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    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 Logan Jacobs in Facebook Groups), or if you pledge at least $1 on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    If asked the question, “What was your earliest memory,” most people would be able to answer something standard like they remembered squabbling with their siblings, or their first lessons in their favorite craft. Some people even have memories as far back as their infancy, if they were hard-pressed to answer. 
 
    Not me. 
 
    The first thing I remembered with any clarity was a whole lot of darkness, and the nearly-overwhelming sensation that I was smack dab in the middle of something important a moment ago, but I couldn’t recall what. 
 
    And then it dawned on me that I couldn’t really remember much at all, which was when the panic started to set in. 
 
    The second thing I would forever remember was the deep sensual laughter of a person with a feminine-sounding voice. I knew I liked the sound of it, and because of that, I knew I was male. 
 
    Especially because the evidence of this was very apparent in my very naked state. 
 
    There was that much at least. 
 
    “You are adorable, aren’t you?” the female voice giggled again, and this time she sounded like she was directly above me. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, and I tried to strain my eyes as hard as I could to see through the dense blackness pressing against my eyeballs like a physical entity. 
 
    The woman laughed again, and even though I couldn’t see, I moved my head in the direction her somewhat malicious glee was coming from. I didn’t know how she was doing it, but her voice must be multi-directional. 
 
    Either that or… 
 
    “Clever, clever, clever, Fynn Draven,” the female sang, but the voice had now migrated around and behind me on the left. 
 
    I wanted to turn my whole body around to face the woman, but my limbs felt stuck fast, as if I was stuck like a fly in Aunt Barbra’s classic Jell-O salad… 
 
    Then a sharp pain burned the base of my neck almost dead between my shoulders, and my eyes watered as if I’d been staring at an eclipse without eye protection, and I couldn’t help but squeeze them shut. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Who was this person named Bar’bara-ant, and what the fuck was Jell-O salad? 
 
    The pain in my neck throbbed again, and when I opened my still-sore eyes once more, I gasped at the dim shapes that started to swim before me. All around me was still a deep void, but somehow, I was suspended in mid-air by something that bound my wrists and ankles.  
 
    “What’s… happening to me?” My head throbbed as the things I used to recall as easily as breathing dissolved like the shore being eroded by the sea.  
 
    “Tsk, tsk, little one,” the woman-- correction, giant Spider Madam-- blinked at me with all twelve eyes, ten of which were dotted down the right side of her ink-black face and down her neck like a cascade of glowing rubies. 
 
    The light cast from those gemstone eyes allowed me to see how she supported her toned thorax, complete with a perfect set of breasts clad in a black web-like bikini top, upon eight black legs branching out from her ovular abdomen. 
 
    She was as beautiful as she was terrifying, and as I admired how her chrome-colored hair framed her sharp face, I forgot to be scared. There was something innately familiar about her, but when I tried to remember what it was, the solid facts I had once been sure of began to turn to swamp-sand under my feet. 
 
    I was… a drow male, wasn’t I? A dark elf? A fantasy creature that lived in the underdark?  
 
    How did I know this? 
 
    I should know who my Goddess was. 
 
    Or… wait. 
 
    Didn’t she call me Fynn-something? 
 
    Who in Void’s name was that? 
 
    Who the fuck am I? 
 
    “What is going on?” I growled in a frustrated voice and struggled against my bindings, but then I gasped in searing pain as one of the Goddess’ sharp legs reached over my head and pierced that tender spot at the base of my neck again. 
 
    “Fynn Draven, you are now going to be my little plaything to watch and dally over,” she sang again in that gorgeous contralto. “It will be fun to gift you to my faithful, whom have asked so foolishly for a ‘light to guide them out of the darknessss--’” 
 
    Here, the Goddess spat out this last phrase as if it mildly insulted her somehow, but before I could ponder too hard on her expression, I suddenly remembered who she was. 
 
    “Drogu!” I grinned, and I knew I was right based on the fact she was now staring at me with a slightly slack jaw in the middle of her derailed thought. “You are Drogu-ani, or Drogu the Spider Goddess of the Drow. And gods, you are stunning… just beautiful… wait. How do I know all that?” 
 
    I snapped my runaway mouth shut, and if my wrists weren’t still bound, I probably would have smacked a hand over my maw for good measure. 
 
    Even though I didn’t know too much about… anything, really, I inherently knew my mouth had always been my tragic flaw regardless of what species I was. 
 
    Or… had been? 
 
    Currently am. 
 
    Ye…Yeah. 
 
    “You are lucky you are quite adorable, and pleasing to the eye, male,” Drogu chuckled again in her deep sultry voice, and I couldn’t help but feel smug when most of her eyes fixated on my half-interested penis. “And your attempts at flattery are even more amusing, so I’m inclined to give you a little ‘gift,’ so to speak. Maybe it will help you survive and eventually come back to me, hmmm?” 
 
    “Um…” I tried to follow what she was saying, but one of her spider-legs that ended in a dagger-sharp point gleamed in her glowing eye-light and caught me off-guard. When she tapped the tip of her appendage right over my heart, I had no choice but to scream again as fire coursed through every fiber of my being. I was forced to weather the burning tempest in my veins, and just when I thought I was at my breaking point, the pain abruptly faded. “Why me? Fucking… ow.” 
 
    “Because chaos, my pet, reignsss…” she hissed, and she moved in closer to me on her web so she could thread her thin fingers through my long white hair. Then she twisted sharply until the corners of my eyes stung with moisture, and before I could even take a breath, the Spider Goddess kissed me just as ferociously as I imagined a black widow spider would devour her lover once she was done with him. 
 
    Her sharp serrated teeth even sank into my tongue and filled my mouth with the taste of copper blood that threatened to slide down my throat and choke me. 
 
    It should have been my worst nightmare. 
 
    But there was something a little erotic about the whole thing, for one, and for two, the second Drogu bit into my tongue, I was imbued with the knowledge of a language that was both familiar and unfamiliar to me all at the same time. Suddenly, the two warring sides inside of me settled down into a type of equilibrium, and I managed to find a temporary peace about my whole amnesia situation. 
 
    The next thing I was aware of was the sensation of my arms and legs being cut from Drogu’s web and then the heart-strangling feeling of plunging down into an endless abyss with nothing but the howling wind, and the Goddess’ mischievous laughter taunting me… 
 
    Slam. 
 
    I made an impact with a hard and unforgiving surface as a red glowing light filled my senses until there was nothing but a weird feedback of pleasure and pain, pain and pleasure. 
 
    “Argh!” I yelled and doubled over fully naked and in a crouch over one knee like… like… 
 
    Hasta la vista, baby, a distant accented voice reverberated inside my head, and even though I was currently in a considerable amount of pain, I couldn’t help but grin through my grimace. 
 
    The Terminator. 
 
    The title of the legendary time traveling mechanical assassin came to me from some deep repressed part of my mind that had to be the second half of whoever the Goddess had crammed in here with me. 
 
    “Who in nelvar is that?” someone shrieked, and I couldn’t help but agree with the woman it belonged to because I was still trying to figure that out myself. 
 
    “This is what our Goddess has granted us in our hour of need?” Another female voice, older and firmer, but no less panicked came from somewhere in front of me, and I summoned the will to partially open my eyes. 
 
    This was a bad idea because my sight was still recovering from the crazy bright light from a few seconds ago. In fact, I realized most of the trouble seemed to be in my right eye that seemed to be totally blind. 
 
    Not cool, Sexy Spider Lady. Not cool. 
 
    I decided to worry about my right eye later, and I closed it so I could focus on the scene in front of me with my left, especially because it sounded as if a major argument was taking place around, and about, me. 
 
    “--I knew she insulted the Goddess, Mother!” the high-pitched shrieker from before was in the middle of saying. She had light-blue skin, pointed ears, and a mess of long pearly hair tied back in a simple braid trailing down her back. 
 
    “Hush!” the older woman next to her barked as her burgundy eyes continued to glare down at me like I was something particularly foul she’d just stepped in. Even though she was older, and was scowling deeply at me, she had very handsome features and deep reddish pink-colored skin, and I couldn’t help but admire her through my shock. 
 
    Her bone structure was strong, and a ruthless intelligence sparkled in her garnet eyes. There was a hint of years around her eyes and the corners of her mouth, but it was clear by her full, heavy breasts and womanly hips that she’d bore children in her past, and she looked fit enough to bear more if she wanted. That, and the gold headpiece in her flaxen hair told me all I needed to know about her. 
 
    This was a queen of some sort, and she was obviously very distinguished based on her finery. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    “Matron Mother, Nodrin’s Barricade Spell failed!” a third woman said and unsheathed her dual short swords from the scabbards on her back. This woman had a dark blue complexion compared to the other’s light blue, and her short chin-length light-gray hair was a sharp contrast to the other’s. “Helera! Quit your whining and cast Darkness while I go out there and split their skulls open with my blades.” 
 
    “No, what if I need to summon Darkness again later?” the woman named Helera whined. 
 
    “Do as Dagwyn says, Helera,” the Matron Mother growled, and the woman with the long single braid rolled her cherry-red eyes and brandished her palm. 
 
    A glowing rune wreathed in orange and red flames hovered over her open palm, and it took her a moment of concentration before she sent the rune flying through the wooden door of the large temple we were in. 
 
    “Attack from the shadows!” The Daughter named Dagwyn ordered, but the Matron Mother waylaid her by almost yanking her off her feet as she hooked a long-nailed finger around the strap of Dagwyn’s shoulder armor. 
 
    “Excuse me, Daughter, but it is I who issues commands to our troops,” the Matron hissed at her errant offspring before letting her go. “Guards, use your fae-fyre and hold them off while we figure out what in Void’s name to do with the Goddess’ ‘gift.’ Dagwyn, you are to remain here.” 
 
    Although it seemed as if the young woman named Dagwyn wanted to argue, she held her tongue as the male drows armed themselves with their implements of battle. When they were armed and ready, two large creatures that looked like half-bear and half-bull lifted the heavy wooden beams keeping the doors barred so the dozen or so men could charge into an abyss of unnatural darkness oozing around in the corridor like a living thing. 
 
    “I say we throw both the male and Tryskaylan into Lake Subata and be done with it,” Helera muttered as she held her Darkness magic in place with her hands still splayed out toward the door. Her cherry-red eyes were ablaze, and along with her scowl, she looked a little scary. 
 
    Like psycho crazy with a penchant for arson, scary. 
 
    Both sides of me, the side that was now a dark elf male and the side that seemed to remember being a human on Earth, agreed this was arousing, and I really wanted to see what her bitchy lips looked like wrapped around my cock. 
 
    “Such an action might be bad luck, Helly,” came an unusual voice that reminded me of a pan flute, and I froze and huddled harder around myself when a set of cool fingers brushed the long hair away from the back of my neck. “Seeing as how he’s been marked as a favorite by Drogu.” 
 
    I glanced with my good eye over my shoulder at the beautiful drow woman with lavender skin and deep red eyes the color of blood. Along the right side of her face were a series of crimson diamonds that matched the hue of her irises perfectly, and I knew if I counted them, there would be ten in a mimicry of Drogu’s own eyes. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Helera scoffed. “It could also be a curse mark. Look at his eyes. One of them is as blue as the nelvar-- those above. I would stake gold on it.” 
 
    The Matron Mother glared at her First Daughter, but then the older drow aimed her laser beam gaze at me.  
 
    “Let me see…” She floated over to me, grabbed my chin with her cold hard fingers, and forced me up to my feet so she could examine me like a beast at auction. 
 
    With the icy digits of her other hand, she inspected behind my long sensitive ears, prodded my mouth and pointed canines, and she was even so bold as to cup my naked cock and balls like she was making sure her “stud” was fully intact. 
 
    I endured all of this with as much stoicness as possible, but when she finally pried my right eye open, I couldn’t help but cringe outwardly. 
 
    The darkness felt strange and smothering, so I tried to close it again, but the Matron Mother wouldn’t let me. 
 
    “Keep still, male,” she ordered in a neutral voice, but I knew better than to fight with her authority no matter how casual this Matron Mother sounded. 
 
    I’d like to call it some inherent instincts inside this drow body, but honestly, it was just common sense. 
 
    The fact she could float without exerting much more effort than batting an eyelash was evidence enough I did not want to fuck with this woman, so I kept my head still and tried to keep my bum eye open as best as I could despite how much I wanted to close it.  
 
    Interestingly enough, I found I wasn’t completely blind in that eye like I thought I was. It just took a while to adjust to the dimness of the temple. In my left eye I could see the diffuse light pouring in from the skylights mimicked bright moonlight, but my right could only make out the faintest of outlines and the occasional flash of a red eye or two. 
 
    “It’s true, his eye is as blue as topsider sky,” the Matron said and released me with mild disgust where I stumbled back into the woman behind me. “He must be an Omen.” 
 
    “But look,” the woman at my back insisted, and she spun me around so I was now staring straight down her perfect cleavage as she forced me to bow my head even lower.  
 
    I tried not to squirm as the Matron Mother’s sharp nails whisked aside my hair so she could examine the tender spot on the base of my neck. 
 
    “What does it mean, Tryskaylan?” she demanded. 
 
    “Wha-- Why do you think I know?” the woman in front of me asked. 
 
    “I’m assuming it’s your doing for adding your heartfelt little ‘wish’ into our Beseeching ceremony,” the Matron hissed. 
 
    “I told you Tryss offended the Goddess and now-- oh! Oh, scud,” Helera said as her eyes suddenly stopped glowing, and she looked down at her palms like she was looking for something. 
 
    Probably the rune that had just evaporated into smoke. 
 
    Before anyone could do more than breathe, a cacophony of clashing swords and death screams could be heard out in the corridor, and the pretty drow female with the single braid pursed her lips. 
 
    “Way to lose focus, Hel, you dumb bitch!” Dagwyn hissed, which prompted Helera to launch an arrow at her sister with such speed my eyes could barely track the motions she executed to draw her bow from around her shoulders, remove an arrow from her quiver, and then shoot the thing. 
 
    Dagwyn, however, had matching lightning-like reflexes, and she brought one of her metal arm bracers up like… like that Diana woman, the forgotten part of my brain was trying to supply. 
 
    Wonder Woman. 
 
    That’s what it was. 
 
    Whatever the case, Hel’s arrow glanced off Dagwyn’s armor hard enough to generate sparks, and right then, another loud boom could be heard from the other side of the doors. 
 
    The bullbears were attempting to keep the temple doors closed with their weight alone as the locking runes and the large beams barring the entrance themselves dissolved like campfire ash. 
 
    For now, the sisterly squabble was shelved as the temple doors finally gave way to a horde of insurgents who were all hooting and hollering as if they’d won the Superbowl. 
 
    Whatever the Void that was. 
 
    Void? Or… what? 
 
    Fuck, why were there so many confusing words and ideas in my brain? 
 
    “Are those Summoning relics?” A high, cruel voice came from the front of the horde where a coal-skinned woman with stark white hair styled in a half-shaved style with two thick braids, pushed her way to the front. 
 
    She had a psychotic grin on her dark face, and I noticed not only did she have the same diamond tattoos as Tryss, but she also shared the same shorter hairstyle as Dagwyn. Her royal purple cloak billowed behind her in a magically generated breeze as she levitated closer, and she lashed her silver whip. 
 
    The relics I guessed she was referring to were the eight crystal obelisks arranged in a circle around the Matron Mother, Tryss, and me. They were glowing a sickly greenish-yellow, and they flickered like dying candles, so it seemed clear whatever power they once held was now fading. 
 
    “Drogu curse you!” Dagwyn spat angrily as she was restrained by other purple-cloaked drow who were obviously with the woman who was currently cackling her head off. 
 
    “Let me guess, you attempted to Beseech Drogu-ani?” she teased in a syrupy voice. “As if you are any better than the rest of us, Sevahtra Claden’Du. The Twenty-Sixth House doesn’t deserve such weak filth as you! Obviously, the Goddess agrees because she merely sent you a token male for your trouble. Sounds like a sign to me that the Matron Mother to the ‘Warriors of the Void’ needs to get to work and spread her legs. You’re all set up already, see? Your chattel can now explore your void. We’ll wait.” 
 
    At this, the raiders behind the woman speaking followed her example and started laughing along with her as if she’d just told the funniest joke. 
 
    I didn’t get the joke, but I did understand this woman was a Bitch with a capital B. 
 
    Seriously. 
 
    “You’d best be careful when mocking something you know nothing of, Belia Ozin-Na of the Twenty-Seventh House,” Matron Mother Sevahtra said as she tilted her head up with a regal sniff. “For all you know, this male could be the secret weapon we all prayed for to deliver us from being razed down to the vermin in the lower circus. Drogu has delivered, and I will be less of a fool than you and choose not to debase it.” 
 
    This speech was delivered with such cold confidence that the drow woman named Belia sank down to the ground until she was back to standing on her own two feet. The effect reminded me of a saying I’d heard once or twice. Something like… “she took the wind right out of her sails.” 
 
    Literally, kinda, but I was still sure the wind was purely magical. 
 
    And I wanted to know how it worked. Like really badly. 
 
    Whatever the case, Belia had now found her spine, apparently, because she was back to hurtling insults at the Matron Mother. 
 
    And me. 
 
    I was really getting sick of this bitch talking down to me.  
 
    “Don’t try to claim you used up your house prayer power to Beseech the Goddess for this male drow.” Belia threw back her head and laughed again. “Look around you, Sevahtra! I have led a successful raid upon your House and have decimated you down to this handful of lesser Daughters, a few brute hobgoblins, and an unnamed male drow who looks like he can’t even see properly!” 
 
    At some point, I had ended up closing my dark eye so I could focus the good one on what was going on, and when Belia pointed it out to more laughter from her cohorts, I went to open it again. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him, anyway?” a masked female asked from next to the laughing psycho. 
 
    “He’s a pathetic male,” Belia scoffed as she smirked at me. “Our goddess spits on the memory of your house by sending him. What were your plans, bitch? Is he supposed to save you? I’ve already killed all your other daughters and sons. Even if I let you live, which I won’t, it’s not like you’ll be able to breed your way back to power with this half-blind male, regardless of how endowed he appears to be. Then again, maybe Nodrin will be worth something in the long-run. At the very least, your ex-consort is welcome into Mother Daria’s harem as long as he can still get it up after she has some fun torturing him.” 
 
    The temple dissolved into cruel laughter again, and I felt the blood in my veins boil for an entirely different reason. 
 
    This. 
 
    Fucking. 
 
    Thunder Cunt. 
 
    Okay, I may have been new in town, and I didn’t remember anything about being a drow, but I did know this waste of space and all of her cronies were going down. To wipe out an entire bloodline for some sort of zealous revenge was-- 
 
    A flash of a vision streaked across my gaze as the forgotten parts of my brain sparked to life, and for a brief moment, I saw a sandy desert underneath a harsh sun and people screaming as the sound of explosions took place… 
 
    And then, it was gone. 
 
    Odd. 
 
    But when I remembered the sensation of sand in my boots, and about a hundred pounds of gear on my back, a little bit of that old self came back to me, and I knew just what to do. 
 
    So, while Belia The Bitch was still singing her own praises at how she’d decimated nearly eleven hundred of Sevahtra’s guard slaves and still counting based on the sounds of carnage she was kind enough to amplify for us all with a spell, I followed the urging inside my chest, rolled forward, and swept her legs out from underneath her mid-monologue. 
 
    “Cobra Kai, bitch!” I screamed as soon as I hit her, and the entire crowd gasped as the dark-skinned beauty twisted over backward.  
 
    Thump. 
 
    Belia fell straight on her ass, but I wasn’t done there, and I gave in to the electrifying power building up within my chest where Drogu had touched the space over my heart. 
 
    Then, without really thinking, I brandished both my hands at my enemies, and deep inside of me, I felt something release. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhh!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    A blinding white light erupted from the center of my palms like a flash bang that filled the entire temple with its radiance, and the screams this generated made my skull ring. 
 
    I didn’t blame those who screamed, however, because the light that sliced into my left eye was hot and painful like molten iron, and it even threatened to scorch my very brain if I left it open for even a second longer. Like a reverse brain freeze. 
 
    Whatever the fuck that was. 
 
    However, even with both eyes closed, there was still a marked difference between my regular-- left-- eye, and my right one, which I’d taken to calling my dark eye. 
 
    From what I could tell, the light was different through my eyelids as well, and when I opened my right, I was stunned to discover I could actually see perfectly fine. 
 
    Well, maybe not perfectly because it was still quite bright, and I had to squint a little, but through my dark eye, I was unaffected by the blinding beams pouring from my hands. 
 
    Belia The Bitch of Bitch House, or whatever, was now starting to wrinkle under the full blast of the light, so I lifted my arms and directed the last of it at the chrome-like dome above us in the temple’s sanctuary. 
 
    The resulting flash scattered the light to encompass the entire space, and even Mother Sevahtra and her clan suffered the same fate as her enemies because I was mostly just going on instinct here. 
 
    Then the strange pressure ebbed within me, and I put my hands down and grinned when I saw the light was slow to fade, and everyone was still writhing on the floor in supreme agony. 
 
    Meanwhile, I used my time wisely, and while everyone was busy being blinded, I ran up to the nearest fiend who had a dagger readily handy on his armored belt, ripped it off him, and then slashed it through his gut. 
 
    From that point on, it was easy, and I fell into a type of trance as some ingrained muscle memory came back to me from somewhere long buried, and I fought those who attempted to challenge me in the fading sunlight. 
 
    Distantly, I remembered someone I always called Drill Sergeant yelling at me to mind my footwork and keep my knife high and tight. And even though I had no idea who the Drill Sergeant was, the basics of his training came back to me, and I leapt to the side when a large bullbear wearing purple attempted to swipe at me. 
 
    Then, with a few practiced slashes, I was able to throw my enemy off-balance when he attempted to get back at me with a mighty swing of his sword. 
 
    This allowed me to close the distance the moment his flank opened, and with a series of ruthless and rapid stabs, I punctured pretty much all the major organs I could reach. 
 
    The giant beast-man went down like a building, and I was onto the next. 
 
    And the next, and on, and on until I had amassed a decent pile of bodies by the time my flash bang was in its death throes. 
 
    As the light dimmed, I shuttered my right eye and opened the other one so I could see normally with sight that didn’t need to adjust like everyone else, and then I continued my feverish killing spree. 
 
    Even though the light power had faded, my body was now imbued with a new kind of energy that fueled my muscles with agility and swiftness, and every time my dagger found its target, I reveled in the feeling of hot blood spraying over my face and dripping off my forearms. 
 
    And, by the time I finally made it back around to Belia, I savored the way I grabbed her around the neck, slammed her back against the stone floor, and then plunged the dagger into her heart. 
 
    When I came back to myself, I was panting and shaking slightly from the release of adrenaline zinging through me, and I was startled when someone spoke. 
 
    “At least we know he can Rampage like a proper drow warrior,” Dagwyn drawled in her deadpan voice, and she stared down at the two fuckhead guards with blood splattered all over their purple cloaks due to the gaping wounds I slit across their throats. 
 
    “R-Rampage?” I croaked out, and then I lost the battle with my weary legs and sat down on the cold stone floor. 
 
    “The way you went berserk just now,” Helera chimed in as she sauntered closer to me with a strange expression on her heart-shaped face. It was either an expression of curiosity, or malice. 
 
