Captain of the Guard, of course.” 
 
    “Why ‘of course?’” Tryss snipped back in her haughty tone as she turned her nose up in the air like some sort of offended… house cat. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    That was the persnickety creature the dim corners of my brain actually remembered from some far-off life in some far-off universe… 
 
    Or something. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure how my current existence actually worked, but I decided I didn’t need to go down that existential trail. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    “Well, because of general security logistics, which I know only bore you both to tears--” Dag was explaining to her two sisters. 
 
    Or attempting to. 
 
    “Definitely, snooze-town for sure,” Tryss said as Helera made obnoxious snoring sounds. 
 
    “Anyway!” the middle sibling barked. “To summarize--” 
 
    “Please do,” Hel snarked. 
 
    “Enough,” Sevahtra intoned, and the other two buttoned up at the subtle but unmistakable growl in the back of the Matron Mother’s throat. “Continue, Dagwyn.” 
 
    “Basically, the Captain of the Guard couldn’t really do his job if he didn’t keep rigorous records of the comings and goings of every last being in the House, there!” she finished with a comically resigned flop of her hand against her outer thigh, and I couldn’t help but snort when the loud smack seemed to punctuate her frustration, and she stormed off again to go sulk in some corner like she was prone to doing. 
 
    “What your Sister is trying to say is, she apparently has also kept track of the bodies you three have supposedly been disposing of,” the Matron Mother said. “Unless it was a group effort, and you both thought to do the same…?” 
 
    Sevahtra trailed off as if she was giving Helera and Tryss a chance to chime in with their own clever examples of helpfulness even though everyone damn well knew there were none. 
 
    And then, as if the scolding wasn’t enough, Drindessa was there to rub some salt in the wound. 
 
    “To my knowledge, Sevvy, it always appeared as if these two were the ones prone to slacking off in that department,” the mischievous madame said, and both Tryss and Hel’s ears folded back even farther. 
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t come to their rescue with anything contrary because even I had noticed a bit of a trend during all my spying. When the three of them needed to work, Dag was the type to put her nose down and work until the task was completed, while the other two were more… distractible. 
 
    And I’d played a big part in the “distracting” when it came to Tryss. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    “Hm, that’s what I thought,” Mother said with her signature Glare of Disappointment, but when her two errant Daughters lowered their eyes to their feet, the hint of a smirk threatened to give itself away. 
 
    Had she not caught me staring at her, I bet she would have indulged in a private grin to herself, but as it was, she simply cleared her throat and got her stony mask put firmly back in place by the time the two chagrined siblings glanced back up. 
 
    “So we know now that the only remaining member is…?” Drindessa sang into the awkward silence in an attempt to return us all to the matter at hand. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “Sashti herself,” Helera said as she squinted her eyes in concentration. “Which means, oh, shit--” 
 
    “You’ve got it, Sweetness,” Dessa said, and it felt like my gaze ricocheted around to all of the females as the same realization seemed to dawn on all of them all at once. 
 
    “Can someone explain?” I interrupted. 
 
    “It’s simple, Light Boy,” Dagwyn’s condescending voice sounded from overhead, and I craned my neck back in order to find out where she had scurried off to. Her voice sounded like it was coming from one of the rafters directly above me, but who knew? “The mirror’s enchanter is the same person who’s trapped inside.” 
 
    “But that means she did this to herself.” I frowned. “Why would Sashti do such a thing?” 
 
    “This is something you, va-ulsen, are going to find out personally,” the Matron Mother said, and I looked behind me hoping to see if she was talking about another son of hers. 
 
    Because the way Tryss, Hel, and even Madame Dessa inhaled sharply at Sevahtra’s declaration meant I was going to have to do a lot of work.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Fynn can’t go!” Tryss immediately blurted out like she couldn’t contain her impulse, but then she pressed her lips together. “I mean… he shouldn’t go alone, so obviously I should go, too.” 
 
    “Nice try, Tryskaylan,” Mother Sevahtra said with a flat smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “But I agree with you, so I am sending--” 
 
    “Me, of course.” Helera stepped forward and flipped her singular braid of status over her shoulder.  
 
    The way she showed off her First Daughter status reminded me of some sort of… of ostentatious bird that strutted through my memory-scarce mind. 
 
    Peacock. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Helera was just that. A proud peacock. 
 
    “Wrong,” the Matron Mother said, and her smile became a bit more bright at the chance to tear her arrogant First Daughter down a peg. 
 
    “But--” Hel deflated. 
 
    “What if something happens to him?” Tryss trampled over the beginning of Hel’s protest. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Tryssie?” the eldest sibling snapped as she gathered her wits in order to fire back a scathing retort. “Forgotten how ‘manual stimulation’ works?” 
 
    “You bitch--!” the younger sister gasped, but before Tryss could whip out something equally as scalding, Helera shoved her aside and continued beseeching Mother with her prepared argument. 
 
    “Mother, I should be the one to go because Sashti and I already have an alliance,” she said.  
 
    An undermining snort could be heard from the rafters above, and I tried not to smirk. Dag made it sound a lot like this alliance was more of a deep friendship, and Hel’s sudden defensiveness further proved that point.  
 
    “Shut up, Dagwyn!” she hissed and glared upwards before she turned back to Sevahtra. “We were… we had similar goals at one point and discovered we worked well with one another. She would be more inclined to trust me than Fynn.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there is no way Mother would let her First Daughter go on a possibly one-way trip,” Tryss argued back. 
 
    “Excuse-- did you say one-way?” I piped up as my eyebrows skyrocketed up toward my hairline. “Just where am I meant to go, exactly?” 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere unless it’s with me!” Tryss shouted, and she readied her stance like she wanted to tackle the next person who said otherwise. 
 
    Given the warm and sweet scent of the pheromones wafting off her, which I was plenty used to by now, I could tell this confrontation was triggering her baser instincts to lay claim over me, the best most viable sire for her future offspring. 
 
    Whether or not Helera intended for that to happen, I was fully prepared to get in between the two of them if need be, because I could tell Tryss was ramping up for blood. 
 
    “Silence!” Sevahtra roared before this little powder keg could blow, and she blasted everyone with her magical wind. She even levitated up a few feet in the air to complete the effect, and her eyes blazed fiercely through the lashings of her flaxen hair. “Your constant bickering is not only headache inducing, but the disharmony between the three of my Daughters who are most highly ranked could lead to cracks that would weaken the House. You have gotten more than a taste of what befalls a House Divided by such pettiness, and until you all can learn to think clearly without lust or emotions clouding your judgment, then keep. Your mouths. Shut.” 
 
    The order was obeyed immediately. Silence was upheld after this display for good reason, and no one dared break it first. 
 
    “Oh, Sevvy, you are quite terrifying indeed, but do put the poor lad out of his misery,” Dessa finally said. “I’m sure he’d like to know where and why we’re sending him.” 
 
    For as much as she could be a pain in the ass, in that moment, I could have kissed the older woman on the lips because I definitely did not want to be the one to interrupt Mother. 
 
    The last thing I wanted to happen was for her to notice me and find something to scold me for, of which I was sure there were many things. 
 
    Sevahtra inhaled a big breath like she was internally stowing away her anger, and then she ceased her magical wind and came back down to the floor. 
 
    “Come with me, Fynn,” Mother said, and I didn’t ask any questions when she motioned for me to come walk with her toward the large ring the mirror had been pulled from. 
 
    I followed her to the right side of the metal structure where there was a spot cut out at about chest-height that wasn’t visible from the front. When I peered inside, I caught sight of something that looked like the faint impression of a handprint, and sure enough, the Matron Mother placed her palm against it. 
 
    It must have been some way to control the Portal because after she did that, the whole structure rose up, rotated ninety degrees until it was parallel to the ground, and then settled down so it was hovering about a meter off the ground. 
 
    When this happened, Drindessa immediately levitated the mirror in place under it, which made it clear she knew what the Matron Mother was up to. 
 
    “Move back, girls,” Dessa ordered and then started to chant silently under her breath. 
 
    “In a moment, Madame Drindessa and I are going to perform a spell that will use the Portal’s natural energy to create a one-way passage into the enchanted mirror-space,” Sevahtra said as she guided me toward the Holding Portal. 
 
    The Portal that had the ability to send people straight to the Void. 
 
    The Portal I was now being guided up to balance on the rim of. 
 
    “Soooo, I’m going to do, what, exactly?” I questioned as Mother got into place directly across from Dessa, who was still chanting her inaudible litany. “Jump inside and hope I don’t miss?” 
 
    “You won’t miss, my love,” Tryss chimed in as she took the point perpendicular to the elder priestesses. “The spell will act like a large funnel and make it so you may only pass through the mirror’s surface. Don’t worry, I’ll add my own magick to strengthen it.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to help, then I really have nothing to worry about,” I said with my classic charm, but the relief unfolding within me was nothing but genuine. I knew between two Matron Mothers and my badass lover, I really couldn’t miss. 
 
    Especially because Helera finally joined in opposite of Tryss, and even if it was begrudgingly, her magick was not second-rate by any means. 
 
    “Fynn,” Sevahtra said as her Daughters joined Dessa’s whispered mantra. “Do you see why it must be you who goes? It is crucial to have at least four pillars of support so all of you makes it through. It is a narrow margin for error because we will be seeking out one of the mirror’s natural flaws, and as you can tell, this particular mirror has been forged and tempered with care.” 
 
    “That means the chances of this flaw being large is…” I trailed off as the strange white light pooled in the center and then bloomed outward until the mirror underneath was obscured and the Holding Portal was glowing at full blast. 
 
    “Correct, the flaw is likely very small, but this is why you have the four of us, and one who happens to have strong Seeker senses,” Sevahtra reassured me before her eyes flicked to Tryss. “It also doesn’t hurt that she is quite fond of you.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with an exhale. “And the getting back part?” 
 
    “The most important part, indeed,” Mother chuckled with a familiar sparkle in her dark port wine eyes. “You must convince Sashti to leave her self-imposed prison because that is the only way out. The Portal’s energy only flows in one direction.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” I said, and I fiddled with the harness buckled across my chest as a way to reassure myself I was equipped with the pair of daggers strapped to my back. “I’m assuming she would be more valuable to us alive, but if she doesn’t seem willing to leave, I should just take her out.” 
 
    Sevahtra’s expression flickered briefly in surprise like she was still getting used to how I could keep up with her clever scheming and strategies. 
 
    “You are correct,” she confirmed with a small nod. “The longer we can go without the Council knowing the true status of The Heirs of the Night, the more control we have about this entire section of the Noble Tower. Claden’Du’s station is still buried in rubble, and her vaults are inaccessible. It will take us time to recover our clout, and then some, not to mention restoring Bahna’Faar to take Ozin-Na’s place.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” I said as I glanced back at the shimmering liquid light and prepared myself. “I also figured if this really was the case, Hel really should go, but I understand the position that puts you in. If I can’t convince Sashti, I can’t return, and there is no way you could let your First Daughter risk herself like that. 
 
    Sevahtra’s smile faded as her gaze clouded over with regret, and I found the minute cracks of pain I could see through her strong mask hurt me deep inside. 
 
    “Fynn--” she started. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I interrupted and glanced over my shoulder. “It’s my duty to protect this family, is it not?” 
 
    The Matron Mother of Claden’Du pursed her lips into a thin line, but her back straightened. “Yes, my son, it is your duty, and it is a burden you bear well. But do not think that just because it is the way of things, you are less in my eyes. And try your utmost to come back even if you have to threaten, cheat, or lie to Sashti-- just get back here and let me do the rest.” 
 
    “I won’t fail,” I said with a rare seriousness so she would know I wasn’t going to fuck this up after she said all that to me. 
 
    “I know you won’t,” she sighed as she placed a palm over her side just above her hip, and I knew she was remembering the time we’d both defeated our would-be assassins at the Nils Dorei all while she bore a nearly deadly wound from Daria’s hired wizard mercenary. “You’ve never let me believe otherwise. Now go, and may Drogu-ani Bless you to return.” 
 
    With that, I gave a cocky salute off the top of my brow with two fingers, and then I turned to face the glowing pool of light in order to see what I was working with. 
 
    The light was intense, so I actually moved my eyepatch over to my regular eye to give it a break while my Dark Eye took over and observed the scene with considerably less skull-piercing brightness. 
 
    Now that it didn’t feel like my eyeball was being flayed, I could actually make out some dimension within the liquid light, and what I saw wasn’t just white light pooled on a flat surface, but a spectrum of brightly-hued streaks swirling around in a counterclockwise fashion. 
 
    When Mother Sevahtra’s voice added itself to the ambient chanting still taking place from the three other priestesses, the rotating colors slowed almost to a complete standstill. Then I saw how the concave vortex in the center started to move around like it was searching for another place to anchor itself. 
 
    Finally, the Portal’s vortex fixed itself a little to my right, and I shuffled around so I could line it up in front of me. Then I cleared my mind and jumped… 
 
    I was intently focused on anticipating my landing through the bizarre shift in gravity, so it wasn’t until I had landed in a crouch on one knee that the last words I heard before I fell through the vortex processed in my mind. 
 
    “Dagwyn, noooo!” 
 
    Huh. 
 
    I wondered what-- 
 
    Crash. 
 
    The moment I stood up, I was careening back toward the hard stone ground again as a tangle of pointy bones slammed boots first into the middle of my back. 
 
    “Argh!” I yelled out in surprise more than anything else as the tangle of limbs shrieked out its own shock, and within a blink, Dag and I had tumbled to a stop in the center of a huge hollowed-out cave that went up dozens of levels in a dizzying spiral. 
 
    Although, the dizziness could have easily been from crashing to the ground, too. 
 
    “The fuuuuck,” the pointy limb-sack groaned somewhere near my left ear, but my bell was still ringing, so I didn’t dare turn my head in case I vomited. 
 
    I really hated vomiting. 
 
    “Someone forgot to account for gravity in regards--” I began. 
 
    “--In regards to the position of the mirror, I know, Fynn,” she finished for me with a waspish huff, and then she struggled to untangle us. 
 
    This was easier said than done. 
 
    “Ow! For fuck’s sake-- your elbows are like angry little knives digging into me, could you not puncture all of my organs?” I growled and shoved her while she shoved me back, and for a few moments, we let our frustration out on one another. 
 
    “Why were you even standing there in the first place?” Dagwyn snarled as she tugged at part of her cloak that was caught on my belt. “Ever heard of moving?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I nearly shouted back as I tried to help. There appeared to be a small hole in the hem of her cloak in which my belt buckle magically snared itself, but when I pulled a little too hard, a ripping sound could be heard as several of the expertly-woven fibers frayed and drew tight. “Why the fuck are you even here?” 
 
    “Don’t pull so hard, you’ll make it worse!” she said as she smacked my much larger hands away and then grabbed the waistband of my trousers, belt and all. “Stay. Still.” 
 
    The command in her tone caused my pulse to pick up, and when I felt the icy shock of her cold branch-like fingers, an all-too familiar tingle pooled in my groin until the bulge between my legs became a bit more prominent. 
 
    Dagwyn inhaled slowly and carefully, but my hearing had increased along with my arousal, and I noticed the change even though she was trying to hide it. 
 
    When I glanced into her face, I saw her gaze was elsewhere, namely off to the side and not on my crotch like I thought it would be, and I gave her hands a grateful squeeze for giving me a bit of privacy. 
 
    It wasn’t like I minded being ogled like a piece of rare meat by gorgeous women, but sometimes it was nice not to have every one of my reactions, voluntary or otherwise, on full display for anyone with eyes to pick apart. 
 
    “Here,” I finally whispered, and I carefully released her cloak hem from my metal belt buckle without making the tear bigger. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said and went to pull away. 
 
    “Wait,” I said and held her wrist so she would stay. “You need to do something about the frayed ends, or else they will continue to unravel.” 
 
    “They will continue to unravel anyway because Nodrin needs to refit our cloaks,” she responded in a low voice as her dark eyes searched mine for the first time. 
 
    Up close, I could see the darkest of reds in her irises like the flesh of a plum, so dark they were almost purple, and I focused on the pleasing hue of them as I rubbed the pads of my first two fingers against my left thumb until a familiar heat started to form from the small circular motions. 
 
    “No, don’t… don’t stop looking at me,” I haltingly instructed when those fathomless eyes flickered downward as the motion of my fingers caught her attention. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked even though I could tell she wanted to look down again. 
 
    “I was really bored in the infirmary,” I intoned. “Like, really bored.” 
 
    “Bored enough to sneak out and spy on everyone?” she casually threw out. 
 
    “Ye-- hey. How did you--?” I stumbled as my mouth caught up with my brain. 
 
    “I have my ways, too, Light Boy,” she said and leaned minutely closer, and the heat between my fingers grew even hotter. 
 
    “Point for Dag,” I rumbled in that deep way I knew she liked but would never admit out loud. 
 
    Sure enough, her pupils dilated even wider, and I could smell the subtle change in her pheromones that signaled she was interested despite herself. 
 
    “Does this make us tied for first?” she asked, and I tried not to spook her away when I felt those cold delicate fingers explore the top of my thigh. They were so cold I could feel them through the fabric of my pants as they traced barely-there patterns. 
 
    “I suppose it does,” I said, and by now our faces were so close together I could have rubbed our noses together if I wanted to. 
 
    “Good.” She pulled back just as I was about to act out that particular gesture, and I was left partially nuzzling empty air. “Now, what’s with the fire, Light Boy?” 
 
    “Hm-- oh, right,” I said since my first two fingers now flickered with blue-green flames at the tips. “Anyways, this is one of the things I taught myself to pass the time when I was actually bedridden. I wasn’t running amok the whole time.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” she bantered back as she watched me use the small flame to melt the frayed threads so they would stop unraveling until she could fix it properly. 
 
    “Hey, now,” I chided gently with a soft grin so she knew I was just teasing her. “You must be the queen of ‘amok’ second only to the Goddess of Chaos Herself. Why did you come along, Dag?” 
 
    At my question, the atmosphere between us grew more serious, and I tried not to be too sad when the smaller female leaned away. 
 
    “I came because I am so tired of being the useless one, okay?” she sighed. 
 
    Her words took me aback because they could have been angry, but the way Dagwyn said them sounded more defeated than anything else, and it caused another one of those pinching sensations to set up camp in my gut again. 
 
    “Why would you think you were useless?” I asked. “You are probably one of the most capable people I’ve met thus far in my sadly short but thrilling existence.” 
 
    “I’m…” She cleared her throat after she tapered off, and her top teeth peeked out as she worried her lower lip between her slight overbite. “I have low ether. I probably couldn’t even do that little trick you did with my cloak.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” I said. 
 
    “What?” she questioned my odd phrasing, and we both frowned matching frowns. 
 
    “What I mean is, you might be able to, but because there is a possibility you’ll fail, you won’t even try,” I rattled off almost like I was quoting someone specific, but the particulars of the words’ origin eluded me like always. 
 
    In any case, Dagwyn thought about my words for a second before she brought her fingers up and attempted to copy what she’d glimpsed me do. 
 
    Since it was only a glimpse, however, I had to help her with her form, and I simply corrected her without comment, which I could tell she was grateful for. 
 
    “Why isn’t it working?” she huffed. 
 
    “Give it a second, impatient one!” I scolded, and I held her wrist steady when her arm started to flag with fatigue. “It took me hours to figure it out.” 
 
    “Hours!” she groaned. 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand your issue with practice,” I couldn’t help but remark, and she huffed again as she tried to pull her arm away. “Wait. Just focus, you stubborn girl. That’s why I wanted you to keep staring at me.” 
 
    She glared but locked her gaze with mine. “Why were you staring at me anyway? It was weird.” 
 
    “I was admiring the rich color of your irises,” I admitted with a shrug, and I grinned internally when I felt the flutter of her pulse quicken under my warm grip. 
 
    “Fuck off,” she finally scoffed after staring at me for a restless and confused beat like she couldn’t work out whether or not I was messing with her. 
 
    Apparently, she seemed to go with the former because she decided the whole thing wasn’t worth the effort and finally stood up. 
 
    I sighed as the cooler air rushed into the gap where her warm body used to be, and I got to my feet as well. 
 
    “So, besides not wanting to be ‘useless’ and regardless of the fact that this is an illusion you’ve invented and thereby not true--” I went on and cut her off when she tried to argue. “--What else did you have in mind by coming here?” 
 
    “I didn’t invent-- ugh, my decision to come here is none of your business!” she lashed out again with a crack in her tone that reminded me of the end of a whip. 
 
    It seemed all of Sevahtra’s Daughters had the ability to channel that voice, because it smarted just the same every time I heard it. 
 
    “Fine,” I said as I pulled back my lips in a terse half-smile, half-snarl. “Let’s stick to what is my business, then.” 
 
    “Which is?” she asked. 
 
    “Making sure you return to Matron Mother without a single scratch on you,” I fired back. 
 
    “Sure, fine,” Dagwyn said abruptly and danced out of my reach on the off-chance I would grab her and leash her to me or something. “The reality is, we’re both here now, and the sooner we can find Sash-ti’-aseni, the faster we can get out of here. Wherever ‘here’ is.” 
 
    She had a point there, and as I took in the large cave chamber, I wondered what it could possibly be used for. 
 
    From where I was standing, the mirror seemed to be under some sort of suspended walkway, and I couldn’t really see much beyond my position on the lower level like this. 
 
    “We should try to climb up there to get a better view,” I suggested as I pointed to the middle where all the walkways converged. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Look for a ladder,” Dagwyn said, and we both split up to search at opposite ends of the cavern for any sort of obvious way up. 
 
    “Hey, I think this is a levi-shaft,” I said as I stumbled across a dimly-lit alcove, and when I stretched my palm out over it, I could feel a faint breeze. It wasn’t as strong as the ones in the Tower, but it might be able to work. “You think you have a little ether left to help me with this?” 
 
    “What?” Dag called from the far end of the chamber. 
 
    “I said--”  
 
    But I didn’t get to finish repeating myself because the sound of a deafening mechanical whirring drowned out the last of my words as something large sounded like it was slowly powering up. 
 
    The ground trembled, dust rained down on me, and the sound increased tenfold when the machine finally warmed up enough to commence… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “What the fuck?” I yelled. 
 
    Or at least, I thought I did. 
 
    I definitely felt my vocal cords vibrate in my throat, but the words were lost to the undertow of the heavy noise originating from above me. 
 
    The ground was shaking slightly with the mechanical shrieking whir, and I barely noticed when Dagwyn bumped into me. 
 
    Because my attention was solely arrested by a long vine-like arm that glowed an eerie whitish-blue as it came down and dropped three ovular glass capsules on the ground around us one by one. 
 
    Then, as quickly as it came, the glowing arm retracted back up to where it came from, and the deafening sound vanished but left our ears ringing in the sudden quiet. 
 
    “Drogu’s tight puckered ass, what the fuck…” Dag breathed out all in one big rush like she’d been holding her breath this whole time. 
 
    When I sharply exhaled my own huge breath, I couldn’t help but end it on a laugh because I’d apparently been doing the same thing. 
 
    “Oh, Dag, am I glad I’m trapped here with you,” I chuckled, and I pinched the bridge of my nose as I tried to hold in the slight hysteria bubbling under the surface of my cavalier exterior. 
 
    “R-Really?” she stuttered and gave me a double-take, so I rolled my eyes and bumped her roughly in the shoulder with my fist. “Ah!” 
 
    “Don’t be dense,” I said and immediately soothed the injury with my thumb. “You’re the best in the ways only you can be.” 
 
    She blinked at me like I’d just upended her worldview or something, but one of the egg-like capsules suddenly caught my attention because it began to flicker with that same icy-blue light as the strange mechanical vine-arm. 
 
    “What are these?” I asked as I moved around her and toward the capsule closest to us, and the more I squinted, the more I could see through the slightly translucent glass.  
 
    There was something inside. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think that’s ice,” Dagwyn said as she came to stand next to me while we scrutinized the strange object. 
 
    When I pressed my palm against the capsule, I had to pull it back almost immediately because the surface was so cold it felt like it burned me. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said as I examined the frosted glass and tried to see the image outlined inside it. 
 
    “What is that?” Dag suddenly gasped as she drew her sword, and I whirled around with my daggers likewise in hand. 
 
    The “what” she was referring to happened to be some sort of slow creeping mist followed by a growing hissing sound, and we both glanced at one another and then ran around the central pillar that held up the walkways above us. 
 
    When we approached the second capsule, I could see something was wrong with it because a large crack at the base exposed the inside to the much warmer air. This generated the strange mist in question, and when I looked up, I was able to see features through the melting frost. 
 
    It was apparent the figure inside was a drow female, and as more and more of the ice capsule thawed, a pit of dread began to open up in my gut until it felt as if I was free-falling without a cloak… 
 
    “What the…?” I backed away and swallowed hard as the healed wound on my back throbbed with a phantom pain. 
 
    “Is that Daria?” Dag ogled and stepped closer while I moved away from the dark face and white hair. “Oh, shit!” 
 
    The woman inside opened her blood-red eyes, and both Dagwyn and I jumped into each other’s arms because something about Daria’s face was the fuel of nightmares as she snarled and then ceased all movement a split second later. 
 
    “I thought I f-fucking killed her,” I gasped out, and suddenly Dag’s normally colder skin seemed like my only source of warmth. 
 
    Even though I rarely dreamed, seeing this abomination of Daria Ozin-Na staring soullessly out at me through melting ice was now probably a new, fun little fearfest I would have to contend with. 
 
    “Fynn, it’s okay,” Dagwyn’s voice tunneled through my strange underwater hearing, and I snapped back to the present. “She appears to be dead anyway, look.” 
 
    I frowned but did as she said and forced myself to stare into the body’s unnaturally still face. 
 
    It was Daria Ozin-Na, alright, and she was definitely a corpse. 
 
    A part of me had hoped knowing she was dead was the reason why the hair stood up on the nape of my neck and the backs of my ears. 
 
    “There’s something wrong, here,” I finally whispered when the pit in my stomach only gaped wider. 
 
    “Raaaauuuggghh!” Something angry screeched back in the direction we came from, followed by another guttural scream opposite of the first. 
 
    “Fuck, how much you want to bet the other two figures didn’t die on impact like this one?” I asked just as something moved in the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Shit, there’s more!” Dagwyn hollered as she pointed at something over my right shoulder. 
 
    “Split up!” I ordered, and without any arguments or hesitations, we both took off in opposite directions after the movements we’d both seen. 
 
    My heart thundered against my ribs as my feet nearly flew over the ground without the aid of levitation, and at the sight of white hair and dark flesh zipping around the half-melted capsule, I realized what Dag had meant by More of Them, since it seemed as if the other two figures were copies of Daria as well. 
 
    “Raaaaauuugh!” The Daria clone I was pursuing suddenly ran up the wall and did a backflip up and over my head. When she landed, I hadn’t fully recovered from the shock of seeing the naked Matron Clone pull such a deft maneuver, and I received a strong kick to my side for my trouble. 
 
    “Oof!” I grunted as I tumbled into the wall palms first and then hissed at the stinging sensation spiking up my forearms. 
 
    Crash. 
 
    A large chunk of the partially-melted glass-like material exploded next to my ear as Daria Number One aimed for my head, but I didn’t wait to see if her next shot would be lucky. Instead, I dropped into a crouch, turned myself around, and then somersaulted forward so I could kick her leg out from under her. 
 
    She managed to jump clear of my foot, but I was already diving to the side before she landed in a low crouch. 
 
    “Fynn!” Dagwyn’s voice ricocheted off the walls. “They’re strong, but they don’t have magick!” 
 
    Well, that was good to know. 
 
    “Raaaauuuugh!” Daria One snarled in a rage as she ran at me again full-tilt. 
 
    But I was ready for her this time, and when she leaped up in the air again, I jogged backward so her trajectory would keep her in front of me when she landed.  
 
    There was no way she was going to catch me with my back to her again. 
 
    Daria One landed with a growl of frustration, and she managed to scoop up a jagged shard of the capsule glass and swing it at me. 
 
    I blocked the attack by crossing my dual daggers, and then as she bared down on me, I used all my force to slice the blades together like a pair of scissors. The clone’s shard cracked and shattered until it was down to dagger-size, a little shorter than my twin blades, and I smirked at the bitch as I twirled them around. 
 
    She did not like this taunting one bit, and she glared at me through the wide pupils of her soulless eyes. 
 
    I gulped as my pulse quickened at the sight of such blackness. 
 
    Not even Drogu’s Dark Realm compared to the emptiness staring back at me out of those eyes, and I had to almost physically shake myself in order to focus. 
 
    But fuck, it creeped me out. 
 
    “Fuck off, you cunt!” Dag’s sudden scream made my blood freeze over, and I knew I needed to put an end to Daria Number One so I could give the other female a hand with Daria Number Two. 
 
    “Let’s end this, sweetheart, what do you say?” I asked the husk of a creature in front of me, and she flipped her weapon around so it was held in her fist point down. 
 
    I danced back and did my best to block each of her rapid blows as she picked up steam with her rage. My reactions were spot-on, but more in the sense I was dodging her altogether, and I figured I seriously needed a regular sparring partner in order to hone my blade-fighting skills. 
 
    My back bumped up against Dagwyn’s right as I thought of this, and just like that, we were fighting the dual Matron Clones together. 
 
    “Why are they so strong?” I yelled as I shoved an enraged Daria One off me with my crossed daggers. If she hadn’t moved at the last second, her head would have received the same fate as her shard of ice had previously. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Dag growled and kicked Daria Two in the gut so she would fly backward as well. 
 
    “I’m not getting anywhere with this bitch,” I grumbled. “Wanna switch?” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Dag said, and like we had been fighting partners for years, I hooked her elbow with mine and used my greater inertia to spin her around so she was all but flying through the air toward Daria One while I whirled around to tackle Daria Two. 
 
    Who was actually a little different than her other clone, now that I thought about it. This one seemed bigger while the other one seemed faster. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    “Raaaaaahhhh!” Daria Two roared and came at me with a long chain she pulled out from somewhere. 
 
    Clang. 
 
    I tried to block her again, but the manacled end she was flinging at me knocked one of my blades out of my hands as it cracked against my wrist. 
 
    Fuuuuck, that hurt. 
 
    But I was fortunate it was my off-hand, so I focused on the ingrained knife-fighting skills I somehow came equipped with in an impression left behind from some other existence.  
 
    Which was okay with me because I could mostly rely on my muscle memory to get by. 
 
    The chain, however, was an issue I would just have to deal with head-on in order to get close enough to my target, so the next time the hag whipped the chain at me, I slashed my left arm through the air and wrapped the links around my wrist. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed as my already abused wrist bones were further put through the wringer almost literally, because as Daria Two pulled back, the chain wrapped tighter around my arm until I felt my bones creak… 
 
    But I planted my feet solidly in the ground and refused to budge no matter how hard she pulled. 
 
    “Raaaaaaaahhhhh!” she wailed, and my response was to sheath my dagger and then use both hands to slowly recline backward against the tension. 
 
    Neither of us buckled, so I continued to lean ever backward until I felt as if the clone was pulling with all her might and about to break from fatigue. 
 
    I could feel my own strength waning, so I did the only thing I could think of, and that was to brace my back foot and then let go. 
 
    Daria Two was not expecting that, and she stumbled back several feet before landing on her ass. 
 
    But I’d prepared for the release of tension and rallied much faster, which gave me time to collect my other blade, and before the clone could recover her breath, I sliced through her carotid on either side of her spine. 
 
    Then, as she sat there gushing black blood, I kicked her head clean off the remains of her severed neck. 
 
    “Ack! G-Get off… me… you… hrrrrrk.” Dagwyn’s painful-sounding gurgle prevented me from triple-checking whether or not the clone was dead, but I considered that even someone as ruthless as Mother might think what I’d just done was overkill, so I ran around the central column in order to help my companion. 
 
    “Hey!” I roared just as Daria One slammed the smaller female up against the stone pillar. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    Then the clone gazed at me with its soulless blood-red eyes, and I firmed my jaw and readied my blades. I wasn’t afraid of them now that I knew I could kill them, regardless of any freaky augmented clone shit. 
 
    Daria One seemed to take this as a challenge, and just as Dagwyn stopped struggling and went limp, the clone of Ozin-Na dropped her and then faced me with her dagger shard still clutched in her bleeding hand. 
 
    “Let’s go, bitch.” I smirked, and that was all the cue she needed to come at me. 
 
    “Raaaauuuuggh!” the clone screamed its unnatural scream and then crawled up the central pillar like some otherworldly creature. 
 
    “That’s new…” I muttered as she launched herself off the stone column, and after doing a quick mental calculation, I sheathed both my blades and intercepted her. 
 
    She was coming in way too fast for me to do anything but use her momentum against her, so as we collided, I curved my spine and rolled us both backward until I had the leverage to kick her off and away. 
 
    The telltale sound of her weapon clattering to the ground was like music to my ears, and as a strong thrum began to build within my chest, I pounced on her with my hands clenched tight around her neck. 
 
    The utter wrongness of what this abomination was called to something deep inside me far more ancient than any other impressions from potential past lives, and the sensation howled like an enraged beast set free from its cave. 
 
    “Arrrrrggghhh!” Then the howling turned out to be me, and I couldn’t help but revel in the beautiful way the fine vessels in the clone’s eyes burst and exploded like rubies. The sight took the edge off my bloodlust, but it wasn’t enough to satiate me. 
 
    This creature without a soul went against all of nature’s laws, and I would not be happy until it ceased to be. 
 
    So, I copied what Daria One did to Dagwyn earlier, and I raised the clone up just enough to slam her down over and over again until the back of her head stopped making a cracking noise and instead sounded like it was just mush. 
 
    “Fynn… Fynn!” I stopped at the far away sound of Dag calling my name, and when I looked down at my hands, I saw they’d been glowing enough to leave grotesque bubbling blisters all over the clone’s skin. 
 
    “Gross,” I said as I tore my hands away and wiped the surprisingly odorless ooze on the ground in an ill-attempt to clean off my palms. 
 
    “Fynn?” Came another tremulous call of my name, and I suddenly remembered what we were doing here and what was going on. 
 
    “Dagwyn?” I said as I rushed over to the woman leaning heavily against the center pillar. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I should be asking you that,” she grunted as I helped her straighten up. She immediately wrapped an arm around her ribs, and I frowned. “I thought you weren’t going to come back. I’ve never seen a male go Berserk like you do.” 
 
    “Oh.” I shrugged. “Is that bad? I thought males of my kind were prone to that sort of battle rage.” 
 
    “They are, but-- I’m not entirely sure, yet, it’s probably nothing as long as you feel okay,” she said with a look that was more curious than put off, so I didn’t worry too much about it. 
 
    “Well, I’m fine,” I responded with a bit more force than the statement required. 
 
    “Riiight,” she huffed and then glanced down at the way I’d been absentmindedly rubbing my sternum. 
 
    “What about you?” I stopped what I was doing and used that hand to gesture to where she now had both arms wrapped around her middle. “Broken ribs, I take it?” 
 
    Dagwyn coughed out the discreet breath she was trying to hold in, and then she had to work hard to smother a groan. “…No.” 
 
    “Liar,” I said and knelt down so I could rip a wide strip off the hem of her cloak. 
 
    “Hey-- cough-- what the fuck?” she protested weakly. 
 
    “Hush, it’s not like you’re going to be the one using ether to get out of this, so you can get a new cloak later,” I snapped, and I was perhaps harsher than I meant to be because her mouth shut with an audible click. 
 
    I sighed, but my touch was gentle when I tugged her toward me, and whether she was insulted or just in that much pain, she let me divest her of the tattered cloak and wrap her torso with the improvised bandage without argument. 
 
    “Mmpf!” She couldn’t help but grunt in pain when I began to pull the ends taut. 
 
    “Sorry, but it needs to be tight,” I whispered, and my hands immediately smoothed down to the curve of her waist as she gripped onto my forearms for balance. 
 
    I moved on muscle memory alone, but now was not the time to wonder whose memories my muscles remembered.  
 
    “I kn-know, just give me a second,” she said through gritted teeth, and I rubbed little circles with my thumbs as she caught her breath. “Okay, continue.” 
 
    I reached up to the ends dangling down in front that had yet to be secured, and with a steady and continuous pull, I was able to knot the makeshift bandage without jarring her too much. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits, that’s going to be a pain to heal from,” Dagwyn panted as I helped her put the remains of her cloak back on so she could keep warm. 
 
    The last thing she needed was to catch a chill, and this place already felt plenty damp. We should hurry this thing along and find Sashti before-- 
 
    Suddenly, the mysterious machine shrieked and whirred again, and Dag and I shared a look of horror. 
 
    I knew we probably couldn’t handle another onslaught of more Daria Clones, or Drogu forbid something worse, and I needed to figure out a way to interrupt the machine before it could drop any more unholy abominations down on us. 
 
    “Wait here!” I mouthed because I knew yelling over the noise was fruitless. 
 
    Dagwyn got the message, though, because she nodded and took shelter up against the center column. 
 
    Then I looked up at the spiderwebbing walkways above and over at the weak levi-shaft I knew was in the dim alcove to my left. I was worried the shaft was too weak to buoy me upward at a fast enough rate, and as the bluish white flashes began overhead, an idea came to me. 
 
    I jogged back a ways, and I pulled out my twin blades as I eyed the stone structure shooting up through the center of the cavern. It looked soft enough that my daggers might be able to sink into it, so it was worth a try. 
 