    Probably both, and if that was the case, I should probably be worried, but I was too exhausted to really care just then. 
 
    “He should be thrown from our Noble Tower!” one of the Matron Mother’s hobgoblin slaves finally blurted out, and I turned to glare at the weird dog-ape thing with my regular eye. “He is obviously an Omen! He uses nelvar magic!” 
 
    “Shut up, Fespius,” Mother Sevahtra snapped and glided up to where I was still sitting next to Belia Bitch Face. Then the Matron Mother glanced at me and raised a thin silver eyebrow as if to say she would deal with me later. 
 
    I gave her the smallest of nods to let her know I wasn’t going anywhere, and at this, the Matron Mother broke her austere eye contact with me and then swooped down to address the woman with the dagger still sticking out of her chest. 
 
    Apparently, Belia wasn’t quite dead yet, and when the Matron Mother took one finger and pressed straight down on the hilt, Belia gasped as a spray of red blood arced out of her mouth. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk.” Matron Sevahtra clicked her teeth in a cruel imitation of how Belia had teased her earlier. “You should have known better than to gloat before you were sure of your victory. What a child’s mistake. But then again, I would expect nothing less from your Mother, Daria. She’s always been the lazy sort. Sending her children off to do her dirty work for her.” 
 
    “M-My forces will-- ack!” Belia attempted to argue, but Sevahtra pressed down even harder until she had the bitch’s attention again. 
 
    “Look.” The Matron Mother then snapped her fingers, and the shimmer of something that looked like a golden chain made out of runes broke off her wrist and evaporated into mist. At the same time, the sound of distant explosions could be heard deep below us. Followed by the screams. “Do you hear that? Those are your forces fighting my warriors who have just received my signal.” 
 
    Boom. Boom. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Belia said and coughed again until her whole mouth was dark red. 
 
    “My warriors would have known to collapse all but the top three floors the moment they got my signal, so your forces are now buried under over a million tons of rubble,” the older woman said. 
 
    “B-But that would have killed all of your House members as well!” Belia stuttered out. 
 
    My eyes widened. She’d just killed the rest of her house just to win the battle? And how were the top three floors still standing? More magic?  
 
    “That is the cost of Ascending and keeping your position in Oshara,” Sevahtra spat. “The higher you rise, the greater the loss you must face at times. Something Daria should be aware of. And make no mistake, House Claden’Du will rebuild and make our station stronger than before. Consider it a mercy you will not be a witness to the Judgement Day House Ozin-Na will face.” 
 
    Then the Matron Mother’s eyes glowed a dark red, and she held her hand up with her fingers pointed into a conical shape. She muttered something in an ancient language that made the hair on the back of my neck curl, and suddenly her arm transmuted itself into a black obsidian blade. 
 
    With one sharp slash, she sliced off Belia Ozin-Na’s head. 
 
    When it rolled to a stop face-up, she still had a look of shock on her half-wrinkled face, and all three Daughters gathered around to look down at it. 
 
    “Do you see her skin? She looks so…” Here, Helera trailed off as her expression flickered between disgust and terror until finally settling on something in the middle that made her look like she was suffering a bout of violent indigestion. “She looks so old! What in Void’s name could have done that?” 
 
    “Nelvar magicks!” the hobgoblin creep Fespius squawked out again, but Dagwyn silenced him with a sharp elbow to his gut when he tried to butt into the group. “Ack!” 
 
    “Shut up, Fes,” Dagwyn growled. “But he might be right. My eyes have barely recovered from that atrocity. Is this what you meant when you asked Drogu for a ‘light in the darkness,’ Tryss?” 
 
    I glanced over at the lavender-skinned woman, and she was observing me with such intensity, I felt even more naked than I already was, if that was possible. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I meant,” Tryss settled on and trailed her wine-colored eyes down my figure and back up. “But he helped, didn’t he, Mother?” 
 
    At this, the Matron Mother crouched down to pick up the severed head of Belia so she could examine it up close. The places where my sunbeams had blasted the right side of her face were saggy and wrinkled, as if those parts of her skin had aged centuries under the rays of my light, and her eye was a milky-white like a marble. 
 
    If Belia hadn’t attempted to shield at least one side of her face, she would have been fully blinded and aged into an unrecognizable hag. 
 
    It was slightly unsettling to think I could have done something like that, but moreso, I didn’t really know how to feel. One side of me, the unsettled side, recognized this power was destructive and needlessly cruel when it came to killing. There were much more efficient ways to end a life, and that side of me didn’t revel in pain for pain’s sake. 
 
    But the other half of me reveled in pain for pain’s sake. 
 
    There was something satisfying in slaking my thirst for vengeance on someone so deplorable, and as I looked down at my hands, I couldn’t help but clench my teeth in a feral grin. 
 
    I’d do it again in a heartbeat. 
 
    Fuck that bitch.  
 
    “It seems as if you really are a drow,” the Matron Mother finally said, and I looked up into her hard burgundy eyes. 
 
    “What else would I be?” I asked without any sarcasm. I really was curious to what she might be thinking because I didn’t know what I was supposed to. 
 
    “That ugly blue eye of yours suggests you might be mixed-race, but usually mixed-race dilutes the magical blood,” she explained as she continued to stare at me, and I wondered if the woman ever blinked. “I’ve never seen such raw power come from one so unrefined. Who did you say you were again?” 
 
    Even though I felt like I could take a nice long nap right on the floor where I was, I dragged myself up to my feet so I could try to be proper in the Matron Mother’s presence. 
 
    “I’m not very much more knowledgeable than you on that, just a warning,” I disclaimed before I went on. “The Goddess called me Fynn Draven, but this is all I know.” 
 
    “What a strange name,” Tryss said, but unlike her two sisters, she seemed to find my name pleasing instead of odd because she was the only one who wasn’t pulling some kind of face. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound very drow,” Helera pouted and flicked her single braid over her shoulder. “I still say he’s to blame for everything.” 
 
    “Fyn is the old tongue for ‘light,’ so that fits, and it is the opposite of Na, which is ‘night,’ making it doubly fitting how you vanquished the Second Daughter of the ‘Heirs to the Night.’” The Matron Mother seemed to be saying this aloud more for her benefit than anyone else, but then her eyes focused back on mine. “Very well. You are now only Fynn, and you must forget the ways of your old House because you are now in service to the House of Claden’Du.” 
 
    “Easy. There’s not much to forget,” I said. 
 
    “You’re giving the male a name?” Dagwyn screeched. “Already?” 
 
    “Weren’t you paying attention, you idiot?” Helera snapped at her sister sharper than one of her arrows. “He’s just Fynn now. Fynn nobody. Or slave number one, whichever he responds to most readily, I suppose.” 
 
    “I respond to Fynn,” I stated and raised an unimpressed eyebrow. 
 
    “I bet I could make you respond to a lot more,” the female leered, and I only let my eyebrows tick upward ever so slightly when her ruby gaze lingered on the organ between my legs. 
 
    “Don’t be gross, Hel!” Dagwyn snapped, and this set the two off to squabbling again. 
 
    “Daughters,” the Matron Mother said idly, but she didn’t seem to be overly bothered by their antics because she was still busy dissecting me with her eyes. “And you will respond to whatever we call you, is that clear, male?” 
 
    “Understood, Matron Mother,” I responded dutifully. Part of me, the drow part, knew I had to treat her with the utmost respect if I wanted to live, but the other part of me…  
 
    What was the other part of me? 
 
    The other part of me wanted to push boundaries. I was just glad I recognized this was not one of those times to do so. 
 
    “Since he is a part of your chattel now, Mother, may I have him?” Tryss’ mellow voice slipped into the conversation as smoothly as a silk sheet, and Sevahtra’s merely glanced at her daughter. 
 
    “Have him?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Tryss said as she bowed her head slightly. “You and my sisters seem to think it is my words in the spell that brought him to us. I would like him.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose you may have your fun with him, yes,” the Matron Mother said, and both of my eyes flew open wide. 
 
    “So, he is indeed mine?” Tryss asked in a way that sounded like she was getting at something specific. 
 
    “Isn’t that what I just said?” Sevahtra challenged and spiked a flaxen eyebrow up toward her hairline. 
 
    “Then say it properly,” Tryss demanded, and she folded her arms over her chest. “Say you, as Matron Mother, will give Fynn to me.” 
 
    A tense moment passed in silence, and my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “You slippery little bitch,” Sevahtra finally purred, but she was smiling the whole time. “Fine, you’ve earned it, I suppose. I give thee, Tryskaylan, one male drow by the name of Fynn. Do what you wish with him.” 
 
    This caught the attention of her other daughters, who had stopped their bickering immediately. 
 
    “What?” Helera gasped as she stashed the arrow she’d aimed at Dagwyn’s head. “She gets the male?” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Dagwyn whined as she returned her dual scimitars back to her back scabbards. “Tryss is the reason we have this blight in our House in the first place. Why does she get a reward?” 
 
    “Are you saying you’d rather have the ‘blight’ all to yourself, Second Daughter?” Sevahtra questioned. “Seems strange after you called him such a disease.” 
 
    “Yeah, Daggy.” The light-blue-skinned daughter continued to needle her darker-skinned sister by attempting to poke her in the ribs. “Now who’s interested in getting Fynn between her sheets?” 
 
    “That’s not the point!” Dagwyn erupted like a small volcano, and she bodily shoved her sister away from her in the chest. “I was ready to run out there and fight for this House--” 
 
    “Which would have been stupid, seeing as how everyone in our house besides us are now dead,” Helera muttered under her breath and received a swat from the Matron Mother for her trouble. 
 
    “Dagwyn, your valor has not escaped my notice, but until I know for certain this interloper means us well, I am giving him to Tryss to mind personally. It is because you are correct, she is most likely the reason we are stuck with this strange drow male instead of… something pure and female and… useful.” 
 
    “Chaos reigns,” I chuckled to myself as some of Drogu’s words started to make sense. 
 
    “What did you say?” Sevahtra asked me sharply. 
 
    “I… It’s something the Spider Goddess said to me before I woke up amongst you all,” I explained in a steady and neutral voice I hoped she would take as respectful. “When I asked her why she was doing all this, she simply told me that chaos reigns.” 
 
    “More proof he is favored by Drogu-ani,” Tryss posited and shrugged a casual shoulder. “Or the opposite, right, Dagwyn?” 
 
    “Could be.” Dagwyn clicked her jaw shut as she glowered between Tryss and me. “The Spider Goddess is a trickster by nature and loves to fuck shit up just to make it interesting, so it could be a curse just as much as a blessing. Only time will tell.” 
 
    “So, I will do us all a favor and be the one who is responsible for him until then,” Tryss said in a way that made it sound like she was agreeing with Dagwyn instead of arguing with her. “Good idea, Dag.” 
 
    “Um… right,” Dagwyn faltered as if she didn’t understand how she’d lost the plot of the argument, but then she simply straightened her spine and nodded her chin down once like the matter was closed. 
 
    It was some impressive reverse psychology, and when Tryss saw me staring at her, she gave me a subtle wink. 
 
    It was fucking… sexy. 
 
    “Mother, what are we to do now?” Helera asked, and all of her adolescent antics from before sloughed off her. “Were you honest in what you said about our House? Are we down to what we have here?” 
 
    Helera’s question sobered everyone gathered, and I took a moment to glance around at who all were left after Belia’s raid. Aside from the sisters, me, a couple of bullbears, and Fespius, there wasn’t much left of the Matron Mother’s noble House. 
 
    “Alas, unless there are any poor souls who managed to reach the top three of the seven floors of Claden’Du, then no, they have surely perished,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “What do you want to do with Ozin-Na’s Second Daughter?” Dagwyn asked and gestured to the head still in the Matron Mother’s hands. 
 
    “Make a sack for her,” she ordered and tossed the head to her Second. 
 
    The darker-skinned woman caught it with ease and then went about cutting off a decent square of material from one of the unmarked cloaked figures so she could fashion herself a plain sack for the head that she tied at all four corners. 
 
    “Shall we make a call to the Matron Council for their assistance in gathering all of the Houses in the Tower to rally against Ozin-Na?” Hel asked and nodded at Tryss.  
 
    This seemed to be some sort of signal because Tryss brought her fingers together into a spade-like shape with the first two fingers on each hand touching at the top to make the tip of the spade, and the thumbs meeting as well to form the bottom. 
 
    But before the woman could perform whatever task her sister asked her to do, the Matron Mother held up a commanding hand. 
 
    “No, wait,” she said. “I’m not yet sure if informing the Council is wise. What if there is more to this plot than meets the eye?” 
 
    Tryss lowered her hands, and the glow in her eyes died back down. 
 
    “Mother, you are wise, but perhaps a bit paranoid,” Helera said as she rested her hands on her shapely hips. “I think the plot was just what Belia intended, which was to decimate our house Claden’Du. But she failed, so by the city of Oshara Edict’s, we can get the Council to force our neighbors to ravage the House in the Twenty-Seventh station. What’s there to think of?” 
 
    “A lot, you foolish girl,” the Matron Mother snapped and then made a particular hand gesture, which forced her daughter’s lips to seal over into a smooth light-blue patch of skin that laid flush with the rest of her face. 
 
    “Mmm!” Hel attempted to wail as she felt the place where her functioning mouth used to be. 
 
    “Hehe,” Dagwyn laughed like an evil gremlin, and I also had to try and hold back my amused chuckle. 
 
    “Take heed, Daughters, you have only been named First, Second, and Third due to the deaths of your more experienced and better sisters during the raid. Do. Not. I repeat, do not proceed to talk to me like any of you know what the fuck you are doing,” Sevahtra said in a voice that rose above Hel’s struggling. “There is a time for direct action, and a time in which vengeance must temper and cool. Right now, we have no idea how Belia breached our part of the Tower, and that, my lovelies, is important information we must find out above all else. If we cannot prevent something similar in the future, then what is the point of rebuilding if the foundation of our section of the Tower is prone to weakness?” 
 
    “But I thought Nodrin accounted for all the vulnerabilities?” Dagwyn said. 
 
    “Well, obviously not, Dag,” Tryss scoffed and crossed her arms, and then she tipped her head toward the doors of the temple as if to say, “remember how we were raided just now, our elder sisters, brothers, chattel, and slaves murdered? Or is the space between your ears filled with air?” 
 
    “Heh,” I snorted. 
 
    “Hey!” Dagwyn barked, but the muffled mm-mm-mm sound of Helera cracking up without a mouth distracted the feisty female from coming after me. 
 
    “Our time to strike is not now,” the Matron Mother reiterated and then flexed her fingers so Helera could have her lips back. “We are the Warriors of the Void…” 
 
    “…And the Void is Eternal,” the three sisters said in unison. 
 
    “We strike from the shadows of the blessed darkness that Drogu provides,” Sevahtra went on and floated up on a cushion of air as her speech became more impassioned. “Dear Daria Ozin-Na will not know what awaits her once our pieces are all aligned to fall, and I can assure you, Daughters, the tons of rubble crushing her spawn will be nothing compared to my destruction, and when we are done, she will beg for mercy!” 
 
    All at once, my hair stood on end on the back of my long ears, and a roar built within my chest that I released along with the remaining members of Claden’Du. 
 
    “Raaaaaaaahhhh!” I raised my voice along with Tryss and Dagwyn beside me, and the power I felt reverberating around the sanctuary of the chapel almost acted as a tangible thing. 
 
    More of that magical wind started to whip around in a small tornado in the middle of the circle where I was summoned, and the Matron Mother levitated herself over to the altar. 
 
    “Yes!” Sevahtra called and opened her arms wide. “Drogu, hear our cry!” 
 
    The whirlwind swirled faster as we all approached and congregated around the circle, and I could feel the magical energy pass through every individual until bolts of obsidian energy limned in violet shot out of the center of each of our chests. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if this was supposed to happen or not, but when I glanced at the sisters, they all had matching expressions of What the Ever Loving Spider Goddess on all their faces, so I figured this was a bit out of the norm even for a Priestess who worshiped a Goddess of Chaos. 
 
    But the bolt of frenetic energy kept me stuck in place, so I couldn’t move away even if I wanted to. 
 
    As it was, nothing hurt, and I decided to be endlessly fascinated with this world and my new existence instead of endlessly coming to terms with things as if it was some sort of crisis. 
 
    Granted, not remembering who or what you were only about an hour ago might be a crisis for some, and maybe it was, or maybe I was just really good at compartmentalizing. 
 
    That sounded about right. 
 
    Whatever the case, I decided this a Crisis Did Not Make. 
 
    However, what did seem to be a crisis was how the whirlwind collected all the dark energy it had harvested from all of us and then shot it out directly at the Matron Mother. 
 
    “Mother!” Helera screamed right as Sevahtra collapsed over the altar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Mistress!” The hobgoblin, Fespius, along with the three drow sisters ran toward their mother while the bullbears and I approached more slowly. 
 
    I eyed the creatures warily, but they apparently heeded the Matron Mother’s edict when she “gave” me to Tryss, because they didn’t try to take my head off with their formidable claws. 
 
    Win. 
 
    By the time the rest of us got up to the Matron Mother, she was already pulling herself together and impatiently brushing her daughters away from her. 
 
    “Back, you cling bats! I’m fine. For Drogu’s sake, you’d think none of you are familiar with a simple Fidelity Spell.” She shooed them away as she hopped down from the altar. 
 
    “There was nothing ‘simple’ about that spell, Mother, and you know it,” Tryss said and then flung out her hand at the obelisks still stationed around the circle. Instead of their weak flickering from before, the crystal structures were now glowing richly with an internal flame that cast dancing shadows in all directions. “You promised some of your life in payment if you couldn’t keep your word with the Goddess.” 
 
    “Not some of it, sweetling,” Sevahtra said as she led the way toward the other end of the Temple across from the entrance. With a wave of her hand, the wall rearranged itself and revealed a hidden doorway that led out onto a balcony. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘not some’ of it?” Helera demanded, and this dissolved into a bickering match between the two women before the Matron Mother expertly diverted the argument by shouting orders at her hobgoblins behind us to start bringing the bodies outside. 
 
    “I didn’t know there was an Egress Platform here,” Dagwyn said as she looked around the balcony. 
 
    “A what?” I asked as I stepped up to the balcony’s ledge and looked down the sheer drop off where the dark waves of some kind of ocean thrashed against the side of the giant structure.  
 
    When I looked up, I nearly fell off the platform trying to see the top of the gargantuan tower that went up into the fathomless blackness above. 
 
    “Look out,” Tryss said as she grabbed my arm in order to steady me. “Not up.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said shakily, and I focused my regular eye out across the black water where there were dozens of pointed spires piercing the surface like a series of teeth from some monster rising out of the deep. 
 
    Between the spires that encircled the main one we were on, there was a series of rope bridges and stone staircases that connected the ring of dark spires like a web. My good eye practically spazzed out when I attempted to even track one of the bridges to its origin, but I gave up pretty quickly after that, shook my head a little, and then focused back down on the water. 
 
    “Lake Subata,” Tryss said as she also watched the white froth of the waves crash against the Tower’s base far below. “It would be a shame if you were to fall. In the water are the ridian-- monsters of the deep who used to be drow but failed the Goddess’ test. This is why the ‘simple spell’ Mother performed isn’t so simple as she claims.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I followed her back into the Temple’s sanctuary so I could help with the body disposal effort taking place. 
 
    “She alluded to the fact she not only bargained some of her life force, but all of it in an attempt to honor her Fidelity Spell,” Tryss explained, and she grabbed the ankles of a dead bullbear with his eyes scorched out while I hefted him under his tree log arms. 
 
    Even though Tryss and I were a lot smaller than the bullbear, I discovered that between the two of us, the corpse wasn’t much heavier than… than… a futon? 
 
    A futon from Target still in the box. 
 
    The thought rattled loose from some dusty corner of my empty brain attic, but I still didn’t fully understand the words. 
 
    “Team lift,” I snarked without really knowing why. 
 
    “What?” Tryss questioned with a curious frown. 
 
    “Nothing,” I dismissed as we approached the Ledge of Doom. “Tell me about this Fidelity thing.” 
 
    “You are a bit demanding, aren’t you?” she stated instead of answering me directly. 
 
    “Am I not supposed to be?” I asked in a lowered voice as we started to swing the corpse between us like some macabre skipping rope. 
 
    “You are a male,” Tryss deadpanned as if that explained everything. 
 
    “I am indeed,” I agreed, and then on about the fifth swing, we both released the corpse at the same time so it could fall into the dark lake far below. “But you say it like it’s supposed to mean something.” 
 
    “It is,” she said in that slippery way of hers, and I got the sense she was doing this verbal sparring thing to stall. 
 
    “Pretend like I was born today,” I suggested with a sharp grin and narrowed eyes. “Explain it to me.” 
 
    The crafty woman grinned back, and even though it seemed as if she wanted to keep turning the tables on this conversation, at the last moment, she seemed to make up her mind about something and switched tack. 
 
    “You should know I have every right to let you dangle above these uncharted waters just because you told me that,” she finally said, but something warmed slightly in her naturally guarded gaze. “You are first and foremost a drow, and you must learn quickly the only progress that matters is for the good of the whole. This means individual gain is what roots out the weak so the drow can rise in dominance as the superior species we are.” 
 
    “Huh…” I commented as we made our second trip back into the temple. “That seems…” 
 
    I trailed off because I wasn’t sure if saying this way of thinking seemed inherently counterproductive would make me sound even more wet behind my long ears than I already was. 
 
    “Ah, you are learning,” Tryss said with a wink of approval. “To hold back is oft better than to reveal the inner workings of your mind lest an enemy overhear and use it against you.” 
 
    “I see…” I murmured in a lowered voice even though we weren’t really talking very loudly to begin with. Besides, Fespius and the other bullbear slaves had started up an argument in which I only had vocabulary for Fespius’ side of things. The din was plenty loud enough to cover up the specifics of our conversation, but still. “What is it you can tell me?” 
 
    “A good question,” she chuckled, and we both grabbed some type of fat goblin guy that smelled about as grotesque as he looked. “For one, males like yourself are supposed to be obsequious by nature. Obsequious means--” 
 
    “Obedient, yeah, I know what it means,” I huffed another good-natured laugh. “I know I did say to pretend like I was born today, but assume if I don’t know anything, I’ll ask.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Tryss said and pursed her lips into the smallest of heart-shaped smiles, and something about that little smirk trying so hard not to shine made my heart thump a little oddly in my chest. 
 
    Who knew “cute” would be an adjective I would use to describe a fearsome dark-elf priestess who belonged to a House named “Warriors of the Void.” 
 
    But there it was. 
 
    Tryss was cute. 
 
    As Fuck. 
 
    So, I decided to tell her. 
 
    “You’re adorable when you smile like that, just so you know,” I said casually as we threw the hideous bloated goblin over the edge of the platform. 
 
    I continued to watch the corpse fall, even though I was actually paying attention to the way my companion’s claret eyes snapped to mine out of my peripheral vision. 
 
    Apparently, my words somehow took her off-guard enough to become less than articulate, and I didn’t even try to hide my shit-eating grin when she blushed a deeper purple and actually stammered.  
 
    “Wh-- I don’t, um… ahem.” 
 
    When I felt like I had let her squirm enough, I finally let her off the hook. “Obsequious enough for you, Toots?” 
 
    “It’s Tryss,” she said primly, and the way she snapped out the s-sound at the end of her name sounded as sharp as the dagger on her belt. 
 
    “Tryssss,” I emphasized and finally turned toward her. 
 
    We continued to stare at one another in a battle of wills that actually turned rather playful and flirty toward the end when it seemed as if we were both struggling to keep our lips from breaking out into full-fledged smirks. 
 
    But finally, Dagwyn bombed our little moment like the cock block I just knew she was going to be in the future. 
 
    “You better watch your shiny prize as diligently as you are now, Tryskaylan,” the Second Daughter said as she shoved her shoulder into Tryss’ back on her way to the ledge. She then tossed two smaller goblin corpses into the drink one after the other with a scoff. 
 
    “You heard Mother,” Tryss said with a dismissive sniff similar to the Matron herself. “He’s mine. You know what the punishment is for touching things that aren’t yours, Daggy.” 
 
    “Trust me, if I wanted to touch what was yours, you’d never know about it,” Dagwyn sneered. 
 
    “All you’d have to do is ask my permission, sister,” the younger woman said nonchalantly. “I’d gladly let you ride him until you are feeling more agreeable to be around. Frankly, I would wager it would do you some good.” 
 
    “If there ever comes a time which I would like to be alone with your Omen scum, it will only be to cut off this head and purge him of his impure and cursed blood,” Dagwyn said and glared at both of us with her brick-red eyes. “I’ll let you consider which ‘head’ I mean.  
 
    With that ominous threat in place, she turned sharply on her heel and marched back into the temple to find more bodies to toss into the abyss. 
 
    “She’ll come around,” I said, and surprisingly, Tryss blurted out a laugh. 
 
    “What makes you so sure, chattel?” she asked in a fair imitation of the Matron Mother, but it was ruined due to her giggles. 
 
    “I have a feeling my natural disposition is such that I find a way around any obstacle that may prevent me from my goals,” I said as we made our third trek back into the temple. 
 
    “And the current goal?” she asked as she played along and even looped her arm through mine. 
 
    Hey. Maybe the whole Charming Amnesiac Schtick would work for me after all. 
 
    “The goal is getting Daggy over there to like me,” I said and jutted my chin in the direction of where the woman in question was in the middle of punching Fespius in the face. “Or at least, get her to tolerate me enough so she doesn’t think of purging me from your bloodline every time she sees me.” 
 
    “A reasonable goal.” The female nodded her snow-white head and then dropped her hold on my arm when we approached the last of the bullbear creatures. 
 
    The biggest one left. 
 
    “Can I ask another question?” I asked. 
 
    “Normally, the answer to that is it depends on who you might be asking,” Tryss responded and clasped her hands around the corpse’s ankles. “But since you are asking me, I will say you do not have to ask beforehand whenever you have a question.” 
 
    “Okay, well at the risk of sounding like an idiot…” I grunted when I locked my arms around the dead bullbear’s chest. “But why can’t we levitate or use magic to-- unf! To dispose of the dead?” 
 
    “Do you see how heavy this… urg.” Her grip slipped a little, and she had to readjust for a moment. “Do you see how heavy this slave bastard is? Levitation magic cannot exceed the mass of the person performing it. It’s the Basics of Diminished Return drowlings learn when they are being taught the basics of Levitation.” 
 
    “Right, maybe for one person, but what if we were to combine our Levitation magic together?” I needed a break, so I dropped my half of the stinking corpse. “Like if I levitate one ankle, and you do the other, maybe we can drag his ass over. Easy peasy l-lemon… squeezy?” 
 
    “What?” she asked with a confused expression. 
 
    “Nothing, continue.” I shook my head. 
 
    “We would be combining soul magicks,” Tryss said as she also dropped her load. 
 
    “I can tell by the way you’re crossing your arms again like an adorable purple anger-kitten that this is not an acceptable way of thinking,” I commented and gestured to her closed-off posture. 
 
    She glanced down at her crossed arms and tried not to smirk again, even though I had no such compunction and grinned wide when that lovely purple color flushed her high cheekbones again. 
 
    “Erm,” she said as she glanced away from me, and then she put one hand on her hip for lack of anything better to do. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I questioned. 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just unused to… to the…” she trailed off and made some sort of twirling gesture with her hand. 
 
    “Flattery?” I supplied and made both my eyebrows jump up toward my hairline at once. 
 
    “No, I am used to being flattered in all sorts of ways by all sorts of mouths, but only yours has ever called me things so--” Tryss broke off when she once again ran out of vocabulary to describe what she was trying to convey. 
 
    “Sweet?” I threw out at the same time as she said, “Endearing.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said as her blush grew a little deeper. “Yes, sweet. Ahem.” 
 
    I tilted my head so I could examine this exquisite creature from a different angle. If I had to wake up with no memories in this harsh alien world, then I considered myself lucky Tryss was here, all things considered.  
 
    “Back to what I was asking about the whole levitating magic thing,” I finally tried to get us back on track. 
 
    “Right, well as I’ve said, this would require us to open ourselves up to one another and combine our soul magicks, which isn’t usually done,” Tryss went on and grabbed the bullbear’s hooved legs again like she was towing a wheelbarrow. 
 
    But I didn’t budge. 
 
    “I know I’m supposed to be ‘obsequious’ and just fall in line, but seriously, what is the big deal about this where we can’t do that just to make our lives easier?” I asked, and Tryss shot me a look over her shoulder which told me I was probably being “demanding” again, but whatever. 
 
    It seemed another part of my nature was to keep picking until my curiosity was satisfied. 
 
    Tryss apparently knew when to pick her battles because she dropped the bullbear’s feet again with a huff. “This is not done because it can leave you vulnerable to other beings who can steal your ether or use it against you, like sorcerers, clerics, dark fae, and a host of many other magical or psionic denizens in the Neverlight.” 
 
    “Neverlight…” I mused as I gazed around the dimly-illuminated landscape. “Good name. And I get it, but like… none of those denizens are around right now except for you and me and this dead guy here. What could happen if we tried it?” 
 
    “Did you not hear me when I said that drow are those who can attack the ether of another if made so vulnerable?” she said with a slight shake of her head. 
 
    “No, no, I heard you, but… what if I promise not to do whatever it is you said?” I asked. 
 
    “Unlike you, I was not born today,” she scoffed. 
 
    “Come on, what am I even going to do?” I reasoned. “You have to teach it all to me anyway, even the stealing your ether bit.” 
 
    This gave her pause as she eyed me as well as the dead beast who wasn’t getting any deader. 
 
    “You must never do this with anyone other than me, do you understand?” she finally whispered. 
 
    “Sure.” I grinned, but then she grabbed my chin between two of her delicate yet surprisingly strong fingers, and the smile sloughed off my face. 
 
    “I am serious,” she said, and I swallowed. 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a serious nod, and she released my face once she was satisfied I was aware of the gravity of what she was about to do. 
 
    “This actually might be a good way for you to learn how to harness the power for yourself if you can feel how I do it,” she said, and this time, it didn’t sound like she was trying so hard to convince herself this was a good idea. 
 
    Progress. 
 
    “Okay, what do I do?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Don’t call attention to ourselves,” she warned and then held up two fingers, and I mirrored her so she could touch our fingers together. “Now, focus on your life’s energy beating through you. You should be able to identify your blood, your bones, your muscles, and finally, your ether. This is the flow of energy that all magical beings have within them.” 
 
    “So, we’re the same?” I questioned as I closed my good eye along with my dark one. I concentrated on feeling for each of the things she told me about, and it was only after identifying the usual aspects in my body that I could sense the fourth component pulsing through every fiber of my being. 
 
    “Not exactly,” she whispered and slightly curled her fingers around mine. “I am a novice Priestess, as you can see by my tattoos. Priestesses are able to draw from Drogu’s own power that she derives from the moon, so when I’m low on my own ether, I can siphon some of Hers.” 
 
    “Convenient,” I remarked. 
 
    “It is, and it isn’t,” Tryss explained. “A lot of the time, the Spider Goddess will demand a payment if you use too much of her power.” 
 
    “Like a Fidelity Spell?” I asked and peeked open my good eye. “You said it was a big deal.” 
 
    “Yes, correct.” The drow woman nodded her white head, and I took a moment to admire how beautiful she was while her eyes were still closed. Her lips were just a shade darker than her lavender-tinted skin and were almost the exact same shade as belladonna. 
 
    I only hoped they weren’t as poisonous if I ever got a chance to kiss them… 
 
    “What exactly did the Matron Mother do with that spell?” I asked and leaned in a bit. Tryss even smelled as good as she looked. Something floral, yet, there was the sharp odor of her musk from all of the hard work we were doing, and as I leaned closer still, I saw the glimmer of sweat dotting the swell of her perfect breasts like diamonds I wanted to lick off with my tongue. 
 
    Tryss opened her eyes, and other than a slight widening of her pupils, she didn’t seem perturbed with my close proximity. 
 
    “Sevahtra basically promised Drogu that Claden’Du would Honor Her by doing all of the things she said she would in her fearsome speech,” she explained. “If the Goddess granted the Matron Mother what she asked for, then she would fulfill her pledge, or else forfeit some of her immortal life.” 
 
    “What could be so important that she would sacrifice her immortality for?” I wondered. 
 
    “It seems as if she asked the Goddess to recharge the relics we used up for the Beseeching,” Tryss said. “The relics allow those like Dagwyn who only have a standard amount of ether to commune directly with Drogu without tapping all of Dag’s magic supply. It usually takes the power of eight people to complete a spell such as this, but since there were only four of us, four of the crystals stood in for those missing, plus one to help out Dag. But, as you saw, the summoning spell used up the power in them, power that must be recharged by the moonlight.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very convenient,” I said and glanced up at the spangled and moonless night above. 
 
    In fact, now that I was able to catch my breath for a second and really look around with a more wide-angle view on things, I could see a veritable forest of stalagmites rising out of the churning lake water like the teeth of some fearsome underwater leviathan. 
 
    When I squinted, I could see something like an elaborate network of stairs and rope bridges spanning between spires like clots of sticky spiderweb, and more twinkling lights could be seen caught in these webs like fireflies. They matched the sparkling lights from up above, and I realized what I thought were stars in a black velvet sky were actually the lights flickering from the doors and windows cut into the stone just like down here. 
 
    So, this begged the question: if there were people living in the stone spires down here, then there must be more of them up there. 
 
    Which meant the Tower we were in was actually an enormous cave column that had developed when both a stalactite and a stalagmite met in the middle over a long period of time. 
 
    It was curious there was only one, but with the dark waters of the ostensibly monster-filled lake below, it was easy to see how the Tower would be an ideal place to hole up in. 
 
    Very fortress-like. 
 
    “Focus, Fynn,” Tryss chided me, but not unkindly, and I grinned at her as she tugged at my fingers she still had entwined with hers. “You’re right, we in The Below rely on The Uppards to exchange our relics when old ones need to be charged. They are the ones who have access to the only valley topside that is unreachable by man, elf, or otherwise.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mused and spared one more glance up at the glittering nightscape above me before I returned my focus to the matter at hand. “Okay, so I can feel the magical energy within me, but because I’m not a priestess… then. Um. What?” 
 
    “You’re lucky there is something innately endearing about you, Fynn Noname,” Tryss giggled and picked up the oaf’s legs one more time. “Help me take him closer to the edge, and I will explain.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I helped her take the large corpse right up to the ledge. 
 
    “So, because you are not a priestess, your energy source must be replenished either by rest, or by meditating next to a relic,” the novice priestess explained. Then she looked subtly around to make sure no one was around and grasped my hand in hers. “Okay, now, picture wrapping the minotaur’s fist, here, in some of that energy. Imagine pushing it out from the center of your chest like a bubble with a gravity defying force field inside. I will help you by adding mine alongside yours once you figure it out.” 
 
    “Alright…” I said and tried to wrap my head around this abstract effort she was talking about. Then I took a breath and felt for those things she told me to focus on in order to find the ether flowing through me. 
 
    Bone, blood, sinew, and-- magic. 
 
    There was a current buzzing like a moth’s wings against the cage of my ribs, and just like a moth that wanted to get out, this little spark of effervescence wanted to do the same. 
 
    So, I pictured opening a window to let it out. 
 
    “Oh! Wow, okay, yes, you’ve got it exactly,” Tryss huffed. Then she flung out a hand like she was reigning in the burst of invisible power I’d let escape, and I discovered I could actually feel how she was trying to direct the thin stream of power spooling out from the center of my chest. 
 
    It was such an odd feeling. 
 
    As if someone had grabbed a snagged thread on the woolen sweater of my soul and started tugging until it unraveled bit by bit. If I focused too closely on the sensation, I was likely to vomit because it wasn’t the best feeling in the world, so I focused on the other sensation I could feel butting up against mine like… like… 
 
    The sight of a black-and-white feline creature flashed through the dim corners of my mind. 
 
    Shake. Shake. 
 
    Oreo! Come here, boy! 
 
    House cat. 
 
    Tryss’ essence was butting up against mine like a warm house cat, and I felt less sick to my stomach, like I had an anchor now, and my soul’s power wouldn’t just unspool until there was nothing left but a tangled pile of thread. 
 
    With her guidance, I sensed how Tryss used that pile of thread to weave a type of sphere with both of our magical essences combined. Then she divided the sphere into two, and it was almost like she “tossed” me one of them because I felt my power and hers being returned to me in a neat bundle, and on reflex, I “caught” it with the hand not linked to hers. 
 
    Then the two of us guided our invisible spheres of energy to their destinations, which was around one hooved foot and one balled-up fist respectfully. 
 
    “On three, picture moving your sphere forward while we push from the other side,” Tryss instructed, and we both went around to the minotaur’s other flank. “One, two… three!” 
 
    When she said three, I imagined a strong chain around the beast-man’s adjacent limbs, and then I pictured a winch pulling the sad sack over the ledge. 
 
    “I think it’s working,” I said as the corpse began to slide as easily as if it were on casters. 
 
    “It really is!” Tryss said, and we chuckled when we resorted to nudging the minotaur man with our toes alone until the bulk of him was finally sliding over the side and into the arms of gravity. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    See, when the levitation magic was no longer needed to get the job done, Tryss had begun to unthread her essence with mine, but I wasn’t entirely sure if I knew how to do that yet, and instead of the minotaur sliding effortlessly over the side, it seemed as if he got all tangled in a net since my essence was still wrapped around his fist and ankle. 
 
    “Fuck!” I growled as I was suddenly hooked sharply behind my sternum and dragged forward. 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss gasped and grabbed me around the waist, but the minotaur was too heavy now that gravity really was taking over. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I yelled as my foot slid over the edge. 
 
    “Arrrghh!” Tryss yelled through her gritted teeth, and then she came around to my front and tried to stop me that way. 
 
    But because our combined mass was definitely smaller than the big beast-man over here, it was no use, and it was clear we were both seconds away from joining him in his watery grave. 
 
    How did that one saying go that I knew for some reason? 
 
    Oh, yeah, out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Fynn, you have to retract your ether!” Tryss said as she dug her heels into the stone ground to try and help me gain some traction since I was barefooted. 
 
    “Nobody taught me how!” I growled as the sharp tugging in my chest grew sharper. “Literally, less than hours old here!” 
 
    If being tethered to the minotaur was like getting my woolen sweater snagged on a door post, I didn’t want to know what happened when I reached the end of the line. 
 
    I figured if ether was lumped into the same category as, oh, I don’t know, important things like bones, and blood, and fucking muscles, then my guess was that it was super bad. 
 
    “Ah!” Tryss’ heels were beginning to skid, and my toes were nearing the sharp ledge. 
 
    Just then, a whoosh of magical wind sailed past us and down over the side, and suddenly, the weight steadily pulling me to my death stopped. 
 
    “Drogu’s left tit,” I choked out, and for the first time since this little misfortune started, I felt as if I could finally take a full breath. 
 
    “Fynn, I share your sentiment, but maybe don’t blaspheme the Goddess’ name inside one of her Temples, hm?” Helera’s melodious and teasing voice sounded from behind the two of us. 
 
    “Helly!” Tryss said from her position still around my waist. Then she stood and gazed wide-eyed at her sister as Helera held both hands out like she was clutching an invisible orb by just her fingertips. 
 
    “Well, are you… going to help him retract his ether… or not?” Helera demanded, and it was clear by the unblinking expression on her normally animated face that she was focusing quite strongly on something. 
 
    As if the other woman’s words were the jolt she needed to snap out of her shock, Tryss snatched up my hand, and the warmth of her ether rubbing against mine soothed some of the jagged edges of my nerves. 
 
    With her help, I was able to feel how she followed the tangle of her tethered ether backward like watching water roll backwards up a window pane, and I pictured the same thing in my mind’s eye. 
 
    Finally, I felt that invisible thread untangle itself from the dead weight of the corpse, and simultaneously, I could feel how all three of us let our ethers go. Then the body of the minotaur fell into the water’s embrace with a splash that couldn’t even be heard. 
 
    “Well, well, well.” Helera broke the silence, and when Tryss and I turned toward her, her pale-blue lips curled up into a grin, and she had a superior expression on her heart-shaped face. “What were you getting up to, baby sister?” 
 
    “What are you even doing here, Helly?” Tryss demanded with a childish pout. “It’s just like you to insert yourself where you’re not wanted.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the First Daughter scoffed. “I was sent by Mother to see what the fuck was taking you so long. And from where I was standing, it was a good thing too, because another second longer, and you and your little prized male would have gone straight into Subata’s loving arms. What the fuck, Tryskaylan? Were you doing what-- what the fuck were you doing?” 
 
    Helera glared at her younger sister with such fury, her cherry-red eyes actually cast a little of their own ambient glow like she would shoot lasers at Tryss if she could. 
 
    “There you go again, inserting--” Tryss said as she began to flounce back toward the sanctuary. 
 
    “Inserting?” Hel screeched as she rushed after her sister. “Nice of you to insult the one who just saved your skinny ass--” 
 
    “Um,” I said as I watched the two continue to bicker and leave me behind like I didn’t exist. Then I shook my head and muttered to myself. “Are you alright, Fynn? Why, yes, Fynn, thank you for asking, but I admit that was a close one. Well, I will say, you were quite brave, Fynn. Why, thank you, Fynn.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and started to jog to catch up to them, but then I stopped as something occurred to me. 
 
    My ether. 
 
    I could feel it now like a physical tether not just inside of me, but through me and rooting me to the earth with every step I took. I couldn’t tell if I could suddenly feel it so prominently because it had become unlocked somehow, or if I was just more aware of it. 
 
    Whatever the case, this new addition to my senses kind of made up for the fact that I seemed to be mostly blind in one eye. 
 
    Then there were the light powers I may or may not have had.  
 
    That would be something I would have to talk more to Tryss about when I could, but currently she was still arguing with an increasingly furious Hel, who was actually starting to smoke a little bit. 
 
    Well, as long as she wasn’t actually on fire yet, then I figured I had enough time to play Scientist before I possibly needed to keep Tryss from being scorched like an insect under the lens of Helera’s anger. 
 
    So, with one more glance at the feuding sisters, I closed my eyes and felt for that murmur constantly thrumming inside of me like a live wire. Then I focused on the feeling in my feet, and I… pushed down like I could use the energy to propel myself up. 
 
    “Woah!” I said when my right foot pushed up a little higher than my left, and I ended up stumbling back down to the ground like I’d missed a step at the top of the staircase. 
 
    It was jarring, and I actually bit my tongue a little with my sharp teeth that I was still getting used to, but I couldn’t help the large grin that stretched my lips wide at my triumph. 
 
    Levitation. 
 
    Aw, yes. 
 
    I was beginning to understand how to make myself fly around like a true drow, but it was definitely going to take some practice. For now, it was enough to just dip a toe into the process, and I would wait to either get Tryss to teach me more, or practice in secret later. 
 
    Given the little I’d gleaned from being a drow already, it seemed prudent to keep any more skills I gained or improved strictly to myself, and maybe Tryss, so I could utilize the element of surprise against anyone who underestimated me in the future. 
 
    So, with that decided, I finally caught up with the two women who’d stopped right in the doorway to continue their argument. 
 
    “Just admit it, Helly, you have set yourself up perfectly to blackmail me because deep down you’ve always been jealous--” Tryss was saying. 
 
    “Why would I be jealous of a ’Teenth?” Hel spat and lashed her long platinum braid off her shoulder like a whip, and the snap of it ended in a small spark and more smoke. 
 
    Tryss jolted back like that flaming strike had actually hit her, and I was confused by the reaction since I didn’t know what a ‘Teenth’ was. 
 
    But for a moment, Tryskaylan looked… hurt? 
 
    This was a little at odds with what she’d just told me about how drow social dynamics worked. By all means, this whole argument was most likely a strategy of some sort, right? Like… a plot to. Um. Find the weakness of the enemy. 
 
    Or. Well. 
 
    It should be, considering false empathy as a tactic would be appropriate here. Also, for some reason, my dark elf brain randomly had this fun fact on hand, and I knew playing on emotions was something females were really adept at doing. 
 
    It was strange having bits of knowledge floating around my brain with no context or memories attached to them, and I couldn’t decide whether this was a blessing or a curse on Drogu’s part. 
 
    However, either Tryss was a really good pretender, or she really was hurt because even Hel’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    Then Tryss regrouped and dragged me back out of my thoughts. 
 
    “If I’m such a worthless ’Teenth, why didn’t you let us go over the edge, then?” she asked point-blank. 
 
    Now, it was Helera’s turn to react as if she’d been struck. 
 
    The smoke coming from her finally stopped as if her ire had abruptly been smothered by a swath of sand kicked onto the coals. 
 
    In fact, Hel was apparently shocked into silence, and the longer she gaped at her younger sister like a puzzled trout, the more she seemed to become aware of the growing silence ringing between them. 
 
    Based on how her cheeks flushed a darker blue than her normal complexion, it was clear Helera found the silence damning, and the smoldering dark aura that caused her to smoke earlier returned with a vengeance and the smell of burning hair. 
 
    “Fuck off, then,” Hel eventually responded with an eloquent grunt, and she turned on her heels so she could march away. 
 
    I could see the ends of her hair beginning to singe as she flounced back toward a dark corner to brood, and I arched an eyebrow at Tryss. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine,” the woman said as she continued to gaze placidly after her sister. “I needed to distract her from her line of questioning.” 
 
    “So, you were pushing her buttons on purpose,” I said. “Sly.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tryss said with that same flat affectation as before, and I was back to thinking maybe it wasn’t solely a ruse after all. “Come, we do not want to be missed, and if Mother questions Helera about going to get us, my sister might forget she is angry and tell her about what we did.” 
 
    “So, your sister knows about how we… mingled?” I whispered, and Tryss finally tore her forlorn gaze away from Hel’s dark corner and looked at me with a frown. 
 
    I waggled my eyebrows for good measure and was pleased when the tightening of her top lip signaled how she was trying to hold back a smirk. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately,” Tryss answered. “For as lackadaisical as she pretends to be, she is quite a studious cleric and knows how to sense stuff like that.” 
 
    “Cleric…” I trailed off as we continued into the sanctuary where the Matron Mother was addressing her remaining people. 
 
    “She is trained to detect magicks that are… off-limits,” Tryss whispered, and then she shushed me when we got up close to the Matron Mother. 
 