    The machine screeched and whirred even louder as if powering up like before, and I knew I was out of time, so I sprinted toward my goal. 
 
    It wasn’t a very big leap, but it was high enough that I could grab onto the stone with my blades like some sort of rock-climbing beast. 
 
    At first, there wasn’t much for my feet to grip onto, but once I pulled myself up enough by my upper body, the toes of my boots were able to find purchase in the divots my daggers had left behind. In no time, I was scaling the central column of this enchanted mirror chamber, and with a final push that had my biceps and upper back muscles screaming in protest, I managed to swing myself to the underside of one of the walkways. 
 
    Another icy flash, and the movement of the vine-like arm caught my eye, and I hurried to stash my blades so I could haul myself up and over to the top. 
 
    Once I was standing on the walkway, the first thing I spotted was a pedestal rising up from the center where all the elevated pathways converged, and atop that was a floating orb radiating the same incandescent white light as the alien arm. 
 
    The arm was neither organic nor mechanical, and it seemed to be readying itself to pluck another oval-like capsule from the dozens stored against the wall all around the chamber. 
 
    I couldn’t let that happen, especially with Dag down there by herself, so I whipped out one dagger and pinned the tentacle arm to the chamber wall. This caused it to release the capsule it was in the middle of sucking up into its tubular channel, and the glass pod rolled off the edge toward the ground below. 
 
    “Incoming!” I hollered down, and then I sprinted toward the pedestal where the orb started to sputter and release sparks that looked downright dangerous. 
 
    I quickly pressed my eyepatch down over my regular eye because this thing was starting to glow a lot brighter than before, and instead of kicking it off its place on the pedestal, I used my hand to grab it and pulled it away. 
 
    The machine powered down immediately, and I had to shift my patch in order to see through the dim lighting drow were accustomed to. 
 
    “Good thing you didn’t shatter that,” Dagwyn said as she climbed the rest of the way over the rail. “We might have exploded.” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” I asked and traded it to my other hand. “It’s really cold.” 
 
    “It’s a pressurized relic core,” she said and then proceeded to rip even more off the bottom of her cloak until it was cropped well above her midline. “Give it here, the rest of Nodrin’s magick in this thing isn’t much anymore anyway.” 
 
    I handed the orb over and then kicked myself internally when I realized why she sounded so sad about the fact. 
 
    Nodrin would never be around to fix her cloak again, and despite what drow culture claimed about being ruthless, unattached, and blah, blah, blah, I knew the wizard was the closest thing Dag and the other girls had to a father. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    Not like I really knew what a father was, seeing as how I’d just started to adjust to what having a Mother was like. But the downward turn of the corners of Dag’s mouth broadcasted her longing more than any sort of declaration with words could, and I knew the cloak meant more to her than its practicality. 
 
    I was about to say something in the way of comfort even though I didn’t exactly know what would be appropriate here, but just before I could put my foot in my mouth, Dagwyn’s ears perked up, and she whirled around. 
 
    “Hey!” she yelled and tore after a phantom only she could see. 
 
    “Dag!” I yelled after a beat of shock, and then I took off after her. 
 
    Where in the ever-loving Void was she going? And how could she still run so fast with cracked ribs? 
 
    “Stop!” Her voice rang off the rounded entrance of one of the corridors beyond the walkway like a finger around a crystal wine glass, and I didn’t even stop to glance at the rows of Daria Clones spanning from both my left and right as I plunged down the dark corridor. 
 
    There was an uncertain moment in which the acoustics of the corridors started to play tricks with my hearing, and three pairs of footfalls could be heard ricocheting off the curved walls. Then I came to a fork in the road, and I had to stop and listen carefully because it sounded like there was noise coming down from both corridors. 
 
    “D-Don’t!” Another female voice could be heard even farther ahead, followed by a crash, and at that point I knew I needed to go down the left fork because that was the one that suddenly went dark. 
 
    “Not ominous at all,” I grumbled for no one’s benefit, and I ran even harder to lessen the gap between Dagwyn and me. 
 
    The corridor plunged even further into darkness and beyond what darkvision could help with, so I extended my other senses in order to navigate. 
 
    My hearing guided me for the most part, but surprisingly, I could tell the person up ahead was slowing down considerably. 
 
    They had to have been given the sharp scent of some stranger’s blood filling my nostrils in greater and greater quantities. 
 
    Dagwyn also sounded closer, and when I finally caught up with her and the stranger holding a golden lantern, I saw the reason for the hold-up. 
 
    The corridor beyond was caved-in, whether by purpose or accident, it wasn’t clear, but one thing was: no one was going anywhere except back the way we’d come from. 
 
    “You’re out of places to run, Sashti,” Dagwyn said. 
 
    The woman clad in her dark purple and white cloak the colors of Ozin-Na slowly turned around, and when she lowered her hood, I was met with the sight of the same pale woman as the transparent impression I first saw on the mirror’s surface. 
 
    In the flesh, the woman really was as ghostly as her lingering image, but her moonbeam hair and her delicate features made her more beautiful for their exotic nature.  
 
    Her willowy frame and shapely hips drew the eyeline to her toned waistline, but it was her eyes that arrested me the most because they were the most foreign, by far. 
 
    Just like the rest of her, the gleaming irises set in Sashti’s fine-boned face were as light and as multifaceted as pearls, and the only thing that stopped them from blending in with her white sclera was the thin band of aqua-blue surrounding the irises’ circumference. 
 
    But regardless of how beautiful and delicate I found her appearance to be, her ferocity put any thoughts of fragility to bed. 
 
    Her eyes rolled this way and that as she desperately looked for an exit, and when none seemed to be forthcoming, she whipped out a jagged piece of iron I recognized as being part of the manacle cuffs that had almost shattered my wrist earlier.  
 
    Then Sashti pressed the sharp metal up against her jugular. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me, you fool?” Dagwyn huffed. Her words sounded harsh, but her tone was anything but, and the shorter female went to hold both her palms up only to gasp in pain when she tweaked her ribs. “Ow.” 
 
    Sashti lowered her makeshift knife and squinted at her, but when I stepped closer, the jagged iron returned to its former place. For a moment, I worried she’d go ahead and slit her own throat because a tangy metallic scent tickled my nostrils, but when I looked down her body to assess the damage, the only blood I saw was the blood still sluggishly seeping down the back of her left leg and onto the floor in an ever-expanding puddle. 
 
    At the rate she was bleeding out, it was a wonder she was still standing. 
 
    “Hi, Sashti,” I said and waved my hand in what I hoped was a nonthreatening manner, but she glared even harder. “No need for hostilities, I promise. We just want to talk because I don’t think you really understand what’s been going on since you’ve been in here.” 
 
    The ethereal woman’s glare faded more into a confused frown as my words seemed to sink in, and with visibly mounting horror, her luminous eyes darted around. 
 
    First, they landed on Dagwyn again and then on the tattered shreds of Dag’s cloak… her obviously blue and black cloak. 
 
    Then Sashti’s eyes tacked on me and my own matching cloak, and it was then she realized how Definitely Not Ozin-Na we were. 
 
    But before she could freak the fuck out, I gestured for her to wait a moment, and I removed the patch from my Dark Eye. When I opened it, I covered my regular eye because it was a standard dark red one. 
 
    My Dark Eye, however, was only called that due to how dark everything looked through it. In appearance, “Dark Eye” was actually a misnomer because the iris itself was a light blue, almost gray. 
 
    Freakishly un-drow. 
 
    Different, like… all of her. 
 
    Sashti fixed her hunted gaze directly on mine, and she gasped. 
 
    “Wh…?” she trailed off in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “You can trust me, Sashti,” I said and smiled softly at her. “Helera does.” 
 
    “H…” the other woman faltered once more as her pearl-colored eyes snapped to Dagwyn in recognition at last. 
 
    But apparently this was finally too much for the wounded woman, and I saw her knees buckle. 
 
    “Sashti!” Dag yelled, and I crashed to my knees with my hands outstretched in an attempt to stop Sashti’s skull from smacking against the hard ground… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Hello reader. This series is my most sophisticated story to date, and while it isn’t required, you will understand the political and violent dynamics of this dark-elf world much easier if you take a look at the map I’ve developed for the City of Oshara (where this novel takes place). You can find it for free in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Fans of Logan Jacobs’ in Facebook Groups), or if you pledge at least $1 on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    Crack. 
 
    Ohhhhhh, sonovabastard. 
 
    That. 
 
    Hurt. 
 
    My wrist had caught her head instead of my palm, and it got sandwiched between her skull and the ground at an awkward angle. Fuck, I could tell it was definitely bruised if not sprained now. 
 
    But, hey, at least I’d stopped our ticket home from adding brain damage on top of her already critical blood loss, so that had to be worth something. 
 
    “Shit, is she dead?” Dagwyn asked in pure Dagwyn fashion. 
 
    “Fuck, I don’t know, but can you get her head off my hand?” I requested through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Dag said and helped me maneuver the unconscious woman so she was laying on her right side in case her body decided to vomit without her conscious awareness. My wrist was a little bit softer than the ground but not much, and there was no telling what other hidden traumas her body might be processing.  
 
    “She’s not dead, but she’s still losing too much blood,” I assessed as my inherent and unknown knowledge of being a soldier in a similar scenario guided me to what needed to be done next. “We’ve got to make it stop.” 
 
    “Got any more of your improvised field dressing?” Dagwyn asked as she bunched Sashti’s own cloak under her head for a cushion. 
 
    “Yep, but you’re going to have to rip it off because I’m having a little trouble with my grip,” I said. “Which is going to make wrapping her wound difficult.” 
 
    The other woman lapsed into a thoughtful silence as she set about ripping off two strips of cloth from my cloak with the help of her own small boot knife. 
 
    “If you levitate her just a little bit, then I could bandage the wound,” she finally said as she examined the place on Sashti’s back where she’d been injured. 
 
    Just under her right shoulder blade, just like me. 
 
    Fucking Daria. 
 
    “I hope I’m not running on empty,” I remarked as the thought of using my ether to levitate someone who was dead weight already made me breathless. 
 
    “Maybe…” Dagwyn broke off as she bit her lip, and I cocked my head. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Argh, don’t do that, you tease,” I grumbled. “You have to tell me now, I demand it, or else I will be insufferable.” 
 
    “You already are,” she deadpanned. 
 
    “Well, more insufferable, then,” I argued back, and she rolled her eyes. “See? I’m already doing it. And once I get going, I really can’t be stopped, you understand, so you had better--” 
 
    “Alright!” she snapped. “I was going to say that… maybe we could combine our ethers. I don’t have much ether myself, but what I do have, you may use. It’s not much.” 
 
    “Is this a trap?” I asked outright. After all, Helera had used that very taboo thing against Tryss and me when we did the same thing 
 
    “Wh-What?” Dagwyn flinched back like I’d slapped her, and I worried my suspicion was maybe a bit too aggressive and misplaced. 
 
    Sashti groaned and reminded the both of us that our arguing was doing her no good, so instead of deliberating this issue any further, we both got to work. 
 
    Dag was waiting with her nimble fingers, and when I dug down deep for my ether and helped Sashti hover a few inches off the ground, Dagwyn made quick work divesting the other woman of her cloak and then wrapped the bandage tightly around the woman’s chest. 
 
    “Ugh,” I panted out, and I tried to maintain my control so I could gently lower the injured female back to the ground without jarring her too badly. 
 
    Whoo. 
 
    Yeah, I felt like I needed a long nap after all the magical exercise I’d been doing today. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dagwyn asked, and she spared me a glance while she got Sashti bundled up in her clothes again. 
 
    “Aw, don’t worry about me, Daggy,” I said with an attempt at my usual roguish smile, but I must not have been able to pull it off as well as I had hoped because her frown deepened. 
 
    “Hm, yeah, right,” she huffed, but I nudged her arm to let her know that despite my ragged appearance, I really was fine. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” I finally asked the dreaded question when it seemed as if Sashti was out of danger for the time being. The fact remained she was still our only way out of here, and she wasn’t getting any less unconscious. 
 
    “Let’s get her over to the mirror before we try to rouse her again,” Dag suggested. “I have a feeling we might only have one shot at this.” 
 
    I nodded, and Dag helped me get Sashti situated on my back so I could carry her out of the corridor. I wasn’t entirely sure how we would all make it down, but that thought was pushed to the back of my mind so I could focus on placing one foot in front of the other. 
 
    Gods, the exhaustion from training and now this was starting to hit me full force, and just the thought of using any more of my ether to lower Sashti down the thirty feet it was back to the ground floor made me feel nauseous. 
 
    In fact, by the time we got back out to the suspended walkways that spanned the center of the tall conical chamber, my breathing was harsh and making my throat raw, and I was sweating profusely. 
 
    “Dag,” I panted. “I’ve been thinking…” 
 
    “What about?” she asked as she helped guide Sashti down to rest on her side. 
 
    “The suggestion you made earlier,” I said carefully in case she really was trying to blackmail or trap me about the whole combining ethers thing. 
 
    Although, Dagwyn’s gravely serious expression told me she not only knew what I was referring to, but she was aware of how big of a deal it was to even entertain the idea, so I loosened up and figured I could extend even more of my trust toward her. 
 
    “You actually want to combine our ethers?” she clarified. 
 
    “I think we have to, because I’m almost tapped,” I said as I sat back on my heels and placed my hands on my thighs. “And I’m sorry about accusing you of treachery before. The act is an intimate one, and your twin had no qualms about potentially using my ignorant blunder against Tryss and me to try and one-up us to Mother.” 
 
    “Helly’s always been so competitive,” she said with a shake of her head. “I knew what you and Tryss did simply because Tryss wouldn’t shut up about how amazing it was, and she didn’t even care that she’d gotten caught.” 
 
    “Were you curious?” I couldn’t help but needle her. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in an unabashed way, as if her answer should have been obvious, but when she realized I was actually teasing her again, she looked away with a dark blue blush and a frown like she was angry at herself for giving something away. “I mean… I’ve just heard of other people doing it, and the stories are…” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain,” I said when she faltered, and I remembered back to when Tryss and I mingled our magical essences. “It was nice.” 
 
    “Nice,” Dag deadpanned. “The most risky and intimate thing two drow can do together, and he calls it nice.” 
 
    “To be fair, I had no idea what it was or how big of a deal it is to do such a thing,” I pointed out, and she rolled her eyes but gave me a small grin. 
 
    “I know my ether isn’t as vibrant or as fluid as Tryss or Hel’s, but you can use my supply to lower Sashti down,” she said. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I tried my hardest to remember the particulars of how Tryss basically used the steady flow of my ether to bolster hers, and then she did something way fancy with our woven ethers so we could remove a large minotaur from Ozin-Na after the raid. 
 
    The strength of the two of us combined was needed just to drag the fat-ass over the ledge of the Egress platform. 
 
    Luckily, Sashti weighed barely a fraction of that, so if I had the basic theory right, I could simply substitute Dagwyn’s ether for mine and then just levitate the unconscious woman like I would normally. 
 
    “What do we do, then?” Dag huffed impatiently, and I gave her a brief glare. 
 
    “I’m getting there, hang on,” I said. “You’re familiar with releasing your ether, right?” 
 
    “Releasing?” Her eyebrows arched in a condescending way. 
 
    “Or, whatever, okay!” I snapped back since I was finally at the end of my patience with all the sarcasm. “It’s not like I’m going to be in charge of our very soul-essence, or anything. Maybe give me the benefit of the doubt?” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” she agreed almost too quickly, and I spotted how she tried to keep herself from smirking. 
 
    Which only made me want to smirk as well. 
 
    But, no, dammit. 
 
    Angry. 
 
    I was-- she-- aw, fucking void. I always lost my train of thought whenever she bit her damn lower lip like that, and part of me wondered if she knew exactly what she was doing to me. 
 
    Before I could act on the sudden electric pull that amped up between us the longer we locked eyes, I suddenly felt a familiar prickle in my Dark one. 
 
    Unlike with Tryss, I hadn’t developed the ability to actually see other people’s magical cores, so all I had was a sensory memory of the process. But now, with Dagwyn, I could actually see the steady blue gas flame of her ether flowing out to investigate my weaker off-white essence. 
 
    Where Tryss’ ether rubbed warmly up against me like a friendly house cat, Dag’s was a little more cautious before it gently enveloped mine. 
 
    And the feeling? 
 
    The best I could describe it was like I had been outside naked and shivering in the dead of winter when a warmed blanket was suddenly wrapped around me, and I was led inside to a seat by a roaring hearth. 
 
    “W-Whoa,” I shuddered out as my eyelids drooped. 
 
    “Stay with me, Light Boy,” she murmured and cupped my jaw so she could raise my head.  
 
    I didn’t know I had dropped my chin to my chest, but at the touch of her cool fingers, I snapped back in focus. 
 
    Sashti. 
 
    The mirror. 
 
    I breathed out through my nose as I nodded, and I closed my eyes because I could feel the ether better this way. 
 
    Then I went about stretching my levitation around the now ashen-faced Sashti and began experimenting with how much effort I would need to use to “lift” her. 
 
    To my shock, the answer was barely any effort at all because the unconscious drow woman was suddenly hovering about a foot off the ground with the barest nudge of my will. 
 
    “Dag,” I panted out when her ether curled around me even tighter like it was eager to please. “You’re incredible.” 
 
    “I’ve never been able to levitate something larger than a wooden footstool until now,” she said back in a rush of excitement that sent shivers down my own spine through our connection. 
 
    “Would you like to do the honors?” I offered like I was handing over the reins. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be careful,” she hurried to add, but I didn’t remark one way or the other because it ended up being really nice to kind of sit back and act as an anchor while she used her own magick with an ease I hadn’t seen from her yet. 
 
    When the pale woman was safely on the ground below, I used freefall with what remained of my cloak, whereas Dagwyn ended up rappelling down with a nifty retractable wire gadget she had attached to her belt. 
 
    At some point right before we both got down to the ground, Sashti regained consciousness, and she was sitting upright with her arms wrapped around her bandaged torso and glaring at us with her pale eyes when we reached her. 
 
    “Sashti-aseni!” Dagwyn said and came over to crouch in front of the wary woman. “You have to come with us back through the mirror.” 
 
    Sashti shook her white-blonde head back and forth as her fearful eyes darted toward the mirror and away again. 
 
    “Daria Ozin-Na is dead, you don’t have to worry about her,” I said, and Sashti’s eyes, like two pearls, locked with mine like she didn’t know how I could possibly know who her true enemies were. To her, we were probably hired assassins, considering that was what the old crone had attempted to do with her Second Daughter, Belia. At her questioning look, I gestured to her wound. “I know that injury. I have the same one from when I fought the brutal Matron before I killed her. At the time, she thought I was your Second Sister who had come to challenge her.” 
 
    As I explained, I also pulled off my cloak and tunic so she could get a glimpse of the matching wound on my back already in its end-stages of healing. 
 
    Then I redressed and turned back around, and I could see the confusion only growing on her pale face. 
 
    “H--?” The question rasped out of her throat and then died, but her tortured expression told me what I needed to know. 
 
    “How long have you been in here?” I finished for her. 
 
    She pursed her lips with a nod but didn’t speak again. 
 
    “I’m not really sure… Dag?” I asked. 
 
    “You came home from your mission nearly a decade ago,” the other female responded, and Sashti’s complexion drained of what color it had left before she fainted dead away again from the shock. 
 
    Given the newness of her wound, and who’d inflicted it on her, whenever she had gotten it definitely wasn’t a decade ago according to her. 
 
    “Maaaaama!” A sudden wail accompanied by a small dark blur flew out from behind the large mirror and cannonballed its way through both Dagwyn and I on its way to the prone woman on the ground. 
 
    “Mama?” I questioned when my adrenaline had come back down from hitting the ceiling after that little surprise. 
 
    “Um…” Dag blinked rapidly like she was likewise stunned, and as the little sobbing ball collapsed on top of Sashti, we both glanced at each other at a loss. 
 
    “Mama? Mama?” the crying thing mumbled under its mass of an overly large cloak, and my heart thudded in my chest when I realized the pitiful creature was in fact… a child. 
 
    What was a child doing in here? 
 
    “Hey, there,” I said in what I hoped was a gentle and welcoming voice, but the child didn’t hear me because they were too busy pleading with Sashti to wake up. 
 
    It was super heartbreaking, and I hadn’t even been around children before. 
 
    At least not in this current existence. 
 
    But there was no way I could stand by and listen to that sad sound. 
 
    “Mama, wake up, pweas?” During the child’s begging, the hood of the cloak slipped off and revealed a head of golden hair the color of cornsilk, and the curls framed a pale peach face that resembled a miniature Sashti. 
 
    When I knelt down, a pair of vibrant green eyes the color of willow leaves stared up at me through their tears. 
 
    “This is your Mama?” I asked when I had her attention, and the little girl wiped her face on the back of her hand covered with one large sleeve. 
 
    “Y-Yes,” she answered as more crystalline droplets fell off her long blonde lashes. “She won’t wake up.” 
 
    “She’s hurt,” I said and pointed to Sashti’s chest. 
 
    “Oh!” The little girl stopped hugging her mother like she was afraid to do more damage despite how she seemed to weigh no more than a small sack of root vegetables. 
 
    “It’s alright, we’ll try to help her,” I said and then sat down next to her. 
 
    “You?” she asked, and she pointed at me with one small finger on her chubby hand. 
 
    “Yes, and my friend, Daggy over there,” I said and pointed to the still shocked Dagwyn, who waved awkwardly in our direction. 
 
    “Daggy?” the youngling chirped. 
 
    “Yes, and what is your name?” I asked as I offered my hand out to her. 
 
    “Esodri,” she whispered and tucked her little hand into my much larger palm. 
 
    “That’s a pretty name,” I said and shook her dainty hand. “Nice to meet you, little madam. I am called Fynn.” 
 
    The hint of a smile flickered on her lips, but then her tiny frown came back. “You can help Mama?” 
 
    “We’ve done as much as we can for her injury, but we need to get her out of this place,” I said. “We need to leave with her, but we have to wait for her to wake up again.” 
 
    “Bu-But…” Esodri stuttered. “The mean yady is out dere.” 
 
    “Mean la-- oh. No, she’s not,” I reassured the girl when I realized she must have been talking about Daria. “I got rid of her.” 
 
    “Promise?” she asked me, and her wide green eyes shone with the remnants of her tears that were finally starting to slow. 
 
    “I made sure she can never ever come back,” I said tentatively. After all, I wasn’t sure if explaining how I’d slaughtered her grandmother was appropriate for a child. 
 
    “Is she dead?” the little girl asked with a dark flat voice that even had a little growl to it. 
 
    Then again, maybe the truth was not inappropriate for this fierce little drow female. 
 
    “Very much dead,” I replied. 
 
    “And you killed her?” Esodri asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and the little girl even glanced at Dagwyn, who confirmed this with a nod. 
 
    “Good.” Then Esodri let out a shuddering sigh and transformed back into the vulnerable child she was instead of the miniature warrior thirsty for vengeance. 
 
    It was. 
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Cuuuute. 
 
    And when she snuggled into my side, it felt only natural for me to draw her closer so she would stop shivering. 
 
    Poor little thing. 
 
    “There’s something… I m-might be able to do,” Dagwyn spoke up and finally made her way over to our little huddle. “That is if you have any reserve left to anchor me, Fynn.” 
 
    “Anything for you, Dag,” I said with a wink, and I delighted at her blush. 
 
    Esodri watched our faces with a wide-eyed perplexity. “What can you do, Daggy?” 
 
    The way she called the stoic woman by the shortened and endearing version of her name had Dagwyn’s staunch walls cracking in places, and the hardened warrior practically melted in the face of such sweetness. 
 
    “If Fynn can help me, I might be able to wake your mother up,” she explained with the hint of a soft smile, and when she caught my surprised expression, she blushed even further. “It’s a healing spell, but I’m not sure how well it will work because I’ve only read about it, and… I’m not a very good priestess.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” I said with all of the confidence she was lacking, and before she could backpedal or second-guess herself, I grabbed her hand with my free one and opened up my ether to nudge against hers. 
 
    Her quiet but stalwart spirit eagerly curled around mine, and I laced our fingers together. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” she agreed as she squeezed my hand back. Then she exhaled deeply and shook out her shoulders a little like she was loosening up. 
 
    Which was kind of adorable, and I shared a look with Esodri. 
 
    The youngling’s mouth was open in a tiny “o” as she stared between the two of us, but when Dagwyn murmured a string of pretty-sounding foreign words, Esodri was captivated. 
 
    “Hmm…” Sashti moaned as her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Mama!” Esodri cried out with a little happy cry. 
 
    “Ethie,” the other woman slurred, and her hand stroked through the little girl’s blonde ringlets. 
 
    Esodri perked up and waved her hands rapidly in strange little patterns. At first, I thought this might be a nervous or excited habit, but when Sashti motioned back, I realized it was some sort of hand language. 
 
    I glanced at Dagwyn for any sort of explanation, but she was as confused as I was, and she gave me a shrug. 
 
    Finally, the mother and daughter were done “talking” with one another, and Esodri turned her green eyes on me. 
 
    “Mama asking… what houses are outside the pretty mirror?” the youngling asked as best as she could, and then it dawned on me that for some reason, Sashti couldn’t really convey this herself. 
 
    “The Matron Mother of the Twenty-Sixth House has control of Ozin-Na’s station,” Dagwyn answered formally. “My sister, Helera Unem Claden’Du, mentioned you were allies? She’s out there, too. To my knowledge, it seems as if there is no love lost between your Mother and you, so…” 
 
    “You should come back with us,” I finished logically. “Both of you.” 
 
    At this last addition of mine, Dag shot me a sharp look, but the one I sent back allowed no room for argument. 
 
    “We can come with you?” Esodri piped up and clapped her hands, and I chuckled as I tapped the tip of her nose with my finger. 
 
    Sashti frowned in contemplation, and after a beat or two of thought, she raised her signing hand in response. 
 
    But before she could complete her thought for Esodri to translate, a sudden screeching, bellowed ripped through the air, followed by the sound of breaking metal. 
 
    The mechanical arm I had pinned to the chamber wall was now tearing itself apart, and with it, some of the actual chamber. 
 
    And we were all right below it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The sounds of rocks banging against the metal walkways above caused the little girl in my lap to cry out in fear and then bury her face into the front of my cloak. 
 
    “Fynn!” she sobbed, and I sheltered her while Dagwyn helped Sashti sit up. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” I said as I handed the youngling over to Dag and then scooped Sashti up in my arms. “Sash’ti-aseni, you are running out of options, please make the correct choice.” 
 
    We all jogged up to the mirror, and I helped the weak priestess balance gingerly on the balls of her feet while she held her palm out in front of her. When she did, the mirror’s glass wavered and contorted like liquid before it shuddered and then turned transparent. 
 
    Clang. Clang. 
 
    More of the chamber came apart while the biomechanical arm thrashed around like it was actually sentient and really fucking pissed at being trapped by my dagger. 
 
    “Hurry!” I yelled as some of the glass-like clone eggs rattled in their settings like the sound of a crystal chandelier during an earthquake, and I did not want to be here if more Daria clones escaped to wreak havoc. 
 
    Luckily, the mirror glass finally vanished, and I could see the room beyond. Then, before anything else could fall on or around us, our whole group piled through the mirror’s frame. 
 
    The strangeness of perception when we tumbled through the frame and then somehow fell sideways was a lot more jarring than I thought it would be, and the four of us sprawled out on the hard stone floor. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits!” Helera exclaimed as she jerked awake where she and Tryss had fallen asleep leaning up against one another. Her sudden movement woke Tryss as well, and at the sight of us, the two sisters scrambled up and over with about a hundred questions falling from their lips. 
 
    “Where have you both been?” Tryss gasped. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Is that Sashti? Let me see her--” the other said. 
 
    “Calm down,” Dagwyn grunted as she rose stiffly to her feet while Helera rushed over to where I was holding the missing Ozin-Na Daughter in my arms. 
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down,” Hel growled back as she assessed Sashti with glowing palms. “I don’t know why you’re not more worried. You are in so much shit with Mother for that stunt, it’s unreal--” 
 
    “Helly, shut up, her ribs are broken,” the youngest sister tsked. 
 
    “No, they’re just bruised,” Dagwyn grumbled as she stood up. 
 
    “What in the ever-loving Void?” Tryss suddenly gasped when Esodri peeked out from behind Dag’s legs. 
 
    “Fyyynn!” The little girl ducked back behind the taller female, and when Tryss tried to follow her, Esodri ran out and immediately raced toward me. 
 
    I scooped her up when she jumped, and I let the scared child bury her face into the middle of my chest. She didn’t make any noise, however. She merely shivered as my tunic grew more and more damp from her scared silent tears. 
 
    “Aw, hey, little sprout, it’s okay,” I murmured as I petted the back of her baby-soft curls. “Tryss won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Tryss came forward a lot more slowly this time, and she waited patiently by my side until my little charge peeked her spring-green eyes out so she could eye Tryss askance. 
 
    “I’m Tryskaylan,” my lover said. 
 
    “Tryss-kay-yan?” the young one lisped, and Tryss’ lips curved into a sweet smile. 
 
    “You can call me Tryss, like Fynn does,” she replied. “What is your name, darling?” 
 
    “Esodri,” she said and shyly twirled a strand of my white-gray hair around her finger. 
 
    “What a lovely name,” Tryss hummed. “In the old language, you are named after a faery princess.” 
 
    “You know the bedtime story ‘The Princess and the Sunf’ower’, too?” Esodri asked as she tilted her head. 
 
    “Not only do I know it, but it’s my absolute favorite,” Tryss whispered as if she was sharing a secret no one else knew with the little girl. 
 
    “Mine, too,” she whispered back with her large green eyes. 
 
    “No… Sash… don’t-- dammit,” Helera sighed and then rubbed her eye sockets like they were sore. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Hel?” Dagwyn placed a steadying hand on her twinborn’s shoulder. 
 
    “She’s slipped into a healing coma,” the other replied. “We need to get her to Mother and Madame Dessa.” 
 
    “How long have we been gone?” I asked as I handed Esodri over to Tryss.  
 
    The little girl panicked at first, but then she allowed herself to be held by the older woman while I helped Helera with Sashti. My wrist still smarted a little, but it didn’t feel as bad now, and I’d worked through worse pain before.  
 
    “About ten hours,” Hel answered as she draped the unconscious woman’s arm across her torso so it wouldn’t dangle at an awkward angle. “Was there a time difference?” 
 
    “It definitely didn’t feel like we spent ten hours in there,” I said as we all made our way out of the central chamber at last. “But I’m not exactly sure how the strange magick space works. You’ll probably have more answers once Sashti is feeling better.” 
 
    “Yeah, when I mentioned to her how long she’d been missing, she fainted,” Dagwyn chipped in and took over holding a sleepy Esodri when Tryss’ arms got tired. 
 
    “And there is no way that little one or Sashti’s wounds are a decade old,” I pointed out. 
 
    “No, not with that cute little pout,” Tryss agreed with a smitten little sigh as she brushed Esodri’s curls out of the child’s sleeping face. 
 
    “I wonder if the way Mother and Dessa used the portal had anything to do with the difference,” Helera mused and glanced at the ashen-faced woman sleeping peacefully in my arms. “We’ll just have to wait until she can tell us more.” 
 
    “About that…” Dagwyn started like she was bracing Hel for another blow when it came to the friend she was obviously so anxious over. 
 
    “What?” her twin demanded on cue. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There is something wrong with her-- well, not her voice so much, but she doesn’t seem to be able to speak very well,” Dag explained. 
 
    “Then how did you communicate?” Hel pressed. 
 
    “Hand gestures,” I panted out and then stooped with my burden. “Sorry, everyone, but I’m nearly running on empty. I need to rest.” 
 
    “Not to worries, everyone!” A familiar yet obnoxious voice reached us from the dim corridor beyond. “Fespius is here!” 
 
    The ape-ish hobgoblin bobbed down the twisted narrow hall with a lantern held high by one of his lanky arms. He wasn’t much in the way of looks with that smushed dog face and mismatched eyes, but I knew from first-hand experience how strong the ugly guy was, and right now, he was the best sight ever. 
 
    “Good to see you, Fes,” I said with a weary smile, and the hobgoblin gave me a crooked grin. 
 
    “Mistress sensed her Son had returned to the Tower,” he explained before anyone could ask what he was doing down here. “I’ve come to help, if I cans.” 
 
    “You have perfect timing, my friend,” I said. 
 
    “Fes and I can trade off with Sashti,” Helera offered. 
 
    “Thanks, and Fes, is that a field aid kit?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you thinks I am?” the hobgoblin said with an affronted snort. Then he pulled his trusty satchel around to the front so he could show me how I should not have doubted him. 
 
    “Good, because Dag could use something to support those ribs,” I said, and I arched my eyebrows in the face of her stoic glare. “Don’t give me that look. I can’t believe you’re still standing. Not to mention while also holding Essie.” 
 
    “I nearly forgot, hand her over, Daggy,” Tryss said and eagerly wiggled her fingers.  
 
    The other sister sighed and transferred Esodri over to the younger woman’s waiting arms, and when the youngling yawned cutely but didn’t wake, I knew the rest of us would be lucky to get another turn holding her.  
 
    “She’s quite fair, isn’t she?” Tryss mused as she studied the girl’s face. “Do you think she is aseni just like Sashti?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Helera commented, and she barely spared a glance at the little girl. “She could be of mixed blood, so I wouldn’t get too attached. If she’s a hybrid child, then you know the best course of action.” 
 
    “Helly, what a terrible thing to say,” the other chided, and then she physically turned her body in order to shield Esodri from Helera. 
 
    “It’s just a fact, Tryssie,” she fired back with a bitter twist to her lips and then dropped her gaze down to Sashti. 
 
    The eldest sister fell into a pensive silence after that, and there was no more talking as I helped Dagwyn discard the shabby scraps of cloak so I could wrap her torso with some proper bandages. 
 
    The tension between the two volatile sisters was left to simmer, and during the awkwardness, I made eye contact with Dag several times as we both had a wordless conversation through eye rolls and shrugs about how ridiculous the other two sisters could be. 
 
    It made me aware of how Dag must feel all the time around the two of them, and I found myself taking my time so we could both indulge in soft smiles and flirtatious glances like we were a part of our own secret club. 
 
    Finally, when all of us were ready to get out of the dungeon level, we made our way through the labyrinth and out into the main part of the Tower at last. 
 
    I told myself I would try to memorize the way back despite how impossible that was supposed to be, but after the second or third turn, I’ll admit I was too drained to even know my ass from my elbow. I had no clue as to what time it was exactly, but as we headed toward the grand staircase, it was all I could do to keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
    At one point, I wasn’t sure when, Tryss had passed Esodri back to Dag so she could duck under one of my arms in order to help me when my fatigued wobbling got worse. 
 
    “You are in a state, aren’t you, lover?” she murmured when I gladly leaned most of my weight on her. 
 
    “Maybe the time shift has something to do with it, too,” I mused. “I’m depleted, yeah, but the farther away from the mirror we get, the more tired I feel.” 
 
    “You also just got back to full vigor just yesterday, so don’t forget that, too,” Tryss said. “You were gone a long time, though, so you may be right.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, by the way,” I said in an attempt at lightness, even though everything felt heavy. “I hope you didn’t worry too much.” 
 
    Instead of choosing to join in on the banter like I would have assumed she would have, Tryss fell silent, and if I wasn’t so exhausted, I would have questioned her more about what caused that delicate frown line between her eyebrows. 
 
    As it was, we had all finally reached our destination, which was one of the more intimate parlors the Matron Mothers had been working hard to change and restore to their liking. 
 
    I hadn’t gotten around to skulking through these parts of the Tower, so even though I was dead on my feet, I was still able to appreciate the fine surroundings of the cozy parlor. 
 
    The rich silks that decorated the walls were a trademark of Madame Dessa’s seductive taste, but among the bold flairs, Sevahtra’s more pragmatic and noble style seemed to balance Dessa’s potential to be gaudy. Everything from the candelabras to the draperies had a tasteful alignment of the two houses, and although the colors were mostly the royal-blue and black of Claden’Du, the rich crimsons and golds of Bahna’Faar were arranged not to clash. 
 
    This created an opulent effect while still allowing the parlor to have an informal and lived-in feeling, and when Mother immediately ran toward both Dag and me to assess our injuries herself, I couldn’t help but feel the relief of the ordeal finally crash over me. 
 
    “You sure took your time,” Sevahtra said as she tilted my chin this way and that so she could look deep into my eyes. “And you nearly burned your flame out, you foolish boy.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said hoarsely, and I couldn’t stop my head from bowing toward my chest when her fingers carded through my tangled hair. 
 
    She paused for a moment and leaned close so she could speak into my ear, and the soothing scent of her caused my eyelids to droop even more. “You did well, va-ulsen. I am proud.” 
 
    It was almost like I was waiting for just that to truly let myself relax, because before I could stop myself, I had leaned forward and planted my forehead directly on her shoulder. 
 
    The Matron Mother chuckled, and she tenderly squeezed the nape of my neck a few times before she led me over to where Tryss had taken a seat on one of the large floor cushions next to the chaise lounge. I collapsed and leaned against Tryss while everyone gathered around Sashti, who was sprawled out on the lounge. 
 