    “For the last time, Dagwyn, we must muster some forces before we can counter-attack, and that does not mean relying on the meddling of the Council,” Mother Sevahtra said in a tone that clearly meant she was nearing the end of her patience. 
 
    For whatever reason, Dagwyn was not picking up the cue, and like a feisty obtuse hornet, she couldn’t resist diving back in. 
 
    “But we have Belia’s head!” she exclaimed with emphasis on the severed head that must have been in the makeshift sack she was holding. She even shook it slightly like she’d made this argument several times now. “Her. Head. That you bloody chopped off! Proof to wage all the war with our allies we need, and we wouldn’t even need to involve the Council. We can settle it Ra-ara-- House to House.” 
 
    “You are not understanding, Daughter,” Sevahtra said with a rusty snap to her voice like a bear trap that meant business. 
 
    Tryss and I exchanged glances and tried not to snicker.  
 
    “Daggy can be a bit--” 
 
    “Good of you to join us, Tryskaylan,” the Matron Mother interceded before Tryss could finish what she was saying about Dagwyn, and the older drow pinned her youngest with her maroon stare. “Before you finish your criticism of your sister, perhaps you would like to inform all of us why you think slacking off from your fair share of work shouldn’t come with a nip off your ear?” 
 
    The younger female’s face paled, and her long ears angled downward in what was clearly a chastened and submissive behavior she probably wasn’t even conscious of doing. “N-No, Mother. I wanted to simply remind Dagwyn of your honorable sacrifice when it came to your Fidelity Spell.” 
 
    It was now Dagwyn’s turn to grow a shade lighter as if she suddenly remembered the gravity of Tryss’ point. “Mother… I apologize, I--” 
 
    “Now you understand there is more involved in this plot of vengeance than slaking your own need for justice, and this is why you will always be under her despite being twin-born with Helera,” the dark elf queen stated as coldly as a blizzard, and Dagwyn’s ears angled toward the floor as well. Sevahtra continued to glare down at her daughter like she was waiting patiently for her to add anything else, but Dag just shifted her eyes away. “Since not all of us were present when this discussion began, I will go over the next steps now, and that will be the last time I repeat myself. Am I clear?” 
 
    Her hard garnet eyes swept over all who were present, but she lingered particularly on her errant Daughter. 
 
    “Yes, Matron Mother,” everyone echoed, me included.  
 
    She studied us all for another long moment, but then she let up on her glare, and it was like the very air pressure in the room became lighter and less overbearing. 
 
    When I saw I wasn’t the only one who was a little out of breath, I figured this had to be more magic stuff. Sevahtra’s stare was as intriguing as it was terrifying, and I did not envy Dagwyn for having borne the brunt of it. 
 
    “Now.” The Matron Mother settled back slightly after taking off the weight of her powerful ether with her. “We have disposed of all the bodies, and I have taken precautions to set aside plain cloaks close to each of your individual fits. As you might observe, all of them are common Ozin-Na House cloaks. Why? Some of you might ask, and I will tell you. My plan is to stay undercover for as long as possible until I can gather forces of my choice. Forces that I control, which the existence of has been on a need-to-know basis. This means none of you needed to know about this plan of mine until just now, a plan that will circumvent the need for the Council to muddy the waters of the Below. So, is anybody lost so far?” 
 
    With this sarcastic jab, the Matron Mother paused and aimed her gaze once more at Dagwyn with raised silver eyebrows, as if she was daring her daughter to respond, to which the younger woman wisely did not. 
 
    “I’m a little lost, to be honest, Mistress--” the hobgoblin with the smushed dog snout-face said and was completely oblivious to the fact the question was rhetorical. 
 
    “Shut up, Fespius,” Sevahtra said, and she absently flicked her fingers in his direction so a gust of wind blasted him in the face and halted him from talking in mid-sentence. “As I was saying, you must keep your house Claden’Du cloaks hidden beneath the one from Ozin-Na.” 
 
    “As well as our outer cloak?” Helera asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the Matron Mother answered with a nod of her flaxen head. “We will have the plain outer cloak to hide us in the darkness, but when we are in public, we should blend in by wearing the colors of Ozin-Na or else face busybodies who would like to make quick gold on any juicy gossip, like how the mighty Claden’Du of Oshara’s Noble Tower were mingling down in the Thoroughfare with the riffraff.” 
 
    “I get the need to blend in, but common people, Mother? Why couldn’t we be lesser Ozin nobles, or something?” Hel scrunched up her elfin nose. “And three cloaks? That’s going to be so suffocating.” 
 
    “Quit your whining, Hel,” Sevahtra said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “If you can actually manage to be bothered, you could maybe use all of the training Nodrin and I pounded into you and use a simple mending spell, that would be wonderful. Then maybe you won’t feel so strangled.” 
 
    “And if I still don’t like it?” Hel challenged like she couldn’t not be obstinate. 
 
    “Then I will show you what true strangulation feels like,” the scary Matron promised with another one of those dead-eyed smiles. 
 
    I had to repress a shudder that wanted to crawl up the ladder of my spine, especially when Tryss called the austere woman’s attention to me a moment later. 
 
    “Mother, do you have a cloak set aside for Fynn as well?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I didn’t forget about your pet,” Sevahtra said as she gave me a mild once-over and then grimaced. “But take him behind the Effigy where the pool is so he may be cleansed of the blood of our enemies. It wouldn’t be favorable to Drogu to blatantly flout about the minor mass murder you committed against another House in service to her, no matter how treacherous they were to Claden’Du.” 
 
    At this third jab once again fired unsubtly in Dagwyn’s direction, the middle daughter stomped away like she’d finally had enough of her Mother’s constant ribbing. “I get it!” 
 
    Sevahtra seemed to smirk privately to herself, and for a brief second, her unbending countenance softened as she watched her headstrong second daughter huff and try to kick one of the pews. When Dagwyn hastily covered the fact she did more damage to her foot than the object she kicked, the older woman’s expression softened even more as she shook her head. 
 
    But like the weak winter rays fading back behind a foreboding cloud, the Matron Mother’s typical stern expression settled back on her beautiful face, and the moment passed. 
 
    “When you’ve cleaned up your male, meet us in the auxiliary antechamber on the floor below us facing east,” the Matron Mother instructed, and both Tryss and I nodded to let her know we understood. 
 
    Then, with nothing further, the Matron Mother of Claden’Du shooed us both to the back of the Temple where I’d previously missed the large obsidian statue of the majestic Spider-Lady. 
 
    For good reason, though, because the eight-legged madam was actually carved right into the stone above the archway of some dimly-lit alcove. Her human arms were spread wide as she perched her eight spider legs above the entrance, and the cascade of her ruby eyes sparkled in contrast to the blue glow emanating from the small antechamber beyond. 
 
    As we passed under Drogu’s likeness, I looked up into her malicious smiling face and wondered just what she was thinking when she plucked me from wherever I was before this and plopped me down here. 
 
    “You know, you’re very lucky,” Tryss said in a low murmur as we both entered the small cave-like room. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked, and I gazed around at the dramatic architecture the drow seemed fond of. “I get to see all of the interior decorating secrets of Claden’Du?” 
 
    “One of these days, that mouth is going to get you in trouble,” Tryss commented, and her voice echoed off the high ceilings that were dripping with more stalactites, only these ones were a lot smaller than the ones I was able to spy from the Egress Platform. 
 
    “I have a feeling you aren’t the first person to tell me that,” I joked, but I made sure to keep my voice lowered to a reverent burr. 
 
    The delicate, almost crystalline structures of the stalactites were softly dripping their cool water down on us, and I didn’t want to disturb this peaceful holy place. 
 
    The sound of the droplets splashing against the surface of the serene pool only added to the ethereal feeling of the place, and I knew without being told that the antechamber was somehow sacred. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Tryss said and shot me a completely unserious grin over one of her shoulders, and I stopped in my tracks at the sight of that beautiful smile on full display. 
 
    I could tell this type of unfettered expression was rarely out in the open, so I took advantage of seeing it for what it was: a treasure. 
 
    “What were we talking about? I got distracted,” I admitted, and her faint blush told me she was reading my expression correctly, so I decided to push it. “You were saying something about my mouth? And how it gets me into trouble? Would you like to see what else it can get into?” 
 
    “You-- t-that’s-- just get into the water, male,” she stumbled over her words and then tried to make up for it by being extra bossy. 
 
    “Alright, alright, you don’t have to tell me twice,” I chuckled. I was also quite sick of being not only naked but filthy and spattered in blood and dust as much as I was, so it wasn’t a hardship to wade out into the steamy water. “Oh, wow.” 
 
    Tryss grinned when my eyes nearly rolled to the back of my head, and the miraculous feeling of the soothing water enveloped me in its embrace. 
 
    It was clear something magical and healing was going on with this water because I never wanted to leave. 
 
    “Don’t get used to it,” Tryss said as she climbed up to sit on the edge of the pool so she could dip her feet in. “As I was saying. You are quite lucky because not many male drow are allowed to bathe in the ether pools. So, enjoy it now.” 
 
    “I’d enjoy it a little more if you came in here with me all the way,” I murmured as I closed my eyes and sank just a little deeper. 
 
    “We do not have time for such frivolities, and even if we did, the sacred ether pool under Drogu’s Effigy is not the place,” Tryss chuckled, and I tracked her voice as it moved behind me. 
 
    She had come to shuffle next to me, and with a small nudge, she made me lean forward so she could maneuver her legs on either side of my broad shoulders.  
 
    I still kept my eyes closed because I was curious about what she was up to. 
 
    “What do we have time for?” I asked as I reached out with my freakishly good hearing to try and figure out what she was doing. So far, it sounded like she’d opened something, and when I inhaled, a spicy scent mingled with the steam. 
 
    Instead of answering, Tryss suddenly began to scrub me quite roughly with a cloth that had some sort of astringent agent on it that caused my skin to tingle and burn. 
 
    “Hold still,” Tryss said and dumped handfuls of water onto my head, and I spluttered. 
 
    “Not so rough!” I said as I tried to squirm away, but she grabbed me by my shoulders and dunked me under the water before I could get too far away. 
 
    When I came back up, both of my eyes were stinging, and I coughed a few times. 
 
    “This is nothing compared to some of the braiding sessions I’ve been witness to, so just hope you never have to have that torture done to your scalp,” she said as she poured something over the crown of my head. 
 
    “You’re doing a-- ow!-- a fair job at the torture thing yourself, there,” I said as she dragged a comb through my long locks. 
 
    “For now, I will just do your hair in the standard style for the subservient male drow,” Tryss said as she did a few twists and such until she’d braided my hair in a half-up style, and then she pushed my head forward so she could wash behind my neck. 
 
    “Hhaa!” I hissed through my teeth when she came to the burning brand at the base of my neck. “What is that, by the way? All I kept hearing about was a mark.” 
 
    “Drogu’s mark,” Tryss confirmed and prodded the soreness on my skin again, but this time, her fingers were coated in something slick like a type of ointment. 
 
    “What does it look like?” I asked curiously and reached back to inspect it with my fingers. It was raised and bumpy like it really was burned into my skin, and it felt circular and jagged even though whatever slippery salve Tryss gave me numbed it up pretty well. 
 
    “It is Drogu’s symbol, which is a circle with eight legs,” she said and nudged me so I could get the hint that bath time was over, and I regretfully stopped leaning back against her smooth legs so she could get out and hand me a towel. 
 
    “I know it’s special, somewhat, but I’m not sure why,” I said and climbed out after her as she lifted herself up on tiptoe so she could reach a silken robe on a high hook. By the time she turned around, I’d gotten just a little too close into her space, and our noses almost touched. 
 
    “Oh.” Tryss’ eyes were drawn to my bare chest, and I glanced down to see what was so fascinating. 
 
    I guess it was a nice chest. 
 
    Toned and broad like a barrel. 
 
    Dark gray skin dotted with beads of water. 
 
    Strong pectorals attached to even stronger arms with rippling biceps. 
 
    Yeah, I was a snack, but I’d also been running around naked since… well. 
 
    Birth. 
 
    So, I wasn’t sure why she was now eyeing me with something akin to hunger as she shamelessly let her gaze rake up and down my body. 
 
    “So…” I said and twitched one of those pecs just to see her pupils dilate in the low burning braziers lining the walls of the smallish chamber. “What’s special about Drogu’s mark?” 
 
    “Hm?” she hummed and stepped a little closer to me. “What mark?” 
 
    “Do you like what you see?” I rumbled in amusement and decided to forgo my previous line of questioning. 
 
    “You are quite a bit…” Her eyes wanted to dip down below my waist, I could tell, and that slight flicker had a particular organ thickening despite my efforts to keep everything…  
 
    Tame. 
 
    “A bit?” I encouraged. 
 
    “Bigger than a typical male… in some areas,” Tryss stammered as more of that gorgeous heat suffused her lavender cheeks. 
 
    “In the areas that count, hopefully,” I teased and gently tugged the robe she still had in her hands. “Are you going to give me this, or would you prefer I strut around like this for all to see? I don’t mind either way.” 
 
    Suddenly, Tryss’ eyes flashed up to mine with a fury I had yet to truly see from the novice priestess. 
 
    “You are mine,” she growled, and then she all but attacked me with an angry passion. 
 
    The robe hit the stone floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    I did not know what it was that had flipped the switch in Tryss, but one moment she was telling me it would be improper for us to get a little frisky in the bath, and then suddenly she was slamming me up against the nearest wall with her surprisingly powerful strength. 
 
    “You are mine, do you understand?” the drow female growled as her much smaller body pinned mine up against the wall. “You are not for all to see.” 
 
    It was fucking hot. 
 
    “What about the sanctity of the-- mmpf!” The rest of what I was about to say was abruptly cut off by the ferocious way Tryss kissed the breath out of me. 
 
    “Fuck the sanctity-- mm-- of the--!” It was her turn to have her breath stolen as I pushed back with equal dominance, and I also found my sharp teeth were good for more than just biting my own tongue. “Ow! Fuck. More.” 
 
    “Shit.” I broke away for a breath, and my cock throbbed to full mast when her fingers seemed to be just as clever as her mind as she got them around me. 
 
    “Mm, you are eager, that’s excellent,” Tryss purred as she explored the length of my erect cock with a rough caress and a rougher squeeze. 
 
    Meanwhile, one of her calves rubbed up the back of one of my thighs, and it finally kicked in how we were definitely about to defile this sacred chamber right here and now. 
 
    And I was totally game for that, but only one thing needed changing. 
 
    “Hold on, toots,” I said, and then I whipped us both around so I could slam her against the same wall she had pinned me up against earlier. 
 
    “Oh, Goddess, Fynn, you’re-- hrrrmm.” The last of whatever Tryss was trying to say was lost to that lovely sound burbling from her vocal cords when I simultaneously held one of her legs up by the knee and knelt down. 
 
    This put me eye level with her lower belly, and when I draped her leg over one of my wide shoulders for stability, the high-slit white skirt number she was wearing fell between her legs until I balled it up and held it against her hip. 
 
    The soft mound that held my prize was now hidden beneath the thin cloth of her panties, and my cock throbbed in anticipation. 
 
    “Let me show you what I was talking about earlier,” I said as I leaned forward so I could huff a hot and moist breath over her veiled sex. 
 
    “Ah!” Tryss rocked her hips back and forth, and when she went to dip her fingers down below her waistline, I reached up, grabbed her wrist, and wrenched her hand away from her goal.  
 
    “Nope. I’m going to do that.” 
 
    “Grrrr!” she actually growled with frustration.  
 
    Ooh, that was an interesting sound I would have to file away for later, and I couldn’t help but chuckle when she twined her free hand into my hair. 
 
    “Haaa,” I breathed, and I only let her guide my head where she wanted me if she let me put her other hand firmly on her own breast. “Touch yourself here.” 
 
    There was a deep growl of authority in my voice, and I was pleased to see her rich wine-colored eyes blow wide and dark with arousal. 
 
    Tryss shuddered and bit her full lower lip as she began to massage her right breast through the material of her leather halter top. 
 
    “Yesss,” she hissed when I got to work undoing the crisscrossing belts that held her double-slitted skirt in place. 
 
    I then had the urge to use my teeth to tear off the dainty bottoms that prevented her lower half from being fully naked. 
 
    So I did. 
 
    “Rrrrrrr.” Another predatory growl cascaded out of my throat when the scent of her natural musk hit me, and on instinct, I nipped and suckled a mark onto the inner thigh of the leg still draped over my shoulder. 
 
    “F-Fynn!” she gasped, and the sharp nails of her fingers scraped deliciously against my scalp as she gripped a fistful of my hair. 
 
    Her curly, yet groomed pubic hair tickled sweetly against my cheek, and I finally turned my attention to the treasure between her legs. 
 
    Then I leaned in and inhaled deeply. 
 
    Her spicy-sweet musk made my nose tingle, and I angled her raised knee like I was opening a book so I could have more access to her pretty pussy. Then, with my thumb, I was able to pry apart her lilac lips where a pretty glistening pearl winked at me with temptation. 
 
    I dove in to seal my lips around that tender little bud of excited flesh nestled within her pale, purple folds, and when she yowled, I thrilled at the way every muscle of hers tightened up while she pressed my head harder against her. 
 
    Her message was clear that I was on the right track, and I listened to what she was telling me with her body. 
 
    Right now, the novice priestess seemed to be telling me she really liked it when I swirled the tip of my tongue around that petal-soft part, and a sweet slickness started to fill my mouth when I concentrated the smallest of my movements directly in the center. 
 
    “Oohhhh, you’re so good at reading me-- haa!” Tryss panted. “Now, k-keep doing that with your tongue and-and put a finger inside of my tunnel. Hurry, I’m about to come.” 
 
    It wasn’t the easiest feat, but I managed to worm my pointer finger into her silken pussy while still flickering my tongue over her pleasure bud. 
 
    She felt incredible on the inside, and my own member throbbed fiercely when her velvet walls clutched and clenched the more I wiggled and rubbed. 
 
    “T-Touch your cock,” she ordered. “U-Use my essence to get yourself nice and slick.” 
 
    I groaned against her pussy, and then I removed my drenched hand from between her legs and gave myself a hardy stroke. 
 
    “Ah! I’m coming, don’t… Hh!” Tryss inhaled sharply and humped her hips against me as some strange energy exploded out of her like a delicious thunderclap of pleasure. 
 
    Orgasm. 
 
    The little death, my spotty brain supplied, and as I watched the gorgeous woman arch her back and groan at the high ceilings, I figured that expression had to be apt. 
 
    When Tryss was nothing but a trembling and sweating mess, I pulled back a little and just rubbed her throbbing little nub between two of my fingers until her hand tugged my hair again. 
 
    “Stop,” Tryss gasped and leaned her head back against the wall for a moment to catch her breath, and I withdrew my fingers. While she gathered herself, I rode the high of having pleasured her so thoroughly, and I caressed her hip bone with my thumb as I continued to pepper kisses on the insides of her legs. 
 
    At some point, her breathing returned to normal, and she went to lower the leg still draped over my shoulder, but before she did, she planted the ball of her foot in the center of my chest and pushed. 
 
    “Oof!” I grunted as I toppled back until I landed against the wall of the large tub, and I winced when I thumped the back of my head. “A warning would’ve been nice.” 
 
    Tryss laughed a wicked laugh as she sauntered slowly toward me. She emphasized the sultry roll of her supple hips, and as she moved, she also untied the back of her top until it was loose enough to slip over her head. Then she threw it to the side, and I forgot about the slight pain in my head at the sight of her fully bared before me. 
 
    “Sit still, male,” Tryss growled with her unfettered grin, and I sat up as straight as my cock when she straddled me and lowered herself so she was on her knees on either side of my hips. 
 
    “It shouldn’t need to be said that if I’ve ever done this, I do not remember,” I said as I smoothed my palms up her tapered waist to cup each one of her full breasts, and with one thumb, I circled around her plum-colored nipple. 
 
    “Oh! Haa-- I think you’ve proven you follow your instincts… mmm… quite well,” she said, and her head tilted back as I lavished attention to her other stiff peak. 
 
    Meanwhile, her sure grip returned to the hard length practically curled up against my torso, and when she slowly drew her hand right up under the head of my large cock, I couldn’t help but jut my hips up as much as I could. 
 
    “Goddess,” I cursed when she merely moved with my motion instead of against it, so I was in a state of frictionless purgatory. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tryss agreed with a serrated smile, and she rose up so she could finally position my tip against the hot entrance of her pussy. 
 
    Then she slowly lowered herself down, and we both gasped at the feeling of my spongy head trying to force its girth inside her tight channel. 
 
    “Slowly,” I warned when the lines between her eyebrows grew deeper and deeper the more she strained. “B-Bear down.” 
 
    I supported her by holding her by the hips, and she took a slow breath in an effort to relax. 
 
    “Ah!” Her body jolted when my thick head finally made it in, and the tightness surrounding my most sensitive part nearly blinded my only good eye with the intensity. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Fuuuuuck. 
 
    All I wanted to do was flip her over and plunge the rest of my length into that gripping, sucking, slick, hot, hot, hot sheath. 
 
    Fuck… 
 
    But the last thing I wanted to do was hurt her, and even though there was some relief from finally breaching her entrance, I could tell she still needed to go slowly. There was also the very real possibility she might not be able to take all of me in, so I adjusted my grip and supported her a little better so she wouldn’t exhaust herself. 
 
    When Tryss had made it about halfway down my shaft, she paused there for a moment before she suddenly seated herself fully in my lap in one fell swoop. 
 
    “Unf!” I moaned as her heat sheathed me down to the base, and I couldn’t help how my arms wrapped around her or how my hips kicked up a few times despite myself. 
 
    “F-Fynn, ahhhhhh!” Tryss trembled and nearly collapsed against my chest, and her pussy walls contracted rhythmically as a second peak of rapture slammed into her stronger than the first time I made her finish with my mouth. 
 
    But now that she was… cumming… that was the word. Now that she was cumming around my cock, it was even better, and I roared out as my own climax slammed into me like someone was squeezing my balls and punching me in the stomach at the same time. 
 
    It was equal parts amazing and painful.  
 
    “Goddess, you’re gorgeous,” I growled as she furiously rocked her hips back and forth through the waves of her pleasure, and I felt myself pour into her with each strong throb. 
 
    “I can feel you releasing inside me so much, ah, Drogu, you are potent,” Tryss whined like she was in the sweetest agony, and she sagged against me as I continued to fuck my hips up with each jet of seed that squirted out of my tip. “I can feel your warm seed entering my womb. There is so much. So… so much of it… inside of me. Ohhhh… yesss… for the glory of our house… we’ll breed. Yessss…” 
 
    “Pregnant…” I growled as silhouettes of small people flickered through the forgotten corners of my brain. 
 
    Offspring. 
 
    Babies. 
 
    “Yes.” The woman in my arms nodded her snow-white head against my cheek. “I’ve heard most drow females can tell the moment they conceive-- unf! Are you still cumming?” 
 
    She huffed this last part out as I spurted out the last of what I had with a final jerk that seemed to touch something deep inside of her tunnel, which I guessed she liked quite a bit by the way her body trembled again. 
 
    “I think I’m done now, but I want more,” I admitted and kicked my pelvis up again. 
 
    “Ah, you’re still so hard!” she gasped, and with a shudder, a beautiful flush of shivery bumps broke out all along her pale-purple skin and caused her dark nipples to pucker once more. 
 
    With the strength and energy from the pleasure still fizzing through my blood, I picked her up in my arms with my cock still inside of her, and I turned us both around so I could set her ass on the ledge of the stone basin. 
 
    “You feel so good,” I said, and with a long slow stroke, I pulled my cum-soaked cock out of her slippery tunnel and then thrust all the way back in again. 
 
    “Haaah!” The breath snagged in Tryss’ chest, and her long nails left burning trails along the back of my shoulders as she tried to force us even closer together. “Th-There. Right there, that’s the spot. Soooo… deep… in… me…” 
 
    “Feel good?” I chuckled, and then I repeated the deep stroking motion. 
 
    “Yesssss, fuuuuck!” she groaned. “Harder. Deeper. Give it to me… Give. It. To. Meeee!” 
 
    “As you command, Mistress,” I said, and then I got to work on “following my instincts.” 
 
    This basically meant doing what felt best, and that was getting Tryss to tighten up every time I dragged my cock against the special spot deep inside her tunnel. 
 
    I adjusted my angle slightly, and I was surprised when I felt a sudden renewed burst of slickness flow between us that made everything so much better. Then I spread my legs open just a little more for better leverage so I could hammer my way inside her. 
 
    “Again, fuck, I’m cumming, don’t stop, Fynn!” Tryss screamed as her walls clenched down on me harder than before, until it was almost impossible to go any faster than I was. 
 
    Then we were both climaxing again.  
 
    When that glorious release of energy between the two of us looped into one another in a circuit of goddess, fuck, yes, it felt like I came harder and longer than I ever had before. 
 
    “Yess… you are filling me up with so much seeeed…” she whined as I somehow pumped what seemed like a gallon deep into her tightness again. 
 
    Our climaxes seemed to go on and on for a good five minutes, but then I finally spurted my last drops of cream into her stuffed tunnel, and her walls gave a final squeeze to make sure my balls were empty. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed and buried my face into the side of her neck. “That was fun.” 
 
    “Fun,” she remarked as she hooked her chin over my shoulder while we remained plastered together. “I can’t feel my legs, your cream is dripping out of me and into my asshole, and my heart feels like it’s about to burst from my chest. Yet he calls it fun.” 
 
    “I lost count of all the times you climaxed on my cock,” I chuckled and pulled back so I could look her in the eyes. 
 
    “Yesss. It was quite fun.” Tryss giggled a little as she looked at me, and I smiled back as her claret eyes shifted between one of my eyes and then back to the other. “Your eyes really are… quite… strange.” 
 
    “Does it make me freakish by drow standards?” I whispered as she displayed a hesitant sort of tenderness and tucked a strand of my hair out of my face. 
 
    “Not freakish,” she said and let me turn my cheek into her warm palm. “To me, at least. But… it might cause problems for us.” 
 
    “Is this more about the ways of drow society?” I asked, and I had the urge to cover up my Dark Eye the longer she stared at it. 
 
    “We’ve discussed how it is the nature of the drow to ascend in all manners that are pleasing to Drogu-ani on an individual level, right?” she asked, and I nodded when I remembered the particulars of our conversation before the bath turned steamy. 
 
    “Something about… how the individual’s gain benefits the whole,” I summed up. 
 
    “Correct,” Tryss said as she continued to absently play with the strands of my long white hair. “And all areas or stations in between. For example, for the Drow of Oshara to prosper over the Drow of… Jaholand, let’s say, each House has to be born of the purest stock. And because you have two different eyes, one dark red like a proper drow, but one blue like the topsiders, you would be mistaken as being of mixed-blood either of elf or man.” 
 
    “And that’s displeasing to Drogu-ani,” I said. Some part of her words echoed as being familiar, yet I knew I was hearing all of this for the first time. 
 
    “Indeed,” Tryss said and continued on. “Long ago, before Mother Sevahtra was the Matron Mother of Claden’Du, there were Houses numbering in the hundreds, not just the fifty we have today. The Uppards and Lowers have always fought for supremacy, and that led to an all-out civil war. To sum up a long and mostly boring story, the Lowers would interbreed with other species like the duergar and the fae-folk so their armies would have bastardized magicks to go against the stronger breeding stock the Uppards had by hierarchy standards. The Lowers were winning their wars with offspring who could tame multiple disciplines of magic, and they worked to decimate Oshara’s hanging Houses until Drogu-ani saw fit to flood Oshara’s Cavern. Only those who remained pure of intermixing species were spared from the Weeping.” 
 
    “And now, instead of being able to expand outward or utilize the natural resources the cavern floor might have to offer, the Oshara Lowers have a lake at their feet and nowhere to go but up,” I concluded as more of the dynamics of this strange world fell into place. 
 
    “Not just any lake, a lake full of hungry abominations,” Tryss added, and I shook my head with a sigh. 
 
    “I guess I understand about being the strongest, or the most elite in order to bring honor to what you believe in, but if it means using things to your advantage, like mixing blood to achieve stronger and stronger offspring, then why stick to such rigid mores of purity?” I asked plainly since there was still a part of me that was trying to reconcile some of the harshness of this foreign society. 
 
    “It is because the Spider Goddess hates everything to do with the gods and goddesses of other races since they ostracized her for being of the spider-born…” Tryss trailed off here as if something had just occurred to her. “And that makes Helera partially right because it might actually be my fault you are so disadvantaged.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and I stroked soothing circles into her hips when she frowned and bit her lip. 
 
    “During the Beseeching Prayer to the Goddess, all of us were giving homage to Drogu and faithfully asking her to send us something we could Summon for our salvation.” Tryss’ voice grew somber, and I had to remember that while I appeared after most of the raid on Claden’Du was over, the novice priestess and the rest of what remained of the Twenty-Sixth House were still experiencing the shock of what was probably the most traumatic event to have ever happened to them. “Everything just felt so hopeless and-- dark. Not just any dark like here in the Neverlight. Even in Oshara, when the radiant lichen dims with the waning moon on the surface, it is never completely pitch black. During the raid, I felt for a moment the completely howling nothingness of the universe, and in my weakness, I begged the Goddess for light. And then she gave us you.” 
 
    “And all I can promise is I will do my utmost to help you prove to the others you and the Goddess did the right thing by Summoning me from wherever I was before,” I said, and I slowly rubbed the sore knot of something behind my sternum. “I have a feeling I wouldn’t have liked staying where I was if you didn’t.” 
 
    “I wish I knew more about you, Fynn Noname,” Tryss said as she stroked my jaw. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said before I kissed her fingers. “But for now, what should we do about my blue eye? Eyepatch?” 
 
    “Possibly,” she agreed. “Now, let me up, because we both need to cleanse ourselves inside the pool again.” 
 
    I smiled and slowly disengaged from her, and I hissed at the sensitivity as my still half-hard cock was exposed to the air. My creamy seed ran down her thighs in a pearly path I was somewhat mesmerized by, and I found myself wanting to scoop it up with my finger and push it back into her tight tunnel to ensure she bore me children. 
 
    “Good idea,” I said instead. 
 
    “Drogu’s sake, you’re still erect,” Tryss purred and lightly ran her fingers over my slick flesh. “Very virile… my womb feels the volume and weight of your warm seed. Perhaps…” 
 
    “Perhaps?” I asked after she hesitated. 
 
    “I am fertile…” she muttered. “I took what I needed from you, and you gave a copious amount… twice. We will need to rebuild our house sooner rather than later, but mother has not given me permission to breed yet, so do not mention our… fun.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sure she will approve of us breeding once she comes to understand your power. It is just a matter of time. I have a… positive feeling about you. My sisters will need children, too, but maybe I am thinking too far in the future. Let us speak of something else.” 
 
    “Alright,” I breathed through my nose as I tried not to purr at the thought of her, and her bitchy sisters’, stomachs growing plump with my children. 
 
    The idea really turned me on, and my cock instantly became rock-hard again.  
 
    “Help me in, lover,” she said and then kissed me with another sharp kiss that had a fair number of teeth. 
 
    I obliged her happily and helped her wobbly legs into the tub, and then I jumped in after her. 
 
    This time, I helped her bathe because it seemed as if she was still a little out of it as she gestured wordlessly to the different cleansing items. As I washed her soft hair with the stuff out of the green bottle that smelled like… like… 
 
    A green tree with bright yellow fruit flickered across the dark waters of my dim memories. 
 
    Lemons, mmm. 
 
    It was such an intimate thing, washing someone’s hair, and despite the fact we were as close as two beings could probably physically be a moment ago, this action felt more… significant somehow. I couldn’t really explain it, but some inner thing inside of me thrummed with smug satisfaction that Tryss had willingly given over some of her trust to let me attend to something so personal. 
 
    Especially because her dazed state, though adorable, made her seem oddly vulnerable, and my protective instincts pinged around my skull and made themselves known in the face of her sleepy compliance. 
 
    Eventually, I had to turn her around so I could wash her front with more of the energizing scented oil, and when I slid my hands over her pretty breasts, I was careful to be extra gentle with her swollen nipples. 
 
    “Was I too rough?” I asked in a hushed voice. Under the dim torches, I could see fingertip-shaped bruises in the beginning stages of blooming dark purple along her chest, and especially around her hips and thighs. 
 
    “Hmmmm,” she purred with a grin and pressed down on the bruise over her left breast. “Just as I asked. You take directions very well, and I do not mind the added decorations.” 
 
    “I aim to please,” I said and then placed a kiss on the same bruise she’d so heedlessly stabbed with her finger. 
 
    Tryss squirmed just then and pulled back with another one of those complex, confused expressions on her face. It was the second time I had seen such a thing, and just like before, it vanished as quickly as it appeared. 
 
    I wanted to question her about it this time since we were alone, but as if she sensed where my train of thought was headed, she derailed me by framing my face between her hands. 
 
    “What is it like?” she asked, and I struggled to understand what she was talking about until she clarified. “Your eyes, I mean. Do they see different things?” 
 
    My eyebrows ticked up in surprise. “You caught that?” 
 
    “Well, you have a tendency to wink a lot,” she murmured and then did that thing again where she tucked some of my hair behind my ear. This time, she did it with more confidence than she had the first time like she, too, recognized there was something more to these chaste touches that superseded the actual act of us fornicating. 
 
    “I call my right eye my Dark Eye because I see mostly darkness out of it,” I said, and I was relieved she seemed to understand the weight of what I was admitting to her. 
 
    After all, it was basically a handicap, and I was not in the position to make myself appear less than tip top. That much at least had been made abundantly clear to me. 
 
    On thin ice, the half-forgotten idiom floated through my mind. 
 
    “Strange,” Tryss mused as her gem-like gaze shifted back and forth between my two eyes. “You are completely blind in your blue eye, then.” 
 
    “Not completely,” I corrected her. “It’s called my Dark Eye because compared to my regular drow one, I can’t see. However, when I was able to… make the light come… my drow eye became the blind one, but this one? I could see perfectly.” 
 
    At this, Tryss’ jaw slackened as she ogled me. 
 
    “That’s how you could strike them all down perfectly in such a short time,” she finally said after a beat. “I assumed you did a spell that caused the light to cut them all somehow. Just like how the Fidelity Spell struck us all simultaneously.” 
 
    “Is this a common assumption about what I did?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s really my best guess,” she replied and lowered her hands so she could step away. “For now, let’s keep this knowledge between us, hmmm?” 
 
    I agreed, and when we were all lemony fresh and clean of any evidence of our activities, Tryss climbed out of the pool and hurriedly dried off with a towel with perfunctory swipes. It seemed as if her brain was back to galloping at full speed ahead because she quickly threw her old discarded clothes on and then chucked a towel at my own head. 
 
    “Hey,” I grunted and removed the offending material from my face. 
 
    “Dry off,” she instructed as she set about pulling on her knee-high boots. Then she wiggled her fingers, and they laced themselves up. “Our presence is probably missed.” 
 
    “Is that cool trick with your laces something you can teach me?” I asked as I attempted to wring out my hair as much as I could around the half-up braid style Tryss did earlier. Chances are, she would likely have to redo it for me later. 
 
    “Possibly,” she said with a smirk in her voice, and then she tugged me by the elbow so I could follow her out of the bathing chamber and dry myself at the same time.  
 
    Although, this wasn’t really effective for seeing where I was going, and I walked right into Tryss’ back when she apparently stopped for some reason a moment later. 
 
    “Sorry, what’s--?” I tried to say as I draped the towel around my still-dripping shoulders, but the novice priestess derailed me when she made a beeline to the center of the Temple. “Tryss?” 
 
    “The altar,” she said and stopped in the center of an intricately painted series of circles resembling a web, and now that I wasn’t reeling from my sudden existence, I saw it was the same place the Matron Mother and her Daughters had Summoned me to. 
 
    But now there was something in the center of what Tryss called the altar that definitely hadn’t been there before. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as we both approached the scarlet orb hovering in mid-air like a giant drop of blood. 
 
    “The Goddess has chosen to receive our sexual offering, and in turn, she has given us a Blessing,” Tryss said, and she positioned her palms on either side of the orb but made sure not to touch the crimson surface. 
 
    “Which is good?” I asked as I watched the novice priestess handle the object. 
 
    “It could be,” she said. “Remember, the Goddess thrives on chaos, so what might be a Blessing to her, might look like a curse to us at first.” 
 
    “So, what does that mean exactly?” I asked as I eyed the orb with trepidation. 
 
    “We must open it and let the Blessing pass through us,” she explained, and then without further ado, Tryss cracked the shell of the red orb open like it was made of glass. 
 
    A rush of power like an icy wind cut through the both of us, but before I even had a chance to shiver, it was gone. In its wake, however, was the feeling of something settling at the base of my heart, and I knew whatever it was, I could keep it there until I needed to use it later. 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed. “What was that?” 
 
    “We will not know what she has Blessed us with until the Revelation, which is when the Blessing makes itself known,” Tryss explained. “The Matron Mother’s sister, Mother Signata, had the Blessing of Apocalyptic Rage from an offering she gave unto Drogu-ani many centuries ago in her youth, and it only Revealed itself the day before Ozin-Na attacked. Because of this, she and Sevahtra were able to make a plan, and given the name of her Blessing, I’m almost certain it was she who bought me and my sisters the time we needed to get to the Temple.” 
 
    “Apocalyptic Rage, huh?” I murmured, and I continued to dry the rest of my body as Tryss then walked out of the web altar and over to one of the Temple benches where a few piles of clothes were neatly folded and stacked. “I’m picturing that it’s just as terrifying as it sounds.” 
 
    “Given the state of our House, I would say so,” Tryss said as she pulled the towel out of my hands and replaced it with a bundle of proper clothing. “Put on the basic uniform for servants and put this over it.” 
 
    Then she bent down and reached for a dark purple cloak with white detailing stitched into the rich fabric. 
 
    “So, we pretend we are from House… Ozin-Na, right?” I asked as I shimmied into some tight black breeches and a long plain black tunic with silver ribbing around the collar. 
 
    “We will wear House Ozin-Na’s purple and white-colored cloak over Claden’Du’s preferred black and sapphire colors,” she explained, and then she looked closer at the royal purple cloak with the white embroidered designs running up and down the sleeves, along the hem, and around the mouth of the deep hood. “This type of cloak is special as you might have gathered. The stitching is imbued with magical thread and worked into the material with runes specific to the members of that house. Since none of us are actually of Ozin-Na, the magic in the cloak won’t do anything to either help or hinder us. So, Helera has done a simple Mending Spell and has attached a Claden’Du cloak like a lining under the Ozin-Na one.” 
 
    “Crafty,” I said and swung the heavy cloak over my shoulders like she did. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Normally, we’d have some basic armor for you to wear any time you go outside of the Noble Tower, but the armory collapsed along with the rest…” Tryss said as she fastened a belt around my waist equipped with a long, curved dagger and jeweled scabbard. “So, this will have to do for now.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough,” I replied as I took a moment to inspect the sharp weapon similar to the one I’d used earlier to get rid of my enemies. 
 
    Some deep muscle memory took over, and I found myself checking the balance of the blade with a series of intricate twirls and flips I had no knowledge of learning. 
 
    “One more thing,” Tryss said after I sheathed my new dagger, and when I looked up, she was holding out some knotted scrap thing. “This is my improvised eyepatch for you. It’s a good idea if we call as little attention to us as possible like Mother said, and your Dark Eye isn’t actually so dark.” 
 
    “Sticks out like a sore thumb, doesn’t it?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Ye-- what?” she asked with a giggle as she fastened the makeshift eyepatch over my eye. “Where do you come up with your strange sayings?” 
 
    “I really don’t know,” I admitted. “Sometimes things just… fall out. I’ll try to contain it.” 
 
    “Good,” Tryss said and smoothed her hands down my shoulders and arms. “Except… you can say all that stuff around me when we’re alone, if you want. I… I don’t mind your strangeness.” 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned and gripped her arms in a loose embrace that matched hers. “Hey, what is this symbol here?” 
 
    I touched the cuff of her cloak where an insignia of some obvious importance was embroidered all around. 
 
    “It means Ozin-Na,” Tryss said and then turned and flipped her hood up so I could see the much larger one stitched in the center of the cloak’s back. 
 
    The design of the insignia itself looked like a combination of a few shapes in one. It featured a circle in the middle of two half-moons, and the whole glyph was run through with an arrow pointing upward. 
 
    “If this is Ozin-Na, then what does Claden’Du look like?” I asked as I traced the symbol. 
 
    “It looks like this…” Tryss raised both hands and blew on the tips of her fingers until both pointer fingers were illuminated like low burning gas flames. Then she drew a symbol that mirrored itself and ended up looking like two axes back-to-back with the shape of a diamond in the middle of the double-sided weapon. “Despite Ozin-Na being on the outside of your cloak, you’ll be able to use the basic command words attached to the Warriors of the Void once I use a spell to attune you to Nodrin’s magic.” 
 
    “So, if I say any of the command words Nodrin wove into Claden’Du’s insignia, what happens?” I asked. 
 
    “There are two different types of commands,” she said. “Most are basic and give you advantages in stealth and maneuverability, and the others are only for emergencies. He has emergency command words for all of the different House stations, like a veil of smoke, or a magical detonation. To prevent a modicum of inner House treachery, only the trusted head of each station, like the Head House Servant, was given the command word for their subordinates. A lot of the emergency command words for the less important chattel usually involve some sort of sacrificial suicide.” 
 
    My mind flickered dimly, and some screamed words in a fanatical tongue brought back the smell of fire and explosive powders that made me want to scratch my nose due to the phantom burning I could smell. 
 
    “If anybody could set something like that off, no wonder you needed to keep the passwords hidden from potential disruptors,” I said as I recognized the need for this system. “This Nodrin was the only one who knew all of the words like a master list?” 
 
    “Him and Mother’s First Son, who was also a mage, were the only two aside from Mother who had the knowledge of the ‘master list,’ as you so aptly put it,” Tryss said. 
 
    “And the First Son is dead,” I guessed. 
 
    “Correct,” she answered. 
 
    “And Nodrin?” I probed. 
 
    “Also probably dead,” Tryss replied. 
 
    “But what if I say one of the more destructive words like one that explodes me along with it accidentally?” I asked. 
 
    “The emergency command words are usually something nonsensical, so you should be alright,” she said with a smile, and then she swung the plain outer cloak around my shoulders with a smile. “In the meantime, let’s get the Attunement Spell over with so the Claden’Du insignia recognizes you with its basic protections.” 
 
    Suddenly, the doors to the Temple suddenly banged open and caused both Tryss and I to jump nearly to the rafters, and with swift reflexes, I was already drawing my long dagger to face our foes.  
 
    Before I could, a gale of furious wind knocked the both of us clean off our feet, and my weapon skidded along the stone floor out of my reach. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I yelled over the powerful wind filling the sanctuary, and I attempted to lift my upper body from the force pinning me down by my chest. 
 
    “It’s… Mother!” Tryss answered back through her own struggle against the oppressive force bearing down on us. “She’s angry we kept her… waiting.” 
 
    As if on cue, the foreboding voice of the Matron Mother boomed around the high vaulted ceilings of the Temple, and it was clear she was definitely Not Happy. 
 
    “Tryskaylan Skadza, you are beyond truant and have dallied long enough.” Sevahtra’s deeper voice ricocheted off the stone rafters with a gravity just as heavy as the invisible weight on my chest. “Get thee and thine straight to the muster point I instructed you to, or you will join your brothers and sisters at the bottom of the rubbish heap!” 
 
    Then the gale seemed to reverse itself like it was being sucked out of the Temple’s sanctuary by some sort of vacuum, and with it went the pressure holding me to the ground like an insect in some sort of sticky sap trap. 
 
    “Oh, Drogu’s tits, she’s really mad,” Tryss said as she jumped up to her feet. “She called me by my old rank instead of my promoted one.” 
 
    “Should we not have--?” I began to ask as I swiped up the dagger I was fond of and sheathed it. “You know. Defiled the sanctity of the sacred pool, or something? I know you told me males aren’t normally allowed in there.” 
 
    “No, what we did was anything but disrespectful, trust me,” Tryss said as she took up a sprint, but she wasn’t hard to keep up with. “Drogu-ani loves a good romp. She feeds off the release of sexual energy, especially if it results in conception. As a matter of fact, it was probably a good thing we had sex to show her gratitude for letting you into the pool without frying up.” 
 
    “Yeah… wait, what?” My pace faltered, and she was able to pull ahead a couple of strides before I caught up again. “That could have happened to me?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but sometimes our Goddess can be a fickle one,” Tryss said as she guided us around a corner into another corridor that looked identical to the one we just ran down. In fact, it seemed as if every corridor had the same decorator. 
 
    A very spartan decorator who only added a series of blue gas flame braziers to light the nondescript gray hallways all without any visible doors. 
 
    “How do you know where you’re going?” I asked when we turned down what had to be the fifth or six identical hallway we’d come across. 
 
    “I’ve lived here for a while, and I’ve memorized every floor of Claden’Du,” Tryss said. “But fae-fyre is often helpful in situations such as this.” 
 
    “What is fae-fyre?” I questioned as we both jogged to a halt at what appeared to be a dead end. 
 
    “I suppose it’s as good a time as any to give you another lesson,” Tryss said with a little smirk. 
 
    “Won’t Matron Mother be angry we’re holding her up even more?” I asked as I eyed the smooth gray stone in front of us. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t possibly make her even more angry than she is now. She’ll get over it.” Tryss made a blasé waving gesture with one hand while she held her other hand palm up. “So, your cloak, right?” 
 
    “What about it?” I asked. 
 
    “I need to Attune it to you for the part that’s coming up after this, but for now close your eyes-- eye-- and I will describe to you how to summon fae-fyre-- or the ability to outline things with an invisible light,” she said as glittering little sparks started to grow up from her upturned palm like golden vines. 
 
    “Sounds intriguing,” I said. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Feel for your ether and call it up to the surface again, but this time picture it coming out of your good eye,” she instructed, and I did as she said by first finding that live wire connecting me to the ground. 
 
    Then I pictured myself as trying to siphon that energy up through my spine and out through my uncovered eye. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it,” I said as my closed eyelid heated up slightly. “Can I open it now?” 
 
    “Yes, tell me what you see,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, wow…” I opened my good eye and gaped around at the corridor. It had been transformed from its once plain appearance to its now colorful array of secret doorways outlined in four different colors: red, blue, green, and violet. “Doors and indications of secret passageways.” 
 