    Then Helera and Dag took over the debrief, and when Drindessa started to question Esodri’s origins with suspicion, I rallied enough to rouse myself out of my stupor. 
 
    “Essie stays,” I growled in the middle of Dessa’s rant about filthy hybrids. 
 
    “How sweet of you to get so attached, but the little whelp might have to be put out of its misery--” the buxom madame started, but I snarled even louder with not a trace of lethargy in sight. 
 
    “Essie. Stays,” I reiterated through clenched teeth. 
 
    I knew the fate of hybrid drow, and I would not, could not, lump Esodri in the category of those tortured faceless wails in the labyrinth. As I looked at her dozing in Dagwyn’s arms, I was glad the little girl had managed to sleep through the nightmarish sounds on our way out of the mirror. 
 
    Drindessa regarded me with her sharp amber eyes, and a slow smile stretched her lips. 
 
    “Hm, I guess I cannot blame you for your natural instincts, especially since my girls are so far away with your offspring in their wombs,” she mused. “I suppose to elicit the same response from you when she is not of your ilk means that if the whelp is mixed with anything, the drow blood in her must be stronger for it not to matter.” 
 
    “Not to mention that because she is Sash-ti’-aseni’s Daughter, she no doubt also has Drogu’s Protections, and it would be foolish to fuck with them before the ‘Sacred One’ herself recovers, hmm?” Sevahtra added in a blasé tone. 
 
    “Yes, but Fynnie doesn’t know that,” Dessa pouted, and I sighed as I sank back down to sit with my back against Tryss’ chest. “Sevvy, you’re such a spoilsport.” 
 
    “Drogu, save me from wily old minxes,” I grumbled as Tryss began to massage my back and shoulders. 
 
    “I will take over assessing the youngling, however,” the Matron Mother said as she tried to gently take Esodri from Dag. 
 
    The sleeping child had other plans, however, and ended up clinging even harder to the fabric she’d balled her small fists into. There was simply no way to untangle her from Dag’s tunic without seriously jostling the two of them, which neither seemed to be game for. 
 
    In the end, Mother sent Dagwyn and the still stubbornly asleep Esodri to her chambers with instructions to wait. 
 
    “Understood,” Dag whispered and gratefully took her leave without further ado. 
 
    Meanwhile, Madame Dessa was conferring with Helera over Sashti about how the pale woman apparently couldn’t speak. 
 
    “Well, no wonder!” Drindessa said as she peered inside Sashti’s mouth. “The poor thing’s had her tongue nearly burned out.” 
 
    “That’s hideous,” Tryss said as Hel’s face turned a pasty blue. “Who would do such a thing? A priestess’ words are what she uses to evoke Drogu’s Spirit!” 
 
    “It is the ultimate punishment a Matron Mother can dole out to her Daughters in instances of deep betrayal,” Sevahtra said with a grave expression. “It’s so extreme, it’s been rather forgotten because of how damaging it can be. You might as well kill the priestess if she cannot commune with her Goddess regularly, and forget anything about Ascending to Matron Mother one day.” 
 
    The four women gazed down at Sashti with varying looks of pity before Drindessa and Sevahtra gently moved Helera aside so they could chant over the unconscious woman. 
 
    “What happens if a priestess can’t commune with Drogu?” I asked. 
 
    “Her magick will atrophy and turn her into something sick and twisted,” Helera said in a hollow voice. “Why the fuck would any Mother do such a thing? Killing is one thing, but this is just needlessly cruel.” 
 
    “Daria must have felt betrayed in the utmost,” Tryss said in a sorrowful tone as her body curled around mine from behind. “Poor Sashti.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhh!” the woman in question screamed abruptly, and the two Matron Mothers had to jump into action in order to hold her down. 
 
    “I know it hurts, sweetness, but you must let Drogu’s magick work!” Drindessa attempted to get through to the insensate younger woman while Sevahtra kept her legs from thrashing too violently. 
 
    Helera jumped in when it seemed as if nothing was getting through to the panicking and pained woman, and she moved Dessa bodily aside so she could fill her field of vision. 
 
    “Sash, it’s me, Hel,” she said as she cupped the pale woman’s diamond-shaped face. “You need to calm down, and try not to speak.” 
 
    “Essie?” she slurred stubbornly, and blood poured from the corners of her mouth despite how obviously painful it was. 
 
    “She’s okay,” Helera hurried to tell her friend. “She’s sleeping, and my sister is watching over her. You’re safe, now.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Sashti hummed before she closed her eyes and let the Matron Mothers get back to their chanting. 
 
    I didn’t know what exactly they were saying, but I had a pretty good guess they were Beseeching the Goddess to restore the poor woman’s ability to speak. It was soothing to listen to either way, especially when Tryss took up the chant as well, and she rocked us together like a metronome to the steady burrs and murmurs of prayer. 
 
    It was meditative, almost, and as I felt the vibrations of the ancient words through our connected skin, some of the sharpness of my exhaustion dulled somewhat until I didn’t feel like my every thought was hard-won and covered in molasses. 
 
    By the time the chanting was over, Sashti was finally lulled back into a real restful sleep instead of a coma, and I was feeling a lot better myself, too. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked Tryss when the Matron Mothers started to wrap Sashti up in a sheer gauzy shawl. 
 
    “It’s Mother’s way to combine healing mantras with the basic Beseechment Prayer,” Tryss explained as she helped me off the floor so we could watch what all they were doing. “And that cloth is made out of blessed spider silk. The moon was full yesterday, and much like the radiant lichen, it reflects its power but on a much grander scale than with the lichen, of course. The spiders are moon spiders, so their silk has all kinds of magical properties.” 
 
    “If all of that was for Sashti, then why did I feel it, too?” I asked. 
 
    At this, Tryss’ smile became a bit more mysterious. “I might have been directing some of the Intent toward you when I was helping.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks, babe.” I smirked. 
 
    “I felt that, Tryskaylan,” Mother Sevahtra chided in her usual way of taking her children down a peg when they needed it. “But I think your instinct was right, and to prevent Fynn’s magick from being under too much strain, I would like you to take him to a relic chamber where you will teach him how to regain his stamina.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Tryss said dutifully. 
 
    “It has been a long day,” she stated for everyone’s benefit. “We must all rest before we can decide on any of the matters at hand. That includes you, va-unem.” 
 
    “I’m not tired, Mother,” Helera replied and perched herself on the side of the chaise lounge to wait for her friend to wake. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Sevahtra said while Drindessa huffed a small laugh at the sight and shook her head. 
 
    “Come on, Fynn,” Tryss said as she grabbed my hand. “You’re going to like this.” 
 
    “Am I?” I asked as she led me out into the corridor. “I don’t know. If it’s more meditation stuff, you’re going to have to handle that because my focus is shot.” 
 
    At this, Tryss suddenly yanked me into an alcove and slammed me up against the wall. 
 
    “Trust me, lover,” she said, and the flickering wall torches glinted off her straight and sharp white teeth when she smiled that wicked smile. “I will handle you, make no mistake about that.” 
 
    A shiver of lust ran down my spine, and the surge of heat through my veins burned away any lingering thoughts of fatigue. 
 
    Then Tryss swooped in to capture my lips, and I couldn’t help but think my pulse was hammering out the same two words on repeat: 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Slick. 
 
    Heat. 
 
    Fire. 
 
    More. 
 
    My tongue battled for dominance against Tryss’, and I let the roaring lust within me grow until it was almost a conflagration that threatened to boil me from the inside out if I didn’t slake my burning desire for the sexy woman plastered to my front. 
 
    “F-Fuuck,” I hissed when her knee came up between my legs at the perfect height for me to grind my hard erection against. 
 
    It was bliss. 
 
    “Gods, Fynn,” Tryss growled after she bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood. “The way you stood up against Drindessa in there-- fuck, I almost threw you straight down on the floor and had my way with your cock right then and there.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that have been a conversation piece?” I chuckled and then groaned when she dove in to suck a mark on the side of my sensitive neck. “Holy Void, if this is how you are when I’m around other people’s children, then I can’t wait to see how you are when you’re full of mine.” 
 
    Tryss stopped what she was doing and reluctantly pulled herself away even though it seemed like it took everything in her willpower to do so, and I suddenly regretted saying anything at all if it made her pull away. 
 
    “You can’t just say things like that, Fynn, you’ll make me lose my mind,” she huffed shakily. 
 
    “Super sorry, I’ll never open my trap again, now will you just--” I tried to reel her back in, but she was stalwart. 
 
    “No, I promised Mother I would take you to a relic chamber, and I must do so,” she said and opened up even more space between us. 
 
    Which sucked. 
 
    And not in the good way. 
 
    “Aw,” I said when she led us both out of the alcove, and I had to adjust myself to make things a little more comfortable down there. 
 
    “Don’t worry, lover,” she said as I followed her to a small set of stairs that led to a smaller tower inside the Tower. “You’ll want all the stamina you can get when I’m through with you.” 
 
    Then she opened the doors to the relic chamber, and I felt my jaw hit the ground as I caught sight of the room at large. 
 
    The relic chamber was aptly named because stuck inside the rough-hewn stone walls were the obelisk-shaped crystals I’d seen used for ceremonies here and there, but never had I seen so many in one place. 
 
    “I didn’t know they came in so many colors,” I commented as we both stood on the threshold of the chamber. There was a certain automatic reverence at seeing a bejeweled cave sparkling with the low ambient light from the gold chandelier hanging in the center of the room. 
 
    Several of the pointed chandelier crystals were fashioned together in the approximation of a sphere in which all of the points were radiating outward. It was a work of art just on its own, and when the lights twinkled over my face, I couldn’t help but close my eyes at the warm feeling the chandelier emitted. 
 
    “The colors are more vibrant when the relics are in their infancy,” Tryss said in a muted voice that matched the ambience. She followed my gaze to the chandelier and took my hand so she could lead us both closer to the center of the chamber. “This is a sun geode. It’s a type of relic used to charge other relics because its properties are from the nelvar comet that created Oshara Valley. They are only found in the Noble Tower, and most of them are owned by nobles in the Uppards. They are exceedingly rare for anyone in The Below to own because the Uppards like to keep their enterprises under lock and key.” 
 
    “What a racket,” I huffed. 
 
    “Given the massive bitch Daria was, the fact she got her nasty fingers on one of these is impressive,” she said and had us both step over a low ridge that made a complete circle, and inside the circle were several soft animal skins and pillows that were obviously meant for sitting. 
 
    “Good for us, then,” I said with a smirk and went to go take a seat. 
 
    “Wait,” Tryss giggled and clutched my wrist before I could settle down on the soft padding.  
 
    At first, I wanted to huff impatiently, but when the sexy woman started to trail her fingers down the V of her cleavage, I held my tongue.  
 
    “In order to feel the effects to the fullest,” she went on in a purring tone, “you must divest yourself of any barriers…” 
 
    Tryss’ cloak hit the ground after she pulled on the string around her neck, and her armored brassiere followed in short order. As always, the sight of her perfect  breasts with their delicate plum-colored nipples took my breath away, and I was drawn closer into her orbit. 
 
    Her long nails surprisingly were not a hindrance when it came to the intricate buckles of my armored pauldrons and criss-crossed dagger harness,  which was empty now after my battles against the Daria clones and the biomechanical egg harvester. Soon, I was topless just like Tryss was, and the mood between us became unhurried as we explored each other’s flesh with little strokes and reverent brushes. 
 
    My lover’s skin was sinfully soft as I trailed my hands down the sides of her hourglass waist, and I tried not to shudder when she lightly scraped a trail down my abs so she could undo my belt. 
 
    “Mmm,” I groaned as she dipped her hand inside my trousers to massage my ball sack, and I toyed with the clasps on either side of her long high-slitted skirt. “If this is meditation, I can really get on board with this.” 
 
    “Not quite, but it helps to be relaxed,” Tryss whispered into my sensitive ear as my trousers dropped to my ankles, and I couldn’t suppress my full-body shiver when the chill hit my half-hard erection. 
 
    Once we were both free of any barriers, my lover finally guided us to sit with our legs crossed as we faced one another. 
 
    “What--?” I started to question, but Tryss hushed me by placing a finger over my lips and then poking it inside my mouth. 
 
    “Shh,” she said, and I sucked on the tip of her finger before she took it away. “Just close your eyes and feel.” 
 
    I sighed like I was put out, but the truth was, I loved the slow burning build-up before our romps. We hadn’t really been able to indulge much in that part since I’d been mostly ambushing her as of late, so I did what she asked and closed my eyes in order to let my other senses take over. 
 
    Immediately, that little thing inside me I called my “hummingbird” started to beat its metaphorical wings in harmony with the tangible heartbeat I could feel all around me. It was like the cave itself was breathing, and with every breath I took, the thrum in my chest grew stronger. I hadn’t been aware of how weak and sickly I’d been truly feeling until I could feel my magick start to restore itself bit by bit just by being here in this chamber. 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed as a low buzz of energy seeped into my bones and made me feel loose and pliable. 
 
    “You poor thing,” Tryss hummed, and she rubbed some sort of oil that both cooled and warmed at the same time into my chest and shoulders. “You’ve never gone this low before except for when you were healing.” 
 
    “That feels wonderful,” I groaned, and I bowed my head forward when she reached the back of my neck. 
 
    Because of the way we were sitting, I was able to run my palms up and down the outsides of Tryss’ legs as they bracketed me in their strong embrace. At some point, she had started up a gentle rocking motion, and we began to breathe in sync. 
 
    Like ocean waves cresting over me, each time the tide came in, I felt a little better. I knew what would help was a full restorative night of sleep, but for now, the sharp edges of my overwhelming fatigue were smoothed almost completely away. 
 
    “Hi,” my gorgeous lover said when our trance-like rocking slowed to a stop, and we simply gazed at each other. 
 
    “Hello,” I murmured and grinned when she did, and then I leaned in to kiss her soft lavender lips. The need for words dissolved after that, and we let our bodies come together in the way they knew best. 
 
    The urgent arousal from before was now turned down to a low simmer, and everything was indulgent and slow as we both took our time touching and tasting each other. 
 
    Like usual, there was a brief struggle for dominance at the beginning, and we both tussled for control of the other’s pleasure. I knew she probably wanted to be the one to take care of me, but we somehow ended up with me pinning her to the soft furs while I feasted on her quivering pink pussy. 
 
    “Yesss,” Tryss hissed, and she tangled her hand in my hair so fiercely the sting of it brought tears to my eyes. 
 
    That little edge of pain made the pleasure I was feeling that much sweeter, and I couldn’t help but grind my stiff cock against the padding under me. I wanted to take everything she was willing to give, but I was now becoming impatient, so I delved my tongue deeper in between her folds. 
 
    Then I swirled around the little erect nub of Tryss’ clit, and her legs attempted to clamp shut around my head, but I growled and forcefully pinned her legs back so she was splayed open wide. 
 
    “Ohhhh, F-Fynn, fuck!” Her whole body tried to undulate with the orgasm that swept through her, but my power over her kept her tightly constrained. She squealed and writhed, and before she could completely come down from her high, I got to my knees and lined my swollen cock’s head up with her dripping entrance. 
 
    Tryss’ pelvis attempted to thrust upward like the greedy spoiled thing that she was, and I smacked her back side with a sharp crack to make her stop. 
 
    “Patience,” I rumbled from deep inside my chest and soothed the patch of her smooth skin I had struck. Based on the heat I could feel, I could tell my blow was just enough to sting. “Goddess, you’re so pretty when you’re surprised. Probably because you’re always ten steps ahead of everyone else.” 
 
    “Unnhh!” Tryss thrashed her head from side to side as I started to slowly push myself into her slick channel, and I had to stop myself from just plunging straight in and fucking her through the padding. 
 
    I wanted her to beg me first. 
 
    Finally, I bottomed out with a final kick of my hips that snuggled us together tightly, but I didn’t proceed any further. 
 
    “Fuck,” I snarled when her internal walls enveloped me from the base of my thick shaft to the tip of my head. 
 
    “F-Fynn! Please, I need you to fuck m-me!” Tryss had reached her limit, and when those beautiful words fell from her lips, I took my hand off the reins, so to speak, and hammered into her the way I wanted to. 
 
    I roared out my lust as I fucked deep into my lover, and I relished in the way her fingernails left trails of fire all along my broad back. 
 
    Our union was as carnal as it was healing, and by now, I was an expert in reading all of the little cues her body made when it was gearing up for another spectacular climax. All that was needed to fully push her over the edge of the precipice was for me to find her sweet spot. 
 
    “Come on, baby,” I grunted as I adjusted my angle a little and, bam. I knew I’d found it when I felt her internal muscles clamp down. 
 
    “Oh, oh, F-Fynn!” Tryss wailed as her back arched. “I need you to come with me, love, ahhhh!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned as I ejaculated almost the instant she asked me to, and like the obedient drow male I was, I came harder than ever. “G-Goddess’ light.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, you wicked thing, uh!” Tryss spasmed around my still-twitching cock, and I could do nothing but hold on through the aftershocks. “Yessss. So virile. I can feel you painting my womb with your potent seed. Ohhh.” 
 
    “You like that, do you?” I grunted as we ended up rocking together again through the last little ripples of our pleasure. 
 
    “I love--” Tryss suddenly went quiet as she clung to me, and after a beat or two in which I could hear her swallow heavily a few times, she tried again. “Fynn. I think… I love you.” 
 
    “You think?” I whispered in a gentle attempt to keep it light. It wasn’t news to me that she loved me. She had expressed as much through her actions, but the love she seemed to portray was similar to the possessive love a child had for their favorite toy. 
 
    “No…” she said and stilled us so she could cup my face and gaze at me. I could tell she had more to say, but the words still needed time to marinate, so I kissed her forehead and tended to the clean-up. 
 
    It was convenient that there were bowls of fragrant water scattered all around for me to avail myself, and after I’d carefully pulled out of her dripping pussy, I gave us both a cursory wipe down and then held her in my arms until some of the emotions coursing through her passed, and she was no longer trembling. 
 
    “Shh, love,” I murmured when she eventually turned to bury her face into the base of my throat like she wanted to hide, and I let her stay there for as long as she needed while I continued to worship her in tender caresses. 
 
    “It feels as if my heart wants to swallow me whole,” Tryss finally said in the silence as we both basked in the afterglows of our lovemaking, and I stopped drawing idle patterns with my finger on the crest of her shoulder. “I was trying to find the words earlier to describe how you make me feel because you are so good at doing the same. But I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I said and kissed her behind the ear. “Whenever I’m around you, my heart wants to swallow me whole, as well.” 
 
    “Hrm,” she hummed like she was finally at peace, and she snuggled back against the curve of my body.  
 
    Then, as the lights from the faux-sky overhead flickered like the universe, we both fell asleep right there in the chamber in each other’s embrace. 
 
    The next morning, Tryss had to attend to something early that Mother had planned for her, so she left me to doze in the ethereal landscape of the relic chamber, and after yesterday’s events, I luxuriated in the rare occasion to be lazy. The meditation combined with the restorative sleep-- and of course, the earth-shattering sex-- had me feeling more refreshed than I remembered being in a long while. 
 
    Whatever “a long while” was like for someone like me. 
 
    Which was why it was alarming that once I finally did get my ass in gear and left the relic chamber, I ran into a frantic Helera who looked neither rested nor restored. 
 
    “Hel?” I questioned since she’d yet to see me enter the parlor due to all her pacing.  
 
    She jumped sky-high at the sound of her name, and I was doubly concerned that she was so worked up she didn’t even hear when someone walked into the room she was in. 
 
    “Fynn, sorry, you startled me,” she gasped. 
 
    “If I’d been an assassin, you’d be in big trouble,” I remarked as I glanced around the place. 
 
    The most notable difference was how Sashti was missing from her spot on the chaise lounge. 
 
    “Good thing you aren’t an assassin, then,” Helera responded in a tone almost as lackluster as her light-blue face. 
 
    “Where is our guest of honor?” I asked. 
 
    “Sashti had a bad night,” Hel croaked and then sat abruptly on a small stool like her legs had given out on her. “Madame Dessa came and hurried her away, but she wouldn’t let me come with them. What if Dessa kills her?” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” I probed. “Especially because if Sashti really is of some highly blessed status, wouldn’t Drindessa be inviting a whole lot of bad shit her way if she did do something?” 
 
    Helera paused at this, and she turned my logic over in her mind like she was chewing on a particularly tough piece of taffy. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re right,” she finally admitted. “Madame Dessa has nothing to gain from killing Sashti. But maiming her… she’d have nothing to gain but her own satisfaction, if she were so inclined.” 
 
    “Do you really think she wants to hurt Sashti after she tried to help her last night?” I asked seriously. 
 
    “I don’t know, Fynn,” Hel groaned. “It sounds like I’m talking crazy, but I thought my friend hated me all these years. The fact that she’s been locked away and basically tortured is making me go insane. Who knows what Drindessa is capable of? And it’s not like Sashti or her daughter really sway the tide in our favor one way or the other. I just don’t like her being out of my sight without knowing for sure she’s being cared for.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” I suggested before she could obsess herself sick. “When I was supposed to be resting, I found many useful hidden passageways that are excellent for eavesdropping.” 
 
    The forlorn drow female did a one-eighty as the record speed of sound, and at my suggestion, she leaped up to her feet again and grabbed my upper arms like a manic crazy person. 
 
    “I can do us one better!” she all but hollered as she shook me from side to side. 
 
    “Us?” I asked, but after she rattled my cage pretty good, she just let me go and then bolted for the doors.
“Follow me!” Hel shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    “What in the fresh fuck?” I muttered as I regained my balance from almost being tossed sideways due to her enthusiasm. 
 
    I had barely gotten both feet back under me when she popped her blue face back through the parlor door. 
 
    “Come on, Fynn!” she said. “Time’s wasting away, and we are just about to catch him before his shift. Let’s go!” 
 
    Well, I couldn’t not follow her after such an oblique and mysterious proclamation. 
 
    There were so many unanswered questions, and I was dead curious as to what her “one better” really meant, so I rushed to catch up with her. 
 
    “Wait for me, psycho,” I said, and I laughed uproariously when she squawked back in offense. 
 
    This day was shaping up to be interesting already, and I hadn’t even eaten breakfast yet. 
 
    Bring it on. 
 
    “Hurry up, Light Boy,” Helera teased as her cloak tails whipped around a corner, and I sprinted in order to close the distance between us, which wasn’t much. 
 
    “So, care to explain?” I asked when I sidled up next to her. 
 
    “Eavesdropping through the walls is nice, but if Drindessa tries anything, then I won’t be able to intervene,” she explained as she jumped down the last handful of steps leading away from the level of the Tower used for the upper house members. “I want to actually be inside Sashti’s sickroom, but I would never be able to conceal myself from Dessa’s magick no matter how many spells I did.” 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” My curiosity was piqued by now, and I knew I could always rely on Helera for a little mischief and excitement. 
 
    “We’re going to go see my good friend, Zephyr Honeywax,” she said with a large grin as if this explained everything. 
 
    Which it really didn’t. 
 
    And there was the “we” and “us” thing again. 
 
    “Who is this… Zerris--” I started. 
 
    “Zephyr,” she corrected. “And he’s technically aligned with Bahna’Faar House, but since he is a certain type of fae-folk called a changeling-- one of the last of his kind, actually-- his will cannot be bound.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked and cocked my head curiously. That sounded a bit like my situation. “Will he implode if someone tries?” 
 
    “Implode?” Hel scrunched her nose. “You say some of the funniest things, Fynn. But no, Zephyr won’t implode or explode. It’s just part of his magick. Changelings are-- well, changeable, so to tie their capricious spirits down is practically impossible. A changeling must choose loyalty on their own.” 
 
    “Wow, I wonder what Drindessa did to inspire such loyalty,” I commented, and Hel and I shared a chuckle. 
 
    When we got down to the ground level of what was the main atrium, the large planetary calendar chimed the early hour, and like clockwork, dozens of servants and workers came streaming through the atrium similar to how the Thoroughfare workers bustled about like worker termites inside a hive column. 
 
    This was just more of the same, really. 
 
    “Zeph!” Helera called out when she spotted her mysterious friend. “Zephyr, over here!” 
 
    A tall and muscled orcish man with slightly elven features and strange eyes the color of fire opals waved at us, and then he broke away from the stream of traffic so he could talk to us next to one of the large arms of the celestial calendar. 
 
    “Mistress Unem,” he said formally, but he then turned around and bowed his head in a wry manner, which negated his earlier decorum. 
 
    I instantly liked the guy for not taking himself too seriously, and something about his voice and eyes struck me as familiar… 
 
    “Hey, I know you,” I said as I remembered back to when I was infiltrating Ozin-Na via a clever disguise potion that changed my physical body to look like Belia, the Second Daughter. However, in order for the ruse to work, I needed a safe place when the potion wore off, and in that instance, the expiration time on the stuff wore off a little sooner than anticipated, but… “You helped me.” 
 
    “Did I?” Zephyr raised one of his thick eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah, if not for you, my Belia disguise would have faded right in the middle of a crowd of people, but you caused a distraction that allowed me to slip away,” I recounted. 
 
    “Oh, it’s youuu!” the orc-elf said and stretched out the last syllable way longer than it needed to be. “I thought you’d died, friend.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” I said as I stretched my arms out to my sides and did a full spin as if my actual standing there and being-alive-ness wasn’t enough. 
 
    “I’m glad,” he said and placed a palm over his heart. 
 
    “Are you?” I questioned as we naturally fell into a strange sort of banter. 
 
    “I was terribly worried, you see,” he deadpanned, and for a dude with bottom tusks poking up past his lower lip, his proper and crisp enunciation in such a deep voice was really hilarious for its contrast. 
 
    “I’ll bet,” I chuckled. 
 
    “So, you’ve already met, then?” Hel needlessly asked through her shit-eating grin. 
 
    “Apparently, although you look rather different than before. A little less…” Zephyr pantomimed a poor imitation of someone with breasts. 
 
    “Yeah, I only look like that sometimes,” I snorted. “But nothing can top this perfection, so I thought I wouldn’t deprive the world any longer and ditched that ugly suit. The name is Fynn, by the way.” 
 
    “Honeywax.” The orc-elf clasped my forearm as we shook hands. “Zephyr Honeywax.” 
 
    “Shaken, and not stirred?” I blurted out and then frowned because where the void did that come from? I could tell by Hel and Zephyr’s faces that they were trying to figure out what the fuck I’d just said as well, so I decided to just push on. “Never mind that, it happens. You look a lot different from the last time I saw you as well. What’s that about?” 
 
    As far as subject changes went, this one wasn’t my smoothest, but my two companions let it slide without incident. 
 
    “Ah, yes, at the time I’d changelinged into a duergar soldier to better blend in with Daria’s guards,” he recalled. “But I much prefer this form, so you should get used to this face of mine. It’s not likely to change for a long while.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Helera butted in when her impatience finally got the better of her, and frankly, it was a miracle she hadn’t interrupted until now. “Zeph, I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    “What do you need, Hellsy?” he asked. “You know if I can help, I will.” 
 
    “I need your anti-magick relic,” she said as she cut right to the chase. 
 
    “Oh, that is a big favor,” he said as he stroked his chin. “I only have the one. And I am rather attached to it.” 
 
    “I know, but I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important,” she said. 
 
    “Is it going to be used for nefarious purposes?” he asked gravely. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Hel said without any hesitation. 
 
    “Permission granted.” Zephyr nodded and rubbed his hands together. “So, tell me, what are we doing?” 
 
    See? 
 
    Again with the “we.” 
 
    Oh, boy, this was gonna be interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Is this anti-magick relic like the spell the wizard cast on the Nils Dorei when he came to fuck up our shit?” I asked Helera as I slipped on the strange harness she’d grabbed for all three of us because apparently Zephyr had to come eavesdrop, too. 
 
    “Not exactly,” she said. “Zeph, do you want to explain to Fynn the difference between the spell and the relic?” 
 
    “Did someone skip out on his lessons when he was a youngling?” the orc-elf asked with a bemused look on his chiseled face. 
 
    “No, I’ve just never had the pleasure,” I said and received a blank look for my trouble. 
 
    “Fynn was manifested a short while ago under the duress of a Beseeching Ceremony,” Hel provided, and the tall man nodded his shaggy black head. 
 
    “I see,” he rumbled, and then he attempted to fasten his own harness adequately without much progress until Helera stepped in to help. “The anti-magic spell is something a wizard or other magic user can cast, and the enchantment makes it impossible for anyone within a certain radius to wield magic. A relic is like that, but on a smaller scale. It also doesn’t require the use of ether to work.” 
 
    At this, he pulled out a metal chain from where it was tucked under his black tunic and showed us the obsidian crystal attached at the end, and I could also see how the chain itself was woven into the flesh where it touched the back of his neck. 
 
    “What happened there?” I asked and gestured to the jagged flesh near his collarbone. 
 
    “An ancient curse, I’m afraid,” Zephyr said as he held the shard of black up to examine it. “Just for future reference, when you are traveling through a sacred crystal forest and the forest nymphs tell you not to take anything with you, they really mean it.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. 
 
    “So, for my foolishness, I am forever to wear this relic as a damper on my own magick,” he continued after he tucked the crystal away. 
 
    “That sounds terrible,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, but it was,” Zephyr agreed. “Frightfully so. For a whole century, I was pretty much useless. But then something changed within me.” 
 
    “What’s that, Zeph?” Helera piped up as she readied some sort of winch. 
 
    “I learned to operate around the crystal, so instead of trying to thwart its anti-magic nature, I decided to make the crystal’s properties the one thing I can be an expert at,” the changeling explained. “I’m not sure when it was exactly that I figured it out, but I realized at some point that I could actually manipulate the anti-magic field whenever I exerted my will enough. Of course, it took decades to accomplish even the slightest expansion of the field outside of myself, so you can imagine how limited this is. Limited, but very effective.” 
 
    “In short, when we are in close enough proximity to Zephyr, he can expand the anti-magic field to surround people in his immediate vicinity,” Helera summarized. “That’s why he has to come with us.” 
 
    “Yes, even though I can increase the anti-magic field, I don’t have the greatest range, so the closer you are to me, the better your magical signatures will be hidden,” the changeling added. 
 
    “I’m starting to understand why Dessa used you as a spy,” I remarked. “How far is close enough proximity?” 
 
    “I’m up to a radius of ten whole feet, now, thankyouverymuch,” he said as he inspected his fingernails all nonchalant-like. 
 
    “Impressive,” I said. 
 
    “It is, given Mistress Drindessa Bahna’Faar is one of the most adept Sensors of our age-- oh, you’re being serious.” The changeling back-pedaled from his ire as Helera laughed. “He’s being serious.” 
 
    “Yes, you’ll get used to Fynn and his ways,” she said, and her eyes glinted with amusement as they trailed over me. “He can be so pure.” 
 
    “Hah, there’s a word that hasn’t been used to describe me before,” I snorted. “Or probably ever. Yeah… that tracks.” 
 
    “I like you,” Zephyr said with a wide grin as we followed Helera out of the armory. 
 
    “I try.” I shrugged back. 
 
    “So, the plan is for us to lower ourselves in position and check on Sashti, and in case Dessa comes in, not only will we be hidden with our cloaks, but we’ll also be hidden with Zeph,” Hel recapped as she led us to one of the main levi-shafts. 
 
    “What if Dessa is already in there before we are?” I asked, and Helera slowed her steps. “Unless the anti-magic field is also an anti-noise field, this might be a dead giveaway.” 
 
    I zipped out the retractable wire on my harness, which emphasized the obnoxious ratcheting sound the mechanism made. 
 
    “Good point…” she faltered and tapped her chin as her heavy single braid swished like it was somehow helping her think. 
 
    “Ah, wait, I just remembered,” I said as I rummaged inside my cloak and pulled out the modest leather pouch I kept in my inner pocket. Inside was pretty much everything I’d ever owned or felt worthy of collecting. Some of the things included a molt of one of my trusty riding lizard’s sharp claws, three shiny black buttons that looked like fat spiders, a silk ribbon I stole from Tryss after one of our romps, and-- “Aha. Here it is.” 
 
    I pulled out the small crystal cone thing I’d taken from the wizard Norrin when he attacked us all at the Nils Dorei. 
 
    “What is it?” Hel asked. 
 
    Instead of answering her right away, I demonstrated what the enchanted object could do by bringing the glass cone up to my lips. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it has a name, per se,” I began, and when I spoke, my voice sounded like it was coming directly over Helera’s shoulder, which caused her to jump and whirl around. “But I’ve been calling it a voice diverter in my head.” 
 
    “How are you doing that?” she gasped and snatched the thing from me so she could examine it up close. 
 
    “No idea,” I said as she turned the crystal bauble over and over in her hands like some demented subterranean ground squirrel. “But the wizard Norrin was able to use it when he erected his own anti-magic field. I figured it would have stopped working after we killed him, but it still works great.” 
 
    “It must have been forged with someone else’s signature,” she said. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Zephyr mused as he poked the diverter with his finger. “Although, it appears as if whoever’s signature it is, is fading.” 
 
    “Well, we will still be able to get a little use out of it,” Helera said through the cone, and her voice rushed past my ear from behind, which caused my ear to twitch. 
 
    “Drogu-ani, that’s freaky,” I said. 
 
    “This reminds me of a most nightmarish creature called a soul-eater,” Zephyr said as he plucked the diverter from Hel with his long fingers. 
 
    “Do tell,” I said as we continued down the corridor toward the shaft that would take us all the way to the top of the Twenty-Seventh Station where the Temple was. 
 
    “These creatures basically do what their name implies, so their only motivation in life is to gorge themselves on the ether of other living beings,” he continued. “For a while, my race was often confused with soul-eaters simply because no one knows exactly what they look like until they devour you.” 
 
    “Are they invisible?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but no one knows if they are just like that, or if they are potentially everyday creatures who use invisibility to hunt their prey,” he answered in a voice that grew darker the more he spoke. “They like to psychologically torture their victims with their incessant whistling as they get closer and closer.” 
 
    “Diabolical,” I remarked. 
 
    “That is why changeling fae were accused at first because of how we are able to jump from body to empty body,” he continued. “When it was clear we were not the ones responsible, but merely taking advantage of the carcasses left behind, we were then persecuted in a different way. As vultures of the soulless until we were forced underground into the Neverlight.” 
 
    “That’s lame, man,” I said and shook my head. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Zephyr chuckled. “Changelings are more suited for the dark anyway.” 
 
    The large orc-elf tossed me a cavalier grin as he stepped into the levi-shaft and zipped away. 
 
    “What a character,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s great,” Hel said. “I’ll meet you up there.” 
 
    And with a toss of her ponytail, she stepped inside the shaft and floated upward. 
 
    I followed after her a moment later, and all was going well until I noticed Helera was suddenly a lot closer than I had planned on. 
 
    “Look out!” I tried to warn and attempted to put on the breaks. 
 
    “Zephy!” Helera hollered. “Move your ass!” 
 
    “It is my utmost wish to do so, Mistress, believe me!” the orc-elf said, and I saw him flailing like a fish out of water in order to make it up the last five or six feet. 
 
    “Incoming!” I said and ended up slamming into Helera in a way that made it so she was basically sitting on my shoulders as I steadily shoved all three of us up and out. 
 
    “Eepen’nah!” Zephyr cursed as we all rolled to a stop in one large pile of limbs. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means, but agreed,” I groaned and sat up in an attempt to untangle us. 
 
    “It’s the cloaks,” Helera said as she glared down at her royal-blue sleeves. “Their enchantments need to be renewed…” 
 
    The subject of Mother’s consort Nodrin, or rather his glaring absence, was once again brought to the forefront of my mind as it seemed to be for Hel, and I wondered when the wizard’s death would finally need to be addressed. 
 
    For now, the three of us kept to our mission and rushed through the temple to the Egress Platform concealed within the back wall. Then Hel waved her hand over a carving that looked like the Goddess Drogu, and the wall vanished to reveal one of the Tower’s many exit ledges. 
 
    “The air tastes foul this day,” Zephyr said as he flared his nostrils. “The stench from the Thoroughfare will stick to us and make it harder for Drindessa to Sense us should my field falter.” 
 
    “How will that help?” I asked, since I was curious about how the powerful priestess could Sense people. 
 
    “She claims she can taste the ether of others,” he said. “Told me mine was complex yet robust. Whatever that’s supposed to taste like, I’m not sure. I just know anytime the Thoroughfare would kick up a good aroma, it messed with her.” 
 
    “Good news for us, then,” I said, and I walked up to see what Helera was doing so close to the edge. 
 
    “If my calculations are correct, and they usually are,” Hel began with a toss of her single braid. “The window to Sashti’s room is below us and to the right just a tad. We should all be able to rappel down and to the small balcony. From there, it should be simple.” 
 
    “Jumping off the side of the tallest thing in Oshara,” I said as I copied her and pulled the little spider-looking thing out of the center of my harness. “Simple.” 
 
    “Just watch and learn, Light Boy,” she said. Then she took the spider grapple from her own belt, and I watched as it automatically attached itself to the ledge by sinking its metal spikes in. “This is how we navigate the Noble Tower without the use of a riding lizard.” 
 
    Then, without further ado, Hel turned with her back to the empty expanse and fell back into her harness. 
 
    “As if it’s that easy,” Zephyr grumbled as he tentatively sidled up next to me to prepare his harness. 
 
    “Not a fan of heights?” I questioned. 
 
    “If the Dark Faerie Queen had wanted us to fly, she would have given us all wings,” he said as he bitterly eyed the very long drop below where Lake Subata thrashed and the tentacled monster called the ridian roared. 
 
    But instead of hesitating, the orc-elf mustered his courage and dropped over the side. 
 
    Fortunately, I had no such compunctions, and when I zipped down to the balcony below, I was almost disappointed it was over. The fall was exhilarating, and I reminded myself to get Greenie out soon for a trip to the Thoroughfare so we could hop around on the broken spires just for the freedom of it. 
 
    “Is Drindessa in there?” I whispered as I peered between both Zeph and Hel to try and get a glimpse through the window. 
 
    “She is, and I can’t tell what she is doing, but she’s giving Sashti some sort of elixir,” Helera said with an edge of panic to her voice. “What are the chances of us opening the window without her realizing?” 
 
    “Don’t,” Zephyr said and held up his hand. “Let me.” 
 
    Then the sharp claws on his hand extended, and using all five, he neatly silently sliced a disc out of the glass window with his dinner plate-sized hand. 
 
    Now that the glass and its subsequent glare were out of the way, I was able to see into the room a little better, and what I saw was a large suite of chambers with a vaulted ceiling. In the center of the room was a stone platform on a raised bed of white sand, and in the sand a few small pyramid relics made a triangle shape around the platform and Sashti on top of it. 
 
    The pale woman laid there quiet and still, but from our perch all the way up in the rafters, it was hard to see what exactly was going on.  
 
    It was especially hard to see what the buxom Madame was about to feed Sashti from one of the glass bottles on the silver cart hovering next to her, so Helera wasted no time in bringing the diverter to her lips and implementing the magical cone. 
 
    “Drindy?” Hel said in a near-perfect impression of Sevahtra, and Dessa jumped slightly and stopped trying to pry Sashti’s lips open. “Can you come help me in the dungeons for a moment? We need to discuss the matter of the mirror.” 
 
    “You know I hate it when you use that spell instead of coming to talk to me yourself,” Dessa grumbled. “Can’t it wait?” 
 
    Helera’s eyes grew wide for a second, and I realized she didn’t really expect there to be backchat from the Madame, so I snatched the diverter from her and picked up the cue as smoothly as I could. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said in a close affectation to Mother’s dry deadpan tone. This tone was in her deeper registers, so it was easy to mimic. “Considering it is teeming with clones of Daria Ozin-Na.” 
 
    Both Hel and Zeph snapped their gazes at me, and just then it dawned on me that neither Dag nor I ever elaborated on the whole fighting off two of the dead Matrons. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    But, hey, it did the trick in giving Dessa the kick in the backside she needed to take “Sevahtra” seriously, and she stoppered the bottle. 
 
    “Hold your tits, Sevvy,” the older woman muttered to herself along with several dark curses under her breath, and then she brushed a few strands of hair back from Sashti’s face. “I’ll be right back. Don’t die on me.” 
 
    I felt Hel tense up beside me, and since I couldn’t predict what that meant, I took to using the voice diverter to also divert a potential powder keg situation in case Helera decided Dessa’s words meant something nefarious. 
 
    “Drindy, you old hag,” I drawled with Mother’s supercilious tone in my mouth. “While we’re still young.” 
 
    “How dare--!” Madame Drindessa dissolved into more esoteric cursing, lowered the levitating tray back down into the sand, and then stormed out of Sashti’s sickroom. 
 
    As soon as the door clicked softly closed, the three of us sprung into silent action. 
 
    For a second, I worried about Zephyr’s large frame navigating through the smallish skylight, but for a being who had just taken over a six-and-a-half-foot orc hybrid, he was quite lithe. 
 
    The three of us were descending just as noiselessly as spiders would, but at the last moment, Hel kept going down. 
 
    “You guys, stay up there,” she hissed. “I need to leave the anti-magic field just for a second so I can get that bottle and figure out what she was going to give her.” 
 
    “Hurry, psycho,” I said. “What if she teleports like Tryss?” 
 
    “Not possible,” she said as she kept letting out her slack. “What you’ll come to learn, if you haven’t been paying attention so far, is our Tryssie is a bit of a freak of nature, and normally just teleporting even across the room requires a large amount of energy.” 
 
    I figured some of that had to be true based on the way the others had reacted to my lover’s sudden appearance, but apparently I didn’t realize the sheer magnitude of her impressive feat at the time. 
 
    Hel eventually came to the end of her line, which happened to also be at least five feet outside of Zephyr’s sphere of influence and about five feet away from the medicinal cart next to the sleeping Sashti. 
 
    Now that she was free from the magick suppressing field the changeling was emitting, she was able to levitate the bottle of golden liquid up from the cart so she could check it out. 
 
    “Hellsy, you might want to move your ass,” Zephyr said as his dagger-like ears twitched and flickered. “Something’s tipped her off because she’s heading back now, and it sounds like she’s very annoyed.” 
 
    “Okay,” Helera said after she got done sniffing the contents of the bottle, and then she pressed the red ruby in the middle of her harness so the wire would retract and bring her up. 
 
    Not a moment too soon, too, because right when Hel settled herself next to all of us, the door burst open again, and an irritated Madame Dessa barged in with a deep scowl on her face. 
 
    None of us breathed as her sharp eyes tracked across the room, and I thought we had been made when she looked up right at us. 
 
    But those amber eyes seemed to stare right through us, so I figured through the combination of invisibility from what little magick the cloaks had left and the surprising changeling ally, we were undetectable. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    Because based on her supremely annoyed expression, Drindessa did not enjoy being trifled with, and I did not want to suffer the punishment thought up by a woman who made her living as a dominatrix running a brothel in Oshara’s underbelly. 
 
    Thankfully, Sashti moaned in her sleep and put an end to Madame Dessa’s fruitless search of the room for any suspicious enchantments or prank-perpetrators.  
 
    “There, there, sweetling,” the older woman murmured as she came back over to Sashti’s side. 
 
    The pale woman was naked with nothing but a gauzy silk sheet draped over her, and even though the room was warm due to the roaring fire in the hearth, her frequent uncomfortable movements caused the cover to slip down. Now, she was shivering and even whimpering in her sleep, and Drindessa tsk’d as she covered the other woman as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Ah!” Sashti startled awake when Dessa picked up the same bottle of yellow elixir and held it under the young woman’s nose. “Wh-What… is…?” 
 
    “Hush, your tongue is still healing, so I suggest you save your breath,” the buxom Madame admonished, but her soothing tone was at odds with the words. “I am sorry to wake you, child, but I must gather some information from you.” 
 
    “Hm?” Sashti made a questioning noise but followed Dessa’s advice about not talking. 
 
    “Your mother maimed you so?” she asked and waited for the other female to answer with a nod. “Tch. What a loathsome thing to do, and for that, I am sorry you suffered.” 
 
    Even from up in the rafters, I could see how wide Sashti’s eyes grew at what seemed to be genuine sympathy in the Madame’s voice. When I glanced at Helera, she had a strange expression on her light-blue face as well, but I wasn’t sure if it was caused by the proud woman’s apology, or the way she continued to care for the young woman. 
 
    “Essie?” Sashti managed, and it seemed as if she had no recollection of what Hel had told her before. 
 
    “She’s safe and sound, but I wonder…” Dessa trailed off as she mixed some dried flowers into the yellow elixir, which turned it into a familiar brownish-orange concoction she’d forced me to choke down when I was healing. “Does the little one eat meat?” 
 
    “I… yes,” Sashti said as she relaxed back against the table. “She is part elf, but she can tolerate meat like a drow.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” Drindessa sighed as she poured something from her array of potions into a small glass. “Drink this, it will help the healing along.” 
 
    Sashti took a sip and grimaced with a disgust I knew quite well. Dessa’s elixirs were effective but tasted like sweaty taint. 
 
    Blech. 
 
    When the pale woman started to cough and gag, I had to grab Helera’s arm since she immediately jumped to the worst conclusion, but she calmed down when Dessa helped Sashti through the despicable-tasting potion with a glass of crystal-clear water. 
 
    “May I ask… something?” the pale woman slurred around her damaged tongue. 
 
    “You may as long as it doesn’t pain you too much,” Dessa allowed and then took a seat on the stone platform next to her. 
 
    “Why… haven’t you and…” she faltered, and the Madame foisted another potion on her. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Drindessa said as she took back the empty vial. “You are wondering why you are being cared for under the roof of your House’s enemies, no?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sashti rasped out. 
 
    “I’m afraid most of those questions can be better answered by the Matron Mother of Claden’Du,” Dessa said. “But I understand your confusion. Not too long ago, had the noble House of Bahna’Faar decimated Ozin-Na, you can believe I wouldn’t have left a single one of you alive.” 
 
    “I--” Sashti’s eyes grew wide, but before she could take the older woman’s words as a threat, the Madame continued onward. 
 
    “But it is not up to me,” she said smoothly. “I do not know what Sevvy wants with you, but if there is any comfort I can give you, just know once that woman decides to take you in as her own for whatever reason, you are safe beyond measure. Take it from her kin-House Mother.” 
 
    Drindessa’s words seemed to calm Sashti down, and they were followed by a dose of something else that looked like the dark blue sleeping aid the Matron had also poured down my throat when I was laid up. 
 
    Sure enough, within a moment of drinking it, the younger woman’s pale lashes fluttered, and she was eased back down against the pillows under her as Dessa began to hum a soothing tune. 
 
    I glanced at Hel to see if she got what she needed to realize the Madame was not harming her friend, and when she glanced back, she nodded even though her lips were pursed in a thin line. 
 
    Once Sashti fell asleep, Dessa made sure she was comfortable one last time before heading out of the room to let the exhausted woman rest in peace. 
 
    Helera spent a beat just staring down at Sashti before she finally gave the signal for us to leave, but when the three of us all made it back to the Egress Platform, Hel still had a pensive expression on her face that I didn’t really know how to interpret other than perplexed. 
 
    “That was fun,” Zephyr said as he slung his divested harness over one of his broad shoulders. “When is our next jaunt?” 
 
    “Probably soon, Zephy,” she replied as she shook herself from her musings and flashed him a sly smirk. “That little trick of yours is damn useful.” 
 
    Suddenly, a loud chime rang out, and all three of us startled. 
 
    “What in Du’s name is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Void, I completely forgot what day it is,” Helera said with a large grin. “Oh, Fynnie, you’re going to like this…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Over the last twenty-four hours, the large planetary system that filled the main atrium of the Tower had maneuvered into a position that was obviously of some significance based on the way it was glowing. If that was not enough, the celestial blown glass spheres were actually spinning around on their axes in a joyous dance. 
 
    “Sooooo, what exactly is this… celebration thing?” I asked Zephyr, who was standing right next to me as I gawked at the sparkly calendar. “Or is it a ceremony? Helera often tries to explain things to me, but a lot of her jumping-off points assume I have the same basic knowledge as everyone else who was born a drow.” 
 
    “You were not born as a drow?” the changeling fae asked with an interested arch to his bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “No-- well, yes, technically,” I amended and then frowned when I thought through how I could explain my particular situation. “I came fully manifested in this body from somewhere else, so I only have a very rudimentary collection of basic knowledge and understanding of being a drow. Pretty much anything inherent or instinctual isn’t really a problem, but the cultural stuff eludes me most of the time.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Zephyr said as he stroked his stubbled chin. “You say you were ‘somewhere else’ before you manifested as you are currently. Where was that? The nelvar?” 
 
    “No-- well, ugh.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I remember things? Like snatches.” 
 
    “Ohh, well, there isn’t a snatch I don’t remember, so--” He nodded along like he knew exactly what I was talking about. 
 
    “What? No, I mean, I have brief memories of another existence before I ended up in Drogu’s Web. For instance, I can remember baking in the hot desert sun and holding some sort of rectangular communication device that had moving pictures on it, and I can recall certain smells and flavors that I know don’t exist in this world. I do not remember being a child, and yet I manifested fully-grown with skills I have never consciously learned…” 
 
    “I’ve never encountered a being like you before,” Zephyr said as he examined me with his fire opal eyes. “I admit, I would like to get a ping on you.” 
 
    “Uhh, I do not know what that means.” I blinked at the changeling with my uncovered eye. 
 
    “There is no actual word for what it is we changeling fae can do, but the short non-technical version is that we can basically ‘hear’ the ambient resonance the magickal soul lets out,” he said, and at my no doubt confused expression, he put his hands together prayer-like before he slowly pointed them at me in an attempt to elaborate. “Do you know what… a tuning fork is?” 
 
    “Ye-e-s,” I said in a slower cadence to exaggerate the way he was speaking to me like I was an infant. “Like I said, I came equipped with some standard know-how.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I did not mean to offend.” 
 
    “All good.” I waved him off. “I like being underestimated. You were saying something about tuning forks?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I’m getting there,” he resumed. “By now, you know the nature of my species is to occupy the shell of a person’s body after their ether, or soul, has been vacated.” 
 
    “Right, like a hermit crab,” I said.  
 
    Instead of agreeing with me right away, he narrowed his vermilion eyes in puzzlement.  
 
    “Okay, see this?” I gestured at my head. “This right here is a good example of how I have random knowledge of things that people here have no idea what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “I know what a hermit crab is, but most drow do not because they have no need to learn of nelvar things like the ocean or its creatures,” Zephyr clarified as he cocked his head. “Fascinating.” 
 
    “You can ping me if you’d like,” I threw out because he really did seem genuinely curious, but the way his dark gray face paled told me I’d just made a misstep. “Or…?” 
 
    “Hellsy was right, you are pure,” he said with a smirk. “And you really were just plopped down here, huh?” 
 
    “Yep,” I sighed and scratched the back of my neck. “I take it I said something taboo?” 
 
    “Not taboo, so to speak,” the changeling said. “It’s just a shocking gesture to offer a dark fae. You would have to trust me a great deal.” 
 
    “Hey, I trust you,” I said, but the way he was shaking his head and chuckling had me rolling my eyes and making an impatient gesture for him to Get On With It. 
 
    “Changelings are long-distance hunters, and we seek out the strongest vessels we feel like would withstand the centuries, and in order to choose, we send out what’s called a ‘knell.’ And like a tuning fork, the changeling can cast what’s like an echo off their target’s ether. If what we hear is a clear resonant sound, then their ether is hearty, and their vessel is strong.” Zephyr gestured with a jerk of his head that we should start heading up the stairs. 
 
    “Does it hurt to be pinged like that?” I asked. 
 
    “From far enough away, no,” he said. “But at close proximity like this, there is a good chance ‘hearing’ the changeling knell would evict your soul-- whether you were ready to part with your body or not.” 
 
    “That sounds existentially terrifying,” I remarked. 
 
    “It is,” Zeph agreed with a smile at odds with the gruesome topic of being soul-flung into the fucking cosmos. “A violent eviction such as that has a tendency to damage the vessel like super-heated, then quickly cooled glass. So, in the end, it winds up being needlessly cruel and wasteful.” 
 
    “Huh…” I said as I digested this influx of information. “How about this? As long as I’m far enough away, you have my permission to ping me.” 
 
    Again, my words seemed to shock him, and this time, whatever it was nearly made the changeling choke on his own tongue. 
 
    “Eepen’nah!” he cursed as he leaned up against the bannister. “Never, ever, say you ‘give’ anything to a dark fae, especially things like permissions or consents. Trust me, there are worse things than a soul eviction.” 
 
    “Okaaaay,” I said. “I do not want to know what terrifying things could be worse than that, so let’s stick to the basics, shall we?” 
 
    At this, the orc-elf threw back his dreadlocked head and laughed a laugh that was as contagious as it was uproarious, and at some point I ended up getting sucked into the good humor. 
 
    When we finally regained our composure, we continued on up the staircase while Zephyr informed me of the ins-and-outs of the upcoming events. 
 
    “Well, to answer your earlier questions, today is a very special day by drow priestess standards,” the changeling explained, and I settled in for another Culture Points Lesson. “Today marks the first day in an eight-day celebration that pays homage to your Spider Goddess, Drogu.” 
 
    “Right, something called ‘cors-run-ky?’” I tried to remember what Helera kept saying and knew I’d mangled it by the grin on Zephyr’s face. 
 
    “Kels’Rin-Kai, but close,” he corrected good-naturedly. “I think the closest translation in the common’lang is ‘The Legends of Craft and Deception’ or something like that. Basically, it is the First Day in which Drogu-ani attempted to liberate herself from her husband, the nelvar Elemental King, Luxcernas.” 
 
    “Liberate as in…?” I ventured. 
 
    “Kill, obviously,” he volleyed back. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I copied his very own gesture by stroking my nonexistent stubble. “Proceed.” 
 
    “In as such,” he continued crisply like some sort of austere grammar teacher, but I could still see a smirk hovering around his lips, “The Goddess Drogu attempted to do away with her King not once but eight times before she was successful in her task. Today is the day of Deception the First, or Une-Kai.” 
 
    “Oo-nay-kai,” I repeated dutifully. “Got it. So, what should I expect aside from some sort of awesome banquet Hel kept rambling on about?” 
 
    “The banquet is part of it, yes.” Zeph nodded and rubbed his stomach like he couldn’t help it before he went on. “As the legend goes, at Drogu’s very marriage banquet-- her name was Anissanti back then, but that’s not important-- what is important is that Drogu’s first Deception was when she attempted to bewitch her husband’s closest guard to kill her husband via a wine drugged with a powerful poison. At the last minute, her plot was foiled when it turned out the poison had actually been swapped out for a powerful aphrodisiac by her treacherous sister at the time named Theran. Even though Anissanti was unsuccessful in her attempt at a coup, the chaos that ensued brought her much pleasure. Therefore, une-kai is all about wine and spirits, and over time, it has actually turned into a celebration for allied Houses, so it’s fitting that the Matron Mothers would want to go all-out for this year’s Kels’Rin-Kai since they have since united their stations.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said and then followed the tall orc-elf across a mezzanine-like structure that connected to a set of stairways I knew belonged mostly to the servants and workers. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “We have to get you a proper flagon if you are to participate properly in Une-Kai,” Zephyr said as he used his long legs to cover ground at a pace that had me nearly jogging to keep up. 
 
    Large hulking… um… Thing. 
 
    Sasquatch. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    That’s what he was like. 
 
    “Flagon for the wine I’m going to get happily sloshed on?” I asked as he led us down a large spiral staircase packed with people coming and going. 
 
    “Yes and no,” he said before he turned left down a narrow passageway that twisted a few more times and then ballooned out into a decent-sized chamber. “You need a ceremonial flagon, however, you mustn’t drink from it during the banquet.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked as I tried to stop my head from its constant swiveling. I had yet to explore the servants’ quarters, and from what I could tell, this part of the Tower seemed to be a miniature metropolis all on its own. 
 
    “Hmm… I’ll let Timara tell you that part of the story because it’s her favorite of the rin-kais,” Zephyr responded mysteriously, and instead of plying him for more details I was just going to learn later anyway, I busied myself with taking a good gander at my surroundings. 
 
    Since each House usually had a bevy of enterprises, and Oshara’s massive lake made any prime real estate on the cave floor useless, I was starting to understand how the drow dwellings were built. 
 
    When I racked my brain for what it reminded me of, a cathedral-esque formation stuck out from some forgotten memory bank, and “termite mound” came to my mind. 
 
    The comparison was an apt one because like a termite mound, inside the Noble Tower was the central hub or chamber in which all of the other tunnels and byways were connected. In this case, the tunnels and byways were staircases, levi-shafts, and corridors that expanded into smaller atria. 
 
    These chambers usually had shopfronts and servant dwellings carved into the thick Tower walls themselves. The servants from Bahna’Faar House seemed to have settled in quite nicely, and many of them were working tirelessly on different wares and crafts especially for the big event. 
 
    Many of the working denizens in this part of the Tower were either fae or duergar with minotaurs scattered about usually hauling massive loads of materials to and fro. To my right, there was a blacksmith forging some impressive weaponry, and I had to jump to the side in order to avoid being sprayed with a shower of golden sparks. In the process, I avoided being trampled by a cart pulled by smaller riding lizards all with the same strange deformities of my Goodest Girl Greenie. 
 
    Greens had underdeveloped front legs, which would have made her useless by drow standards, and that was why she was lumped with the rest of the runts and deformed lizards. But when I had to choose a steed during our last-ditch attempt to flee Claden’Du, I just couldn’t let Greenie be mercy-killed by Mother. Since then, the riding lizard and I had saved each other several times, and in the process of teaching herself how to walk and jump on her back two legs, I discovered my girl was built with some thick thighs. This turned out to be her hidden superpower, and it ended up being our salvation when we’d made The Crossing to the Thoroughfare. 
 
    “I should bring Greenie here,” I remarked as we continued on to one of the spiraling stairways up to the various other levels. “I wonder if she could make some friends. I think she’s getting bored and fat just waiting around in the royal stables.” 
 
    “Greenie is…?” Zephyr asked, and of course, I had to brag about my Bestest Girl and how she came to be, and it wasn’t until we were three whole levels up from where we started that I finished gushing. Zeph took it in the best stride and gave another one of those hearty laughs. “You are the strangest being, master Fynn. But, yes, Mistress Dessa has scraped by all these decades. You don’t survive below the ka’zain, or House Line, by picking and choosing. You take what you can get, and you waste nothing. If it weren’t for Sevahtra giving over most of her chaff-stock over the years, it would have been very hard to mobilize as well as we have.” 
 
    “Wait, so all of these lizards--?” I gestured to the various beasts moving about with atrophied limbs, missing tails, and skinned-over eyes. 
 
    “They all came from Claden’Du in the first place-- well, any that weren’t beyond saving-- so, you’re right,” Zephyr said with a grin. “Your Greenie might very well have friends here.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the matching grin I gave him back as a warm spot for my Matron Mother bloomed in my chest. It had always bothered me even after the fact that Sevahtra could be so cold as to just kill any creatures that were of little use to her. But in listening to Zeph explain the truth, I realized that day on Claden’Du’s top Egress Platform was actually not the norm for her. 
 
    In fact, it really did seem to be a mercy killing for all those lizards left behind, and I wondered briefly if her Daughters even knew all this. 
 
    The history between Sevahtra and Drindessa really did go back far if they had already had this arrangement going on long before Ozin-Na raided the Noble Twenty-Sixth House. 
 
    “I’m going to bring her here the first chance I get.” I smiled to myself and followed Zeph down one last narrow alley. 
 
    “Timara!” Zephyr called out into more of a shed than a shop. “Ohhh, Timmieee!” 
 
    “I hate when you fucking call me that-- oh, who’s this, then?” A stout duergar woman with a beard of white peach fuzz under her chin, huge muscled biceps as big as her full breasts, and a voice three times as big as she was tall, burst through the leather flap hanging over the “entrance” to her place. 
 
    “Eepen’nah, Timara,” Zephyr said as he helped her fix the leather flap back like he was pinning a curtain. The workspace beyond was actually fairly large and what appeared to be a broken-down section of the buildings in which Timara’s shop ended up, so there was a collapsed ceiling and only two good walls. “We left the Underbelly, you could have had your pick of the crop here.” 
 
    “What do you mean!” Timara roared out. “This place is the Nils Dorei of the lot! And you know I hate ceilings on account of my hatred for enclosed spaces.” 
 
    “You are a duergar,” the changeling said in a way that sounded like he’d had to remind her of this many times before. “Your people literally come from the deepest caves known in our modern epoch.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question, you rotter.” The stout woman seemingly chose to ignore Zephyr’s last remarks and regarded me curiously with her hazel eyes. 
 
    “The name is Draven,” I said and carefully didn’t look at the changeling even though I saw him pause from the corner of my eye. “Fynn Draven.” 
 
    “Fynn… that sounds famil-- oh, for Fumbria’s sake!” Timara cursed and attempted to smash down her frizzy white hair into some semblance of order. “Zeph, you brought Sevahtra’s First Son up here without telling me beforehand!” 
 
    “He needs a flagon for the festivities.” The changeling shrugged like it was no big deal, and before the feisty woman could argue how it probably was a Big Deal, Zephyr smoothly went on. “And you’re the best.” 
 
    At this remark, Timara stammered as a slow flush crept into her light-gray cheeks. She blinked rapidly, and her breath sounded pained as if she physically couldn’t process the compliment. 
 
    “Freel fee-- erhm.” The tongue-tied duergar woman cleared her throat and tried again. “Feel free to look around. I’ll be… Yeah.” 
 
    Then she hurried off into the depths of her ceilingless house of wares. 
 
    “Isn’t she charming?” Zephyr said with a strange tone to his deep voice that I couldn’t put my finger on until I saw the way he stared after her. 
 
    Wistful. 
 
    That’s what it was. 
 
    He sounded wistful. 
 
    “Does she know you’re in looove with her?” I needled and smirked evilly, and I was treated to what was most likely a rare moment of panic from the normally so composed orc-elf. 
 
    “What, Tim-- she, haha, what-what are you--?” I watched Zephyr nearly have a stroke as he tried to respond to my bald-faced accusation. 
 
    “Relax, forget I said anything,” I snickered. “Show me what we’re here for.” 
 
    “This way,” he said with what seemed like a sigh of relief and turned sharply on his heels. 
 
    I followed him through what looked like makeshift aisles repurposed from the debris left over from the collapsed ceiling, and I tried not to get separated from him in the tight maze of eclectic objects arranged in little vignettes like… like… stalls in an antique store. 
 
    Each little scene displayed a busy yet artfully-arranged clutter of some of the most beautiful and skilled pieces of craftsmanship I’d ever seen. 
 
    Anything from hand-carved furniture, to stone sculptures with the most lifelike details, intricate leather-bound tomes, and hand-sewn tapestries were displayed and slightly overshadowed by the sheer amount of art pieces and expertly crafted wares all cluttered together in strangely stylish hodgepodges. 
 
    I wanted to linger and examine every item to my heart’s content, but I could literally spend all day here, and as I hurried to catch up with Zephyr, I understood why Timara preferred to house her wares in a place with no ceiling. 
 
    Talk about claustrophobic if you didn’t know how to navigate the many aisles and stalls the place had, but luckily the Sasquatch I was following was fucking tall, so I didn’t have to worry about not catching up if something shiny caught my eye… 
 
    By the time we made it to the back corner of the warehouse, my arms were laden with all kinds of neat baubles and trinkets. I was grateful there was a polished wooden table when I came up next to him, and I set all my things down with a clatter. 
 
    Both Zephyr and Timara, who was now standing on the other side of the table, gave me matching looks with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “You have some amazing pieces in here,” I said as I caught a crystal cup thing from falling to the ground. “This will be perfect for my voice diverter.” 
 
    “Your what?” Timara asked. 
 
    “This,” I said as I pulled out the glass cone. “I got it off a wizard I decapitated, and even though the magic is fading, it’s a pretty trinket I wouldn’t mind giving my lover. This will help me display it.” 
 
    “What does it do?” the duergar woman asked, and it seemed like she was forgetting some of her shyness as she examined the object. 
 
    “It throws your voice around like a soul-eater,” Zephyr explained. 
 
    “Neat,” she said as she glanced up at him with an excited grin. 
 
    “Did you make all of this stuff?” I asked, and I craned my head back to get a good look at the wall behind Timara that was covered with all kinds of flasks, wineskins, and flagons from bottom to top. 
 
    “She did,” the changeling responded for her when it was apparent she wasn’t going to answer the question herself. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many interesting things before,” I continued. 
 
    “Errerer…” A strange groan escaped her lips like her lungs were being crushed. “Th-Thank you.” 
 
    “She’s the best,” Zeph added, and I couldn’t tell if his compliment was harmlessly genuine or designed to elicit another one of those tortured noises from the back of her throat. 
 
    Probably a little bit of both. 
 
    “Erhm, flagons!” Timara suddenly blurted out loudly in order to change the subject. 
 
    Subtly. 
 
    Like a hammer. 
 
    I flinched at the volume of her brassy voice while Zephyr merely grinned a smitten grin. 
 
    “It’s Une-Kai, Mara,” the changeling said to her back as she surveyed the wall with her hands on her round hips. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Your favorite, Mara,” he pressed. 
 
    “Mm,” she hummed and snatched a long pole that was resting in the far corner. It had a hook at the top end so she could pluck and move the items she needed to in order to get to the one she desired. “These are some of my favorite things to craft because it is especially hard to make them invulnerable to poisons.” 
 
    “Am I likely to get poisoned?” I asked. 
 
    “Most of the time, yes,” Timara said with a small smile as she finished pulling down a few choices from the wall. “Comes with the virtue of being Claden’Du’s First Son. So, you should always carry around your own personalized canteen for formal and public events.” 
 
    “And I need one of these for tonight?” I questioned as I picked up a highly-polished horn of some sort that had been hollowed out and decorated with miniature murals featuring some of the most intricate details I’d ever seen. 
 
    “No, you can get one of those from the other wall, but these ones for tonight are ceremonial because they have a special attribute to them…” Timara’s hazel irises met my gaze with a slightly malicious glint. “They make you feel the effects of the poison.” 
 
    “What? Wait… What?” I said as my brain tried and failed to understand that logic. “Why?” 
 
    “Pretend he’s a wee pure chylde who wants to hear the rest of the legend,” Zephyr stage-whispered to Timara at her perplexed expression. 
 
    I could tell she was confused as to why she needed to explain what should have been common lore to a fully-grown adult drow like me on the day of my species’ very own holy week, but after a micro-beat more of contemplation, she shrugged and went on. 
 
    “Before the Void ripped asunder, and before Drogu-ani was the Goddess of Chaos, she was Anissanti-- the Goddess of The Nothing, the ruler over the Middle Plane, and the balance between Pandemonium and Order,” Timara said in a slightly accented voice that had a robust roll here and there when she pronounced her r’s. It was like a different and more confident Timara emerged when she had the chance to tell her favorite story. 
 
    “You’re going to love this,” Zephyr whispered as he scooted up two cushioned stools for us to sit on, and at his eager expression, I wondered just who he was calling a “wee pure chylde.” 
 
    Chances were he’d heard this tale at least a hundred times by now, but currently he acted like he was getting ready to hear it for the first time ever, so I humored the odd pair and took a seat. 
 
    When Timara saw she now had her audience fully captivated, it caused her to straighten her spine. 
 
    “Anissanti found hersel’ betr-rothed to her beloved Luxcernas, but when she learned of her hor-rible fayte, she decided she could nay succumb,” the duergar woman continued, and her accent got thicker and strangely… more enchanting as she went on. “You see, Luxcernas was King of the Light Realms, and by mar-rying Anissanti, he would blot out the Middle Realm until it was no more. When his bryde learned what he had a’schemed with Anissanti’s sisters who reigned in the Lower Realms, then she planned her most nefar-rious plot. She’d a rather die and take all Light with her than let her Realm and all her children be abolished as her rotten sisters gained stations over her. Had her love beseeched her purely out of his heart to become One, she might’ve considered the Union. But knowing his true wishes fractured the Goddess’ Heart.” 
 
    “Drogu wanted revenge,” I said as I tucked my feet up on the seat so I could rest my chin on my knees. 
 
    “Aye,” Timara said gravely. “She’d let the Dark into her soul through that fracture and decided to sever herself from her betrothed by any means necessary. But she was not Drogu-ani yet. She was still Anissanti, and even though she wanted to kill Luxcernas, she didn’t want him to suffer. In fact, she concocted a special sacred poison that would bring euphoria to her love and his loyal Realm Guard as he was carried away from her arms to The Nothing.” 
 
    “Aww,” Zephyr said under his breath, and I looked over to see all six-foot-something of the orc-elf was curled up on his stool just like I was. 
 
    “However, a saboteur lurked amongst the ranks that glorious day, and they spiked the wine along with Anissanti hoping for a different outcome,” Timara explained. “What the traitor had intended originally has ne’re been known, but whatever it was caused Anissanti’s poison to become a powerful aphrodisiac instead.” 
 
    “Hah!” I laughed as I pictured the ensuing chaos. 
 
    “Anissanti did not achieve her goal of killing Luxcernas, however, she was able to put an embargo on their consummation after that because the Light King broke his promise of fidelity that night,” Timara concluded with a wicked grin. “But the tale of the rin-kai that led Noble Luxcernas to commit adultery is for another tyme, laddies…” 
 
    “Amazing,” Zephyr said after the duergar woman finished her story, and I couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    “That was awesome,” I said as I clapped my hands, and at the sound of the applause, Timara seemed to snap back to the present. 
 
    “Aw, no… it’s just a retelling of history, really,” she said before she busied herself with the remaining flagons in front of her. 
 
    “Um, hardly,” I snorted. “I’ve heard a bunch of history lectures, and a lot of them are almost too boring to pay attention to.” 
 
    “Eerrereeeh…” Timara wheezed. “Anyway!” 
 
    I flinched again as her arm snapped out with the flask she was currently fiddling with, and I took it from her with a wary glance. 
 
    This one was another animal horn, but it had been cast in bronze and then somehow forged to have a sort of oil slick sheen to it. 
 
    “Mara,” Zeph chided gently and unfolded himself from his stool so he could approach her. “You’re leaving out the most significant part of all this.” 
 
    He placed his large hand over both her much smaller ones right as her mouth popped open to probably argue. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Instead, it seemed like she short-circuited at the changeling’s touch and proximity, and her hazel eyes became a little glazed over. 
 
    “Hm?” she hummed when he continued to stare at her expectantly. “What?” 
 
    “Why he needs a separate ceremonial flagon or flask to begin with…?” Zephyr nudged. 
 
    “Oh… oh! Right!” she exclaimed, and all at once it seemed as if her brain cells finally fired up after being stalled out. “For Une-Kai, the celebratory wine is mixed with the same type of poison gleaned through the Knowledge passed down from Matron Mothers to their Daughters. However, since no one knows what substance the infamous saboteur used, each House tries its hand on their own recipe of aphrodisiac to hopefully replicate the particular effects of the original concoction. Apparently, no one has ever gotten it quite right.” 
 
    “That’s… lame.” I deflated a little because I could have sworn this was setting me up to anticipate one of the most mind-blowing sex-parties I could only ever dream of. 
 
    “Far from it,” Zephyr chuckled and slapped me on the back. “Just because the priestesses may think it’s off a note or two makes no never mind to the rest of us. Trust me. A good time is had by all, don’t you worry. Actually, there might be one worry…” 
 
    “For real?” My renewed excitement took another nosedive, and I huffed out a breath.  
 
    “There is a chance the concoction actually does kill you,” Timara said as she scratched at her wispy white chin fuzz while rocking on her feet, and the effect made her seem like some sort of pensive dandelion in the breeze. 
 
    “But that’s where your amazing craftsmanship comes into play,” Zephyr told the duergar woman. “You have to have a flask or flagon made that is strong enough for more complex enchantments to be woven into it. It’s one thing to enchant a drinking vessel to be impervious to poison or other various substances, but to enchant it to specifically let in a poison’s effects without the whole death and dying part takes some serious layering of magicks. Then to add a further exception by allowing the effects of the aphrodisiac as well, often causes lesser vessels crafted with sub-par skill to fracture. This can have disastrous effects, so it really is a gamble.” 
 
    “I see,” I said as I held the bronze cup in my hand and admired its rainbow sheen in the soft orange glow coming from the lights strung across the empty patch of ceiling overhead. “Good thing we came here, then. I’ll take this one, your best flagon for regular occasions, and all of this, please.” 
 
    To punctuate how serious I was, I yanked my ever-present pouch of funds out and dumped everything I had on the table. 
 
    “Oh!” Timara’s mouth popped open as her eyes bulged, and I never thought someone as stout and tough-looking as the duergar woman would actually be capable of fainting from shock, but there it was. 
 
    After Zephyr helped her back up on the crate she’d been standing on, Timara shook her head as if to wake herself, and then we dove into an intense arguing match about whether or not she could take my coin. 
 
    “I cannay take your gold, Master Fynn, when you technically own it all!” she growled. 
 
    Which prompted me to yell, “Just take it, you stubborn ass!” 
 
    Silence crashed around the two of us for not one but three tense heartbeats. 
 
    Then Timara slowly scraped the pile of coins up, cupped them in one hand, and stashed them somewhere inside her ample cleavage all without breaking eye contact with me. 
 
    “Good,” I said and patted the top of her tangled head of frizzy white hair. 
 
    The action was something she didn’t seem to expect, and it caught her so off-guard she started to giggle. 
 
    “Oh, Zee,” Timara gasped between her repressed fits of glee. “Thank you for bringing him to meet me.” 
 
    The duergar woman then launched herself over the table and into the changeling’s waiting arms. 
 
    “I knew you’d like him,” he chuckled before he placed her back on her feet. 
 
    “It’s truly an hon-errrrrr.” The end of my sentence was compressed out of me by the rib-crushing hug Timara gave me while she actually managed to lift me clean off my feet. 
 
    “The honor is mine, Master Fynn,” she said with a roughness to her voice that she cleared away almost immediately, but I could hear the deep gratitude all the same. 
 
    When we’d gotten what we had come here for, Zephyr and I said goodbye to the duergar artisan woman, and we made our way back to the central atrium of the Tower.  
 
    As we approached the glowing calendar, the changeling stopped me before we could part ways. 
 