    “Can you see them?” Tryss asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I can,” I said. “This is a brilliant way to keep your enemies confused.” 
 
    “It should have been,” she sighed. “Somehow, Belia got the intel that allowed her to navigate our part of the Tower despite all of the ways these corridors have been enchanted against foes.” 
 
    “What next?” I asked. 
 
    “Because you were manipulating your core ether, the Attunement Spell I did on your cloak should have recognized your magical signature and should work with the typical commands.” When she said this, Tryss waved her hand in front of the blazing blue-lined doorway in front of us. This caused the hidden archway to reveal itself, but instead of another corridor stretching out in front of us, there was a dim torch on the wall across from a sheer drop, and when I leaned to look down at the duct plunging into darkness, I was reminded of an… an… 
 
    Elevator shaft. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Without the elevator. 
 
    “There seems to be more to this because I highly doubt it was a design flaw,” I said and leaned back from my staring. 
 
    “Your cloak can help you freefall without having to use your Levitation magic,” Tryss said. “It makes for an effective mode of travel to put in these vertical tunnels. You may say the commands out loud like ‘freefall’ or ‘ascend’ and the important ones, ‘slower’ and ‘stop’, and once you get the hang of it, you can transition to willing them in your mind. But for now, I suggest saying them aloud so you do not fall to your death.” 
 
    “Are you going to demonstrate?” I asked. “Or do I get the pleasure of being under you?” 
 
    That pretty little blush darkened her cheeks again, and inwardly I preened. It was one of my new favorite things to do, make Tryss blush, and I decided I would try to make her do that as much as possible. 
 
    Like a game. 
 
    A cute, sexy game. 
 
    “No,” the blushing drow female said sternly. “I will go first, male.” 
 
    “Of course, Mistress,” I said with a bow. “Show me how it’s done.” 
 
    Tryss gave me a playful glare at my tone, but she cleared her throat and stepped up toward the ledge. “Freefall.” 
 
    Then she walked out into the open air. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat, or several, and I made an abortive gesture toward her as if I wanted to snatch her back toward solid ground like sound logic would dictate. But there was obviously no need because then she said the word ‘slow,’ and it was clear by her floating descent that she would be more than fine. 
 
    “This is very awesome,” I said down to her as my fae-fyre sight illuminated her with a neutral gray/white even as the darkness swallowed her up. 
 
    “Come on, now you,” she called up at me, and I grinned. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said as I rubbed my hands together and straightened my cloak. “Freefall.” 
 
    I stepped out into empty air, and I doubted for a brief second that the magical garment I was wearing would actually stop gravity from having her way with me, but after the initial jolt of stepping on nothing, the magic did what it was supposed to. 
 
    “You’ve got it,” Tryss called up at me, and her voice echoed off the stone walls. “Now, try to go a little-- faster!” 
 
    At this command word, I saw her descent pick up pace.  
 
    “Faster!” I echoed as I followed her down the dark shaft, and when she started to giggle, I couldn’t help but join in until we were laughing our heads off all the way down like lunatics. 
 
    “Fynn, on three we will both use the command to slow down, okay?” she shouted after too long. 
 
    “Alright, I’m ready!” I shouted back, and we both did the count down together before yelling out the “slower” command at the same time. 
 
    “Good, just a little more, and on three again we will halt,” she said. “One… two… three… stop!” 
 
    Both of us jerked to a stop just a little ways apart, and Tryss waved her hand over the wall that had a green-lined doorway. The stone vanished a moment later to reveal the floor of the lower level, or what currently acted as the lower level, of Claden’Du. 
 
    As well as an audience. 
 
    “Matron Mother!” Tryss gasped when she saw the thunderous expression on Sevahtra’s rose-colored face.  
 
    Helera and Dagwyn were on either side of the older woman and were both equipped with their best shit-eating grins. 
 
    “Are you having fun?” Sevahtra asked with a dangerous edge to her voice as she pinned both of us with her hard stare, and I felt like I was caught up in Drogu’s web again just hovering in mid-air like this. 
 
    “It appears they were having more than enough fun, Mother,” Hel leered her best-looking leer. “Did you hear them laughing down the shaft?” 
 
    “Shut up, Helly,” Tryss snapped at her oldest sister.  
 
    “Tryskaylan, get you and your male down this instant,” the Matron Mother barked. 
 
    It was then I realized Tryss once again neglected to tell me how to end the enchanted spell command thing just like she neglected to tell me how to untangle my ether. 
 
    We were definitely going to have to work on that. 
 
    But I was able to learn this one through demonstration alone, because it seemed all Tryss had to do was extend her leg toward the floor she wanted to step down on, and she was able to float down where she’d pointed her toes. 
 
    I followed her example and managed to make it to the floor everyone was on with little struggle. 
 
    “Forgive me, Mother,” Tryss said with a cool attitude that was neither fazed nor disrespectful. “I figured I had better equip our new male slave with a few basics because it would be such a shame if he were to die right out of the gate. We are running low on chattel, are we not?” 
 
    To me, Tryss’ question didn’t seem very out of the ordinary, but the Matron Mother apparently read something deeper in the younger woman’s posture or something, because the next thing I knew, Sevahtra had marched up to Tryss, hauled back her hand, and smacked her soundly across the face. 
 
    Her daughter gasped and fell into a shocked silence. 
 
    “Do. Not. Make light of all who have fallen to keep your hide alive,” the Matron Mother said in a grave yet quiet voice like the lull before a storm.  
 
    But what seemed especially out of character was the way two tears suddenly spilled over Sevahtra’s lower lids like the grief finally had nowhere to go but out. 
 
    “I am sorry, Mother,” Tryss whispered as her face also flickered with an emotion she was trying hard to suppress. 
 
    Sevahtra breathed deeply through her nose as the tears continued to silently course down her blushing face, and her hand made a failed attempt to breach the distance between her and her daughter like she wanted to… to… 
 
    Hug her? 
 
    I didn’t know exactly, but it seemed significant somehow. 
 
    Especially because the second the Matron Mother turned away, Tryss looked as if she’d gathered the courage to reach out as well. 
 
    But then the moment passed, and Tryss tucked her hand behind her back like she was on her way to fiddle with her cloak anyway. 
 
    “That goes for all of you!” Sevahtra barked at the rest of the ragtag tribe of her people she managed to salvage from the devastation, but she homed her sharp gaze in on her other two daughters in particular. 
 
    Their faces were just as sodden with stoic tears as their mother’s, and when the Matron Mother saw this, some of her rigid edge softened. 
 
    “What is the plan, Mother?” Dagwyn finally asked in a roughened voice and scrubbed the evidence of her tears away. 
 
    “We will take the lizards waiting for us on the eastern Egress and make our way to the nearest merchant suburb…” the Matron Mother murmured almost like she was talking to herself. 
 
    “The eastern, Mother?” Helera’s steps faltered like she wanted to head in the other direction. “Are we not going west of the Citadel Center… you know. Our secondary estate?” 
 
    “We cannot stay anywhere near the Tower,” Sevahtra said and snapped her arms out so the doors at the end of the long hallway banged open. “We are going to the merchant suburb Morsgoth in the northeastern quadrant, so the eastern Egress Platform. I do know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “We’re staying in the Thoroughfare?” Helera gasped with a tone of disdain like someone had just taken a shit in her boot. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you dumb bitch, were you under the impression this is a pleasure cruise?” Sevahtra snarked in her cold fire tone of voice, and I wondered if Helera required some salve for that metaphorical burn. 
 
    I could tell the odd things without origin that popped into my brain were going to take some getting used to, especially if they were amusing. 
 
    For now, I just clenched my jaw so I wouldn’t smirk. 
 
    “No, Mother. I’m sorry.” Helera hung her head.  
 
    “Yeah, Hel,” Dagwyn scoffed under her breath. “The Bottom Dwellers.” 
 
    “Mistress!” the ape-dog-man said as he popped his head into the archway of the open doors. “The lizards are ready!” 
 
    “Lizards?” I asked Tryss under my breath, but the Matron Mother whirled around and stopped our procession right in the doorway. 
 
    “The time Tryskaylan could have spent adapting you to the riding lizards was obviously spent in other pursuits, so you should know if you cannot keep up with the pack, then don’t expect us to wait for you,” the Matron Mother said matter-of-factly before her eyes slid over to Tryss. “I hope it was worth it.” 
 
    “It was,” the younger woman replied, and this time I could tell she was being one hundred percent sincere compared to before. 
 
    So could the Matron Mother, because her hard exterior melted a fraction in the way she tilted her head in curiosity. 
 
    “You made an Offering to Drogu-ani, it seems,” Sevahtra said as she examined her youngest with a renewed understanding. “Without my approval?” 
 
    “I did, and I felt her Blessing,” Tryss responded by placing a hand over her heart. “So… you can be mad if you want, but there is no reason. I am my own woman, and I love this family.” 
 
    “Fine. It will be interesting to see what the Goddess has chosen to bestow upon you. Or if your womb will bear his seed.” Matron Mother’s maroon eyes landed on me as she really took me in for the first time since I had manifested naked in front of them all. She paused at the sight of my new eyepatch, and she gave a brief nod of approval before she focused on my good eye. “The evidence of your ability to please my Daughter is noted, male. You keep this behavior up, and you just might have a use beyond being a stud. You may even earn a status with my House, Fynn of No Origin.” 
 
    “Matron Mother,” I said and bowed in a humble manner. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Huh,” Sevahtra grunted, and then her eyes narrowed on me as she hastily threw her platinum wheat hair up into a strange style that was as utilitarian as it was ornate. “I still meant what I said about not waiting for you, male. If your ass falls off one of my lizards, Subata’s Children can have you.” 
 
    “I understand, Matron Mother,” I said with an agreeable nod. 
 
    “To eat,” she clarified just so I knew there was no mistaking how low on her list of priorities I was. 
 
    “Lake-monster food, got it,” I said, and if my grin was more charming than it normally was, oh, well. 
 
    That was neither here nor there. 
 
    “Alright, onward,” the Matron Mother dismissed after another beat of glaring, and then she whirled around on her heel and continued to lead us outside. 
 
    All things considered, she could just throw me off the Tower and be done with it, so the fact she didn’t was progress with the old crone in my eyes. 
 
    I would take it. 
 
    “This way, Fynn,” Tryss said as she dragged me out onto a mirror version of the railing-less balcony where we’d disposed of the bodies of Ozin-Na. 
 
    “I think your mom likes me,” I murmured as she led us to the farthest end of the line of reptiles all with vibrant scales and vertically slitted pupils. “Woah. Riding lizards.” 
 
    “Yes, and Mother was right to scold me on this,” Tryss sighed as we approached a dark green one with two black stripes running down his spine until they branched out to follow each half of his forked tail. 
 
    “Why?” I asked and reached out to pet the stunning beast’s snout. 
 
    “Because this one is the most troublesome,” she stated with a frustrated grate to her voice. 
 
    “Why?” I suddenly snatched my hand back and tucked it into my cloak sleeve when she said that, and it was a good thing I did, too, because a second later Greenie Two-Stripes took a step forward on one of his large bipedal feet and snapped at the air where my wiggling fingers had been a moment ago. 
 
    “They are stubborn, capricious creatures who sometimes find amusement in either eating, or knocking, their riders into Lake Subata if they feel they aren’t being respected,” Tryss explained. “You have to build up a rapport with the proud creatures before they will truly be loyal.” 
 
    “Okay, so how long does it usually take to make nice with them?” I asked and backed up a step to match Greenie’s next step forward. 
 
    “Decades to do it properly,” she said so casually I thought she was joking. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” I deadpanned. 
 
    “No,” she stated and then grabbed the straps of the bridle harness at the top of his neck. “So, that is why you’ll be taking this one.” 
 
    “Okay, why?” I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Will this one be extra difficult?” 
 
    “Yes and no…” she said, and I crossed my arms over my chest to let her know she needed to do better than that. Then she angled the lizard’s muzzle down so I could see the faint scar that started right above Greenie’s right eye and traced back along his skull. “This one had an accident when it was born. It fell from its spire nest and cracked its skull. It’s a wonder the thing didn’t die, and I actually had orders from Mother to put it out of its misery today before the siege started. In fact, all of the ones here were up for the regular culling, which is lucky because that’s why they are up here instead of in the stables.” 
 
    “And the stables were on the lower floors, correct?” I surmised, and she nodded her head as she tugged on Greenie’s reins. The beast was getting skittish, especially since the Matron Mother was going down the line like the stern inspector she was earlier when she poked and prodded me like livestock. 
 
    If she found some majorly obvious flaw with one of the lizards, like the one missing a leg, she would undo the collar they wore that kept them chained to the ground while her minotaurs and Fespius held the beast still. 
 
    Then the Matron Mother would hover her right hand in front of the beast’s face, and after an inaudible incantation of some sort, the lizard would drop dead instantaneously. 
 
    “Why do that?” I asked as the matriarch went on to the next-- a spiky brown one with a lump of a tail. Meanwhile, Helera guided the lizard she and Dagwyn were sharing to push the dead one over the side. “Why not just let the lizards go?” 
 
    “It is not the drow way,” Tryss said. “Even if they are set free, they are purely domesticated. They don’t know how to survive in the wild and would just be picked off anyway as food for scavengers or any wilders in the Thoroughfare. At least Matron Mother’s way is painless, and their bodies can feed Drogu’s lake pets, so if you don’t think this one will be sufficient--” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I said, and I turned to look up at Greenie. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. “This one does not walk in a straight line and does not comprehend the standard commands.” 
 
    I gazed into the creature’s eyes once more and observed its head. 
 
    The scar from his skull fracture dipped down over his right eye and made it look like he was permanently cocking a skeptical eyebrow at everyone around. When I observed his stunning yellow irises even closer, I noticed there was a slight difference in color between the two, which made the right eye below the scar a few shades lighter than the other. 
 
    “Hey, Greenie,” I said as I held out my hand again. 
 
    “Snrk!” The lizard snorted through his large oval nostrils, and I grimaced when I felt the fine mist of its snot coat my hand. 
 
    “Nice,” I remarked and wiped my hand off on my outer black cloak before trying again, and the lizard reared back in suspicion until its chain was taut. “You do realize we’re in the same boat, don’t you?” 
 
    The lizard stopped struggling and eyed me with its more vibrant eye. 
 
    “Snnt,” Greenie sniffed contemptuously. 
 
    “You see Matron Mother over there?” I asked it and pointed at where Sevahtra had just killed another large lizard with a diagonal slash across its blue-scaled face. “If she finds either of us useless, we could end up like that.” 
 
    I didn’t know if my words had any impact on the beast or not, but I’d like to think on a base survival level there was a chance we could understand one another, so I took a step forward with my hand outstretched a third time. 
 
    “Rrr…” Greenie growled when my hand got closer to his muzzle. At one point, he lunged forward to try and rush me, but Tryss wrenched him back by the cruel bit that cut into the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I told her. “Let it go.” 
 
    “But--” she began with a deep frown. 
 
    “How can it trust me, if I don’t trust it first?” I asked, and Tryss shrugged and let his bridle go. 
 
    “Rrrak!” Greenie hacked and worked his long lizard tongue like he was trying to push the offending iron bit out before he barfed, and I winced in sympathy as well as a little disgust. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    The lizard dissolved into a wheezing coughing fit, and it plunked itself down right in the dirt so it could try to pry the bridle harness off its head with its large three-toed feet. 
 
    It was then I noticed how underdeveloped his front arms were, and watching this little dumbfuck try to tear off its head gear with its large feet and tiny arms just made me want to keep him even more. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Both Greenie and I darted our gaze toward the sound where another fallen lizard fell to the dusty stone floor. It seemed as if the Matron Mother was growing more and more picky on which creatures she wanted to use as mounts, and as far as what criteria she was using as a pass or fail system, it was anybody’s guess. 
 
    The dual-striped riding lizard and I looked at each other eye-to-eye once more. 
 
    “It’s your choice, but Mama Sevahtra is only three lizards away now, and she’s taking no prisoners,” I said and inched my hand a fraction closer. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Greenie’s pupils widened, and his forked tongue flickered out once and then twice like he was busy weighing the pros and the cons. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    “You’re out of time, friend,” I said, and before the creature could think too hard about it, I bridged the distance between my hand and Greenie’s snout. 
 
    “Rrr…” he growled again when skin and scales made contact, and he thrashed his head immediately to the side in an attempt to sink his long razor-sharp teeth into my hand… 
 
    Thud. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    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 Logan Jacobs in Facebook Groups), or if you pledge at least $1 on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    “Ahem.” The Matron Mother cleared her throat and perched one fist on her shapely hip as she surveyed the situation. 
 
    The situation being the green riding lizard in the process of trying to gnaw my fingers off for having the audacity to want to pet him. 
 
    But the creature seemed to wisely come to its senses at the last second, and he froze in the middle of biting down so only the very tips of his dagger-sharp teeth were just barely indenting my skin. 
 
    The lizard shifted its slitted pupils over to where Sevahtra was observing the proceedings with an expectant look on her dusky face. 
 
    Then, with a lightning-fast glance down at the dead lizards that came before him, Greenie seemed to come to a decision, and he slowly raised his steel-trap jaws so I could move my hand out of harm’s way. 
 
    “Good boy,” I murmured and reached for the beast’s bridle harness. 
 
    “Rrr…” Greenie growled, but then he gave it up and let me unbuckle the straps so I could discard the unforgiving iron bit. “Rrak-k!” 
 
    “There you are,” I said and gently moved in to stroke his flank while he hacked. “That’s better, right?” 
 
    Since the creature was occupied with licking the stone floor in an attempt to get the taste of the metal out of his mouth, it provided the perfect opportunity for me to put one foot into the stirrup so I could swing myself up into its saddle. 
 
    “Hssss!” Greenie hissed as he glared at me over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re fine,” I shot back and held onto the front of the saddle. “I left the bridle off, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Snrk,” the lizard snorted and then finally straightened up to his full six-foot height. 
 
    “So, are we ready to go?” I asked casually as I looked over at the Matron Mother. 
 
    She had a baffled look on her rose-hued face, but when she caught me staring at her, she snapped her gaping mouth shut and straightened her spine. 
 
    “How did you do that?” she asked me sharply. 
 
    “I leveled with him in a way he could understand,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Hm, lucky,” Sevahtra scoffed, but there was another small flicker of approval there behind the frost that I was getting better at identifying. “Tryskaylan, you are with me.” 
 
    Tryss paused in the middle of trying to climb up into Greenie’s saddle with me and frowned. “But what if the beast bucks Fynn off while we travel?” 
 
    “Then it is one less mouth to feed,” the Matron Mother stated as she beckoned her youngest with an open arm and a curt, come-hither twitch of her fingers. “Since you just received Drogu-ani’s blessing, it is high time your education was focused on. Come, you and I will ride on the back of my conjured familiar, Aspien. Take special heed because I will demand you attempt it later when we camp.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Tryss smiled slightly at her sisters, and then she moved to follow her mother. 
 
    My ears twitched when they caught the shushes of whispered conversation too low to understand, and I discreetly glanced around for the source while the Matron Mother was busy holding court as she taught Tryss a thing or two about being a Priestess of Drogu-ani. 
 
    Finally, I spied the origin of the furtive sound, and I saw how the Sisters Blue were whispering back and forth with one another as they glared enviously at the way their younger sibling was getting attention from Sevahtra. I was still new to this whole “being a drow” thing, but it was obvious from the conversations I’d experienced so far that the youngest of the family was at the bottom of the pile in terms of attention, and Tryss getting one on one time with her mother wasn’t quite normal. 
 
    “Snerrk,” my mount said, and I patted his neck. 
 
    “Yeah, boy,” I agreed. “Looks like trouble.” 
 
    “Rrr…” Greenie grumbled and allowed me to pet him for a second or two more until he grew annoyed with me and moved out of my reach. 
 
    “Roaaar!” Something huge snarled out and caused both Greenie and I to jump practically out of our respective skins. 
 
    “Oh, Mistress, she is glorious, as always!” Fespius clapped his lanky hands together in admiration of the giant jet-black feline that flickered into existence. “Aspien the Shadow Stalker.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but agree with the hobgoblin as I watched the panther creature arch its back in a deep stretch, and a rumbling yawn fell out of its mouth chock-full of sabers. When it straightened up again, its broad shoulders came up to about eight feet, which made it close to about nine when it was fully upright. 
 
    Once the creature was solidly in our plane of existence, the Matron Mother lowered her hands and then approached the majestic and lethal cat-creature dubbed Aspien. 
 
    “Who’s mama’s pet?” Sevahtra said and reached her hands up just as the big cat’s head bowed down. She gave Aspien a scrub behind his perked ears that sprouted some sort of dark violet fur, and as she continued to coo at the large beast, a low purr rumbled from its muscled chest just like… like… 
 
    A sleek work of steel and black chrome with an engine that roared like a great jungle cat-- 
 
    A Harley Davidson. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    I felt the lurch of something like longing cinch my chest tight, and for that reason, I was more fascinated than fearful of the animal the Matron Mother had manifested out of thin air. 
 
    “Where can I get one of those?” I murmured to myself, and then I had to hold onto the saddle in front of me as Greenie bucked me up sharply like he was reminding me just who I was riding on. “No offense, Greens. You’ll always be my Number One.” 
 
    “Snnt.” Greenie eyed me with his darker eye, and the way he angled his head made me wonder if he had a better time seeing out of his left eye like I did… 
 
    “Here, lovely kitty…” Fespius was saying, and I dropped my train of thought in order to watch the clumsy little hobgoblin stretch out his hairy ape-like arm so he could give Aspien a hunk of dried meat. 
 
    The conjured beast just glared at Fespius with contemptuous glowing blue eyes. Then, when the Shadow Stalker refused to budge, the hobgoblin grew impatient and dropped his guard. 
 
    This, of course, was the moment Aspien decided to charge the unsuspecting Fespius with its fast reflexes. 
 
    “Rowl!” Aspien snarled and swiped the jerky out of his hand. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Fespius screamed and stumbled back until he landed on his ass. 
 
    “Fespius!” Sevahtra barked. “Stop it, you’ll scare him.” 
 
    “Me?” the hobgoblin wailed as he clutched his bleeding palm to his chest. 
 
    “Prrrrr,” Aspien said as he licked his paw clean of any salt or drops of blood left behind from his snack. 
 
    “Take heed, Tryskaylan,” the Matron Mother said, and then she lightly stepped on the giant paw of the feline only to have that padded death mitten lift up and then cover hers like it was an affectionate game they played every time they met up again in this plane of existence. “Did you feel the power of our connection radiating out during the Conjuring?” 
 
    “I did…” the novice priestess said. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.” 
 
    “It has taken me over a hundred years to form such a bond with Aspien, because his ilk resides somewhere between the fields of reality and the realms of the fae, and the fae folk have wild magic that is hard to tame alongside drow magic. You will ride on the back of Aspien along with me so you can feel the way we move in harmony. And then you will soon learn how to conjure your own Fae Familiar.” 
 
    After she said this, Aspien knelt down and let the Matron Mother climb aboard his broad back, and then she offered her hand down for Tryss to climb up behind her. 
 