    “Listen, I know you are unaware of how things work, but… thank you… for insisting Timara take the coin even after you found out you didn’t need to pay her,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “Oh, I already figured I didn’t have to pay her,” I said and smiled when he looked taken aback. “It seems obvious with the way things work around here, so I also knew what the gesture would mean, but furthermore, I just wanted to do it.” 
 
    “That is extraordinarily kind of you,” he said as he frowned at me. “And very strange.” 
 
    “Almost as strange as you expressing gratitude to another being that isn’t fae?” I asked and relished in the way he blanched yet again. 
 
    “How astute of you,” he said a tad uneasily, like he’d been caught doing something he knew he shouldn’t. “I thought your rudimentary knowledge base only covered the basics of drow instincts.” 
 
    “They do, but I can tell you’re different,” I said without really knowing how to explain it any better. “You’re a misfit. We all seem to be. Timara, you, and me.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” Zeph questioned. 
 
    “Just a feeling,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. “You both are amongst friends, though. In case that wasn’t conveyed enough.” 
 
    “The same goes for you… friend,” he said and clapped a hand down on my shoulder. 
 
    Then, with a promise to try and see each other at the banquet, we went off to finish with our own preparations. 
 
    According to what Hel had said before she bustled away and left me in Zephyr’s capable hands, the next thing I needed to do was to head back to the family quarters so I could get dressed. 
 
    Halfway there, the sack I was using to tote all of my things went flying when the tip of my ceremonial flagon ripped through the threadbare fabric. 
 
    For all of Timara’s skill, apparently textiles weren’t one of her strong suits, and I ended up chasing down the circular crystal base for my voice diverter as it rolled across the landing. 
 
    It looked like I was going to be just a hair too late to catch it, but right before it went over the edge, it froze. 
 
    “What--?” I didn’t even get to finish my sentence because a powerful force suddenly launched me off my feet and slammed me against the pillar behind me. 
 
    “Fynn Draven.” Drindessa Bahna’Faar suddenly teleported right in front of me with a fury that blazed in her amber eyes like an inferno. Then she levitated up to my height, produced a dagger from somewhere up her sleeve, and pressed it against my throat. “You will regret the day you ever fucked with me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The Madame’s blade bit fiercely into the thin skin right over my carotid, and the way she pinned me against the pillar showed just how deceptively strong Drindessa was under the softness of her curves. 
 
    I knew all it would take for her to end my life was the slightest movement of her wrist, and my blood would spill out faster than I could hit the ground. It was clear I was utterly outmaneuvered, at least physically, so I relaxed my posture a fraction and met her gaze head-on. 
 
    She did not like my brazenness. 
 
    “You insolent boy,” Dessa hissed as the sharp edge of the blade pressed even harder against me, and I could feel the sting when the skin finally broke under the steady pressure, but I didn’t dare look away in case it shattered my concentration. “Do not play games with me. I don’t care if you are Seva’s favorite at the moment. I will use your bowels for string to lace my next corset!” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said as calmly as I could manage, even though my biceps were screaming from trying to hold her back. “But I am not, and have never been, your enemy, Drindessa.” 
 
    “Drop the ignorant act,” she spat, and I didn’t even flinch when flecks of her saliva hit my face. “I Sensed you in the sacred healing rooms! You naive pest! You thought you could get by me merely with your cloak’s invisibility? You have much to learn, and it is a pity you didn’t learn quicker because now you shall die for being the shifty little grasping whelp that you are!” 
 
    “You really want to kill the sire of your grandchildren?” I asked in a placid tone, but under the surface I was starting to seriously panic as my collar continued to get soaked with my warm blood. “What will Tasi and Eli say?” 
 
    It was the only weakness of hers I could think of to strike at in my precarious situation, and fortunately for me, it caused her to hesitate long enough for something to miraculously intervene on my behalf. 
 
    And that something happened to be a furious Dagwyn. 
 
    “Let him go, bitch,” she said in the coldest voice I’d ever heard her use. “I’ve already called Mother. Unless you think you can kill him before she gets here?” 
 
    “Don’t test me, inul’li ulviri,” Drindessa growled, and with a gasp I realized I didn’t need someone to translate the Old Tongue into common’lang to understand what she’d said. 
 
    Little dear-child. 
 
    “Ah!” I gritted my teeth in pain as the cold steel of her dagger slid deeper into my flesh. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The distraction had cost me. 
 
    Big time. 
 
    Right as I felt the tide finally turn against me, a muted sonic boom announced Sevahtra’s furious arrival, and my salvation. 
 
    “Drindy, I would think good and hard about your options after you make your decision… whichever that may be,” the Matron Mother said in a scathing tone that could flay muscles from bone. 
 
    Drindessa was still boiling mad, but luckily for me, she wasn’t stupid, and I fell to the ground a moment later. 
 
    “Fynn,” Dagwyn breathed as she helped me stand up from my crouch. 
 
    The frown marring her dark blue face was worried and vulnerable in a way I had never seen before. She was also uncharacteristically tender when she examined the gash above my collarbone, and her quivering breaths against the hollow of my throat made me shudder. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured as her gaze finally reached mine, and I tucked a strand of her dark pearl-colored hair behind her ear. “Point for Dag, huh?” 
 
    “Fuck, yes, it’s a point for me, you fucking--” she muttered, but when she went to hit me, her blow was soft and defeated. 
 
    “Let me go, you bitch,” Dessa snarled, and I turned my attention to the drama unfolding between the two Matron Mothers. 
 
    I was surprised to see the Madame was currently floating upside-down with her wheat-colored hair falling toward the floor. 
 
    “Hm, not until you can learn to use your words, sweetness,” Sevahtra said as she idly twisted her fingers so Dessa rotated the right way around again. “Let’s try this again, shall we? You’re justifiably on edge because your Daughters have left your side, and something has triggered your Ir-mar.” 
 
    The world tilted when the automatic translation rang through my head as clear as a bell. 
 
    Ir-mar. 
 
    Literally: Instinct of the Mother. 
 
    “Fynn?” Dagwyn whispered when I suddenly leaned a little harder into her for support.  
 
    I just shook my head until the odd echo in my ears faded. 
 
    “I suggest you ask your bastard of a Son, whom I caught skulking around our guest’s healing room,” Drindessa seethed and shot me a glare sharper than the blade she’d held at my throat. 
 
    “Fynn…” Mother’s dark red eyes fell on me, and her disappointed tone automatically had my ears pinning back. “You went inside a room in which a priestess is at her utmost vulnerable. This is expressly forbidden for a male drow! Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Um…” I stalled, but no good excuse came to mind. I was still reeling from the shock of this new tidbit of information Helera had conveniently forgotten to mention before she recruited me for her mission. 
 
    Ironically, Helera herself appeared with a snap, along with Tryss who huffed like she was annoyed at having to be a ferry.  
 
    But when my lover saw me and my bloody state, her eyes went wide, and she made a beeline for me. 
 
    “Hey,” Dag grumbled as she was unceremoniously shoved out of the way by her younger sister. 
 
    “I’m fine, babe,” I reassured when Tryss fussed over the blood on my front, but then I tuned back in to what was happening with the Matrons. 
 
    “Mother, don’t blame Fynn, he was only doing what I asked of him, and he had no knowledge that what he was doing was forbidden… because I didn’t tell him when I asked him to come with me,” Helera was busy saying to the Matron Mother. 
 
    “What the fuck, Helera?” Tryss hissed and shot her sister a deathly glare. 
 
    “Tryskaylan!” Sevahtra barked.  
 
    The young woman went quiet immediately, and then the Matron took in my no doubt wide-eyed expression, pursed her lips into a thin line, and slowly turned the blaze of her gaze on her First Daughter full-blast.  
 
    “And you,” she said. “You had better have a good fucking explanation, because yeah, what the fuck?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure your ‘darling’ Dessa over there wasn’t up to something nefarious herself,” Helera snapped, and her sharper than average canines glinted in the light. 
 
    “Your lack of faith in me is wounding, petal,” Drindessa pouted with an insincere smirk. 
 
    “Well, you didn’t hold back your opinions regarding Sashti and her youngling,” Hel fired back. “It’s no secret you’d like nothing but to send them aman’Du!” 
 
    To meet the Void, rang in my head like a hammer had struck an anvil right between my ears, and I felt an oily wave of sickness wash over me in a wave. It was a struggle, but I suppressed the urge to clap my palms over my ears since that probably wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    “That was true, petal,” Dessa acknowledged with a solemn nod, and Mother Sevahtra finally ended the magick keeping the other woman suspended. When her feet were back on the ground, she approached Helera and cupped her face. “I know what she means to you, Helera Unem-la.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hel said and tried to shrink away. 
 
    “Hush, Sashti told me about your kindred spirits,” Drindessa cooed and locked eyes with Sevahtra when she said this. “You are Sisters of the Soul.” 
 
    “She told you we were danali-tu’il?” the younger woman breathed as her light-blue complexion drained of its vibrant color. 
 
    The Matron Mother’s lips parted ever so slightly, and if someone didn’t know her very well, this small gesture and the faint inhalation that accompanied it would have been overlooked. 
 
    But to me, this was like a beacon. 
 
    Something had touched a nerve with Sevahtra, but every time someone spoke in the Old Tongue, my train of thought was derailed. 
 
    I felt like I wanted to scream or vomit due to the tight ringing in my ears, but before I could do either, someone’s hand slipped into my left one from behind so I had not one, but two of the Claden’Du Daughters on either side of me. 
 
    “Breathe, Light Boy,” Dagwyn murmured, and her steady instruction had me snapping out of the strange inexplicable fugue I was caught in. 
 
    Maybe I lost a little more blood than I realized, but whatever the issue was, it seemed to have passed. The hollow ringing abruptly stopped, and my head felt like it was back to normal and not burning up. 
 
    “Are you well, my love?” Tryss asked while Dag shot me a concerned look, and I nodded as I squeezed both of the sisters’ hands in mine. 
 
    “I’m okay, I promise,” I said with a smile, but I held on tightly to both of them just in case they wanted to pull away. 
 
    They didn’t, and that little bloom of warmth I received from the gesture eased the burbling acid in my stomach and soothed my nausea so I was able to properly focus on what was going on. 
 
    “…It was when you and I got in that huge screaming match when you told me I couldn’t join the clerics’ ranks,” Helera was in the middle of saying. “Remember, Mother?” 
 
    “A Mother does not forget the injuries her own flesh inflicts on her, even if the weapon leaves no marks,” Sevahtra said in a frosty voice that belied how hurt she was about the supposed “screaming match.” 
 
    Helera swallowed and looked down and away, and I was surprised because she was the type to stand by her choices, whether good or bad. 
 
    “I do feel… remorse about some of the things I spoke out of anger that day, but I am grateful we fought because then I would have never left and met Sashti the way I did…” she said in a roughened voice. “We both ran into each other, almost literally, trying to complete The Crossing to the Thoroughfare. Both of us had got it into our heads at the time to run away and disappear into Oshara, but we were both naive to ever think we could get away with that-- me, a Daughter of House Twenty-Six, and her being aseni-- it was laughable we thought we could blend in anywhere.” 
 
    “I remember Mother wouldn’t let me bring you back after we found that stupid letter,” Dagwyn added with a bitter twist to her lips. “She said to just give you a day or two, and then you’d be back.” 
 
    “Yes, she was definitely right,” Helera admitted unashamedly. “Sashti and I both ran into our fair share of trouble when we were out there on our own for four weeks.” 
 
    “To your credit, I didn’t think you would last even half a day, sooo,” Tryss chimed in with a smile as sweet as cyanide. 
 
    “Tryskaylan,” Sevahtra warned, but I could tell it was more of a token protest. 
 
    “Bitch,” Hel muttered, but her lips twitched with the hint of a smirk. 
 
    “Go on, petal,” Drindessa nudged, and the other woman nodded and licked her lips before continuing. 
 
    “Sashti and I…” She cleared her throat and started again. “The two of us pulled each other out of several sticky situations and saved each other’s lives more than once. These things brought us closer, and we decided we would figure it out together by any means necessary. However, it didn’t take long for me to change my mind. Living the way we were, for even the short time that we did, got old really fast. I missed my creature comforts, and I was done with sleeping rough, not bathing, having to cook for myself, and all of that nonsense I thought was ‘inconvenient’ back then. What a fool I was to think those were my greatest hardships…” 
 
    Helera’s bright red eyes seemed to dim the longer she ruminated on whatever darkness she’d stumbled upon when she was still full of hope and inexperienced. 
 
    Regardless of how stung the Matron Mother had been feeling earlier at the reminder of her Daughter’s past insolence, she seemed to stow that aside the moment Hel’s breathing changed, and the lines on her face spoke of her deep resounding regret. 
 
    “Daughter,” Sevahtra murmured and gently laid her hand over one of Helera’s tightly balled fists. 
 
    When the younger woman noticed what she was doing, she unclenched her fingers, and her palms were bloody from her sharp fingernails. 
 
    “Oh,” she said in a distant voice. 
 
    “Tsk.” Drindessa clicked her teeth and examined where Hel had been abusing her other hand as well. 
 
    Sevahtra trailed her fingertips lightly over the crescent-shaped cuts on one palm, while the Madame started dabbing some sort of medicinal-smelling oil on the other.  
 
    “When you came back,” Sevahtra started, “you told me you would attend the priestess academy after all, and you would put an end to your notions of joining the clerics. At the time, I thought you had seen the sense in the path I’d chosen for you, but it was Sash’ti-aseni, wasn’t it? You did it for her.” 
 
    “That’s how I convinced her to go back with me,” Helera said as a suspicious sheen of moisture made her eyes glaze over. “I promised her we would go to the same academy, and we would work around the burden of our duties later once we had more resources to our names. But that day never came because the more I got into the Rites, the more I felt content. She accused me of being complacent, and I argued back that maybe it was time for her to grow up and face her own duty to make her Goddess and her House name proud. That’s what started the last fight we ever had, and we ended up falling out with one another shortly before we graduated.” 
 
    She ended with a bitter grimace, and anyone with eyes could see how she was still torn up about the whole thing. 
 
    “You are still angry with her,” Drindessa stated as she picked up on the same things I was. 
 
    “It just seemed that once she embraced being aseni and all the glory that came with it-- well, complacency didn’t seem to be so much of a sin after all,” Hel scoffed and then hissed when the Madame pressed a little too hard into her wounded palms. “Ow.” 
 
    “Yes, I know it hurts, petal,” Dessa said, and her words were weighted with double meaning. “But remember, you have only seen one side of the tapestry, and though valid, it is only one half of a whole.” 
 
    Helera’s gaze seemed to grow heavy all of a sudden, and it sank to the floor like a kite suddenly without the breeze to keep it aloft. “She spoke to you about her time when she was on her Holy Mission.” 
 
    It was said like she already knew the answer was a “yes,” so she didn’t need to see Drindessa nod to gather as much. 
 
    “Although, ‘spoke’ is applied loosely in this situation,” the Madame went on. “Her tongue is still healing, so her youngling helped, and between the two of them, they taught me the basics of the hand’lang they devised.” 
 
    “Hand’lang? How do you know about that?” Hel’s eyes whipped up, and the haze of anger and grief in them started to lessen. She then rapidly signed something none of us save Madame Dessa understood even though the gestures were highly familiar, at least to Dagwyn and me. 
 
    Dag squeezed my hand, and I shot her an askance look. 
 
    “Yes, that is indeed how we’ve been communicating,” Drindessa confirmed the wordless question out loud, and Helera’s mouth fell open in a small “o.” 
 
    “Th-That’s the code we came up with… at the academy,” she croaked out, and a single crystalline tear streaked down her face. “Mostly to talk shit about everyone else behind their backs, but… it was ours. I can’t believe she remembered it.” 
 
    “Not just that, lovey,” Dessa murmured as she patted the last bandage after tying it in place. “She passed it on to her flesh, Esodri. Now, it’s a Legacy you may bring to honor the House of Claden’Du.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what she told you?” Hel forced out through her restricted throat. 
 
    “Might I suggest we adjourn to the drawing room before we continue? I think we could all use a breather,” Sevahtra interrupted, and even though it was a suggestion, the way she looped her arm around her First Daughter’s drooping shoulders and started herding her toward said drawing room made it clear we didn’t have a choice. “I’ll summon Fespius to make us some tea.” 
 
    When we had all relocated to the closest sitting room with enough furniture to comfortably accommodate all of us, Drindessa crossed her legs primly and waited for the hobgoblin to start serving us steaming cups of something that smelled delicate and floral. 
 
    “After I Sensed an unusual presence in Sash’ti-aseni’s rooms…” Here, the Madame paused and pinned me with a conspicuous glare.  
 
    I grinned to the room at large before I shrank back between Tryss and Dag who were wedged together on either side of me on a two-person sofa.  
 
    “I decided I needed to rouse her from her trance to get to the bottom of why our very own Fynn Draven would be lurking around in sacred and highly forbidden places,” Drindessa went on as she kept her narrowed eyes pinned on me. “Especially because, as a male, the punishments are most severe.” 
 
    “Just want to throw it out there that, once again, I had no idea,” I said and then sat back with my mouth closed to listen. 
 
    Dessa tried to keep the glare up, but she softened and gave me the barest smirk that could have been considered apologetic. 
 
    Or as close as I was likely to get to an apology. 
 
    “Yes, I am aware of this now.” She nodded her head and took a sip of her tea. “At the time, however, I felt it was for the best to interrupt her healing despite how much it will set her back to see if I could determine whether or not Fynn was a threat that needed to be quickly and silently dealt with. So, I started asking her about where she’d been, and if she had possible enemies who would like to end her from her time with the nelvar-- her own Matron Mother notwithstanding. I know you say our Fynn manifested during your desperate pleas, but even that could have been a trick. What if Sashti and getting into Ozin-Na had been his goal all along?” 
 
    “I object,” I blurted out, and then I pressed my lips closed when a bunch of arched eyebrows were tossed my way. “On-- On principle. Okay, I’m shutting up.” 
 
    Dagwyn smirked, but I could feel Tryss shake a little with her silent giggling. Even Helera’s lips bent into a cautiously amused cupid’s bow of a smile, and I was glad to help lighten the dark shadows crowding her expression. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Dessa said, but her amber eyes twinkled in my direction. “I had to get to the bottom of my suspicions, so I began by asking Sash’ti-aseni about where she’d been after she returned from her Holy Mission. Let me warn you by saying most of her story is for her to tell, but she did give me permission to speak of some things if I needed to ever prove my case against a traitor. I will say… even the little she told me… it is not an easy tale to tell.” 
 
    At this, Helera stood up from where she had been sitting erect on a small footstool despite the fully available armchair behind her. Some of her tea splashed over the rim of her cup and scalded her hand slightly pink, but she barely seemed to notice and downed the fragrant brew in two swallows that made her eyes water. 
 
    “Daughter,” Sevahtra said as Helera paced anxiously a few times in front of the cushioned bench she was perched on, and on the next pass, she grabbed Hel’s wrist and pulled her down to sit between her legs. “Peace and Strength.” 
 
    At this cue, Tryss and Dagwyn came over to soothe their Sister’s distress, and it was only natural I went with them until we were all clustered at Mother’s feet like goslings. 
 
    Fespius silently came around with more tea, and the hobgoblin’s silent mother-henning was oddly comforting in the beats that stretched out before Drindessa picked back up where she’d left off. 
 
    “Sash’ti-aseni is ‘Moon Blessed’ and as aseni, she is tasked with one of the few missions only her kind can do,” the Madame continued as she warmed her hands around her teacup. “Her pale features and shorter ears make her perfect for blending in amongst the nelvar who live in Oshara’s Sacred Valley.” 
 
    “Oshara is at war with the topsiders?” I asked. 
 
    “It has been an ongoing war ever since nelvar moved to the Valley to reap her abundance during the First Aeons,” Helera said seemingly by rote, and I glanced over to see Mother had started to undo her daughter’s thick singular braid so she could run her fingers through it. 
 
    Hel’s eyes were hooded, and it was clear by the distance in her voice and her loose-limbed posture that Sevahtra’s ministrations were doing the trick in soothing her. 
 
    It looked… nice, and something about my expression must have telegraphed this because with a nudge of Mother’s foot, Tryss and Dag maneuvered me this way and that so they could tend to me as well as each other until we formed a chain. 
 
    “Indeed,” Drindessa said with a soft look in her eyes that reminded me of slowly melting candle wax with a hint of… longing? Before I could place it, she hardened up again and pushed on with the story. “Any territory Oshara may win back from the topsiders is the ultimate goal all drow in our noble city strive for. So, having a Daughter who was aseni was obviously highly coveted and a huge status symbol, which caused Daria to Ascend through the Stations at the rapid pace she did.” 
 
    “What is considered a rapid pace?” I questioned after Dag and Tryss helped me out of my blood-soaked tunic so Dag could address the gash over my collarbone. 
 
    “Good question,” Mother said as she started to drag a jeweled comb through Helera’s long silver hair. “On average, a House might Ascend stations once, maybe twice every half a millennia or so. Daria managed to decimate three Houses on her way to the Twenty-Seventh station in just shy of a century.” 
 
    “No wonder you had such a contingency plan in the works,” I said as my scope of this world grew that much wider. 
 
    “I had plans on top of plans,” Sevahtra said as she gently coated her hands in a light sheen of oil Fespius poured out for her. “But all of them ended with the three of you in that Temple with me. Never forget that.” 
 
    The declaration was a profound one even though it was said in one of the most innocuous ways. Although she said this casually as she continued to tend to her daughter’s hair, the glimpse into the mysterious workings of Mother Sevahtra’s heart and mind was a priceless gift. 
 
    All three of her Daughters reacted to the shock in their own ways, and I could feel the heavy tension building like a heavy cloth over my nose and mouth. 
 
    Somewhere along my brief journey so far, I had discovered there was such a thing as too much emotion when it came to the drow race. Such topics were considered weak, and showing such high regard-- dare I say, love-- for other beings was no better than showing your underbelly for any predator to take advantage of, in popular opinion. 
 
    So, when it came to such professions of care, the processing part usually took a while. 
 
    But in the meantime, I was going to do what I did best and attempt to bring balance back to the room. 
 
    “And then I was just a bonus nobody even saw coming, so you’re welcome,” I said like a cocky smug-ass grin, and it was obnoxious enough to break the tension in a good way that ended in laughter and teasing instead of distraught and uncomfortable tears. 
 
    And if all the women in the room did wipe a tear or two away, then I just chalked it up to the dust in the room. 
 
    Who knew when this place had last been used, anyway? 
 
    After we’d all settled in again and gone back to tending to one another, Dessa took up her tale once again, and the feeling in the room felt less brittle and prone to shattering under such sharp grief. 
 
    So, when the Madame explained how Sashti left Oshara at the pressure of her status-hungry Mother despite needing decades more of training, we were prepared for where Dessa was headed. And when she recounted in the most clinical language she could about how Sashti, inexperienced and still much too young, was taken prisoner, tortured, and raped by the nelvar for years as a result, we were all strong enough to bear the brunt of such a heinous retelling. 
 
    Well, most of us were. 
 
    “How--?” Helera’s voice gave out, and like a puppet with cut strings, she folded, turned around, and buried her freshly braided head in Mother’s lap. 
 
    “How did the poor thing get free?” Tryss completed the question her sister was too stricken to finish asking herself. 
 
    “According to Sashti, the nelvar who tortured her-- a tribe of men who bought her from an elven enclave in the east-- apparently just left her for dead after they had taken their fun a little too far one night around the campfire,” Dessa answered with a deep scowl of hatred on her face. “But she was too strong-willed for death to take her, and somehow she managed to make her way back to Oshara. When Daria discovered how badly her daughter had failed, she wanted to kill her, but her hand was stayed at the last moment.” 
 
    “Why was that?” I asked, and I couldn’t help but lean in to the way Tryss was now combing through my own hair while Dag moved on to her. 
 
    “Because Sashti was with child, and it is a very egregious sin to harm a pregnant drow priestess, much less one of the aseni,” Sevahtra filled in as she stroked Hel’s bowed head. 
 
    “So, Daria crafted some false account of her First Daughter’s ‘victory,’ burned her tongue to prevent her from contradicting her story, and then paraded her around until the babe started to show,” Dessa said. “Once that happened, Daria hid Sashti away during the rest of the pregnancy and after, with plans to do away with her as soon as she had the means.” 
 
    “The mirror chamber,” I realized. 
 
    “You are correct,” the Madame agreed. “What better way to get rid of her and her spawn without killing her and incurring Drogu’s Wrath? Who knows if Daria ever planned to let the girl out. She most likely assumed the time warp would cause Sashti to die of old age, but in case she got the time calculations wrong-- which thank Du she did-- she maimed her Daughter one last time. But Sashti still retained some strength, and she was able to overwhelm Daria at the last second and performed the incantation to trap herself in the mirror before her mother could.” 
 
    “What a bitch,” I snarled as my own scar twinged. “Poor Sashti.” 
 
    “I felt the very same when I soothed her back under, and all at once I realized how wrong I’d been about her,” Drindessa admitted as she stared down into her now-empty cup. “The anger and pity I felt on her behalf caused me to jump to my own half-formed conclusions about Fynn, and at the time, it didn’t even matter to me that I’d never asked her more about her possible enemies, or about anyone who might want to see her dead if they learned of her existence. All I saw was red, and someone needed to pay.” 
 
    “Ir-mar,” Sevahtra mentioned again, and this time the Madame acknowledged the fact with a weary nod. 
 
    “After Bahna’Faar’s decimation from the very same bitch who stole va-ulvirn from my arms, all I had left from the devastation were Tasi and Eli,” she said. “They have seldom been parted from my side in all the decades since, and in that moment, a part of me saw Sash’ti-aseni as one of my own. The Ir-mar can seldom be contained when it comes to call, and sometimes innocents get caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    This last part was something Drindessa made a point to address to me specifically, and I knew this was another one of her oblique apologies. 
 
    “I understand,” I said and held her gaze so she would know bygones were bygones, and she settled back in her armchair with a nod. 
 
    Then a few moments passed in silence as we all absorbed Drindessa’s, and by proxy, Sashti’s, tale of woe.  
 
    It was a heavy silence, but not an oppressive one that was wrought like before, and even though my heart felt… tired somehow, the peace that enfolded the room we were all in was a healing one. 
 
    Suddenly, the calendar chimed again, and at the sound of such festive fanfare ringing through the Tower, we were all reminded of the present. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about any of you,” I said as I got to my feet and helped both Tryss and Dagwyn up as well. “But I’m pretty sure we are all about ready for this celebration I keep hearing about.” 
 
    Hel still kept her head down in Mother’s lap, but when Sevahtra caught my eye and smiled, I could tell I had done the right thing. 
 
    Restore the balance, Fynn, her eyes seemed to say. Ease their hearts. 
 
    And what better way than a celebration? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Hello reader. This series is my most sophisticated story to date, and while it isn’t required, you will understand the political and violent dynamics of this dark-elf world much easier if you take a look at the map I’ve developed for the City of Oshara (where this novel takes place). You can find it for free in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Fans of Logan Jacobs’ in Facebook Groups), or if you pledge at least $1 on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Fynn!” Tryss giggled as we both rushed through the corridors on our way to the main banquet hall. 
 
    “I’m-- urg, come on, thing-- I’m coming,” I said as I tried to keep up with my vibrant and excited lover, but the ceremonial flagon I got from Timara was giving me a bit of trouble with the ensemble I was currently wearing. 
 
    For the auspicious first day of the Kels’Rin-Kai, it was expected that a certain level of decorum was to be observed, but this was verging on ridiculous. 
 
    To start with, I was decked out with the finest armor from leg greaves, a breastplate, and a set of wide pauldrons. If that wasn’t enough, I was also wearing my house cloak, a pair of ceremonial hand crossbows that were slung around my waist, and a heavy as sin fur mantle to top it all off with. 
 
    Trying to find a place for Timara’s flagon was tricky to say the least. 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss whined when I slowed to a stop. 
 
    “This is tangled,” I huffed, and I tried to figure out how I’d managed to get the strap so twisted and bunched up. 
 
    “Oh, lover, what did you do?” she chuckled in sympathy as she came over to see what the issue was. 
 
    “I’ve gotten myself into a bit of a situation,” I admitted with a put-upon sigh. 
 
    “Do you need a bit of saving?” Tryss sauntered toward me like some svelte panther who looked a hell of a lot more interested in slaying than saving. 
 
    Especially considering she was wearing the most gorgeous black satin gown that was strapless, had a high slit all the way up to her right hip, and a neckline that plunged nearly all the way to her navel. The only color that stood out on her was the ruby-red spray of her diamond-shaped novice tattoos, which started somewhere above her right eyebrow and scattered down her cheek, along the side of her neck, and dappled down her chest. 
 
    She looked like hot sex personified, and when she crowded into my space, the scent of her natural musk mixed with the spicy hair oil adorning her three intricate braids sent a delicious sizzle down my spine. 
 
    A simmering arousal pooled in my lower belly that I knew I could stoke all night with anticipation… as long as I had a taste or two to tide me over here and there. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m a tad restrained against my will,” I purred, and then I dipped my head so I could inhale where those intermingling scents were the strongest right behind her long, pointed ear. 
 
    “Shackled, are you?” Tryss moaned, and she pressed her soft braless bosom against my chest while her hands explored the mess of buckles and straps. The fact I could hardly feel her through all of the pomp and circumstance of my outfit almost added to the erotic teasing we instantly fell into as easily as sharing breath. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    The space between our lips shrank and shrank until we were virtually breathing each other’s air. We were so close, I could almost taste the flavor of whatever it was that stained her mouth such a luscious purple. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself then, and I finally sampled her sour-sweet lips with my teeth and tongue until she pulled away with another chuckle dipped in honey. 
 
    “Mmm…” I rumbled deep within my chest like some predatory beast. Then I licked my lips and felt something exotic sparkle on my taste buds, but I couldn’t make up my mind if it was spicy or not. “What is that?” 
 
    “It is customary for the priestesses responsible for the ceremonial wine mulled that year to have an early sample before it is served to the commoners,” Tryss explained as she wriggled and wriggled against my front. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I moaned. 
 
    “It’s pretty good, but it’s not the original,” she said with a frown. “This one is just a hair too… bubbly. Because of that, it might lessen the overall effect, but we’ll see.” 
 
    “Well, it’s definitely doing something for me,” I said as warmth started to spread outward from my chest. “Although, that might be because of all the squirming you’re doing. Just what are you doing to me, you wicked, sexy--” 
 
    “Oh, Fynn, it’s beautiful,” she gasped as she fingered the stiff object wedged between us… 
 
    “Fuck, babe, right here in the middle of the--? Oh, you mean my flagon.” I grinned, and Tryss giggled so hard she stopped making sounds. 
 
    I loved when she did that, it was so fucking adorable. 
 
    “You are asking to be punished, you insolent male,” she said, but the effect was ruined by the effervescent laughter spilling out of her gorgeous mouth like an overturned bottle of… champagne, that’s what it was called. 
 
    I growled and then forcefully pressed her up against the nearest wall so I could trap her with the cage of my broader body. 
 
    “Then you really should have kept me tied up,” I chided, and I loomed over her to emphasize how much she was at my mercy. 
 
    In case she still wasn’t clear on who was in charge here, I dipped my head again so I could suck a mark on the side of her swan-like neck. 
 
    “O-Oh, you godsdamned-- hrmm.” Whatever Tryss attempted to cuss at me was lost as she tilted her head to the side in order to give me better access, and I suckled her sweet flesh like I was savoring a juicy plum. 
 
    “Pfft.” A disapproving scoff metaphorically dragged us both kicking and screaming back into the present, and I pulled off Tryss’ neck with a pop. 
 
    “Daggy, you’re such a spoilsport,” the youngest sister sighed as the two of us finally pulled apart, and I sheepishly turned around to face the music. 
 
    The Second Daughter of Claden’Du was standing there like a severe slash in her plain black cape that obscured what she was wearing underneath. She looked mysterious with her arms crossed under the nondescript fabric, but before I could let my imagination run haywire about what she could, or could not, be wearing, she rolled her eyes and forced me to focus on her face instead of trying to peel back her cloak with my imagination. 
 
    “You both literally can’t wait until you’re at the pre-orgy party?” Dagwyn asked, and when neither Tryss’ nor I had anything to add, she shook her head sadly. “In that case, you’d both better stay away from the ceremonial wine. If you guys are already this wound up and raring to go, I’d hate to see what you’re like when the aphrodisiac hits.” 
 
    “Afraid you’ll be too envious?” the other female needled like the younger sibling she was, but the elder wasn’t fazed. 
 
    “Nah, I’m just afraid your heads might pop like fat little ticks,” Dag said with a nonchalant shrug. “As entertaining as that would be, I worked very hard on my outfit for this evening, and I would hate for any blood spatters to ruin it.” 
 
    “Ruuuuude,” Tryss said, but Dagwyn sauntered past us both with a smug-ass grin in the face of her well-earned verbal victory. 
 
    I watched her head toward the sounds of music and cheer, and I cocked my head curiously when I noticed the only things she wore on her feet were a pair of silver ankle cuffs. 
 
    “Try not to take too long,” she said over her shoulder before she disappeared around a corner. 
 
    “Did you like what you saw?” Tryss teased, and when I glanced back at her, I knew she’d seen the way I’d been staring. 
 
    “Um…” I said, since I wasn’t sure what the best response was in this situation. I knew my lover was going through a highly possessive phase, but for some reason, it didn’t seem as if my ogling Dagwyn had bugged her too much. “You… don’t mind?” 
 
    “That you have eyes?” she snorted and laced our fingers together so we could make our way to the celebrations already. “Hardly. My Sisters and I all come from the same place, after all, and you find me stunningly gorgeous. It would stand to reason that you would also find my Sisters attractive as well.” 
 
    “True, but I know how you’ve… been lately,” I pointed out as tactfully as I could. 
 
    “I think because it’s Dagwyn, and she is a part of my House, the thought of you passing along your virile… assets to members of Claden’Du doesn’t trigger my jealousy. Of course not.” 
 
    “Not even with Helly?” I ventured. 
 
    “Helly is annoying, but no, surprisingly, not like it does when I see you with the Bahna’Faar Blessed Eights,” she said, and she still couldn’t help the slight snarl that came out at the end. 
 
    “Even just thinking about Tasi and Eli gets you all bothered, doesn’t it?” I chuckled, and then I wrapped my arm loosely around her toned waist so she knew I wasn’t really picking on her. 
 
    “Don’t say their names, I’m trying to enjoy myself,” Tryss grumbled as we entered the large ballroom at last. 
 
    “Enough said, babe,” I snickered right as some sort of popular upbeat-sounding music started to play, and several of the guards, and any servants lucky to have this holiday off, started to leap and dance around to the rhythm. 
 
    “Are you ready for your first large event as a Noble Son?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you have any last-minute pointers?” I returned. 
 
    “Remember the only rule for the night,” Tryss reminded me as she pulled a crystal crimson flask the shape of a perfect teardrop from between her breasts. “Never drink from your own cup.” 
 
    Then she unscrewed the cap, brought the flask up to my lips, and poured some of the potent alcohol into my open mouth. 
 
    The spicy fizz of the wine continued to burn long after I had swallowed, and I coughed and shook my head when a sudden icy-hot flush swept through me from the top of my scalp all the way down to the back of my heels. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    That stuff was strong. 
 
    Now I knew why Zephyr wasn’t too concerned with whether or not the priestesses got the sacred wine one hundred percent perfect. 
 
    This stuff would definitely do the trick regardless. 
 
    “Fynn!” the changeling fae himself called my name as if he was waiting just for his cue to emerge from the dancing mass of people making merry and feeding each other sips of wine or spirits from their own ceremonial drinking vessels. 
 
    “Hello, Zephyr,” I said, and we bumped our forearms together to make an X as was the customary greeting I’d just learned about in my miniature crash course with Tryss beforehand. “Glorious une-kai.” 
 
    “Glorious une-kai to you, friends,” he greeted back formally. 
 
    On top of the whole “don’t drink from your own cup” thing, after we greeted each other, we each traded flagons so we could drink a trickle of each other’s wine in a demonstration of ultimate trust. 
 
    This act of trading flagons was meant to show good faith, especially between Houses that chose to come together as allies just like on the original celebration day between Anissanti and Luxcernas. And just like that original celebration, the banquet-goers did the same thing with their wine as was ancient custom before the magick was unlocked in later aeons to create works of art like Timara’s receptacles. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    “Where is Timara?” I asked my tall friend as I examined his ceremonial drinking… um. 
 
    Thing. 
 
    Wineskin. 
 
    All I knew was that it was one of the most richly-crafted and intricately-embroidered wineskins I’d ever seen, and I just really wanted to rub my cheek on it. 
 
    The leather was so buttery soft between my fingertips, and the wineskin was already halfway up to my face before I realized what I was doing and stopped myself. 
 
    Oof. I would have to do a way smaller trickle next time. 
 
    An ickle. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    “She is still deciding if she wants to join in on the festivities or not,” he said, and it took me a second to remember what we were talking about. 
 
    Timara. 
 
    Right. 
 
    “I hope she comes because Tryss wants to meet her, and-- what?” I asked when the orc-elf’s grin stretched around his two bottom fangs. 
 