    “Can Fespius ride on Aspien, too, Mistress?” the hobgoblin asked, even though he eyed the panther creature with more than a little trepidation. 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra scoffed as she gave a disdainful little sniff. “There isn’t any room. Especially for slaves. Go beg a ride with one of the others. Quickly, though, we are leaving the moment the radiant lichen dims and we can travel under the cover of darkness. Don’t think I won’t leave you behind, Fespius.” 
 
    He yelped a little and hurried off to try and ask the minotaurs for a ride on either of their lizards, but they both growled and kicked him away. 
 
    “Let Fespius up!” the little hobgoblin demanded a second time, but the blue neon lights glowing down on us from above suddenly dimmed, and the dark underground world of Oshara grew even darker. 
 
    “Stick to the shadows and use your fae-fyre to follow Aspien’s footprints if you fall behind,” Sevahtra said, and when she gestured with some short staff of hers in the universal signal for Onward, her Shadow Stalker leapt off the aptly named Egress Platform and out into the darkness. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said as the other lizards and their riders followed the Matron Mother out into the abyss one by one, and I realized I might have been too hasty when it came to removing Greenie’s bridle. 
 
    Not that I wasn’t glad he was more comfortable, but now I was faced with the reality of having to direct him without reins. 
 
    I looked down the line and saw the large purple lizard Dagwyn and Helera were on jump after the Matron Mother’s Shadow Stalker. After them, the smaller of the two minotaurs were next, and after they were both gone, it would finally be my turn. 
 
    “Zop,” the second minotaur growled at his mount and flicked his reins. His spiny yellow lizard hissed, but it followed the verbal command lest it get cracked with the whip all of the riders seemed to have already on them. 
 
    I must have missed that item when I gathered my Osharan Drow Starter Pack. 
 
    No matter, I didn’t want to strike my beast any way. He was already malformed and probably didn’t need added insult to injury, so the verbal commands would just have to work. 
 
    “Zop,” I copied the minotaur, but Greenie only looked over his shoulder at me and then gave another sniff. 
 
    “This one is the mostest stubborn of all the lizards, and I don’t know why the Mistress spared it at all,” the dejected hobgoblin said suddenly from beside me.  
 
    I almost forgot it wasn’t just me who was left behind, and I scrutinized Fespius, who was sitting on the ground and seemed to be waiting for death by abandonment. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be begging me for a ride out of here?” I snapped at the Matron Mother’s unhelpful little crony. We were now the only ones on the platform, and I knew Sevahtra was serious about leaving the weak or incompetent behind regardless of how depleted her numbers currently were. 
 
    “There’s no point,” he said grimly and rested his cheek on his balled-up fist. 
 
    “Well, you could be a little more helpful!” I said and squeezed the sides of Greenie’s flanks with my legs in agitation. 
 
    “Rawr!” The lizard snarled and took a few steps forward before he stopped again. 
 
    “Yes! Good boy, Greenie!” I praised and reached out to pat his head. 
 
    At first, the lizard cringed away from me like he was afraid I would hit him, but when I only gave him a few well-deserved pets, he relaxed somewhat but still acted confused more than anything. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fespius asked with disdain coloring his voice. 
 
    “Giving him credit for doing what I asked with a nice pat,” I replied. 
 
    “You don’t ask a beast of burden, you’re supposed to commands them,” the hobgoblin criticized in his sniveling tone. “And you definitely don’t gives pats.” 
 
    “Zop, Greenie, please?” I ignored Fespius in favor of gently tapping my mount’s sides again. 
 
    The riding lizard took another step forward, and then he shot a look at me again to make sure I wouldn’t do anything funny like change my mind and decide to hit him after all. 
 
    “Snerk?” He snorted and cocked his head, and his right foot pawed the ground in front of it like he was confirming this was what I wanted. 
 
    “That’s right,” I coaxed, and he followed that first step with a second and then a third. “Very good. We have to work as partners if we don’t want to be left behind. And I’m sure if you also give Fespius a ride, he’ll have a nice treat for you like he gave to Aspien.” 
 
    At this, both the hobgoblin and the riding lizard first glanced at me and then at each other before Fespius realized I was actually offering him a ride to safety if only Greenie would trust me. 
 
    When all of this clicked, he scrambled to pull out more dried meat from the pockets of his baggy pants. 
 
    “Nice lizard,” Fespius said as he approached Greenie with the tasty morsel. “G-Good… lizard.” 
 
    The hobgoblin said this last part as if offering praise was equivalent to speaking in a foreign language. 
 
    Given the mores of drow society, it wasn’t a surprise something nice like this was odd and confusing. 
 
    The lizard took a step forward so he could snatch the treat out of the giver’s hands. Then, while Greenie was enjoying his snack, the hobgoblin scrambled up on the lizard’s back and perched behind me. 
 
    “Zop!” I commanded again and tapped my heels into Greenie’s flank. 
 
    Fespius wound his lanky arm around my waist when the lizard suddenly lurched forward and ran full tilt for the edge of the Egress Platform with absolutely zero warning, and if the thought of being left here wasn’t so terrifying, I might have screamed like the hobgoblin did. 
 
    As it was, the rush of the wind stole my breath away, and even if I wanted to scream, the thrill of falling made me want to laugh hysterically instead. 
 
    When we landed on something solid, I was almost disappointed. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing!” the hobgoblin screeched in my ear after Greenie landed on a pointed boulder sticking up from the dark water. 
 
    “Not a clue,” I replied as I attempted to summon my fae-fyre power to see where the rest of the group had gone. 
 
    The radiant lichenoid blooms that glowed from the spires above had definitely dimmed and plunged us into near total darkness, but the blue gas flame of Aspien’s fading paw prints was still illuminating the trail off to the right. 
 
    “They’ve gone!” Fespius wailed and tugged on his longish dog-like ears. 
 
    “Shush, we’ll catch up,” I snapped at the ridiculous hobgoblin. Then I patted Greenie on his right shoulder and pointed to the next jagged boulder in a series of many that acted like stepping stones leading away from the Noble Tower. 
 
    “Rrr.” The lizard seemed to understand what I was going for and climbed up to the very top of the pointed boulder in order to jump to the next one. 
 
    When he did so without any major catastrophes, it was apparent we were going to be okay as long as everybody fucking trusted me. 
 
    “Stop squirming, Fespius, or I will personally throw you into the lake,” I growled as I got us ready to jump to the next. The entourage was still out of sight, but I figured if we could establish a good pace, we could catch up to them in no time. 
 
    As long as there were no distractions. 
 
    I touched Greenie’s left shoulder and then pointed to a spire a little farther away. 
 
    “Eeerrr,” Greenie groaned and shifted his stance. He huffed a few times, and I could see his white sclera as his eyeballs rolled all around in distress like he was looking for another way out. 
 
    “No,” I ordered when the stubborn beast tried to turn around and go back the way we came from. I squeezed my legs and then pointed toward the left again. “Zop. You can do it, boy. Zop.” 
 
    “Snrk-k!” Greenie snorted out with a vehement shake of his head. 
 
    “Hey, don’t give me that backchat!” I argued. “You can do it, I know you can, now, Zop!” 
 
    Fespius couldn’t help but let out another terrified squeal when my mount leapt through the air on strong back legs overly muscled to compensate for his atrophied front ones. 
 
    My stomach swooped just as hard as the first time, my eyes watered with the breeze as we sailed through the air, and just before it was clear we were going to make it, I felt a little jolt of fear that said “what if?” 
 
    What if we fell and were lost to the dark waves of Lake Subata? 
 
    Would that be it for me, or would I manifest somewhere else as… something else? 
 
    But all of those questions were soon for naught because we crash-landed on the top of another jagged cliff, and I was impressed because even Greenie’s toes were developed with enough dexterity to contort in ways that allowed his large back claws to dig furrows into the rock so he could anchor us like some type of… mountaineer of some sort. 
 
    Mountains backlit with gold from a sunset… 
 
    This image flashed so quickly across my mind, and I needed to blink my eye a few times to get the burned copy of those tall peaks out of my vision so I could line us up for the next jump. It would be disastrous if I miscalculated due to a false burning mark that wasn’t actually there. 
 
    “It’s working,” Fespius whispered in a jittery voice with just a dash of hope. “We not lost if we can only catch up!” 
 
    “Then catch up, we shall,” I said and imbued my voice with confidence, and then I steered us to the left again. “Zop, Greenie!” 
 
    Even the lizard seemed to pick up on the change in atmosphere, and he almost didn’t hesitate on the next jump. 
 
    And the next. 
 
    And the next, until the riding lizard and I fell into a good rhythm in which I only had to tap and point in any given direction. 
 
    Finally, there was a flicker of something across the black expanse, and on our next jump, the flickers of bright white hair from the drow females emerged out of the gloom like wisps of smoke. 
 
    “Ha, see that, Fes?” I said and gestured to the caravan we were encroaching on. “We caught up! How’s that for ‘filthy nelvar scum?’” 
 
    The hobgoblin grew quiet at this, and I figured he didn’t enjoy having his words flung back in his face like that. 
 
    So there. 
 
    But, as we continued to hop from jagged boulder to jagged boulder, I found I missed the ugly little guy’s morose commentary, so I tried to find a way to engage him again in conversation just to pass the time. 
 
    But I couldn’t really think of anything to talk about because… well. 
 
    What could I, Fynn Noname, have in common with a hobgoblin? 
 
    Maybe nothing. 
 
    Maybe a lot. 
 
    It could go either way. 
 
    The lucky thing was, I didn’t have to come up with a topic for us to discuss because Fespius did that all on his own. 
 
    “You shoulds know…” he began in his hobgoblin syntax. “There is something following us.” 
 
    “What?” I whipped my head behind me right as I motioned for Greens to jump to the boulder on our right. 
 
    I half-expected more members of House Ozin-Na to come out of the stonework like a plague on the backs of their own riding lizards, but there was nothing but darkness and the retreating monolith of the Tower. 
 
    “Not there,” Fespius said when he saw me searching for the invisible enemies. Then he tugged my cloak and pointed down at the water. 
 
    I squinted through my good eye at the black mirrored surface, and at first, I didn’t know what he was even talking about. 
 
    Then we landed, and I had Greenie pause for a second by tugging him back by the collarbone. The lizard snorted in displeasure at being stopped, but he gouged his talons into the pointed rock so I could get a good look at the glass surface below. 
 
    A few moments of tense, silent stillness passed, and then I saw it.  
 
    The dim lights from above were just bright enough for me to catch the brief ripple of something slipping back under the surface too quick for me to see. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “Ridian,” Fespius whispered. 
 
    I’d heard that term before, but I didn’t get a chance to ask about it as a dozen writhing tentacles suddenly exploded out of the water all around us. 
 
    “Fuck!” I said as the hobgoblin and my riding lizard both let out a terrified scream, and then the twisted monster from the deep started to vine its tentacles up the tall boulder we were on. 
 
    Maybe I should have picked the topic of conversation after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Greenie, we’ve got to go! Now, boy!” I bellowed as the gigantic tentacle wrapping around the pointed cliff face we were clinging to began to constrict the rock until small fissures started to spider up the stone. 
 
    “Raaaa!” The lizard vaulted off the side of the cliff as if his legs were spring loaded. 
 
    “Oh, Drogu-ani, saaaaaave uuuussss!” Fespius wailed as he tightened his lanky arms around my torso. Even though he was rather stunted and small in appearance, his gangly arms were a different story because they were like two iron bands around my chest. 
 
    “Ack! F-Fes… can’t… breathe,” I gasped as I tried to loosen his grip by tugging at the hand he had locked around his own wrist. 
 
    But because he was a sweaty mess, my grip slipped, and I ended up bumping Greenie in the right shoulder… 
 
    In the exact wrong direction of the path Aspien marked for us. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” the hobgoblin screamed in my ear as the riding lizard leapt the wrong way for a stepping stone that looked too far to stick. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted, and then we fell just short of where Greenie had been aiming at on the jagged cliffs. 
 
    But the good thing about these conspicuously spaced boulders was how they were tapered, which meant they were wider toward the bottom, so even though there was a gut-dropping moment of free fall, it only lasted mere seconds before the lizard’s talons clawed into the side. 
 
    Stopping, however, was another thing, and I worried our added velocity would be the end of us until Greenie’s talons finally caught and stopped our descent down the side. 
 
    “Rooooooaaaaaaaarrrr.” The tentacles thrashed as the boulder behind us gave up the ghost and crumbled into the lake with a thundering boom. 
 
    “You wents the wrong way, you ignoramus!” Fespius yelled. 
 
    “And who’s fault is that, you little shit stain?” I screamed back and drew my dagger. In the heat of it, I was fully intending on slicing the hobgoblin to ribbons so I could be done with his clumsy ass. 
 
    I didn’t have to take him, and the only reason I did was because I listened to that part of me I was growing Increasingly Suspicious of the more it led me down the path of following… much “lighter” instincts. 
 
    In that frozen moment in time, I could suddenly see with crystal clear clarity the rigid dichotomy dwelling within me. The truth was, sometimes Darkness was called for instead of Light, and right now I wanted to wholly give into the black thirst within me. 
 
    My mind’s eye conjured a new vision I’d never seen before, and unlike the ones of deserts and mountains that felt like memories, I was unsure if this one was pure fantasy, or based on something real. 
 
    Because, as my hand tightened around the hilt of my lethal dagger, I pictured the act of slicing the hobgoblin’s throat, and the imagery was so vivid I could almost feel the hot slick blood spray all over my hands and face… 
 
    “Roooooaaaaarrrr!” The tentacled thing from the deep slapped its arms down on the surface of the water like it was throwing a tantrum for having come up empty-handed. 
 
    Empty suckered? 
 
    Whatever the case, the wave of icy water the Thing sent hurtling toward us was enough to snap me out of my sudden fugue of bloodlust, and I stabbed the dagger into the side of the cliff instead. 
 
    “Hold on!” I yelled, and all three of us did our best impression of a barnacle as the wave surged up and splashed us from below. 
 
    “Rrrrrr!” Greenie growled as his talons started to slide down a fraction, and he tried to dig his much smaller fore claws into the stone wall. 
 
    “Shit, he’s sliding!” I said, and I unstuck my blade only to re-stick it in a better position to try and help Greenie out with an anchor. 
 
    “Switch positions with Fespius!” the hobgoblin said, and I hesitated for a second in suspicion. “I won’ts throw you, promise!” 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Another one of the jagged boulders crumbled under the immense pressure of the tentacle constricting around it, and the reality of our situation bore down on us. 
 
    “Alright, go!” I leaned to the side in the saddle so Fespius could maneuver his way around to the front. 
 
    “Fynn, if you use your dagger, I cans help the lizard climb,” the hobgoblin said, and I immediately saw what he meant when he locked his somewhat bow-shaped legs around Greenie’s upper torso and right under the lizard’s forelegs. 
 
    Then Fespius used his thick, ape-like fingers to find ample handholds in the craggy rock, and I realized he was going to act as the lizard’s stand-in appendages. 
 
    “Let’s do this, Fes, all together now,” I said as I also locked my legs around Greenie, and with all three of us moving as one, we were able to all climb up to a better vantage point. 
 
    The only problem now was the fact we had been diverted from our path, and I squinted through my regular eye in order to see where Aspien’s fae-fyre trail left off. 
 
    Adrenaline jolted through me when I realized the last of the panther-creature’s paw prints had almost completely faded from my fae-fyre sight. 
 
    “Which way do we go, Fynn?” the hobgoblin asked as he turned back to glance at me with mismatched eyes. 
 
    “Ideally, we need to go back one in order to follow the current path, but the ridian destroyed that cliff. 
 
    “Spire,” he absently corrected. “These be the Houses who fell out of favors with Drogu-ani.” 
 
    My gaze bounced around all of the spire caps still left to go before we reached that bank of twinkling gaslights Tryss told me was the Thoroughfare. 
 
    There were so many of them, and to think just below the surface there was a whole tower with room for leagues of people to cohabitate inside was a stunning revelation. 
 
    But I decided to be intrigued by this little detail of Oshara later because I really didn’t want to be lake monster food. 
 
    “The fae-fyre has also faded, so I can’t see the tracks Aspien left behind anymore,” I admitted, and I touched my makeshift eyepatch in a reflex born out of the desire to fucking see through both eyes at the same fucking time. 
 
    The scrap of cloth I was fiddling with suddenly came loose, but before I could catch it, the wind ripped it out of my grip, and it was lost forever. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Fynn!” Fespius screamed, and I didn’t have to see the tentacle to know it was snaking its way toward us around the spire cap like an insidious vine. The tighter it wound, the more I could feel the exterior of the spire crack like the shell of a hard-boiled egg. 
 
    “I know, I--” I blinked rapidly as my vision doubled with something akin to the strange aftereffect of the sunset I’d imagined earlier, but this time, it was coming solely from my Dark Eye. “Drogu’s fine tits.” 
 
    When I closed my regular eye, everything naturally plunged into darkness, but I was somehow still able to see small glowing traces of Aspien’s big feline paws peppered along the low-light abyss, as if the fae-creature had walked through some sort of paint. Not only that, but there seemed to be several tracks going this way and that, as if Aspien had made this journey multiple times. 
 
    I considered what could be the cause of this, and the Matron Mother’s words about Aspien’s particular magic stood out. She said something about how the fae magic is a combination of light and dark magic, so if that was the case, it was no wonder I could see the light traces through my uncanny eye. 
 
    Cr-cr-aack. 
 
    “Fynn!” the hobgoblin screeched as the cracks in the spire got worse, and the foundation did that telltale sway. 
 
    “Okay, I can see where we need to go, but we need to climb higher and rotate ourselves around to the other side,” I explained, and then I stabbed my dagger into the wall above Greenie’s head as an anchor. “Once the spire’s cap begins to break off, we need to be on the other side so it will fall forward instead of to the side.” 
 
    “Whys forward?” Fes asked as he fell back into our unique climbing rhythm and used his arms to help propel us upward almost to the very top. 
 
    I stabbed my dagger adjacent to us, and then I nudged Greenie with my left knee so he would know I wanted him to scoot to the right. 
 
     “If we can counterbalance the spire when it falls, we can jump off at the last moment and hopefully reach where all the paths join up again because going back to the last spire we were on isn’t possible,” I explained as we continued to shuffle a quarter of the way counterclockwise around the very top of the spire. 
 
    “What do you mean pathsss?” The hobgoblin emphasized the hissing sound at the end of the word like a snake. “There was only one!” 
 
    “Not anymore,” I murmured as I looked out at the other spires just a jump away from us. From what I could briefly gauge, it looked like there were multiple ways to reach the destination, and not just the virtually straight shot the Matron Mother took initially. 
 
    “You mean… you can sees how Aspien thinks?” the hobgoblin asked and gaped at me with his goofy face. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I said. 
 
    Our argument was put on hold as the spire shook like a dowsing rod from the strangulation the ridian had subjected it to. 
 
    Greenie’s talons slid down a few feet, which caused the hobgoblin to have to compensate with his arms until his muscles bulged so much they almost looked painful. 
 
    “I hope those eyes of yours… can judge the timings right,” he panted. 
 
    “You’re one to talk about eyes,” I snarked back, and as if on cue, the hobgoblin blinked his different-sized eyeballs at different times. 
 
    Cr-raaaack. 
 
    Another deafening breaking noise boomed off the spires nearby as the ridian’s tentacle squeezed even harder around the base of the eroded cave stalagmite, which caused it to finally give way. 
 
    “I trusted you, Fes, now you must trust me!” I commanded, and I reset my dagger so I could pull us up while the hobgoblin pushed the limits of his arms’ strength. “Now, climb as high as we can!” 
 
    The moment we started to climb in tandem again, the narrow structure started to wobble like it was deciding which way it wanted to fall into gravity’s arms, and this was the moment I’d been waiting for. 
 
    There. 
 
    The split second before the tentacle monster readjusted its grip, and just before physics took over, that was the sweet spot in which we had the chance to influence the spire’s direction. 
 
    “Roooooaaaaaarrrrrr!” the ridian thundered and ever so marginally loosened its death grip… 
 
    “Lean forwaaaaaard!” I bellowed, and the three of us threw our combined weight forward at the same time. 
 
    It was orchestrated beautifully, considering the circumstances, and just like I’d hoped, our efforts caused the unwieldy structure to fall toward the still-glowing path of Aspien’s paw prints. 
 
    My heart rabbited in my chest with excitement because my plan was actually working, and I tensed my thighs so Greenie would know we were about to jump again. 
 
    “Snerk!” the lizard huffed in what seemed like determination, and I curled both sets of fingers over his collarbones so he wouldn’t go before I was absolutely sure… 
 
    “Easy, boy,” I murmured as the spire shifted so the angle was becoming more and more level. I didn’t want to wait too long, but I wanted the maximum reach the spire would allow us before we launched ourselves into the arms of fate. 
 
    Because after that, there would be no going back. 
 
    “Gets ready, good Greenie!” Fespius said, and he hopped back to his position behind me. 
 
    “Wait for it,” I said when I felt the lizard’s muscles tense with anticipation. 
 
    The spire groaned as it broke completely free from the rest of its shaft, and finally I released Greenie’s collarbones and heralded him forward with an almighty bellow both Fespius and I shared: 
 
    “Zooooop!” 
 
    “Reeee!” Greenie’s sharp talons made a grinding noise when the lizard dug them in so he could get a bit of a running start, and then at the apex right before the spire continued its downward arc, my mount rocketed off the very tip of the spire cap into the point of no return. 
 
    Time slowed as the three of us sailed through the air, and I made the mistake of looking behind us. 
 
    The structure we’d just abandoned finally fell into the water of Lake Subata, and I watched it through my regular eye as it disappeared from view to sink who knew how many leagues into the deep. 
 
    “We’re-- We’re gonna make iiiiit!” Fespius suddenly shouted, and I turned my attention back to the present in which the next spire was getting closer and closer… 
 
    “Braaaaaccceee!” I hollered. 
 
    Smash. 
 
    Scraaaaaaaaape. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    I opened eyes I hadn’t realized I’d closed, and when I did, I saw Aspien’s bright print was shimmering beautifully in front of me. 
 
    Bullseye. 
 
    While the ridian was in the middle of trying to figure out where we were, I focused through my Dark Eye and frowned when I was faced with several different paths that each shimmered with a different color. 
 
    They flashed one at a time-- red, blue, and yellow in succession-- as if something was reading my mind and helping my half-blind ass distinguish between the three. My mouth popped open in shock, and I tried to squint at the bank of the Thoroughfare. 
 
    I couldn’t see the majestic fae-panther from here, but I felt the prickling feeling of his wizened eyes on me. 
 
    It was a feeling that seemed to dare me into following, and when the three paths flashed again before settling on the red one clear to the left, the feeling seemed to ask: 
 
    Do you want to play? 
 
    I’m game. 
 
    Fucking always. 
 
    So, I aimed us all for the path on the left, and when Greenie, Fes, and I all landed just three feet below the reddish mark, I called it one of my biggest successes to date. 
 
    Although, to be fair, there was only one date. 
 
    Day. 
 
    Today. 
 
    So, overall, one-for-one. 
 
    Win. 
 
    “Good job, boy!” I praised the lizard. 
 
    “Snnt!” Greenie snorted as if to say, “Yeah, duh.” 
 
    “Why are wes all the way over here?” Fespius shrieked when it appeared as if we were now rocketing toward the wrong way again. 
 