    “How are we liking the wine?” Zephyr asked instead, and Tryss snorted that particular endearing snort when she was way too amused to keep it all inside like the refined noblewoman she’d been brought up to be. 
 
    “It isn’t right, but I think it’s my favorite so far,” she blurted out, and when the changeling and I locked glances, we both burst out into laughter as well. 
 
    “Fuck the recipe, let’s just have this,” I said as Zeph and Tryss traded receptacles so she was now back to holding mine, and Zephyr was examining her pretty ruby flask. 
 
    “This is fine work,” he commented as Tryss and I traded once more so she was now holding Zephyr’s. 
 
    “Yes, but this… this is exquisite,” she breathed, and she traced the silken threads along the branches of a gnarled tree devoid of leaves. “It’s so soooft.” 
 
    “I know, right?” I said loudly, like I’d just won some victory by being validated. 
 
    “Timara is a genius,” Zeph admitted with another chuckle. 
 
    “Hee, hee!” The small clear coo of a child’s giggle followed the deep rumble the orc-elf let out, and all three of us stopped and looked at the tall man. 
 
    “Is there an echo?” I asked and looked around. 
 
    “Hee, hee!” the invisible little dove cooed again, and this time I could tell where it was coming from. 
 
    “Zephyr, it appears as if you have a stowaway,” Tryss said, and she pointed down in the direction of where more smothered bubbles of laughter were escaping from the bottom of the changeling’s floor-length cloak. 
 
    “Sigh,” Zeph said out loud as he exhaled dramatically like every inconvenience of the world was specifically set up to fuck with him personally. “What have I done to deserve this affliction, oh, mighty Du of the Great Nothing?” 
 
    More laughter escaped, and then he whipped aside his cloak to reveal what looked like a little blonde ball in a yellow dress curled up on top of the orc-elf’s shovel-sized foot. 
 
    Esodri, with her near-white hair pinned up in a crown of braids that resembled a sunflower, peeked shyly over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, my, Zephyr, that looks serious,” I said, and I dropped into playacting mode along with the changeling when I realized what he was doing. “Have you tried going to a healer to get it chopped off?” 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, there is no hope for that,” he replied. 
 
    “What if…” Tryss faltered like she was uncertain about this kind of interaction when it came to children, but there was a longing twinkle in her blood-red eyes that made her try again. “Have you tried shaking your foot reeeally hard?” 
 
    The little girl gasped as her mouth fell open in shock, and then she turned her hopeful eyes up to Zephyr. 
 
    “I have not, but it’s worth a go,” he said, and he pretended to hop and shake his foot wildly while still being careful not to jostle the girl too roughly. 
 
    “Nooo!” Esodri shrieked through more laughter as she clung to his calf and then started climbing up his leg like she was climbing up a tree. “Seffy, stop!” 
 
    “Oh, nooo!” Zephyr said as he pulled the youngling up into his huge arms. “It’s growing up my body like a dreaded slime beast!” 
 
    “Nice knowing you, Zeph,” I said and then placed a hand over my heart as Esodri “attacked” the changeling with tiny jabs, tickles, and punches. 
 
    “I got you!” she roared in a tiny demented voice, and all of us threw our heads back and laughed at her antics. 
 
    She may have been half-nelvar, but she was all drow in temperament, and just like many females of her race, she also knew when to turn on the charm. 
 
    “Hee!” she squealed adorably and covered her eyes like she was shy all of a sudden when she realized we were all laughing because of her, and then she started squirming like she couldn’t bear the attention and flung her arms out for her savior. “Fyyyynn!” 
 
    Which, I guess, was me, and I ended up having to rely on my remaining reflexes not totally lost to the cloud of alcohol in order to catch the youngling when she suddenly launched herself out of Zephyr’s arms. 
 
    “Whoa, hey there, little sunflower,” I chuckled as she cuddled under my chin and halfway hid her face against my throat. It wasn’t until I felt her shaking ever so slightly that I figured maybe the shyness wasn’t a cute little act after all. “Everything’s fine, Ess.” 
 
    “So, Essie is your little charge for the evening, is she?” Tryss went on as she smoothed the little girl’s dress down and poked her nose so she would smile again. 
 
    “Yes, the loathsome little fungus is my responsibility for the evening,” Zephyr drawled out in a bored voice, and Esodri hid a giggle in my collarbone. “Penance for my involvement with all the spying we did on Mistress Drindessa. Which means that I can only partake in half of the festivities until… Bedtime.” 
 
    The last word was said in the darkest, most sinister voice the intimidating changeling could muster, and I knew that if I had met him for the first time in some shady alleyway, I would have been more than a little nervous.  
 
    As it was, the strange little contradiction in my arms thought the changeling was hilarious, and once again, she wound up leaping from me back to the sasquatch with a mighty yell. 
 
    “No Bedtimes!” she growled, and after a bit more wrestling, the two finally called some sort of truce as Zephyr held her out horizontally from his body by the back of her dress. She kicked her feet and twisted back and forth in his grip, but she wasn’t going anywhere. “Fine. Fine, I said. Seffy! Fiiiiiiineeeee!” 
 
    “Ugh.” He rolled his eyes and perched Esodri on one of his broad shoulders like she was a little yellow canary, and she sat there all polite as could be as she watched the crowd around her. “Vilesome pest.” 
 
    “It might just be me, but you sure don’t act like this is a punishment,” I pointed out as we all made our way deeper into the festivities. 
 
    “Trust me, it’s the wooooorst, pure torture,” he groaned, and then he snatched a passing server who had some sort of roasted something on a skewer. “Here, kid.” 
 
    “Thank you, Seffy,” she said as she took the snack from her minder, and she munched on it happily as she watched a juggler juggle a set of lit torches. 
 
    “Be careful of the pointy end, le-le,” he warned, and I didn’t have to speak fae to know that the last word was definitely a cutesy endearment of some sort. 
 
    “‘Tay,” she said, but she was already halfway through with the food already like an adorable little locust. 
 
    Together, the pair made just one great big ball of pure fluff, and as Tryss and I locked eyes, I knew she was thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Sureeee,” Tryss and I both said at the same time, and then we laughed as we traded another round of sips between us. 
 
    The music changed right then to something driving, energetic, and composed entirely of booming drums, and I felt my heart pound with excitement as my blood surged with power. 
 
    “Fuck, what is that?” I groaned as the thriving beat faded on one side of me just to pick up again on the other side. It had my ears twitching as a shower of sparks brighter than a blacksmith’s hammer strike skittered across the front of my brain, and I shuddered in pleasure. 
 
    “That’s how you know the wine is working,” Tryss groaned, and she sensually rolled her head around to give her neck a luxurious stretch. “We are almost through the Euphoria stage of the potion.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s nice,” I mumbled as I divested myself of the heavy mantle around my shoulders, and I didn’t even care if it remained on the floor. “It’s getting warm.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tryss said and played with my fingers. “Come dance with me, lover.” 
 
    “Okay.” I blinked slowly at her. “Good, um. Good seeing you, Zeph.” 
 
    “Have fun,” the changeling drawled knowingly, but I didn’t really care as I followed Tryss deeper into the writhing mass of bodies dancing to that enchanting beat. 
 
    Most of it was probably the effects of the potion-infused drink, but I could have sworn Tryss was glowing exactly as if she was bathed in moonlight. 
 
    Her snow-white hair shone like it was illuminated with a halo stationed behind the crown of her head, and as she danced and gyrated to the music, the world around me seemed to vanish. 
 
    My focus narrowed down to just her-- the supple symmetry of her silhouette, the soft curve of her breasts, the line her waist made when she let the rhythm penetrate her-- and when we came together, it was like touching a live wire with my bare hands. 
 
    Every place we connected scorched and burned, but it was addicting in a way that only made me feel more hungry for her and not less, and as we danced through the rest of the song, we were so closely entwined it was hard to tell where we each ended. 
 
    When the song was finally over, we held on to one another and attempted to catch our breaths, and as the euphoric effects of the alcohol washed over me like ocean waves, I couldn’t help my large smile. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I said as I tucked one of her snow-white strands of her hair back behind her ear. The potion in the wine made everything in my vision more vibrant and saturated with color, and as I gazed into her deep red eyes, I felt myself falling into that bejeweled stare. “I love you.” 
 
    “I-- murp!” Those eyes of hers flew wide open, and she pressed the back of her wrist against her mouth in a panic. 
 
    Then, without further ado, my lover turned sharply on her heels and bolted through the crowd of people. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “Tryss!” I yelled out, and I tried my hardest to run after my lover through the sea of people dancing to the next song that kicked up. Instead of the drums, this one had something to do with chimes, dulcimers, and a procession of dancers in brightly-colored costumes that only added to the chaos. 
 
    I tried to keep the sight of Tryss’ white braids flying, but she darted expertly through the traffic while I was waylaid more than once. 
 
    When I finally caught up with her, she had made it out onto a small side balcony, raced behind some hedges and other garden foliage, and vomited violently in the squat urn behind a tree with dangling blue and green mosses. 
 
    “Huurk!” She gagged and groaned, and when I came over to gently hold her hair back from her face, she whimpered sadly. 
 
    “Get it out, babe,” I encouraged sympathetically until she ended in one last dry heave. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said and tried to wipe her streaming eyes. “This is not how your first Kels’Rin-Kai should be going.” 
 
    “Is it the wine?” I asked when she sat back on her heels. 
 
    “No, not the w…” But she couldn’t even finish the word before she seemed to go green even with her lavender complexion, so she pressed her dark red lips closed until her mouth was only a thin slash. 
 
    “Maybe the wine?” I arched an eyebrow, and sure enough, at the mere thought of the potent beverage, Tryss flew to the urn again. “Ooookaay, that’s right. Get it all out, love.” 
 
    While my poor lover was busy worshiping the pottery urn gods, I took a seat on the low stone bench beside her so I could help her wait for whatever it was that didn’t agree with her to pass. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to stop getting sick seeing as how there wasn’t too much in her stomach to begin with, but instead of returning right away to the festivities, Tryss chose to gingerly sit on the bench next to me so she could rest a moment with her head on my shoulder. 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her to try and block the breeze, and then we simply breathed together on the balcony while the dulcimers hammered out their frenzied beat. 
 
    “Sorry…” she finally whispered when the chiming concerto came to an end and another slower, more somber song with harps started to play. 
 
    “Shh,” I said and dropped a kiss into the top of her hair. “You don’t have to apologize for being ill. Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am,” she said. “But let’s just stay out here for a little while longer.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, love,” I murmured and trailed my fingertips up and down her arm, and she grew heavier and more lax with each pass until I was sure she’d dozed off. “Take as much time as you need.” 
 
    I meant it, too. I didn’t mind spending time here. 
 
    There was something so peaceful about this hidden haven set apart from the raucous party going on mere meters away, and the loamy and fragrant scents of the tastefully curated flower bushes and hedgerows lulled me further into a state of dreamy relaxation. 
 
    My blood was still simmering with the euphoric effects of the potion-laced alcohol, so when sprightly little fireflies started to twinkle and float about, I likened them to tiny fairy dancers swaying to the soothing harp music drifting through the curtained archways. 
 
    All of a sudden, my hazy vision filled with an ethereal sight I was sure came from some fantasy hidden deep within my drunken mind, because no way could this be real. 
 
    But there, in the center of the mossy bowing branches of the blue and green lichen trees, a mysterious angel with a silver mask drifted into view. 
 
    She was clad in a simple white halter gown that flowed with every movement, and her hair was down and devoid of any identifying braids or style. As she floated closer, I could see her skin was on the darker side for a drow, but with the dappled light of the lanterns and flickering sconces I couldn’t tell what hue her skin actually was, which only added to the overall mystery of this divine creature. 
 
    All I really knew for certain about her was that her skin looked really, really smooth, like every square inch of it was woven from the most exquisite satin. It even shimmered like the fabric in question, and every time she swayed, all of her womanly curves stood out under the glances of light. 
 
    She was glowing from the inside out, like she’d taken as much stardust with her as she could when she fell from the heavens. 
 
    And then, when the sound of a mournful lute joined the somber lyre, this mysterious celestial being started to dance. 
 
    Drogu-ani, her tits, and all the deities’ tits of this world. 
 
    My breath caught, and I feared to blink in case this beautiful mirage evaporated like smoke, but the longer I watched her dance, I soon forgot myself altogether and sat back in a trance. 
 
    Distantly, I was aware of being more than a little affected by the wine at this point, and it wasn’t until my covered Dark Eye began to itch under my ever-present patch that I realized it wasn’t just the potion’s trip I was on. 
 
    This woman wasn’t a psychedelic hallucination from some magicked-up wine. 
 
    She was real, and somehow, she really was Enchanting me with her dance moves… whether she realized it or not. 
 
    She undulated and turned in perfect artistic harmony with a serene expression on her upturned face as she ran her hands sensually over her tight body, and it appeared as if this alluring goddess was lost in her own private world. 
 
    The temptation to remove my patch was a strong one, but I knew how much I risked having more people than my inner circle know about my strange light-colored eye that could only see in the brightest of places. If I pulled the patch off, the glamour Mother wove into it that made it look like I was maimed would vanish, and then Questions would circulate. 
 
    So, I kept it on and paid attention to the seductive gyrations happening in front of me. 
 
    The masked dancer twirled around again, and she closed her eyes as her sinful hands molded down the sides of her waist, back up to rub and cup her full breasts, and then trailed down to the creases between her thighs. 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek when my acute hearing picked up her sultry moans, and I felt the arousal that had been building in me all night start to wake up from its nap. 
 
    And boy, was I ravenous in a way that had nothing to do with food. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I couldn’t get enough of the way the dancer bent and twisted as the music shifted into something more dissonant and harsh, and even though the song was supposed to convey a certain amount of ugliness, she was even more beautiful with the way she shaped her body to convey meaning. 
 
    Just like any lyrics would. 
 
    Wordless lyrics. 
 
    For example, the leap at the apex of a high run of notes spoke of hope, and the way she collapsed straight after conveyed a sorrow and devastation that resonated painfully within me. 
 
    But then the music ramped up again, and the dancer jumped high in the air in a rapture that I felt in my own chest like an explosion of… of… butterflies. 
 
    Then she repeated the move several times over and added a twist in mid-air here and there, and something very distinct kept catching my eye every time the light glinted off it. 
 
    Or rather… them. 
 
    Silver ankle cuffs and bare feet. 
 
    No way. 
 
    My brain refused to connect what I already knew to be true, but logic told me it couldn’t be. 
 
    Dagwyn? 
 
    Standoffish, angry, and often insecure Dagwyn? 
 
    What.  
 
    The.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The itching in my Dark Eye got even more intense, and I decided to Void with the consequences. 
 
    I had to be sure, so I whipped off my eyepatch and watched the masked dancer through that eye alone, and what I saw made my heart leap just as high as she did until it felt like the organ was lodged in my throat. 
 
    That familiar blue gas flame of Dagwyn’s ether flickered and flared as plain as day, and regardless of the lengths she had gone to conceal her features, the evidence of this beloved woman’s soul-fire was bared clearly to me and utterly unmistakable. 
 
    Although, something about seeing her soul-fire as she embraced the passionate finale of the musical piece was markedly different from what I’d seen before. 
 
    Where her ether normally looked like a low burning flame on a gas-lit cooking range, now it looked like some sort of accelerant had been added to the humble little flame to create a conflagration in shades of indigo and ultramarine radiating outward into black. 
 
    The sight was stunning and powerful at the same time, and I was unashamed when I felt a trickle of moisture roll down my face when the dancer-- Dagwyn-- moved her body to the song’s wordless ending that spoke of loss, isolation, and finally, eternal longing… 
 
    “Isn’t she good?” Tryss whispered, and I startled internally before calmly and swiftly putting my eyepatch back on. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I huffed and looked down at her with a small smile. “I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    “I was until I heard your heart beating,” she said and wiped her finger through the line of moisture on my cheek. “Then, of course, I couldn’t do anything but watch until she was done.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said and glanced at where Dagwyn was taking time to cool down from her intense activity by rocking and pacing in small circles. Then I turned back to Tryss. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like I ingested hyssop,” she grumbled and snuggled even closer to my side. 
 
    Our talking must have caught Dag’s attention because she suddenly zeroed right in on us with her sharp sight, froze, and then hurried off back into the banquet hall with a stiffness to her gait that confirmed she’d spotted us. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” the woman next to me said when she saw the same thing I did. “Fuck. This night really is ruined.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and I helped her up to her feet when she tried to do so on her own and nearly fell over from dizziness. 
 
    “Dag’s gone off to fetch the brigade,” was all she said as she leaned heavily against me. “Shit, this is not how I wanted you to experience your first Kels’Rin-Kai. I’m sorry, love.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing, I said.” I kissed her clammy forehead before deciding to just scoop her up into my arms bridal-style. “There’s-- what?-- eight days to this thing, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a sad yet adorable pout. “But tonight I was going to fuck you so hard I was going to make your bones rattle.” 
 
    My eyebrows went up at this, and I struggled to keep from grinning at how disappointed she sounded-- like someone had dropped her only cupcake in the sand, or something. 
 
    It was as hilarious as it was endearing, and it didn’t really matter that we weren’t going to have visceral, life-affirming sex despite the aphrodisiac still coursing hotly through my blood, and with shocking clarity, it finally hit me that I really loved her. 
 
    Love. 
 
    Present. As in currently. 
 
    I was currently in love with Tryskaylan Zara Claden’Du. 
 
    Sure, I’d already said it, but this was different, and as she smiled up at me with her weak smile, I kissed her forehead again and again. 
 
    “Tryssie! I’ve been looking all over for you!” Helera said as she made a beeline for us with little Essie on her hip, and behind her was a covered, maskless, and sheepish Dagwyn who kept her eyes on the ground as she followed in her sister’s wake. “I’ve been looking all over for you. The wine has hyssop.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Tryss grunted as she settled her palm flat on her belly. “What happened?” 
 
    “Remember how Drindessa kept saying she was going to add a secret ingredient she was sure was it this time?” Helera asked as she handed a doe-eyed Esodri over to her twinborn. 
 
    “I remember.” The youngest sister nodded as Hel gave her some sort of clear elixir to drink. “Erugh. I hate this stuff, Helly.” 
 
    “Well, Fespius is allergic just like you are, right?” she asked as she took the empty vial back and stashed it away on her belt. 
 
    It was then that I noticed she wasn’t wearing anything special other than the way Mother had braided her hair earlier in the drawing room, and I wondered just where she’d been this whole time. 
 
    Obviously not at the banquet, that was for sure, but I would have to put a pin in that for later, because Tryss was starting to shake in my arms. 
 
    “Ah, gods,” she groaned and tried to curl in on herself. “Helly! It hurts!” 
 
    “I know, sissy,” she agreed in a strangely gentle tone as she rummaged for another vial in her belt. “Last one.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” I demanded after Tryss swallowed the second elixir. 
 
    Helera didn’t answer right away, but she led Tryss and me rapidly to the very back of the balcony space where a servants’ entrance was located inside the wall. Then she opened it by pressing a hidden rune and ushered all of us inside. 
 
    “Stomach cramps from the hyssop clearing from her blood,” she finally said, and the blaring klaxons in my head died down at last. “She’ll be in pain most of the night, but by morning she’ll feel better rested than the rest of us, you wait.” 
 
    “Fuck you, whore, this shit you always feed me is going to kill me one day!” Tryss snapped as the door to the hidden staircase closed behind Dagwyn. 
 
    “No, honey, what’s going to kill you is if you keep swallowing things with hyssop in them,” Hel stated calmly. 
 
    “What’s a hoor?” Essie’s little voice bounced off the stone walls, and it took everything in me not to laugh out loud when Dagwyn failed to answer in anything resembling words. 
 
    “Shh, go to sleep,” she apparently ended up settling on, and I didn’t hear any more from them after that. 
 
    “Wait,” Tryss groaned. “How did I eat hyssop, again?” 
 
    “Drindessa, remember?” I told her. “She didn’t know some of you guys are sensitive to it, and she apparently tried to surprise everyone with it as a secret ingredient.” 
 
    “What?” she asked muzzily. 
 
    “Hyssop,” Helera reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, keep that icky stuff away from me,” Tryss mumbled thickly as she lost the battle of keeping both her head up and her eyes open at the same time. She yawned and then cuddled against my chest despite the bulky breastplate and pauldron straps no doubt digging into her cheek. “’M allergic.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Helera said and rolled her eyes fondly at her delirious sister. “Fespius was there to test your food like always, and he caught it in time.” 
 
    “Fessie was there?” At the mention of the hobgoblin getting hurt, Tryss pried her eyelids back open so she could confirm this with Hel. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” the older sister reassured the younger. “He barfed all over Madame Dessa’s nice rin-kai gown and completely ruined it.” 
 
    Tryss snorted and giggled as Helera pushed open the door to one of the many service exits on the main floor of the Tower’s noble wing. 
 
    “Serves her right,” Dagwyn muttered from behind me, and a part of me couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    “I really hope Mother is tearing strips off her, or that Drindessa feels guilty at the very least,” I added as we walked down the corridor to what was apparently Tryss’ room. 
 
    “Both,” Hel said with a satisfied smirk, and she went over to the large bed and turned down the plush red duvet so I could settle Tryss down against the pillows. 
 
    My lover groaned pitifully and curled up on her side like a sad sick little slug. 
 
    “Do you want me to get you changed, sissy?” Hel whispered in that tender yet brittle tone she’d used earlier. 
 
    “Mother,” was her only reply, and then she buried her face into her pillow.  
 
    Just by that action alone, it seemed like her intention was to stay there. 
 
    “She’s not going to be comfortable like that, and then in the morning she’s going to be so grumpy regardless of how well-rested she is,” Helera tsked. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it from here, va-unem.” The Matron Mother entered Tryss’ bedroom and breezed over to her daughter’s wardrobe so she could pull out a silky sleeping gown. Then, upon second thought, she rummaged around for a light cotton tunic that was a few sizes too small and laid it down on the footstool on top of the other. “Dagwyn, put the little one down on the lounge over there. I will take care of both of them tonight.” 
 
    “Mother, I was thinking Sashti might like for her daughter to stay with her,” Hel said as Dagwyn woke the slumbering youngling from where she’d been drooling peacefully on her shoulder and then set her down on a fluffy chaise lounge. 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra stated with finality as she began helping the sleepy girl out of her dress and into the cotton tunic that was three sizes too big on her. “However, you may stay by Sash’ti-aseni throughout the night, if you wish.” 
 
    Hel’s ears were in the middle of pinning themselves back when they perked up again. 
 
    “Thank you, I think it would be best if someone she recognizes is there when she wakes up from her healing trance,” she said. 
 
    “I trust your judgment, Daughter,” the Matron Mother said with a nod, and she busied herself with heating up a bowl of water with her glowing palm until it was hot enough for the towels she was preparing as compresses. “Oh, but I will need somebody to go fetch Fespius. You know how Tryssie gets when she’s like this. She’ll want to make sure he’s okay come morning, so he might as well sleep in here.” 
 
    At this, she plopped a set of cushions down on the floor in front of the crackling hearth. 
 
    “I can--” Helera started, but I stepped in and interrupted. 
 
    “Why don’t I do that, and you can just go back to Sashti?” I offered, and she smiled at me. 
 
    “He is upstairs in my suite of rooms,” Sevahtra instructed, and then took her place next to Tryss so she could try and coax her out with the warm compress. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to fetch Fespius by yourself?” Helera asked as we both left the room. She was already in the middle of passing the staircase on the way to Sashti anyway, but it was nice of her to ask regardless. “He can be a handful when he’s like this.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said, and I waved her onward when she started to slow down and second-guess herself. “I think after everything so far, I can deal with a loopy hobgoblin. How much of a handful could he be?” 
 
    Famous last words. 
 
    That’s what I ended up thinking a short while later when I lost Fespius-- again-- on our way back down to Tryss’ chambers because the answer to that question was A Fucking Lot. 
 
    That was how much of a handful he was. 
 
    It dawned on me pretty much right away how much I’d underestimated what Hel meant when I spent way too much time trying to find the fiend in Mother’s suites to begin with. 
 
    The little shit thought it was a game, and when I finally ferreted him out from under Mother’s bed, he continued to run amok from empty room to empty room like an absolute terror in his quest to make me chase after him. 
 
    This happened three times. 
 
    Lucky for me, this last time he got away from me, he’d taken to singing rather loudly, so he was easy to track to another servants’ entrance, and he only made it halfway up the stairs before I managed to snag his foot, drag him back, and toss him over my shoulder. 
 
    “No, no, Master Fynn!” he wailed and squirmed. “We’s not done playing yet!” 
 
    “Fes, knock it off, this isn’t a game,” I growled as I kicked the door to the corridor back open. “Tryss needs you.” 
 
    At this, the insolent wretch immediately went still. 
 
    “Miss Tryssie?” he asked. “She drinks the bad hyssies?” 
 
    “If by that you mean the same wine you had, then yes,” I stated, and the usually obnoxious hobgoblin went almost limp. 
 
    For a second, I thought he’d passed out or something, but after a beat he sniffled loudly. “Nooo. Then I failed, failed, failed…” 
 
    “Aw,” I said, and I patted his feet as I finished tying one of my belt straps around them. “You didn’t fail.” 
 
    “Fespius is supposed to protect little miss and drinks the hyssies so she doesn’t,” he said mournfully, and I felt a tad bad for the pathetic creature. “I failed.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t think anyone was prepared for Madame Dessa to make a harmless mistake, so it’s not your fault, and everyone is fine,” I reassured him as we approached Tryss’ chambers. 
 
    Fucking finally. 
 
    “You’re so nice to Fespius, Master Fynn,” he was blubbering when I set him on his feet in the middle of the room. “So nice.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, and I watched as he tried to take a step forward to hug me but tripped on the bindings still around his ankles. 
 
    I moved to the side as he fell flat on his face. 
 
    “So niiiice,” he sobbed again, and then he went utterly still. 
 
    “Mission accomplished,” Dagwyn said, and she rose from her spot next to the bed where she was tucking a fresher-looking and newly changed Tryss back in. “I’m impressed it didn’t take you longer.” 
 
    “We were taking bets,” Tryss giggled as Sevahtra finished tidying up and checking on the youngling. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked my lover with a frown. Her pale-purple face appeared much too ashen for my comfort. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, lover,” she sighed and snuggled deep into her pillows. “Please, make sure you do not waste the rest of the night on my account.” 
 
    “I can stay with you,” I said, but she shook her head quite adamantly. 
 
    “No, I insist,” she said, and I knew she wouldn’t tolerate any argument about this, so I reluctantly agreed. “Go on, and celebrate the rest of Une-Kai. Both of you.” 
 
    This last part was directed at Dagwyn for some reason, and they exchanged a look I didn’t know how to interpret. 
 
    But as we left Tryss’ chambers together, a cold awkwardness fell between us the longer we walked in silence. 
 
    Something was going to have to give or this walk was going to take forever, so when we reached the central atrium, I turned to confront her about what I thought was going on. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what Tryss told you, but you don’t have to chaperone me for the rest of the banquet, you know,” I blurted out. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Dagwyn simply stared at me with her dark eyes like two fathomless pools, and I found myself wanting to shuffle on my feet. 
 
    Her gaze felt like it could either see inside me, or slice right through me, and I suddenly felt my blood sizzle when I realized I didn’t know which one I wanted to happen more. 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed suddenly, and the expression on her face changed. “I didn’t believe her at first, but I see it now…” 
 
    “See--?” I didn’t get to finish my sentence because, in that instant, Dagwyn pounced on me like some sleek jaguar and bit a stinging kiss into my lips. 
 
    Oh. Fuck. 
 
    A bonfire exploded to life inside of me at the taste of her, and with a feral roar, I scooped her up so she could clamp her toned legs around my waist. 
 
    “You’ve got it wrong, Fynn Draven,” she purred after we broke apart with a smack. 
 
    “What have I possibly gotten wrong here?” I rumbled back as I squeezed two handfuls of her perfect ass until she gasped and shuddered in pleasure. 
 
    “Tryssie didn’t ask me to chaperone you,” she chuckled while her fingers played with the hair at the nape of my neck. 
 
    “Then what did she say?” I asked back like a good boy. 
 
    “She asked me to-- what was it? Ah, yes…” She yanked my head back by my follicles, and my cock immediately sprang to full hardness at the feeling. “Rattle. Your. Bones. And. Take. Every. Drop. Of. You.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    I could tell having Dagwyn as a lover was going to be different than Tryss, and whether it was the heightened arousal I was feeling from the aphrodisiac, or just the plain novelty of it all, I had never felt so wound up with anticipation before. 
 
    But I was beginning to realize that was her goal when I attempted to kiss her mouth hovering just a hair out of reach, and she pulled back a fraction. 
 
    “Gods,” Dagwyn breathed over my lips as she kept her hand in my hair.  
 
    I strained against it, not only to try and get to her, but also because of how the slow tremendous pull against my scalp felt. 
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Glorious. 
 
    “Fuck, Dag,” I panted as she nipped my lower lip, but she still wouldn’t let me kiss her. 
 
    “That’s the idea, Light Boy. Fuck me…” She chuckled in a low voice that sounded as svelte as the way she’d danced on the balcony earlier, and the thought of all that smooth skin on display made my fingers itch to tear off all the stupid fabric between us. 
 
    “Fucking Numberless Hells, Dagwyn,” I snapped out when I reached my limits with her coy teasing. 
 
    “How do you know about the Numberless--?” she started, but I changed the subject back to the very urgent need I had to fuck her someplace private, and against any hard surface at this point, I wasn’t picky. 
 
    “I don’t fucking know, but if I can’t thrust inside you right fucking now, I’m going to go insane,” I growled, and her eyes went wide a second before I completely turned the tables on her. 
 
    “What are you-- oh!” she gasped as I threw her over my shoulder just like I had with Fespius earlier, but now for a completely different reason. 
 
    “Stop squirming,” I said, and to emphasize how serious I was, I moved her long cape aside and placed a firm smack right on her ass through the thin fabric of her silver dress. 
 
    “Ah!” Dag inhaled sharply, and even though she did squirm against me, I gave her a pass because I could tell this was a different type of squirm altogether. 
 
    I needed a room. 
 
    Or. 
 
    An alcove? 
 
    Fuck, I’d even take a partially-obscured corner at this point, and my eyes darted to and fro around the central atrium for anything suitable for us to use. 
 
    Honestly, the way I was feeling, I didn’t think we’d need to occupy any space for very long. 
 
    Then something shimmered at the base of the large rotating calendar, and I squinted to make sure it wasn’t just a mirage. 
 
    “What is that?” I murmured and marched us both over to the strange glowing rune on the pyramid-like base of the mechanical structure. 
 
    That definitely hadn’t been there before, but when the seam of a tall door appeared and then magically popped open as I got even closer, I decided there were other things far more important on my mind than the hows or the whys, so I shouldered my way through the door and kicked it shut behind me. 
 
    “Where are we?” Dagwyn asked when I set her on her feet. 
 
    We both spent a few seconds glancing around the curious place, and I made note of the sparse collection of crumbling statues, rusted swords and shields, and some broken-down furniture.  
 
    There was also some sort of tall skinny light thing that looked like a floor lamp with a bare bulb that cast out weak pulses of warm white light, but little else. 
 
    Considering how… familiar I already was with one of the calendar’s actual rotating orbs, I figured this place was used as another storeroom. 
 
    “Who cares, there’s a bed,” I pointed out and gestured to the far side of the pyramidal chamber.  
 
    A four-poster bed that had seen better days was indeed situated among the other dusty pieces, and Dag apparently decided she agreed with me by pouncing on me once again. 
 
    “Fuck, Fynn,” she growled as I started sucking and biting her clavicle, and she wrapped her legs around my waist like the tentacled ridian in Lake Subata. 
 
    “That’s the idea,” I replied cheekily with her own words and dove back in for more. 
 
    She seemed to really like it when I lifted her up in my arms like this, and I took advantage of having that succulent part of her at eye level for easy access. When we finally remembered what we were doing-- the bed, make it to the bed-- she had three pretty blooming marks along the ridge of her collarbone, and her hands were shakily trying to untie the blasted cape still around her neck. 
 
    I decided to help her out by yanking the knot loose with my teeth as I moved us to our goal at last, and when I set her down on the slightly crooked, yet comfortable bed, she was clad only in that stunning gown.  
 
    I had to pause a moment just to look at her. 
 
    Dagwyn’s steel-gray hair was still loose and softly brushed to the side, which hid the side of her head that was shaved due to her status as darnem, or Second Daughter. The effect made her look softer and more vulnerable than ever, and when the thin strap of her dress fell off the crest of her dark satin shoulder, I was reminded of the perfection I saw in that garden. 
 
    The urgency to take her was still there, practically beating down the doors of my control, but I took my time in undressing so I could simply stare at this divine being who was sitting on the bed and gazing at me with her cold fire eyes. 
 
    “You’re not like anyone I’ve ever been with,” she whispered as her petite fingers trailed down her chest and over the curve of one soft breast. 
 
    “How do you know?” I intoned as my tunic joined the growing pile of clothes on the floor. 
 
    “You’re not like anyone, period,” she clarified in a deep voice like smoke, and I was riveted to the way her hand continued on its sensual journey down her torso to lightly rub herself between her legs through the silky fabric. 
 
    Now, it was my turn to pounce on her, and the old frame cracked ominously as the bed bounced beneath us. 
 
    I wondered how well it was going to hold up for all I had planned. 
 
    “Ah!” Any thoughts of the precarious furniture were flung out of my head when Dagwyn immediately went for the tight bulge in my trousers, but I was so erect that it was proving slightly difficult for her to unfasten me from my confines. 
 
    Riiip. 
 
    The waistband gave way when she became too impatient and tore it apart, but I didn’t have the mind to care about such trivialities as her hot hands finally pulled my tool out and started stroking me lightly. 
 
    “You are big,” she purred. Then she grinned wickedly before gathering a bolus of spit in her mouth and then letting it dribble down onto my throbbing cock. 
 
    When she started her stroking again, this time with the added lubricant of her saliva, I groaned and tipped forward until I had to brace myself with a hand against the headboard. 
 
    “Gods above and below,” I breathed, and I couldn’t stop the tight little kicks my hips were making every time she ended an upstroke with a slight twist. 
 
    “No, just Dag,” she said. It was the most confident I’d seen her yet, and that, more than anything else, almost made me lose control. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed and then pulled away from her expert fingers. “Come the fuck here, sexy.” 
 
    I continued moving, and with one of my hands anchored at the small of her back, I pulled her down so she was suddenly splayed out under me, and before she had a chance to right herself, I pushed her legs open and rucked her gown up at the same time. 
 
    “Drogu-aniii,” she moaned when I leaned in close to her thinly-veiled sex, and the only thing between my hot breath and her moist secret place was a damp triangle of silky fabric that made up her underwear. 
 
    Seeing the evidence of her arousal darkening the silk tore something open inside me, and the closest thing I could describe it as was starvation. 
 
    I needed there to be no barriers between us once and for all, so with an impatient growl, I ripped the delicate undergarment away like it was nothing. 
 
    Great Void, the smell of her was heady and sweet like the dew at the very bottom of a honeysuckle, and I slid her closer so I could lick a tentative line up the crease of her pussy. 
 
    “Mm,” I hummed when her unique flavor hit my tongue, and I was reminded of the wine’s effects yet again as her essence seemed to dance across my taste buds. 
 
    “Hha,” she breathed and threw her head back. Her hands clenched open and closed several times like they couldn’t decide on where to hold on to, and I decided to help her out by placing them in my hair again where my own status braid had fallen out. 
 
    Her fingers twisted around my roots beautifully sharp and exquisitely tight. 
 
    “That’s it,” I encouraged, and then I barred my forearms across her inner thighs and got to work. 
 
    “Ah!” Her legs attempted to slam shut when I delved my wet and wriggling tongue between her moist folds. 
 
    But my hold on her was steadfast, and just to demonstrate exactly what kind of dominance I had over her, I pulled back, pried her pussy lips apart, and blew a waft of cold air directly over that pink quivering nub. 
 
    A high-pitched whine came out of her throat, and her whole body first flushed with a swath of goosebumps and then broke out into a cascade of minute shivers. Her hands twisted harder against my scalp as she tried to hump her pelvis up toward my hot mouth, but the way I kept her pinned only led to more aggravation on her part. 
 
    But she was fucking tenacious like I knew she would be, and even though it was futile, she kept at it until she was sobbing slightly due to how worked up she was. 
 
    “Shh,” I soothed, and then I laved my wet tongue through the pool of her juices and circled her neglected clit. 
 
    The noise Dagwyn made was guttural and passionate in a way that was magically connected straight to my cock, and I needed to adjust positions so I could provide myself with a little friction against the soft duvet to take the edge off. 
 
    Gods, she was sinful, and part of me knew she might not have been so uninhibited without the wine’s effects coursing through her veins. As it was, she was giving my hair follicles a good punishment in the process of guiding my mouth where she wanted me the most. 
 
    This happened to alternate between lavishing her clit and the rim of her hole in turns, and every time she yanked me this way or that, I had to hump the mattress a few times to let off some pent-up arousal like stirring the contents of a boiling pot so it wouldn’t boil over. It wasn’t like removing the pot from the heat altogether, but it prevented things from spilling over, so to speak. 
 
    But fuuuuuuuuuck. 
 
    This was only going to work for so long, especially with how hot it was to see her take charge like she fucking knew what she wanted. The only thing that would make it better is if she-- 
 
    “Fuck!” Dag whined. “Fyyyyynn! I want you inside me now, fuck. What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “That, babe,” I said and slurped my lips, and she glared down at me still hovering between her legs. “I wanted to hear you tell me what you needed.” 
 
    “I need you,” she moaned before she pulled me up the length of her body so our mouths could come together in a clash of teeth and tongues. “I need you to fucking--” 
 
    She then shocked the shit out of me by completely flipping our positions. 
 
    It was so easy to forget how truly strong Dagwyn was under those deceivingly delicate features. She was proof that it wasn’t about heft or brute force if you knew how to use your own body, and she wasted no time in putting her toned compact one to its full potential. 
 
    “You could have just asked,” I panted as my palms raced up and down her torso to squeeze her waist and fondle her breasts. “I would have happily obliged.” 
 
    “I like it better when I catch you off-guard.” She smirked, and she dug her fingernails into my pecs until it hurt so wonderfully. 
 
    “Same here,” I said, and then without warning, I ripped her pretty silver dress directly in half all the way down to her belly button. 
 
    “Fynn!” she gasped in surprise. “This is one of my favorite dresses, you impossible-- mmm.” 
 
    “You were saying?” I asked in a teasing tone as I started to tweak and pinch her erect nipples. 
 
    “F-Fucking fu-uck you,” she stuttered before her mouth dropped open, and she threw her head back to the ceiling. “I’m! Oh, shit!” 
 
    And then the stubborn beauty came just from her nipples alone in the most erotic display of pleasure I’d ever seen, and I was pretty sure it did something to my brain. 
 
    All at once, my cock throbbed so hard it was verging on painful, and I finally let go and let my instincts take over. 
 
    I felt the roar I let loose more than heard it because the blood was so loud in my ears at that moment. The lust in my body and the aphrodisiac in my veins had reached a sort of peak, and I knew all the teetering on the precipice I’d been doing had now approached a downward spiral impossible to control. 
 
    Dagwyn must have felt the change in our coupling as well because within a few seconds, we had both made quick work divesting one another of our remaining clothes and got caught up in thrusting back and forth until things were nice and slick between us. 
 
    “Yesssss,” I hissed when I finally felt her shaking fingers grapple between our bodies so she could line me up with her dripping entrance. “Come on, babe.” 
 
    “Hhaa.” She exhaled as she sank down on my shaft inch by inch, and I tried not to hit the roof with how tight and perfect she felt. The closer I came to bottoming out inside her, the more my body felt like it was burning, but I waited patiently for her to take her time. 
 
    She was incredibly tight around me, so when she came to a rest bowing over me, I waited for her to get used to the intense stretching by running my hands up and down her smooth back and through her silky hair. 
 
    Her dark blue skin was just as soft as I imagined it to be when I saw her dance, and I sighed peacefully as I felt her kiss and nibble at the thin skin under my jaw. 
 
    “Perfect,” I mumbled and slowly started to rock up into her. “I always wondered what we would feel like if our bodies ever came together. We move so perfectly together.” 
 
    “Gods,” she groaned as she started to swirl her hips. “It’s like… like…” 
 
    “Dancing?” I finished for her, and she slowed us both to a stop as she searched my face for something. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but she must have found whatever it was because she cupped my face and kissed me so sweetly that my ribs ached with how hard it made my heart pound against them. 
 
    Then she pulled my eyepatch off so she could stare into both of my eyes before she devoured my mouth in a fiery kiss. 
 
    “Don’t… talk… just… love me,” she said between gulps of air, and then she started to snap her hips back and forth until I was seeing stars. 
 
    Message received, I could only think to myself because my mouth was still occupied with my lover’s tongue. Even if I had wanted to say anything in response, I was pretty sure if I tried to form any words or did anything other than thrust, and fuck, and more, everything might just leak out of my ears. 
 
    “Fuck,” I managed to grunt as she suddenly tightened even more around my shaft. 
 
    “Oh, ugh!” Dag growled when she apparently found the angle she liked the most, and it was all I could do just to hold on as she started to bounce rapidly up and down on my cock. “I’m al-almost-- ah, ah, hhaa!” 
 
    Dagwyn kept flicking and gyrating her hips back and forth, but it was clear she was lacking just that last little push over the edge. I knew if I didn’t take the situation in hand, I would end up climaxing before she did, and there was no way I was going to come before I saw her fall apart a second time. 
 
    “You’ve done so good, babe, but now it’s my turn,” I said and turned us so she was splayed out beneath me. Then, while I remained inside her, I lifted her legs up until she was nearly bent in half. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhh!” she screeched as I gave an experimental thrust. “Fucking-- do that again!” 
 
    I chuckled darkly and then started to piston in and out of her tight channel at a pace that had the bed we were on creaking and rocking so loudly, it would be a wonder if we didn’t wake up everyone in the Tower with the sounds of our fucking. 
 
    My only hope was that everyone else was caught up in the same lascivious activities due to the wine to really notice or care because I could feel my orgasm on the horizon, and there was no way I was stopping now. 
 
    “I’m close,” I bit out as I slammed my hips ever faster and harder against Dagwyn’s supple ass. 
 
    “Yes… uh, uh, I’m-I’m there!” she squealed just as I gave myself permission to come, and I started to shoot deep inside her as I pushed in one last time. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    This was apparently all the old bed could take because the mattress fell through the frame with us still on top of us. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I grunted, but I didn’t dare stop flexing my hips as gush after gush of my essence coated her inner walls. 
 
    “Gods, I’m still cumming!” she roared, and despite the now tilted way the mattress was sitting, we still continued to fuck out the last few aftershocks of our shared climaxes until the powerful spell of lust had finally run its course. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits,” I panted out and disengaged us so I could flop down in the space next to her. 
 
    “Hm,” Dagwyn hummed as she kicked her legs to lay back down straight again. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Think that’s what Tryss meant by the bone-rattling part?” I asked and glanced at her. 
 
    “Something got rattled,” was her response, and then as if that wasn’t good enough, she lifted one hand and smacked it down on the lopsided bed where it creaked and cracked. “Proof.” 
 
    We were both so punch-drunk from the amazing sex that the moment I snorted in response, the two of us were lost in the grip of a hysterical laughing spell that went on for way longer than it had any right to. 
 
    The giggles only tapered off when lethargy started to set in, and after the romp we’d just had, a drowsy peace settled over us as we cuddled into each other like spoons in a drawer. 
 
    “I had no idea you were watching me in the courtyard the way you were,” Dag whispered some time later, and I kissed her behind the ear to let her know I was listening, but I wouldn’t try to interrupt. “I normally don’t ever do… that… in front of people. The only people who have ever seen me do that are Hel and Tryss. Mother hasn’t even seen…” 
 
    She trailed off here for good when her throat seemed to clamp down on itself, and I pulled her closer into the lee of my body like I was her shelter against whatever storm she was up against. As it was, I was impressed with how much she had forced herself to convey already, and based on what was implied by her words, I knew how much it cost her to open up. 
 
    “I’m… honored,” I murmured, and I tried not to be disappointed with how inadequate the words sounded compared to what I truly felt. 
 
    Dag turned over in my arms until we were face to face like two bookless bookends among the rest of the forgotten junk inside this room, and she placed her palm over my beating heart. 
 
    “I want--” She swallowed, took a breath, and started again. “I think I wouldn’t mind dancing for you again. Sometime.” 
 
    I grabbed her hand so I could bring her fingertips up to my lips for a kiss. “I’d really love that.” 
 
    “I--” Dag breathed. 
 
    But I never got to hear what she was about to say because the weak light source keeping her face illuminated suddenly flared, went out, and then snapped back on. 
 
    And right on its heels, a blaring klaxon went off directly overhead like a bomb. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Vault Alarm!” Dagwyn yelled. 
 
    Or at least, I thought so based on the shapes her lips were making since it was utterly impossible to even hear myself think over the deafening blare overhead. 
 
    Although, if this was truly a security measure, and if this was actually a vault, then where were--? 
 
    “Guards! Intruders!” someone even louder than the klaxons yelled outside the room Dag and I were still in, and even though we’d both already been in the middle of throwing ourselves together, I decided to just abandon the rest of my garb. 
 
    Fuck everything else. 
 
    “How is this a vault?” I asked as we both ran to the door but not without grabbing a pair of large rusted shields in case it was a kill first, questions later, sort of deal out there. 
 
    “What?” Dag shouted as she ripped a good yard of material off the bottom of her gown, probably so she could maneuver better. 
 
    “I said--” I took a deep breath so I would have enough power to at least attempt to be heard over the noise. “How is this a fucking vault!” 
 
    Of course, the moment I roared at the top of my voice, the alarm decided right then to cut out. 
 
    So. 
 
    There was that. 
 
    “Du’s sake, Fynn,” Dagwyn muttered and wiggled a finger into her ear. 
 
    “Fynn? Dag?” someone called from the now dead-silent atrium beyond the vault door, and with a sigh of relief, the two of us dropped the shields and finally came out. 
 
    Helera, the one who apparently recognized it was just us inside the room at the celestial calendar’s base, was standing outside along with nearly every one of Drindessa’s brute forces. 
 
    Shockingly, right next to Helera in a tall-backed chair with wheels was the ever-pale Sash’ti-aseni. 
 
    “Never mind, everyone,” Hel said as she made shooing gestures with the hand that wasn’t holding the back of Sashti’s chair steady. “False alarm. Go on back to your drinking and fucking. Sorry about that. Glorious Rin-Kai to you all.” 
 
    The denizens of the Tower’s Guard sighed and grumbled, but they all wasted no time in stowing away their various weapons when they realized they could return to the orgies no doubt in full-swing by now. 
 
    Soon, it was just the four of us standing around awkwardly in the deserted atrium as Dag and I squirmed under two pairs of acutely observing eyes. 
 
    Helera and Sashti were both staring at us with such intensity, it became difficult to keep my body language relaxed so neither of their dissecting stares could see how uncomfortable they made me. It was tough, but I even went so far as to lean casually against the base of the calendar as if I had all the time in the world. 
 
    Then I grinned internally when Helera’s eyes narrowed even further. 
 
    “Just wait until Mother hears,” she snapped and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dag snorted, and she decided cleaning out under her fingernails with a jagged shard of a broken dagger she’d pinched from the “vault” was more worth her attention. 
 
    I couldn’t help but huff a laugh when Hel sputtered with a lack of anything intelligent to fire back with in the face of her normally meeker sister’s bold audacity. 
 
    Dag’s stalwart inner confidence still seemed to be shining through, and pride swelled in my chest as I looped an arm around her waist and tugged her close while we waited for whatever consequences were about to be imparted on us. 
 
    The strange rune that alerted me to the entrance of the supposed vault suddenly glowed again, and Sashti and I glanced at it at the same time. 
 
    “How…” she said slowly, and I turned to her with a questioning look. 
 
    Just like Helera, the pale priestess had such an intensity about her, but instead of glaring grudgingly at us like Hel was, Sashti’s expression held no judgment or even suspicion. 
 
    “Sash?” Hel finally noticed what had the pale woman’s attention so riveted. “What are you looking at?” 
 
    “The rune,” I said when she squinted in our direction. “Can you really not see it? It’s glowing right above the door to the vault. Which, if you’re worried I was suddenly going to steal something, don’t be. There’s nothing in there worth stealing.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of all of this?” Drindessa Bahna’Faar thundered and then floated down on an invisible cloud of levitation magick.  
 
    The changeling, Zephyr, was right behind her. Large bags shadowed his orcish eyes like he’d just woken up from a deep sleep, but other than that he looked no more worse for the wear than anybody else. 
 
    “Someone triggered a pretty important vault,” Helera explained. “Where’s Mother?” 
 
    “She is on her way, but she said she needed to get something first,” the Madame replied as she eyed Dagwyn and me with a curious glint in her gaze. “Who triggered the vault? Sashti?” 
 
    “No, we were nowhere near here, but she knew something was off, and that’s why I had time to summon the guards before the alarm went off,” Hel said. “We both thought it was Daria, one of her clones, or something equally fucked up.” 
 
    “Why would you think it was Daria?” I asked with a snort. “That just seems like a really illogical leap.” 
 
    “Not if you consider that only those with Ozin-Na blood can trigger entrances like these,” Drindessa said as the glint in her gaze turned even sharper. 
 
    “But only Dag and I…” I trailed off as the motor in my brain responsible for making sense of rational things completely seized. “Nope. I got nothing. What are you all saying exactly?” 
 
    Sashti gestured to Helera and Dessa with her hand language, and my pulse quickened when they both darted equally alarmed looks of fear and confusion in my direction. 
 
    “She’s saying you and she can both see the bloodmark,” Madame Dessa said with a frown. “But… maybe my translation is off because that’s impossible.” 
 
    “No,” Helera said with a strange tone to her voice. “That’s what I’m getting, too, so I’m going to ask you this once, Fynn. Can you see the mark over that door?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with an eye roll. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Only Dagwyn and I were in there. No psychotic undead Matron Mothers. Truuuust me.” 
 
    “Can you see the mark?” Dessa asked Dagwyn. 
 
    “Of course, I can’t!” she snapped back. “I didn’t even know that room existed until Fynn… um. Pointed it out.” 
 
    Dag fought to suppress her flush, and I smiled at her due to her last-minute discretion of “pointed out” instead of saying, “until Fynn kicked open the door, threw me inside, and fucked me through the mattress several times.” 
 
    “Why is this such a big deal?” I sighed out, and I pinched the arch between my eyebrows where a headache was starting to brew with all of the circular talk being had. 
 
    “Only the heirs with the same blood as the marks can see and access where secret chambers have been concealed,” Helera said, and I could tell this was another one of those gaps in my knowledge by the way she seemed to be explaining this solely for my benefit. “Hidden rooms like the one you found are often called vaults because of how absolute they are as far as access. Only a blood heir can unlock a vault, but Daria set a trap on her bloodmarks which would cause an alarm to go off when either one of her children broke in, or one of her treasured possessions was compromised in some way.” 
 
    “There’s definitely more dust than there are possessions in there,” I said. “And Daria didn’t strike me as the type to keep anything for sentimental value, much less busted junk.” 
 
    Sashti waved her hands again in frustration, and by the way she slashed and jabbed, I could tell she’d probably been trying to get our attention for a while. 
 
    “Sorry, Sash,” Hel said when she focused on what the pale woman was saying in hand’lang. “Slow down, it’s been a while for me.” 
 
    “What is that one she keeps making?” Drindessa asked and attempted to copy the gesture by tapping her first two fingers on each hand against each other. 
 
    “Um… I’m trying to remember-- slow down, already!” Helera snapped at Sashti, who kept alternating between the one Dessa did and another one that apparently just kept frustrating Hel. “I don’t know what that one means!” 
 
    “Norrin,” piped up a clear and tiny voice sweeter than a crystal bell. “Dat one means Norrin.” 
 
    All of us turned to my left, where the Matron Mother had just exited the main levi-shaft with a sleepy Esodri perched on her hip. 
 
    “Say that again, doveling,” Sevahtra said as she walked closer to all of us gathered at the base of the celestial calendar. 
 
    Esodri tore her enraptured gaze away from the giant blown glass planets and star bodies overhead and thought for a moment. Then she took one small finger, traced a circle in the air, and finished it up by pinching her chin in the same way Sashti had on numerous occasions by now. 
 
    “Dat means Norrin,” she explained, and Sashti nodded as she grinned at her daughter with obvious pride and signed the same thing-- a circle with a chin pinch. 
 
    “And this means wizard,” Helera said as she tapped her two pairs of fingers together. “I remember now.” 
 
    Sashti nodded again and stretched her cracked and healing lips into a smile when Essie started to laugh and clap her hands. 
 
    Sevahtra then handed the youngling over to her mother. 
 
    “Hi, momma!” Esodri giggled as she settled in Sashti’s lap. 
 
    “Hi… baby,” the other woman forced out through her poor tattered lips. It was obvious the tiny little phrase cost her, but she wanted to say it with perfect clarity just to see Essie grin like that. 
 
    “You spoke, momma!” Essie clapped her hands again. “Very good!” 
 
    Sashti chuckled and cuddled her daughter close, but while they cuddled, the pale woman signed something to Hel that had the gesture I recognized as “Norrin” multiple times. 
 
    “She keeps talking about how before she woke up, she could feel something was wrong with the leftover magick Daria left behind,” Hel explained. “That’s how she knew about Fynn, I bet.” 
 
    “But Fynn and I had been in there a lot longer than, um…” Dagwyn suddenly trailed off with a deep flush. “That doesn’t make sense. Timing-wise.” 
 
    “I figured as much as well,” Sevahtra finally joined in and pulled out a jagged-looking chunk of wood that had a round stone mounted at the top. The stone was a crystal that seemed to have a crack in the middle of it. Without the crack, however, I imagined it would probably be glowing with white light if it was undamaged. 
 
    “Nodrin’s wand?” Helera questioned, but Dagwyn and I immediately locked eyes when we knew where we’d recognized the familiar thing. 
 
    “I managed to find it when I went back to our former Tower home in search of anything usable from the wreckage,” Sevahtra said as she gazed at her former consort’s wand. “It was badly damaged during the battle with Ozin-Na, but I kept it regardless. And then, just before the alarm went off, I felt Nodrin’s wand flare brightly, so I pulled it out and watched it before the damage proved too great, and it broke.” 
 
    “There’s a similar stone thing like that in the vault,” I said. “It’s on top of a long pole or staff. I wasn’t really paying attention at the time.” 
 
    I frowned when I realized the whole shadeless floor lamp was a bit out of place in this world of drow, so the strange otherworldly item I’d mistaken for another random piece of junk was actually kind of a big deal. 
 
    “I think Daria was keeping a wizard’s staff held hostage in there,” Dagwyn chimed in. “I didn’t notice it, either, but it did something similar to what you describe, Mother. Just before the sirens, the light flared and then went out before coming back on again.” 
 
    “So, maybe it wasn’t a Someone who triggered the vault, but a Something after all,” Helera said. “The staff.” 
 
    “Norrin,” Sashti’s hands said, and she nodded like this explained everything. 
 
    “So, if Norrin’s wizard staff is the one inside, that would make sense given how Daria liked to control people.” Drindessa picked up the thread and attempted to make sense of the mystery. “Whatever event caused the wizardlight to do such a thing means there is a wizard nearby who is in trouble. Having something as valuable as a wizard’s staff makes this vault the most priceless one of the lot. No wonder the alarm went off, not just for Sashti and Essie, but for the whole damn place as well.” 
 
    “Why would a Matron Mother want a wizard’s staff, anyway?” Dagwyn threw out. “To control one measly wizard seems like it’s a lot more trouble than it’s worth.” 
 
    Having met Norrin when he tried to ambush all of us at the Nils Dorei, I was inclined to agree. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “There’s been talk around the Thoroughfare about how some Matron Mothers in the Uppards are experimenting with different methods to channel their magicks,” Drindessa said with a dark scowl to her face. 
 
    “But that’s-- can priestess magick even do that?” Hel asked as she exchanged a look with Sashti. 
 
    “Any other traditionalists like myself would say ‘no,’ but there are still people who try,” Dessa answered. 
 
    “What’s the issue?” I asked and gave a small awkward wave in order to butt in again. “Still new around these parts, remember? Why can’t priestesses use a staff or wands for that matter?” 
 
    “The power of priestess magick is too wyld for any such instrument to withstand,” Dessa said, but luckily I had Helera around to elaborate. 
 
    And she didn’t disappoint. 
 
    “It’s like lightning passing through a toothpick, basically,” she illustrated for me. 
 
    “Ah,” I said as the mental picture did more than any cultural or scientific explanation ever could. 
 
    “Our power is too raw for most physical mediums to channel it properly without being destroyed in the process, but it doesn’t stop some priestesses from trying to craft one,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “Why, though?” I asked. “Does it make a difference?” 
 
    “The difference lies in the ease of control,” Mother continued. “Let’s use Helera’s lightning example and apply it not to a toothpick, but to something that could withstand the impact of the power bolting through it. Then you would have been able to harness and direct that lightning at will into a super concentrated dose. It would be quite deadly, no?” 
 
    “Still doesn’t explain how Fynn and Dag were able to get inside the vault in the first place,” Helera pointed out, and we all lapsed into a slightly uneasy silence in which most of the eyes were pinned on me with varying degrees of curiosity. 
 
    “You said the cause of the light spazzing out was due to there being a wizard close by who is in bad shape,” I said in an attempt to get the conversation back on track and away from my apparent weirdness. “How far is ‘close by,’ and what exactly is ‘bad shape?’” 
 
    “I might be able to help with this one.” It seemed Zephyr had finally shaken off the last of his malaise enough to contribute, and when I looked into his face, he appeared less exhausted overall. “I am pretty good at seeking out powerful vessels, being a changeling and all, and if there really is an ailing wizard nearby, I’ll be able to sniff him out.” 
 
    “Is this something that really concerns us?” Dessa asked the other Matron Mother in a way that sounded like she was addressing more formal Decision Making matters between matriarchs sharing the same House instead of just putting forth her opinion for opinion’s sake. 
 
    Sevahtra looked down at the dark wand in her hand as she seemed to weigh up a list of pros and cons right before our eyes. Whatever had her torn down the middle eventually tipped the scales, and when she spoke next, it was obvious she had made up her mind. 
 
    “When the raid was over, all Belia Ozin-Na said about Nodrin was that she figured he could still fetch a decent price were he to be sold as chattel,” Mother began as she turned the dead wand over and over in her hands. 
 
    “But who would go for a wizard past their prime when a younger wizard would fetch an even higher price?” Dessa countered, but not in a combative way. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the other agreed with a sage nod. “I thought it was just another added cruelty on top of the nearly absolute devastation already wrought upon me and my House, so that little sleight almost went unnoticed. But now…” 
 
    “It is eating you alive not to know for sure, isn’t it, sweetness?” The Matron Mother’s sister-in-arms came over and patted the hands still clutching onto the wand. 
 
    “It really is,” she whispered. 
 
    “Very well.” Dessa nodded like this was all she needed from the other Matron Mother, and then she gestured for the changeling to come over. “Zephyr will be able to find your beloved if he is close by.” 
 
    “Can you really ping someone who could possibly be all the way in the Thoroughfare or beyond from here?” Sevahtra asked the changeling with a suspicious glare. 
 
    Drindessa immediately came to his defense like the dark fae was her own Son. “I’ve known Zephyr for aeons! There is no greater hunter or spy in both our Houses combined, you can bet gold on it.” 
 
    “Relax, Drindy, I have no interest in scrapping with you, but don’t think I won’t put you through the wall,” the Matron Mother said. “After all, your pet did only say he ‘thought’ it was possible. Not that it was.” 
 
    “You are correct, Matron Mother,” Zephyr finally spoke up on his own behalf. “It is possible for me to reach the Thoroughfare from the Tower, so if the wizard Nodrin really is still alive, and he is still close to the inside of the perimeter, I should be able to Seek him out.” 
 
    “If there is a chance Nodrin is still alive, I must know,” Sevahtra stated placidly, but the intensity in her dark red eyes told the true story of what the stoic Mother was feeling. 
 
    “Do it, Zephyr, my love,” Dessa coaxed, and the changeling closed his eyes so he could concentrate. 
 
    “And you have a personal item of his?” One of Zeph’s eyes peeled open, and Sevahtra handed him the piece of wand. 
 
    When he got hold of the wand, it didn’t seem to take long for the changeling to find out what he was searching for because his eyes flew wide open, and he gasped. 
 
    “Shit,” he said as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    “What?” nearly all of us shouted. 
 
    “Your wizard?” he started as he handed back the dark wand. “He seems to be located here in the Tower. Station Twenty-Eight, to be exact.” 
 
    We all glanced at the floor when he said this as if we could physically see down to the Tower level below. 
 
    Nodrin the wizard, and Sevahtra’s consort, was still alive, and he was apparently just below our very feet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “So, Nodrin really is still alive,” the Matron Mother breathed after the changeling’s announcement, but there was still a part of her that seemed resistant to the truth. 
 
    “I guess Belia was being honest about her Mother selling him off,” Hel said with a thoughtful expression. “What an odd risk to take after decimating someone’s House. The fact Nodrin hasn’t broken free yet to go put a rally request in with the Matron Council proves how he must be compromised quite dearly.” 
 
    “Either that, or he’s traded loyalties,” Dagwyn posited with a casual shrug. 
 
    “Do you really think Nodrin would submit to any other house aside from Claden’Du?” Hel asked in defense of her missing elder. 
 
    “Not unless he thinks all of us are dead, which may very well be the case,” Dag reminded her twinborn. 
 
    “Dagwyn is right,” Sevahtra said, and she stowed the broken wand away down the front of her robes. “There would be no love lost between him and everything Ozin-Na. And if I know va-akor-- my beloved-- like I know I do, he will use up his last breath and every resource to be the one to kill Daria, even if it meant allying himself with another enemy House. However, I do know he would not involve the Council until much later when he was sure they wouldn’t interfere with his quest for revenge.” 
 
    My mind started to pore over the details, and maybe it was the cause of the really good night I’d just had, but I could see the beginnings of a plan start to come together in my mind like puzzle pieces falling together with ease. 
 
    “Mother?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, va-ulsen?” she replied. 
 
    “Why would Daria even risk it, like Helera said?” I circled back to the thread of the matter at hand before I gave any credence to the ideas forming in my brain almost faster than I could keep up with. 
 
    The Matron Mother gave me a shrewd look like she knew what I was doing, but before she started in on her own questions no doubt building behind her maroon-colored eyes, she held back and played along. 
 
    “Money, mostly,” she said. “Especially since we are now in the time of Kels’Rin-Kai. On the fourth day of the eight-day celebration, there is a tournament held that honors Drogu-ani’s rin-kai called The Maze.” 
 
    “Oooh, Maze story!” Esodri giggled, and then the little girl settled back against her mom like she was going to listen to a bedtime story. 
 
    “What’s the Maze story?” I asked for her benefit as well as mine. 
 
    But mostly for mine. 
 
    “After p’incess Anissanti told the Light King he was bad for kissing everyone at their wedding party, he tried to make up contests with her,” Esodri rattled off. “He say if she yose the contests, she must do as he say, but if she wins, then she can pick the next game, and on and on until the yast day when she tricked him the bestest!” 
 
    “That’s right, little sugarbell,” Helera said with a fond smile that matched pretty much everyone who was subjected to the girl’s adorable retelling in pidgin child speak. “After the wedding banquet, and the infidelitous events that transpired, Anissanti put Luxcernas on ice when it came to their consummation-- er, hugging and kissing.” 
 
    The last part was amended for Essie, and with a satisfied sigh, she snuggled back against her mother’s chest again, popped her thumb in her mouth, and settled in to listen as she twirled one of Sashti’s platinum locks around her fingers. 
 
    “Indeed,” Drindessa said in her melodious voice, and Helera gave the older woman a grateful smile for taking over. “Princess Anissanti did not want her previous treachery to be known, so she needed a way to stall her King without making him suspicious. So, she gave her love the chance to win back her affections before she did something drastic like annihilate herself.” 
 
    “Good goddess, that is drastic,” I commented. “Was that really going to be her endgame if she couldn’t figure a way out of her marriage?” 
 
    “If it came to it, then yes,” Drindessa said with a grave nod. “But of course, our clever goddess had several tricks up her sleeves, she just needed the time to put some of her plans of escape into action. So, to keep Luxcernas busy and at arm’s length at the same time, Anissanti kept up her rin-kai and strung her husband along by a tassel, until she had crafted a tricky web for him to fall into to keep him occupied.” 
 
    “Hee-hee!” Essie giggled around her thumb when Madame Dessa made a spider shape with her hands. 
 
    “The trick?” the buxom woman went on in her rich storytelling voice. “How funny would it be for her silly husband to chase his tail trying to engineer the most wondrous feats of invention just to prove he was worthy? So, on the second day after the wedding, she planted ideas in his head about how to curry her favor. Eventually, her manipulations led him to try and appeal to Anissanti’s inherent darkness by covering his great moon eye so she may walk the surface without light during the night, but this only made it so Anissanti could run away. When he caught her again, he placed her in a gilded cage without a door.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” Essie asked, and she was dutifully wide-eyed even though she’d probably heard this story a thousand times before. 
 
    “Well, she needed to bust out of her cage, didn’t she?” Helera said before she reached down to tickle the little girl on her round tummy until she shrieked and laughed. 
 
    “But she can’t!” Essie said through her giggles. “The cage is too strong.” 
 
    “Exactly, so what is our princess to do?” Drindessa asked. “She made a wager with her husband and said any old animal could be trapped in a cage, but the truly intelligent beings like her could escape if they really wanted to. He called her bluff, and she bet him that if he was willing to make the cage unlockable, she would be able to find his key through logic and intelligence alone. And if she couldn’t, she would concede defeat and be fully his that very night.” 
 
    “Zara-Kai,” I said as the words came to me out of thin air. “The Third Deception.” 
 
    I wondered again where all these phantom bits of drow culture were coming from, but that was a question for another time.  
 
    “Too right,” the Madame continued with a nod of approval. “Her cleverness with getting her husband to craft a door to her prison was the only thing Anissanti needed to engineer her way out, and the next day Luxcernas was so angry he wagered that he’d like to see how she’d do if she was plopped down in the center of a labyrinth of his own making. She stated as long as there was an exit to the maze, she would find it.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Essie hooted like she’d just heard the princess actually talk back to the arrogant Luxcernas. “She gon’ get in troubleeee.” 
 
    “Trouble was on the horizon indeed for our princess,” Dessa said as she built up to the climax of her tale. “Luxcernas did not like being challenged regardless of how beautiful Anissanti was, and to teach her a lesson, he blinded her with bright light after he left her in the center of the large labyrinth.” 
 
    “But that didn’t stop her,” Helera added when Essie inhaled sharply like she was hearing this all for the first time. 
 
    “No, because Anissanti was of the Darkness, and because she was friends with the moles, insects, and earthworms that lived under the ground in the Middle Plane, she knew how to rely on her other senses to navigate the various pitfalls at first,” the Madame went on. “And when the maze grew too treacherous for her to rely on her senses alone?” 
 
    “She asked her ‘pider fwends!” Esodri mumbled around her thumb. 
 
    “That’s right,” the older woman said with a doting smile, and if it wasn’t clear by now the little girl had Drindessa wrapped around her finger, then the soft look in the dominatrix’s eyes would have been all the proof one needed. “She told the spiders who were shunned by their kin in both dark and light realms that there would always be a home for them in the Middle Planes with her if they helped her out of her prison.” 
 
    “And the spiders guided her and kept her safe by their whispers, their wisdom, and their webs,” Dagwyn and Esodri chorused at the same time in a way that was obviously by rote the way bedtime stories for children usually were, and the little girl clapped and cheered. 
 
    “Luxcernas never knew how she got out?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Nope,” Hel said. “It made him hopping mad, too.” 
 
    “Hopping mad,” Essie agreed. 
 
    “And so,” Drindessa concluded. “The Qorin-Kai, or Fourth Deception-- which is now in two days’ time-- is a time in which Drogu-ani’s children celebrate her cleverness by participating in the annual event called the Blind Maze.” 
 
    “The Houses that choose to enter in the labyrinth challenge train their Champions to compete for a chance of glory, status, and honor,” Sevahtra explained. “Some houses even team up in order to split the prize of gold and all the chattel that comes with it. I’ve never really been interested in having Claden’Du participate, so we were only ever there in attendance, but I remember how much the Matron Mother of the Twenty-Eighth station relishes Qorin-Kai. Elvy Kun-Valdar tries to win every year with her Champions, so it would stand to reason she would pay good coin for a wizard to run through the Blind Maze.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked as my blood quickened with excitement. 
 
    “Because beings with more magick have a greater chance at getting through a labyrinth after a light blindness spell has been cast upon them,” she said, and I could tell the same thing was starting to dawn on her as it was on me. 
 
    “You’re thinking maybe Elvy Kun-Valdar might actually part with her prized wizard in the races, so to speak?” Dagwyn asked as she caught on to the plan that was starting to take form like a landmass through the mist. “If that’s what she purchased Nodrin for, it might be hard to come up with her no doubt high asking price. In case you didn’t realize, Daria’s coffers are all but wiped out, and the Claden’Du vaults are still inaccessible. There’s not even evidence of the coin Daria got from supposedly selling Nodrin to Kun-Valdar in the first place.” 
 
    “The lucky thing for us, we won’t need to buy Nodrin at all,” I said with a mischievous grin. “We just need to trade Kun-Valdar for something that will benefit them even more. Me.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Drindessa said as she frowned at me. 
 
    “Same,” Helera deadpanned. 
 
    “Let me demonstrate, then,” I said and turned to Sevahtra, who was waiting expectantly with a faint smirk. “Mother? Will you get the light?” 
 
    “Certainly, va-ulsen,” she said, and then with a flashbang similar to one of mine, she cast a blinding light spell like I had hoped she would. 
 
    At least three sets of voices attempted to swallow the sounds of their sudden shock and surprise at having their natural drow sight obliterated by the quantity of light filling the main atrium. 
 
    Just like I’d predicted, when I moved my eyepatch from my Dark Eye over to my regularly sighted eye, I could still see due to the fact my Dark Eye had a knack for tolerating bright lights, even including actual sunlight, so the spell that Sevahtra cast couldn’t hold a candle in comparison to what I was used to. 
 
    Everyone else including the Matron Mother, however, was completely blind as long as the intense ball of light remained hovering in the center of atrium, and as I looked around for harmless things to steal off the others to prove my point later, I was glad little Esodri had fallen back asleep against her mother probably after there was no more story to be told, which was fortunate. 
 
    I would have hated to have subjected her to any more distress than she’d already been through for the past… all her life. 
 
    When Mother finally ended the spell a moment later, I waited for all of them to blink back into visual awareness, and as their spots cleared, I held up each of the prizes I’d stealthily picked from everyone. 
 
    “Now do you guys see?” I jested punnily as I tossed back the various combs, bobbins, and pieces of jewelry to their rightful owners. “It doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “Ho-lee-shit,” Helera dragged out as she caught the spyglass I’d stolen from her with one hand. Then she shifted her gaze from me to Mother and back again like she couldn’t comprehend what was going on because it was possibly just crazy enough to work. “You’re thinking of forming an alliance with Kun-Valdar for Qorin-Kai?” 
 
    “On the stipulation we get Nodrin back and get to split the winnings, of course,” I said. “Once we show Kun-Valdar how I Basically Cannot Lose at the Blind Maze, if she’s that hardcore about Qorin-Kai like you say, then she can’t say no.” 
 
    “Drogu’s tits, that could actually work,” Dagwyn said after a beat of silence followed my words. 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for?” I asked. “Let’s call her up and invite her to lunch or something.” 
 
    “There is just one small detail I think we’ve all overlooked,” Mother said, and I could feel the wind leaving my sails. “Elvy had dealings with Daria Ozin-Na, not Sevahtra Claden’Du. She will be suspicious from the start if you request a meeting with her despite Claden’Du’s lack of interest in the competition in the past. It would be a lot easier to keep up the pretense as Ozin-Na, but a glamour will not suffice, and my body-morphing potion takes a fortnight to brew.” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    That right there was the proverbial axe to my plan. 
 
    If I knew anything about anything, I knew drow Matron Mothers were paranoid as fuck, and if we didn’t have a plausible excuse to want to suddenly join her ranks, take her wizard, and share her winnings, then my being able to see through the light blindness was a moot point. 
 
    The easiest workaround really was to keep up the Ozin-Na charade, but with no potion, there was no way to physically pretend to be Daria unless-- 
 
    Zephyr yawned hugely at that moment and caught my eye. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Holy fuck, waaaait. 
 
    “Changelings can inhabit any soulless body, right?” I blurted seemingly out of the blue, and the being in question blinked at me in confusion. 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t just go jumping into any old vessel pell-mell,” he explained. 
 
    “Right, because you told me it has to be strong enough to hold your ether,” I hurried before I lost the plot. “Would a soulless clone body of Ozin-Na’s Matron Mother be a worthy vessel?” 
 
    “Theoretically, yes, it would work,” Zeph snorted. “Shall I just pop down to the Matron Mother shop to try one on, or do you happen to have a room stacked with random soulless Daria bodies lying around?” 
 
    “Actually…” Dagwyn said after Zephyr had got done snickering at his own joke. 
 
    “Wait… are you serious?” the changeling yelped and whipped his head around to his mistress. “Seriously, serious?” 
 
    “Tighten up that ass, Zephy,” Drindessa said with a growing smirk. “You are going to have to squeeze into something a little more form fitting.” 
 
    A frenzy of talking started up just then as the females all tried to hash out any and all contingencies for this plan to work, and Zephyr and I were basically just swept along with the tide as the finer details were discussed amongst the others. 
 
    After all of us, sans Sashti and Essie, adjourned to a small room that looked like a place where a lot of strategies were plotted and executed, it was almost morning, and my plan was pretty ironclad in its design. 
 
    If we could get Zephyr to temporarily “change” into one of the Darias from the mirror chamber, then it would solve our plausibility issue, and we could request an audience with Elvy Kun-Valdar. Since she’d already had dealings with Ozin-Na in the past, she was less likely to refuse or make excuses should she become suspicious of our agenda. The goal ultimately was to retrieve Nodrin, and we needed everything to fall into place so Kun-Valdar would see that relinquishing the old wizard for a shiny young male impervious to lightblindness was to her advantage almost exclusively. 
 
    The trickiest part that needed to be figured out was how I would be able to actually come back to Claden’Du after everything was said and done. 
 
    “Wait, did I miss the part about how we get Fynn back from Kun-Valdar after we trade him?” Dagwyn finally asked the question I’d been chewing over myself since the start.  
 
    This really was the one problem in my Glorious Plan, but what plan didn’t have a snag? 
 
    The important thing was, I knew there had to be a workaround like the last time I’d played the deadly game of infiltrating another House, and I was right. 
 
    It was a surprisingly elegant solution, and the Matron Mother grinned and patted her daughter on the head. 
 
    “If I know one thing about Elvy Kun-Valdar, it is that she enjoys playing power games by pitting people against each other until she can determine who she can throw her lot in with like the parasite that she is,” Sevahtra said. “If I can make her believe the rivalry between Ozin-Na and Claden’Du is alive and as hate-fueled as ever, then she won’t even think twice about ‘making a deal’ with me to take possession of Fynn if she thinks she’s helping me one-up Daria.” 
 
    “That is the genius of it all,” Drindessa acknowledged with a sage nod. “She’s always fancied herself as smart as Drogu-ani Herself and thinks she can craft these elaborate manipulative schemes when she normally just gets tangled in her own inept web.” 
 
    When we had all the pieces theoretically in place, we just needed to actually get down to the logistics part. 
 
    Mainly, the Daria corpse left in the mirror chamber with the demon possessed bio-arm egg harvester. 
 
    Logistic Number One. 
 
    And since Qorin-Kai was now only two full days away, Zephyr and I decided not to waste a second and figured it would be best to head to the mirror chamber right away. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Drindessa declared as she stood up from her place at the strategy table where she’d been poring over the Blind Maze rules for anything that would disqualify me from winning if it was discovered I was immune to the spell. 
 
    “Mistress…” Zephyr said. “I cannot protect you and manifest a Change at the same time.” 
 
    “And Fynn cannot levitate your orc-elf ass out of the chamber by himself as well as fight any of the clones that were left unattended,” she said primly and marched toward the door. 
 
    “Um… but, Mistress…” he started. 
 
    “Don’t argue, Zeph,” she snapped. “I will not be persuaded otherwise.” 
 
    “Not going to, but maybe a change of wardrobe is in order for all of us?” he suggested, and we all looked down at our various states of dress and for some of us like Dag and I… undress. 
 
    “You might have a point, my love,” Drindessa said. 
 
    With a promise to quickly change and meet up at the entrance to the lower dungeon level, we all went to our separate quarters to get ready for what was probably going to be a battle against a horde of Daria zombies. 
 
    The thought of facing those cruel dead eyes by the dozens made something cold and slimy curl around the base of my spine, and as I headed soberly to the large levi-shaft heading to the dungeons, I tried to will away the phantom tingle I could feel in my shoulder blade scar. 
 
    “Hey, Light Boy.” Dagwyn’s voice broke me out of my anxious thoughts, and I whirled around in surprise. 
 
    The warrior female was dressed to kill-- literally-- with her armored corset cinched tight, dual braids done up tight, and a wicked-looking scimitar strapped to her back. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “You didn’t think we’d let just you and the Big Guy have all the fun, did you?” Helera responded by walking out of the shadows dressed in her own battle garb. 
 
    Even Sashti walked out from behind her, and although she still looked like she could use several more sleep cycles, she was dressed and determined with her own bow and a quiver full of arrows. 
 
    “Seems as if quite a few people missed their chance on taking out some of their rage against Daria, and I would be lying if I wasn’t one of them as well,” Sevahtra declared after she was the last one to materialize dramatically like she was wont to do. 
 
    “Well,” I said as I scanned all of the people who’d shown up to help me put this plan into action, and something in my chest released. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The large iron ring of the Holding Portal was currently being lowered over the mirror just like the first time Dagwyn and I entered the strange chamber between planes. 
 
    When all six of us had finally trekked our way through the bowels of the dungeon level, through the labyrinth, and then into the inner chamber where the enchanted mirror was located, a brief argument broke out between Hel, Dessa, and Mother all on the attributes, properties, and rules about magicked spaces, and how the time breakdown should and shouldn’t work. 
 
    It was all a bit over my head. 
 
    Actually, a lot over my head, and when I turned to ask Dagwyn and Zephyr about the issue currently at large, they told me it had something to do with figuring out how not to accidentally fling us years into the future like Sashti was. 
 
    So, even though I really wanted to get this show on the road, I didn’t mind waiting for the three geniuses in the room to do a few more last-minute calculations when it came to the trippy time effect. 
 
    Soon, everyone was in agreement that the portal’s energy was calibrated correctly to allow real time to transpire in both planes, and as we all stepped up on the edge of the portal swirling with its liquid silver, I regarded each and every one of my companions with a nod of respect. 
 
    “Fair warning, the last time I was there, I might have made the clone harvesting arm machine a little angry,” I warned. 
 
    Sashti signed something to Helera, who waited a moment before translating. “She apologizes for turning it on in the first place in order to try and deter you before.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said. “I don’t blame her for it. She had no idea what had happened out here.” 
 
    “There’s also no way of telling how much time has truly passed inside there after Sashti broke her spell,” Helera said. “So, it could have been minutes since you left. Or…” 
 
    The, “it could have been aeons” part was implied, but it gave me an eerie feeling, and right before we all readied ourselves to take the plunge, I couldn’t help but feel grateful yet again for all the people who were willing to enter this fresh hell with me. 
 
    And a fresh fucking hell it was, too. 
 
    From the instant I broke through the mirror’s strange liquefied glass, it was clear the odd ovular chamber with the rows of Daria clones was vastly different from the place I’d left last time. 
 
    For one, the space itself was practically destroyed by not just the rust and corrosion of time, but also by what was clearly violent rage. 
 
    There was no way the passage of time tore down the elevated walkway that used to be right above the central pillar running through the clone chamber. 
 
    And as for the clones? 
 
    Weeeeell… they were looking a liiiittle different. 
 
    “IIIImpooooosterrrr!” an absolutely jacked Daria roared from one of the fallen pieces of walkway that stuck up like a strange jagged peak. 
 
    Oh, and they had apparently evolved from guttural growls to actual language. 
 
    Splendid. 
 
    “Fucking Endless Hells,” Dagwyn groaned as she materialized next while the others followed closely behind. “I guess things have changed since we’ve been gone.” 
 
    “IIIImmmpoooosteeerrr!” the muscled drow female clothed in nothing but scraps of cloth and mosses roared again from her perch, and this time, she was answered by the sounds of other snarls and roars ringing out from the hidden corridors within. 
 
    “You want me to take possession of one of those?” Zephyr asked as he watched the Daria abomination leap down to the ground in front of us. 
 
    “One a lot less ripped than this one,” I said as I pulled my new set of dual daggers out of my back scabbards. “But ideally, yes.” 
 
    “Ruuuaaaggghh!” Miss Large screamed at us until her neck veins looked like they were about to rupture, and then she charged for our group as more of her Daria friends started to make their way out of the chamber’s depths.  
 
    Then the battle royale was on. 
 
    “Diiiiiiieeee!” Drindessa screeched like a banshee and fired off twin jets of hot-pink lightning directly at the buff clone, and she went flying back into a group of three other clones just as big as her, if not larger. 
 
    “Are all of them this huge?” Helera shouted as she teamed up with Sashti in order to take out another two that were trying to either grab or strangle them with their outstretched arms and grasping fingers. 
 
    “I sure hope not,” Zephyr grumbled before he swung his large double-sided axe at two Daria clones rushing at us. 
 
    One was knocked aside, but the second Daria managed to dodge the changeling, so I intercepted by delivering a slash straight across her torso with both blades wielded in the same direction, and then back across the other way. 
 
    “Raaaa--!” The rest of the clone’s scream was cut off as her intestines spilled across the floor. 
 
    “They seem to be a lot more…” I stabbed through the throat of another clone who wanted to try and smash Dagwyn with a large upraised stone, but the clone just dropped the crude weapon down on her own foot and didn’t even react. “Stupid?” 
 
    “That’s what time has done to the soulless immortal,” Sevahtra said as she hovered a few inches over the ground while her eyes glowed their supernatural red. “They have lived so long with nothing but survival motivating them, so they have only learned savagery.” 
 
    “Sashti says they must be this way from exposure to the dark relic that powered the harvester!” Helera shouted as the pale woman let her arrows fly two at a time. “She says if there are any pods left, they would be closest to the relic.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Sevahtra said, and her eyes snapped back to their regular color. “I Sensed there is a smaller chamber located somewhere on this level, but hidden. Inside are the only untouched pods Zephyr will be able to use.” 
 
    “Onward!” Drindessa screamed, and she violently zapped as many clones as she could as our brigade forced its way into the tunnels. “Leave none alive!” 
 
    Her edict vibrated the air around us, and whether it was magic or just the heat of the battle, something about the charge ignited my blood and seemed to cause the air to crackle with electricity. 
 
    Suddenly, my sight sharpened, and it seemed as if my strikes grew more accurate with every slash and slice. 
 
    Bloodlust howled within me and made my marrow rattle inside my bones, and I almost relished in the fact that one of the clones refused to go down at first, just so I had the excuse to bash its face in with the hilt of one of my daggers until I was sure it would never get up or stare at me with its dead eyes ever again. 
 
    When the streak of uncontrollable rage had passed, I glanced around the antechamber I found myself in a little sheepishly to see if anyone saw me utterly lose control like that. What I found instead were several other instances in which the others were happily taking out their own grief and rage on the multitude of Darias that just kept coming. 
 
    “I found it!” Zephyr shouted out from the far end of the antechamber, and he raced down the corridor that curved sharply off to the right somewhere. 
 
    “Cover him!” Sevahtra thundered while she swirled a large sphere of dense black magick between her palms as if she was a potter at the wheel. “I’ll hold them off!” 
 
    Dagwyn and I were the last to race past the Matron Mother on our way after Zephyr, and when we did, she finally released the darkness spell that plunged the antechamber into a black void. 
 
    I knew it was just a temporary roadblock, so I hoped whatever Zephyr needed to do to Change into his new meat suit would be quick. 
 
    “Woah,” I said as I rounded the last corner and saw Sashti’s hair flying around, and then I stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    A large and somewhat bulbous boulder that looked like it was in the process of melting an agonizingly slow death pulsed with a sickly blue-white I recognized as the same light from the conspicuously absent harvester arm. 
 
    This must be the relic room, and in case I needed any more clues, there were five ovular glass caskets with peacefully sleeping females still suspended inside and clustered around the dying crystal. 
 
    Surprisingly, though, only one of the caskets was actually Daria. 
 
    “Oh!” Sashti gasped when she saw that to the right of the Daria clone was a pod with her very own likeness inside.  
 
    And to Daria’s left was Belia, the Second Daughter I’d impersonated, and after her were two other females who must have been Sashti’s other sisters in succession. All of them were sitting there as pristine as could be and were not overly muscled with time and savagery. 
 
    The only strange thing was the obvious fact that the cruel Ozin-Na Matron made copies of her closest children in a move that seemed utterly lacking in benefit or strategy. 
 
    Fucking weird.  
 
    “Why would Daria clone her daughters if she had innumerable clones of herself?” Dagwyn asked the very question I was ruminating over. 
 
    I shrugged. There didn’t seem to be any answer that made sense other than maybe sentiment? 
 
    “Ugh, that was weird.” A very naked Zephyr-Daria suddenly stood up from where the soulless body had been laying prone next to the body of the large orc-elf. “I never want to experience that again.” 
 
    “What’s it like?” Helera asked in curiosity, and she pulled out some basic clothes for the exposed changeling from her knapsack. 
 
    “Like seeing the steam rise up from a hot bath, and then when you get inside, you discover the water is ice cold,” Zephyr said in Daria’s cold, polished tones, and it was creepy to hear. 
 
    The only thing that kept me from pulling my blade on my friend inside the clone’s body was the fact Zephyr’s unmistakable fire opal eyes were definitely there and shining out from Daria’s dark face. 
 
    “Well, you look pretty hideous,” I said. 
 
    “I feel hideous,” he groaned as he finished tying the robe around him. “Now, let’s get the fuck out of here, but don’t forget my beautiful body. I’m definitely going to want it back.” 
 
    “Got it,” Drindessa said as she levitated the limp orc-elf off the ground and had it float upright beside her as if it was on a leash. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Our group ran back out toward the mouth of the chamber where Sevahtra was still holding her darkness and confusion spell. 
 
    “Prepare yourselves!” she warned, and in the next second, the spell ended. 
 
    My body tensed, and I held my daggers at the ready in anticipation, but when the clones noticed us, and more specifically Zephyr-Daria, their reaction was a complete one-eighty from before. 
 
    Instead of bum-rushing us and trying to tear us limb from limb, they whimpered and cowered at the sight of the untouched Daria clone walking toward them. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Zephyr-Daria whispered. 
 
    “Who cares?” I hissed back as we all made our way through the now silent tunnels and back out into the deserted main chamber. 
 
    None of us wanted to sit around and test our luck when it came to the oddly timid Darias, so without any further tarrying, we all tumbled through the mirror again and back out into the dungeons. 
 
    “What do you want to do, Sash?” Helera asked the pale woman once we were all situated and about to take our leave of the lower levels. “I know we talked about scorching the mirror, but…” 
 
    She let her words trail off, and I knew Sashti was thinking about those other replicas found in the inner chamber based on the deeply disturbed frown on her white face. 
 
    “Let it burn,” the woman rasped out, and the two Matron Mothers nodded before they blasted white-hot fire down on the mirror’s surface until the glass began to melt and bubble. 
 
    “That’s that,” Sevahtra said with finality once the mirror’s surface had been completely blackened. “Now, we have a busy next few days ahead. I want everyone well-rested before Qorin-Kai-- Fynn and Zephyr especially, so get you to your chambers. Oh, and Fynn? I mean it this time. Rest. No spying.” 
 
    My face flushed at the fact Mother had known all along about my propensity for sneaking about, because of course, she did, but part of me wanted to plan to sneak out again just on principle. 
 
    But as I neared my quarters, the events of the past thirty or so hours had finally caught up with me, and after the party, the romp with Dag, and then that whole mess just now, it was a wonder I managed to kick my boots off before I collapsed on my bed. 
 
    When I awoke next, it was to a pounding on my bedroom door, and I was shocked to discover I’d slept into the late afternoon of the next day. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned when the knocking didn’t let up. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You is being summoned for our guests, Master Fynn,” Fespius said through the closed wood, and my sluggish brain attempted to translate what he meant. 
 
    Guests? 
 
    Who could--? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Today was the third day in Kels’Rin-Kai, and then after that was the day of the Blind Maze. This could only mean the guest I was being summoned to present myself to was none other than Elvy Kun-Valdar, Matron Mother of the Twenty-Eighth House. 
 
    Part two in the Plan to Get Back Nodrin was about to commence, and as I got myself ready like the proper male drow of somewhat high regard that I was, I made sure to put on one of the old purple and white Ozin-Na cloaks before I left my room. 
 
    Apparently, the rest of the Tower got the memo about the cloak colors, and as I walked toward the formal dining room, I even noticed some extra Ozin-Na pride décor sprinkled about in an attempt to make it super obvious we were all supposed to be here.  
 
    No members of other houses here, no, sir.  
 
    But when I finally made it to my destination, I had to cover up a laugh at how over-the-top Ozin-Na the dining room was. 
 
    Irises, violets, and a multitude of other purple blossoms I didn’t recognize were used in big ostentatious flower arrangements that decorated every one of the round tables covered in crisp white linen. The rectangular table in the center of the room, however, had the biggest centerpiece of all, complete with an ice carving of a creature flapping its heathery wings in mid-flight. 
 
    Luna bat, my mind supplied automatically as one of the servants escorted me over to the end of the table hidden behind the centerpiece. 
 
    Yet another piece of seemingly random information from my jigsaw puzzle of a mind. But I’d worry about that later. 
 
    When I finally rounded the large sprawling decoration, I realized I was apparently summoned to a private lunch by my “Matron Mother,” Daria-Zephyr, who was in his meat suit and doing a really good job of laughing at something the other woman said just like the cruel priestess would have. 
 
    It was unnerving, and for a second I forgot it was my friend in disguise, and I slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Ah, there he is!” I’d been ignoring the drow female seated next to Daria-Zephyr until her ebullient voice was directed at me. 
 
    “Who, me?” I asked the other drow woman in the bright pink gown as I came closer.  
 
    Daria-Zephyr’s eyes sparkled with a momentary flash of kindness to warn me of the cruelness that was to follow, and I knew our act was about to begin. 
 
    “Yes, you stupid insolent thing!” Daria snapped, and then like I was the most inconvenient thing in the world, she rolled her eyes and smacked a saucer and a cup of tea down in front of the empty space across from her. 
 
    Like the timid male I was told I should portray, I merely blinked down at the cup with the eye not covered by my patch. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Elvy said with a simpering little laugh. “Isn’t he precious?” 
 
    “What are you waiting for? An invitation?” Daria barked. “Sit!” 
 
    I hurried to comply with her orders, sat dutifully on the high-backed dining chair, and took a tentative sip all while keeping my eyes glued to the table. 
 
    “This is your golden ticket, you say?” the drow woman in way too much pink asked as she sipped her own tea, and I shot her a glance out of my peripherals.  
 
    Her giant puffy sleeves made noise when she drank, and when she tipped her head back little by little to drain her cup, I worried the towering bouffant of her dark black hair was going to unravel off the top of her head like a skein of wool yarn, and if that happened, all of the pretty glass baubles hooked on the strands would surely shatter on the floor. 
 
    That didn’t happen, but it was a close one. 
 
    “Yes,” Daria drawled out and regarded me with a look of disdain that was on point. “Imagine my shock as well when I realized.” 
 
    “Oh, you really do like to drag things out, Dar,” Elvy pouted and then started to add a copious amount of sugar to her cup in frustrated little dashes with the spoon. “Are you going to tell me why you want me to trade you back the wizard you sold me, or are you going to make me guess? Without any clues, I am left to assume there is something about the wizard who holds an invisible value I might find beneficial.” 
 
    “It is true I want to get my hands on the wizard Nodrin once more,” the Ozin-Na Matron said. “He does hold a priceless value to me, but only in the way of personal revenge. At the time I sold him, I was so sure of my victory against Claden’Du that I thought I wouldn’t need to ever worry about Sevahtra and her cancerous disease spreading around our Tower ever again. But you heard what happened at the public Council.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I remember how you attempted to put in a request when no one had heard from Sevahtra for several days,” Elvy said as she took a sip of tea and then grimaced before she started adding more sugar. “And then she just showed up out of the great black Nothing, hearty and hale as could be. Imagine that.” 
 
    I breathed a tiny sigh of relief that the Kun-Valdar Matron was taking everything Zeph was feeding her in stride. 
 
    Dessa and Sevahtra had spoken at length about how Zephyr should approach the interaction with the matriarch of the Twenty-Eighth House, and a lot of it was reliant on the fact Daria and Elvy shared some sort of ongoing Tower alliance.  
 
    And this seemed to be true because the pink woman was taking everything at face value. 
 
    “You can imagine the rage and embarrassment I felt after that public humiliation,” Daria went on, and Elvy nodded deeply. “If I had the beloved one of that bitch, Sevahtra, I could plot a way to twist her arm in the future using the wizard. So, you see, this is why, dearest Elviramosa of the noble Sisterhood of the Blackhearts, I have come to you again with one more humble request.” 
 
    “Awww, well, I’m touched you would think of me, Dar-Dar,” she said as she put her now empty cup back on its saucer. “But the Blind Maze is less than a day away. If you want to make a trade with my best maze-racer, then I’m afraid Mama Elvy is going to need some sort of proof of these fantastic claims that brought me here today.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would say that.” Daria-Zephyr smirked, and with the cue in place, I stood up from my seat and pulled out the small case of throwing knives I had on me for the next part of our act. 
 
    “Oooh, goodie, I love demonstrations!” Elvy giggled as she tapped her hands together in a dainty clap. 
 
    “Would you like to do the honors, dearest?” Daria offered. 
 
    “Can I?” Elvy asked with a wiggle in her seat. “What do I do? 
 
    “Get the lights, would you?” Daria-Zephyr requested.  
 
    The woman in pink nodded like the other Matron Mother had already prepared her for this before I was summoned, and she lifted her hands.  
 
    Then a glowing ball of light exploded out from the center of the room. 
 
    I got to work with what I knew I needed to do next, and after I moved my eye-patch to the side, I looked around for anything in the bright white light that could be an impressive target to hit while everyone else was ostensibly blinded. 
 
    A small tinkle caught my hearing, and when I gazed at all the ornaments dangling in Elvy’s tall haystack of hair, I knew just what to do. 
 
    Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. 
 
    I fired the knives off one after the other until all of the glass baubles had been destroyed, and now the Matron Mother’s hair resembled more of a pincushion with all the pointy weapons sticking out of it. 
 
    When the spell was canceled, and the other two regained their sight, I was back to sitting in my seat like the unassuming drow male I was and took a sip of tea. 
 
    “Oh,” Elvy said as she examined her knife-hair in the back of a silver spoon. “That is impressive. You told me you possessed a slave immune to light blindness, but now I can truly see you were telling the truth.” 
 
    “So?” Daria-Zephyr asked after Elvy put the spoon down. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Haha, darling, we had a deal the moment your little slave walked in here,” the other woman said with a flat laugh unlike the simpering charming one she used earlier. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a frown and looked between Daria-Zephyr and Elvy.  
 
    The former looked mildly confused and alarmed, but the latter merely grinned and then glanced pointedly down at my teacup. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Suddenly, my eyes went crossed as the world suddenly started to sway. 
 
    “Even if your claim had been false, I would still have taken you up on your offer,” Elvy went on as she slowly slipped on her gold satin gloves while I put my head down on the table. “Truth be told, I’ve been rigorously training the wizard, but he is much too obstinate by turns, and I’m afraid I might have gone a little too hard on him. He’s not as useful to me anymore, seeing as how the last I checked, the wizard couldn’t even stand due to his broken legs.” 
 
    “Shame,” Daria-Zephyr said and kept shooting apologetic glances at me. 
 
    If I could have cursed him out without drooling all over myself in a slobbering drugged mess, then I would have. 
 
    But this table was… really… 
 
    Cold… 
 
    Like, frigid, icy cold. 
 
    Way too cold to be a table, and upon further sinking dread, I realized I was soul-crushingly alone and suspended in complete and suffocating darkness. 
 
    A sultry feminine giggle snapped me out of my existential dread. 
 
    Maybe not so utterly alone, then. 
 
    “Tsk, Tsk, little Fynn Draven. Have you forgotten about me so sssoon now that you’re settling in to your new life?” Drogu-ani’s shockingly white face appeared out of the gloom as she made her way toward me on one of her infinite webs across her dark chaotic plane. 
 
    “Aw, I could never forget about you, gorgeous,” I said cheekily, and I felt the tendrils of her webs vibrate from her silent laughter. “But I’ve been trying really hard not to almost kill myself, so I’m sorry I haven’t visited in a while… in fact… can you tell me how I got here? Am I finally dead this time? What did I do?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it was me who plucked you away this time,” the spider goddess said as she sighed and got more comfortable in her web. 
 
    “Oh.” I blinked at her. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Someone is not playing by the rules, and I don’t like it,” she said in a soft, hissing tone. “Not when they fuck with my rin-kai.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and I tried to rack my brains for what she was talking about. It was always so hard to remember things after traveling from one plane to the other, but the more I concentrated, the more I thought I knew what she was talking about. “The Blind Maze.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Drogu nodded. “Instead of brightness used to blind, someone has changed it this year, and the Blind Maze will be conducted in complete darkness.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Drow sight or not, nothing in the Neverlight save Drogu could see in total darkness. 
 
    That meant I was fucked. 
 
    “Why would they do that?” I asked in dismay. “Isn’t that cheating?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s the threat of cheating that changed this year’s Blind Maze.” The spider goddess arched her eyebrows over her cascade of ten diamond spider eyes, and I recognized the irony about how I had planned to try and circumvent the whole “blind” part of the Blind Maze with my Dark Sight. “One of the House Matrons is convinced there are beings like you who can see through the effects of light blindness.” 
 
    “Shit, am I being punished? Does someone know about me?” 
 
    “No, actually,” she said with a smirk. “You aren’t the one who is being suspected, surprisingly.” 
 
    “Well, that’s… good, I guess,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not,” she stated, and I felt my sails deflate. “Because they can only suspect, so not only will they make the maze dark, but they will also set upon the maze a frenzy of soul-eaters to ensure none make it out alive this year.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck, that’s really not good, you were right.” I winced. “Don’t they need a winner, though?” 
 
    “Not really,” the goddess drawled like she couldn’t care less. “Apparently, it’s all symbolic anyway, if they think they can just use darkness instead of light.” 
 
    “You still sound pretty bitter about that,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I am because even though it’s symbolic, it needs to make sensssssse!” she hissed through her fangs. “Why would my beloved Darkness blind me? That’s ludicrous. I am the Dark.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I watched her pluck a silver spider from her hair and then eat it. “You know, I’ve been thinking. You might as well just keep me here because it sounds like I’m just going to die when I leave, so…” 
 
    “You’re not going to die on my Maze day, Fynn Draven,” she snarled and then kissed me fiercely on the mouth. A sharp piercing pain in my eyes made me nearly black out, and before I had a chance to scream, I was being cut loose… 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Hard stone floor pressed up against my back, and even though I knew I didn’t actually fall from some unintelligible heights, I sure ached like I did. 
 
    Drogu’s tits. 
 
    My limbs and joints felt like I hadn’t moved for a good long while, and the pounding in my head was in sync with my beating heart. Based on the metallic taste in my mouth, I could tell there was something distinctly off about this hangover… 
 
    What happ-- Fuck. 
 
    Everything came back to me in a rush. 
 
    Daria-Zephyr. 
 
    Elvy Kun-Valdar. 
 
    Getting fucking drugged and then unceremoniously dumped into this Death Maze with Zero Preparation. 
 
    Getting. Fucking. Drugged. 
 
    Seriously not cool. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of someone else breathing very close to me made me sit bolt upright in a panic. It was only natural to snap my eyes open, but I immediately regretted it when it felt like I had just gotten a handful of glass dust thrown in my face. 
 
    When I slammed them shut again, my eyes instantly started to itch and tingle, and pinpricks and small starbursts of neon light started to bloom before my dark sight. 
 
    Fucking, fuck, fuck, fuck! 
 
    What did the spider goddess do to me this time? 
 
    Then a distant and mournful howl broke me out of my chaotic thoughts, and I stowed the pain aside in order to focus. 
 
    Okay, I was definitely in a dark maze filled with soul-eaters, so the first thing I had to do was get moving, or I knew I would be a dead man. 
 
    But easier said than done, and with the total blackness of the maze covering me like a shroud, I felt both boxed in and exposed at the same time. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Another scream had me moving my feet in any direction as long as it was Away From That, and with my arms in front of me like a deranged beast, I blindly took off running in dead panic. 
 
    The psychological warfare this pitch-black place inspired was no joke, and it took me what felt like a long time to remember to stop and calm myself down. 
 
    Nothing was going to be accomplished if I ran around like a scared idiot. 
 
    I needed to focus. 
 
    There was a reason why I was here, and aside from the obvious-- get out alive so Claden’Du could have its wizard back-- I was also here because of Drogu. 
 
    Why else would she have pulled me into her plane unless she either wanted me to do something, or she found me amusing? 
 
    When I remembered the fucking spider-breath kiss we’d shared, I figured it had to be both, and as I leaned up against a wall, I tentatively tried opening my eyes again. 
 
    The pain was still there, but this time I managed to keep them cracked long enough to let the tears clear from my eyes. When they did, I gasped at the sight of… well, my sight. 
 
    First of all, I didn’t really know if what I was doing was actually seeing because not only could I make out forms and shapes through what seemed to be technicolor lenses, but I found that I could also see through objects as well. 
 
    Mainly, walls. 
 
    “Voiding Hells,” I cursed as I ogled my surroundings.  
 
    Just from my position, I could see how the maze itself was circular, which meant the exit had to be in the center since I estimated I’d woken up in the outer edge of the maze just like everyone else. 
 
    “Noooo! Argh!” 
 
    Another unfortunate victim could be heard meeting their fate, and when I had calmed myself down enough to move on, I put my right hand on the right wall next to me and didn’t take it off as I cautiously started to navigate my way out. 
 
    It might take forever, but logic would dictate that as long as I kept following a path that kept my right hand in contact with the wall on the right side of my body the whole way, I would eventually make it to the center. 
 
    Besides, knowing what I knew about how this competition was supposed to go down, I was comforted by the knowledge that I didn’t have to worry about the racing aspect of the tournament. Chances were, if the goal was to eliminate all the racers, there was likely a trap waiting for those who tried to leave. 
 
    I slowed down when this realization dawned on me, and as more and more cries of death could be heard the closer I got to the center, I knew this had to be the case. 
 
    If I couldn’t exit the regular way, then I would just have to find another-- 
 
    Reeeet. 
 
    A high-pitched whistling noise made my blood ice over in my veins, and I spun around to see what it was. 
 
    Of course, there was nothing, but when I heard the unmistakable sound from over my other shoulder, I knew. 
 
    I was being hunted by a soul-eater. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Reeeeeet. 
 
    The whistle started up again when I refused to turn around, and instead, I started walking in the opposite direction. 
 
    Reet. Reeeeet. 
 
    I started to jog. 
 
    Reeeeeettle, reeeeet. 
 
    I started to sprint when the ominous whistling sounded right next to my ear, and it was close enough for me to feel the follicles on the back of my lobes vibrate with the air waves. 
 
    “Oh, fucking--!” I followed my instinct that told me I needed to run as fast as I could, and as I tried not to think about what it felt like to have my soul eaten, I became distracted enough that I turned my ankle. 
 
    Instead of just falling straight to the ground, I ended up tumbling end over end and somehow downward until I came to a stop. When I looked up from my awkward position, I found I was wedged in a crevice where the outer wall of the maze was starting to pull away from the foundation. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    What were the chances? 
 
    I sat in that crevice for a while and listened for any soul-eaters on my tail. I didn’t know what they looked like, and because they had tentacles for all I knew, I imagined at any moment I would be yanked out of my cozy crevice like a trout on a line. 
 
    But the longer I waited, the more nothing happened, and I began to discover I truly was hidden from the soul-eaters still prowling above. 
 
    Eventually, the screams started to get farther and farther away from my position, so I knew the soul-eaters were no longer aware of my existence as they sought their unlucky prey elsewhere. 
 
    I wanted to be relieved at this, but when it became apparent that I couldn’t exactly get out, the panic started to rise in my chest like Lake Subata’s steadily rising waters. 
 
    Soon, the soul-eaters will have eaten everyone out in the open, and if I waited much longer and became one of the last soul-eater snacks left, it would get harder and harder to avoid detection. 
 
    I squirmed and wiggled, but some of the loose rock and debris actually made me fall deeper into the crevice, so I stopped for a second and tried to slow my panicked breathing. 
 
    “Won’t do you any good to pass out, Fynn,” I growled to myself, and then I closed my eyes and rested my forehead on the wall in front of me so I could think. 
 
    Of course, it was a little difficult to completely close my eyes when I could somehow see through my own eyelids, and when something caught my eyes, I was both confused and startled. 
 
    Especially because it appeared as if I was being waved at by a spider. 
 
    What the fresh fuck? 
 
    The spider waved one of its legs at me again, and because I literally had nothing left to lose from interacting with a hallucination, I wiggled a finger back. 
 
    Then the spider turned its fat body around and skittered through a crack. 
 
    Aw. 
 
    Before I could be particularly sad about the disappearance of my imagined spider friend, the sound of trickling dirt and pebbles could be heard until all of a sudden, the debris keeping me wedged in the crevice gave way in a small slide. 
 
    There was a minute pocket where some of the earth under the hulking maze structure had given way, and when I crouched down to examine the wall’s foundation, the little spider poked out between a few cracks. 
 
    “Hello,” I whispered, and the arachnid shivered when my breath passed over its bulbous body. 
 
    Not imaginary, then. 
 
    Reeeettle, reet. 
 
    I darted my x-ray gaze up through the floor, and even though I couldn’t see anything, I knew the soul-eaters had come back to wait me out. 
 
    Skitter. 
 
    The spider turned back around and disappeared through the crack again, but just when I thought it had left me for good this time, another skittering noise could be heard, and suddenly a part of the wall crumbled away. 
 
    Skitter. 
 
    My spider friend then appeared again by dangling in front of me on its web… 
 
    What was it about spiders and Anissanti and the Maze? She was guided by the spiders and their whispers, webs, and wisdom… 
 
    “Did you do that?” I asked the little arachnid, and wonder of wonders, the spider actually held out four of its limbs in a little ‘ta-da!’ gesture. “Can you do it again?” 
 
    In answer, the spider zipped up on its silk cord and disappeared into another crack. Within seconds, another layer of wall shifted from the slightest movements and crumbled until I could actually see some diffuse light coming in from the radiant lichen outside. 
 
    Reeeeeee. 
 
    Oh, shit, the soul-eaters definitely heard that last slide, apparently, and from the increasing intensity of the whistling, I knew I was out of time. 
 
    Now was definitely the time to make my own exit, and with the guidance of my little spider friend, I worked on clawing my way out over jagged rocks and heavy shifting stones until I had dug my way out and toward fresh air at last. 
 
    “Scratch that, folks, there seems to be one contestant left, and he’s-- made it out! A little unconventional, but it’s not against the rules, so there you have your winner for this year’s annual Blind Maze Tourney, folks!”  
 
    A booming voice thundered overhead, and I cried out with the sudden shock of sound and light and fuck, all the fucking light. Then I turned over and barfed on the floor beneath me.  
 
    In the puddle was Drogu’s little “gift,” except now it was just a sizzling lump of silver dissolving in stomach acid. 
 
    “Fynn!” someone called out as I was being congratulated and dragged up to my feet, and I looked around for the source. “Fyyyynn!” 
 
    Tryss’ beloved and concerned face was bobbing in a sea of people who were all yelling and cheering as bets and collections were busy flying around, and I became annoyed that I had to stand there to receive the accolades as Maze winner. 
 
    All the gold and prizes paled in comparison to what I really thought was the prize, and when Tryss finally waded through the crowd close enough for me to grab her, I dragged her up on the winner’s pedestal with me, consequences and the watchful eyes of the crowd be damned. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” Tryss managed to get out before I devoured her mouth with mine in a life-affirming kiss. The feeling of fear, death, and claustrophobia was still clinging to me, but the second she was back in my arms all warm and alive, I started to feel myself going back to normal. 
 
    “Fuck, Tryss,” I said when we finally broke for air. 
 
    “Not any time soon, you’re not,” she snorted. “You didn’t even tell me you were going!” 
 
    “I kind of didn’t have a choice,” I said with a wince. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up.” 
 
    “Shh,” she said and cupped my cheek. “I know you would have been if you weren’t doing everything you could to take care of our House.” 
 
    Then, with tears in her eyes, she directed my line of sight over the crowd, and I squinted at the stadium-like seats all around the enclosed circular labyrinth. In one of the stands where it was clear the nobles and important people sat, I could make out Sevahtra standing and waving at me along with Hel, Dag, Drindessa, and even Elvy Kun-Valdar excitedly waving a hand fan at me. 
 
    The sight of the Kun-Valdar Matron sitting alongside House Claden’Du was a strange one, and I had to remind myself of the ruse we’d pulled with Zephyr-Daria. 
 
    As far as Elvy was concerned, Ozin-Na and Claden’Du were still at each other’s throats, and I didn’t know what exactly Sevahtra did to get the other Matron Mother to take her side over “Daria’s,” but based on the faintest of smirks tugging at Sevahtra’s lips, we wouldn’t have to worry about Kun-Valdar for the time being. 
 
    I didn’t know if I was still owned by the other house, but if any alliance had been made in my absence, I knew the Matron Mother would have insured it benefited her, and our House, directly. 
 
    And if an alliance hadn’t actually been made, I’d figure out how to escape and get back to my home easily enough.  
 
    But then my attention was derailed when I saw there was an older drow male with long white hair, a cane in one hand, and his arm around Sevahtra. 
 
    He looked strikingly like his twin, Norrin, but only in the way he held himself. His physical features, however, seemed completely off. 
 
    “Is that Nodrin?” I asked as I waved back. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s in a glamour,” Tryss said and then turned my face toward hers again. “You saved him. You saved our sire, and even though Claden’Du will never be whole like it once was, it can still feel complete, thanks to you.” 
 
    I smiled down at her as her words filled any spaces inside of me that still felt cold and dark with a light that was warmer, brighter, and more blinding than any sun. Even though there would always seem to be clouds brewing on the horizon in Oshara’s treacherous landscape of plots, power, and prowess, I knew as long as I had Tryss and my House, I would always have a safe harbor to wait out the storm. 
 
      
 
    End Book 2 
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