    “I think there’s something Aspien wants me to do,” I said as the hobgoblin began to grumble. “Hey, you trusted me this far, you might as well trust me now.” 
 
    “Like Fespius has a choice,” he grumbled again. “But if you says you can see Aspien’s other magicks, then what am I’s to do?” 
 
    “Right,” I said. It wasn’t exactly a stunning show of confidence, but it would have to do. “If we live, you owe me your silence about the things I can see with this eye, deal?” 
 
    “If we lives, I will owe you a life debt, Fynn of No Origins,” he responded like we’d just concluded a transaction, and that made me feel a little better about sharing my secrets with the little butt. 
 
    “Okaaay, now it’s a straight shot to the Thoroughfare from here, Greens!” I commanded as I motioned toward the next red-marked spire cap, and the blue and green paths faded. 
 
    “Ree!” Greenie squeak-shrieked, and just like that, the two of us fell back into the awesome rhythm we’d found between rider and faithful mount. 
 
    The next three spires were easy, and I hardly needed a big gesture to get the point across. Just a twitch of my knee here, or the tap of my heel there, and the two of us figured out our own code that didn’t really need any verbal commands. 
 
    Which was lucky, because I was beginning to think the injury to the side of Greenie’s head not only discolored his eye but made him partially deaf as well. No wonder the poor guy had issues. 
 
    But the issues weren’t really his fault. 
 
    No, the issues seemed to be with the impatience of the people who gave up on him. He wasn’t incompetent, he just needed a few adaptations. 
 
    That wasn’t a reason to chuck him into the lake. 
 
    And in fact, I was convinced if it hadn’t been for Greenie’s over-developed back legs to make up for his little front ones, there would have been no way we would’ve made that jump on any other riding lizard. 
 
    So, Double Win. 
 
    “Rooooooaaaaarrrrr!” The ridian terror behind us finally discovered its little snack had run away from its massive utensil, and with a renewed fury, ten more tentacles exploded out of the water. 
 
    “F-F-Fynn!” the hobgoblin who clung to my back shrieked in fear as one of the tentacles rose up in front of us a little toward the left. Then, on our right, three more of the appendages destroyed a big chunk of the highlighted path. “Please tell me there is another way aside froms that!” 
 
    “Shit!” I yelled as I alternated my focus between my regular eye and my Dark Eye. “Wait…” 
 
    Around the third or fourth time I’d switched between the two, I noticed an odd flicker, and suddenly, the red path disappeared, and the green path clear to the right was the only thing I had left to follow. 
 
    As I scanned the new path with both eyes, I could see how instead of a near straight shot to the Thoroughfare, there was now a trail that had us taking a strange convoluted route.  
 
    “What do wes do?” Fespius said as I flailed for a moment in indecision. 
 
    “Aspien wants us to go this way!” I hollered, and because there were at least twenty to thirty thrashing tentacles all intent on throwing the biggest temper tantrum known to drowkind behind us, I wasn’t going to argue. 
 
    “Then there must be a reason,” he mused and gripped his long chin.  
 
    My eyebrows arched up, and I looked behind us at how the ridian destroyed certain spires and not others. “Only specific ones are broken.” 
 
    Fespius looked back when I said this observation aloud, and he frowned. 
 
    “Those are the ones we lingered ons the mostest,” he said. “Ridian senses heats from our bodies, and the longer we tarry, the more heats it feels.” 
 
    Sure enough, the telltale cracking noise that signaled the leviathan had wrapped another appendage around our spire cap, so we didn’t have much time. 
 
    The green path flickered again, but the nearest spire was directly in front of me and looked just close enough to make if we had a running start… 
 
    “Ready, Greens?” I whispered, and the lizard tensed up under both of us. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” the hobgoblin suddenly shrieked, and he eyeballed the next spire with the more bulbous of his two eyes. “It’s too far.” 
 
    “Really? But it looks--” I argued. 
 
    “Trusts Fespius!” he yelled and gesticulated wildly with his freakishly long arms. “It’s. Too. Far!” 
 
    “Okay, then, to the right it is,” I said and guided Greenie toward Aspien’s now green shimmering prints. 
 
    For the hundredth time, I wondered just how the fae-creature could use its light magic like that in real time instead of just being an after image of the dark fae-fyre that faded over time. 
 
    Cr-rrraaacck! 
 
    “Zops!” Fespius cried out like that would somehow help Greenie get more height when he launched us off the crumbling spire. 
 
    When we landed on the next one, I was now able to see from the side how the hobgoblin was right about the distance of the spire I’d almost jumped to. 
 
    It was too far. 
 
    I’ll be damned to nelvar. 
 
    “Good call, Fes,” I said as I guided my mount to the next series of green-marked boulders. 
 
    “Yes, well… you gives good calls, too,” he conceded, and then we both lapsed into companionable silence once more. 
 
    I felt kind of bad how I was so surprised the hobgoblin had the capacity for such observation, especially with how neurotic and often unintelligent he sounded when he spoke. 
 
    And then there was his mismatched eyes unevenly set within his snub-nosed puggish face, and-- well, he didn’t really scream genius or scholar. But his quick thinking back there with being able to climb with his lanky ape-like arms proved he was wily enough to problem solve on the fly. 
 
    That was all I required when it came to allies, and it dawned on me how, at some point along this perilous journey, that is exactly what all three of us, including Greenie, had become: allies. We were all some of the lowest of the low in our respective positions, so it was simply strategically smart to stick together at least for the time being like a band of misfits who were stronger together than apart. 
 
    The three of us managed to bounce around the spires in a way that did nothing but anger the tentacled beast until it decided an all-out flail was necessary in order to try and catch us, and I realized this was actually beneficial in case anyone from Ozin-Na decided to follow us on the backs of their own riding lizards. 
 
    The neat stepping-stone effect was ruined this close to the Thoroughfare as the ridian continued to rampage and tear down any spire caps in its way. 
 
    Tentacles exploded out of the water all around, and as the beast of the deep roared and wailed, I realized maybe we’d antagonized it a little too long. 
 
    “Alright, boy,” I said, and I directed the lizard to start taking the more direct blue route Aspien flashed for me. “Enough playtime. Take us to the Thoroughfare.” 
 
    “Snerk!” he snorted, and then he leapt toward a wide and already half-broken stalagmite with zero hesitation.  
 
    I was really proud at how far we’d come as rider and mount in such a short period of time. 
 
    That was true trust, and it was all about to pay off when we were now literally only one jump away from reaching safety. 
 
    “There they are!” Helera’s melodious voice carried over the breeze, and I grinned as I lined us up for the final jump… 
 
    “Zop dead ahead,” I said with a gesture forward with my hand, and Greenie leapt with everything he had in him. 
 
    And it would have been a perfect jump, too, if it wasn’t for the last tentacle that rose up in front of us mid-flight and had to fuck our shit up. 
 
    “What do we do-o-oo!” Fespius sobbed, but I had no time for despair as a surge of that familiar power shuddered through me. 
 
    As the tentacle continued to rise up and up out of the water, I unleashed the buildup of power I’d collected through both palms. I kept my Dark Eye open, and my other eye tightly shut, and I shouted in adrenaline-laced fury as light flared through the gloom of our surroundings. 
 
    The tentacle screeched and retracted back into the water at almost subsonic speeds when its pale and mottled flesh immediately started to blister under the onslaught of my light beam. 
 
    A wave of water made by the vortex of the ridian’s rapidly retreating tentacle shot up and sprayed us with enough force to propel us up an extra twenty feet or so, but our forward momentum kept our course for the strange vine-covered embankment where the rest of our party was actually waiting for us. 
 
    “Ugh,” I said when our sudden downward momentum was abruptly arrested in mid-air, and my stomach practically hit the back of my throat. “That was unpleasant.” 
 
    “See, I told you he would be able to make it,” Tryss said to her two sisters standing next to her as if she’d been arguing this point endlessly before we arrived, and the matching annoyed expressions on Hel and Dag’s faces told me Tryss’ confidence in me probably never wavered once. 
 
    “Seems as if you made it after all, male,” the Matron Mother said as she guided Greenie’s levitating form safely back on solid ground. “Turns out you can be resourceful after all. You’re lucky Aspien wanted to wait for you.” 
 
    The majestic Shadow Stalker gave a casual yawn before he turned around in a circle like he wanted to lay down for a nap, and on the third turn, he slowly faded from view. 
 
    “Oh, mistress!” the hobgoblin wailed as he jumped off the back of my mount and then fell face-first at the Matron Mother’s feet. “I thought I would never be able to look upon your beautiful face or serves the noble house of Claden’Du again!” 
 
    “As much as it pains me to admit it, I have missed your overzealous groveling, Fespius,” the Matron Mother snickered, and something that could have been described as a pleased smirk crossed her face as the hobgoblin prostrated himself before her. 
 
    “How can you be so calm and collected, Mother?” Dagwyn asked with a disgusted grimace on her dark blue lips. “This freak of nature clearly has magicks from those above, and he has potentially lit a beacon to our exact location if anyone were to pay attention! Not to mention our dear youngest sister might now be carrying his--” 
 
    “But you can’t be mad at him, Mother,” Tryss jumped in. “I felt what you sensed before the connection between you and Aspien faded. He and you wanted to test Fynn to see if he could utilize his strange abilities. He did everything you wanted of him, and more.” 
 
    “Tryskaylan…” Sevahtra sighed and rubbed her fingers into her forehead like she was easing away a frustrating ache. “One day, you will learn just because that pretty head of yours is clever, it does not mean you should reveal to all and sundry every little thing that occurs to you, especially when it is of an intimate nature between a master and her Fey Familiar! And little novices should also remember the connection you just experienced goes both ways.” 
 
    The Matron Mother shifted her gaze to me and specifically on my Dark Eye, which caused Tryss to lower her eyes to the ground with a chagrined lavender blush.  
 
    “Sorry, Mother,” the novice priestess murmured.  
 
    “Are you saying you wanted Light Boy over here to actually go off like a flare for all the Tower to see?” Dagwyn challenged despite the edge in the Matron Mother’s tone. “What if Ozin-Na has spies out?” 
 
    “Yes, Daughter, why didn’t I account for that?” Sevahtra said in a voice dripping with syrupy disdain. 
 
    “You… did account for that?” the younger female said as she realized she might have committed a similar blunder to her younger sister in pissing off the matriarch. 
 
    “If Ozin-Na does have spies, I want to draw them out of the shadows, and what better way of doing that than with light?” The Matron Mother fixed her maroon gaze on me again as she dissected me with those eyes that seemed to miss nothing. 
 
    I shuffled on my feet as her scrutiny went on for far longer than was comfortable in my opinion, but I thought I did a pretty good job staying still while she weighed me for imperfections. 
 
    “Question.” Helera broke the silence with a gesture of her hand. “Should we be expecting assassins, or…?” 
 
    “Make no mistake, someone will search out what that light was, and when they do, we’ll be waiting,” Sevahtra said and snapped her fingers. This was the cue for the minotaurs to hand over their riding lizards to her and Tryss now that the magical jungle cat was gone, and when she was fully in the saddle of the large red lizard, she narrowed a glare down at me. “Male, were you really able to see Aspien’s marks with your fae-fyre, or were you just flailing around like an idiot who just got lucky?” 
 
    I raised both eyes from where I’d diverted them to the ground like a good drow male, and I decided to look her boldly in the face when I answered. 
 
    “The fae-fyre disappeared a long while ago,” I said, which didn’t necessarily answer her question, but the Matron Mother smiled anyway like she was waiting for exactly this answer. 
 
    “No shit, that was obviously a timed fae-mark,” Helera scoffed under her breath, like the fact Aspien’s fae-fyre had a time limit was obvious. 
 
    Which it probably was, but I couldn’t have known that. 
 
    Sheesh. 
 
    “How then did you make it through like you did, and why did you take that particular path?” she prodded, and I knew she was trying to maneuver me into a position in which I could either clam up and be seen as a suspicious fuck, or reveal too much and have it used against me later. 
 
    Probably by either Helera or Dagwyn. 
 
    Or both if they decided to tag-team. 
 
    Which could be very bad for me, but I knew not telling the Matron Mother something plausible would come around and bite me in the ass. 
 
    In conclusion, I should be careful who I told about my Dark Eye’s ability to see and become impervious to different light magicks. 
 
    According to what Tryss told me about drow cutthroat mentality, I should avoid situations in which I could give my enemies a reason to blackmail me, but if I wanted to improve my current station to something a little higher than an unnamed slave, then logically I should try everything to get onto Sevahtra’s good side. 
 
    Her protection seemed unimpeachable. 
 
    The nearly-invisible widening of her smirk as I vacillated told me she knew exactly what kind of position she’d just put me in, which meant she already had a pretty strong inkling about me anyway based on that “connection goes both ways” thing.  
 
    My eyes briefly shifted over to Tryss where she was still biting her lip in concern. I figured she might have made a few things known to the Matron Mother she probably never meant to, and she was just now realizing it, too. 
 
    So, if that was the case, then Sevahtra had to have known about my Dark Eye already, which would explain why Aspien’s prints changed the way they did. 
 
    But if she knew all this, and she even knew I wouldn’t reveal my secrets in front of her treacherous other daughters, then what was the point in asking me? 
 
    Another test? 
 
    I turned my back on her, placed my balled fists on my hips for a moment in thought, and scanned the vista of half-broken and eroded spires. 
 
    What was she looking for, and why had she and Aspien even set up that crazy and needlessly convoluted obstacle course when I was sure there were at least a half a dozen routes we could have taken that weren’t so perilous. 
 
    However, the Matron Mother didn’t strike me as someone who would do something so endangering to one of her few House members left of good breeding stock, so the route itself had to have served some sort of purpose. 
 
    But what? 
 
    When I looked out over the thrashing waves still churning from the ridian, I pinpointed all of the recently crushed or toppled spire caps and realized the method to her and Aspien’s madness. 
 
    Because at this distance I could finally see the whole picture. 
 
    “It’s simple, really,” I scoffed as I turned back toward my audience and made sure to keep my eyes on the Matron Mother. Then I affected her natural stone-cold confidence and spoke the next words like I was her. “I wanted the ridian to destroy certain towers and not others. So, if any spies were to follow our route, they would be led one way, only to have to double back due to a dead end. There are places out there that look like you can make the jump with a regular riding lizard, but until you actually get close enough, you won’t know you have to double back until someone falls to their death.” 
 
    As long as they didn’t have a Fespius who could tell the distances apart so accurately, that was. 
 
    When I glanced at the hobgoblin, he made a show of tucking his lips over his teeth and holding his breath until his cheeks puffed out oddly. 
 
    Apparently, this was hobgoblin for, “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    Sevahtra stared at me with a calculating expression, and it wasn’t until this moment I realized my little charade might have actually backfired in my face if the Matron Mother chose to out me for taking credit for her frankly brilliant plan. 
 
    A beat went by before her flat maroon eyes seemed to suddenly sparkle with malicious glee, and her upper lip twitched as if she wanted to give me a proud smirk for figuring it out.  
 
    I had passed her test. 
 
    “My, my,” she tsk’d and shook her flaxen head. “If any were in pursuit of us, they would be forced to waste all of that time. It’s almost like you, too, were anticipating blowing our cover and took an extra effort to give us all a head-start.” 
 
    “Naturally, that’s exactly what I planned.” I shrugged casually even though I wanted to puke with relief. She was actually letting me take credit for her strategy, but for what reason, I didn’t really know. 
 
    Maybe it was to put her opinionated Second Daughter in her place, or to teach us all a lesson by proxy. 
 
    Or maybe in the end it was to put a target on my back to see how I would handle that test instead. 
 
    Whatever the case, I was just glad it seemed as if I’d curried her favor because the next thing she said nearly made my jaw fall to the ground. 
 
    “Good job, Fynn.” The Matron Mother tugged the reins of the lizard she was on and forced its stubborn head up from nibbling on the lichen at its feet. “It’s different having such a forward-thinking male for a change. Which is more than I can say for my newly appointed First and Second Daughters.” 
 
    The two who had continued to silently pick on Tryss the whole time paused in their henpecking when their mother called them out like errant school girls. Almost immediately, they both gaped their mouths open in outrage, and then they began to squawk at their mother in indignation. 
 
    Sevahtra let this go on for a little bit with one of those barely there smirks hovering in the corners of her mouth, and I wondered if she relished putting her daughters through the wringer like this when it came to her brand of teasing. 
 
    Because, at the heart of it, that’s really what it was, teasing. And I thrilled at the little discovery I made. 
 
    The Matron Mother was a tough nut to crack, so the more I learned about her, and especially about what kept her in a good mood, would only serve me in the long run. 
 
    “Aren’t you glad we kept him now, Mother?” Tryss asked and came up to loop her arm through mine. “He has more than proven how strong and resourceful he can be.” 
 
    “It is much more than resourcefulness and strength The Spider Goddess looks favorably upon, but you are right that maybe this Fynn Noname could be an asset to our house before too long,” the Matron Mother addressed her daughter, but she kept her garnet eyes fixed on me. “Keep training him as you do, Tryskaylan, and there might be a reward for you.” 
 
    “Matron Mother.” Tryss bowed humbly at the praise, and then she went to take over the yellow lizard from the other minotaur while she fended off her sisters’ incessant bickering. 
 
    “And as for you, male,” Sevahtra said to me with another twinkle in her eyes. I used to think this expression of hers was stoic, but now I was noticing it was anything but. “You stay smart and learn well, and you will have a place at my feet before too long. You and Tryskaylan were right to keep that strange eye of yours covered.” 
 
    At this, she tossed me something I caught one-handed with ease despite my one-sided vision. When I looked down at it, I saw it was a proper eyepatch to replace the makeshift one I lost, and upon closer inspection, I could even see the shimmer of something that looked like magic runes as small as the thread used to sew it. 
 
    “Aw, Matron Mother,” I said with an annoying lilt to my voice. “Did you magic this up just for me?” 
 
    The older woman sharpened her glare on me, but that twinkle remained, so I knew she was going along with my antics. 
 
    Which was interesting and definitely warranted further exploration for later. 
 
    “Don’t push it, male,” Sevahtra snapped, but without any real heat. “The eyepatch was conjured out of necessity, and it includes a glamour spell that makes it look as if any visible skin around your eye is scarred from the glories of battle. Better for you to look like a proper maimed Warrior of the Void, than a defective, or mixed-race, drow.” 
 
    At this, I realized the enormity of the gift she was giving me. Not only would the patch divert any questions and help me blend in for the sake of her reputation, I also saw it for the ruse it likely was. 
 
    The simple fact of the matter was she could throw me in Lake Subata and be done with that, and there goes any questions or complications that might crop up. So, the fact she made this instead protected me in the long run more than it did her. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely, and I placed the patch over my eye. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Hm,” Sevahtra hummed with a thin cocked eyebrow. “That’ll do for now. Come, the moon on the surface is about to set, so the lichen will be pitch-black before too long. I want us to be at the Inn before that happens.” 
 
    “Mistress, do you thinks Fesspy is good enough to ride with her?” the hobgoblin tentatively asked in his servile voice as he twisted his long fingers. 
 
    “Oh, I suppose,” she said, and she patted the space in front of her for him to scramble up and sit. 
 
    Maybe it was the fact we’d both helped each other survive that most recent ordeal, but whatever the case, the ape-dog-man’s antics seemed a little less annoying creep style, and more ugly little puppy style. 
 
    “And what about you, boy?” I turned to ask my faithful mount. Greenie popped his head up from where he’d curled up for a short nap, and he glared at me through grumpy reptilian eyes. “Are you ready to get going?” 
 
    “Rrrr.” The lizard growled and heaved himself up on his legs as slowly as possible like he was a thousand years old. 
 
    “They’re leaving us behind again, Greens,” I said and gestured toward the retreating entourage. “Come on, boy.” 
 
    “Reee.” Greenie then made a big show of giving a yawn and a stretch, but he gave me a side-eye that had me narrowing a glare at him. 
 
    “You’re totally doing this on purpose!” I accused and went to grab one of the straps of his saddle. “Now, come on, before they leave us behind.” 
 
    “Snerk!” The stubborn ass snorted and then dug his heels into the ground. 
 
    “Wha-- why are you doing this all of a sudden?” I raged as I tugged harder, but Greenie’s impressive back legs were anchored fast like tree roots, so I came around to the other side to try and push. “Please, boy?” 
 
    “Rrrr!” Without any warning or rhyme or reason, the riding lizard that had gotten me through one of the most terrifying runs of a gauntlet I’d experienced in my short life thus far whipped around and headbutted me square in the chest. 
 
    “Hey!” I said as I tried to regain my balance, but Greenie butted me again, and this time there was no stopping the fact I was suddenly being pushed off the ledge we’d just landed on by none other than my trusty lizard. 
 
    Where exactly had I gone wrong this time? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Greenie!” I yelled, and I tried to brace myself so the scaly menace would stop pushing me toward the edge of the platform we had just made a daring jump to. 
 
    Only a few moments ago, we both were being somewhat lauded by the Matron Mother for doing a good job to cover up our tracks, and now the feisty little dinosaur creature was doing his best to shove me into the very lake we’d just made our bitch. 
 
    “What did you do?” Tryss had doubled back on her yellow riding lizard at some point, and she jumped down to see if she could help me from being shoved over the ledge. 
 
    “I don’t know! Everything was going perfectly between us,” I said and then tried to shove Greenie’s face to the side. He did not like this one bit and even snapped at my fingers with his sharp teeth. “Ah! What’s gotten into you, boy?” 
 
    Greenie paused for a half-second, and he blinked at me with his two-toned eyes before he snarled with renewed annoyance and thumped me hard in the chest with his forehead. 
 
    The impact knocked the wind out of me, and I couldn’t help but stumble back the last few steps needed that would send me into the drink… 
 
    But before I could meet my watery end, something wiry and whipcord thin wrapped around my forearm and yanked me forward. 
 
    “Urk!” I grunted at the whiplash sensation that throttled me, but I firmed my muscles and used the leverage provided to keep myself from falling backwards. “What?” 
 
    It seemed as if my good luck came in the form of the lizard creature itself as he used his forked tail to stop me from falling off at the last second. 
 
    Needless to say, this was all very confusing. 
 
    And my confusion only got worse when Tryss started to giggle again. 
 
    “Have you been calling it a male this whole time?” she asked with an amused look on her lavender face. 
 
    “Umm.” I bit the inside of my cheek. “I assumed.” 
 
    “Your little friend here-- Greenie, is it?-- is female,” Tryss said as her smirk grew even wider. “All of the riding lizards are females because the males are just too fucking stupid to tame.” 
 
    “Oh…” I trailed off as I viewed my lizard through new eyes. “I’m sorry, girl. I had no idea. You know what they say, ‘To assume makes an ass out of-- um. The both of us…?’ No, that’s not right.” 
 
    “What?” Tryss asked with a puzzled frown. “Where did you get that from?” 
 
    “No idea,” I said with a matching expression, and I gestured to my head. “It’s just… in there. But, Greenie, I’m sorry I assumed, that was rude of me. And you’re still my best girl.” 
 
    “Snnt,” Greenie the female riding lizard sniffed as if to say “damn straight,” and then she pulled me back in by her tail so I could regain my footing properly. 
 
    “I know, I know, no wonder you wanted to push me off, how inconsiderate of me,” I murmured to further assuage her hurt feelings, with some added pats to her head and neck. 
 
    Finally, she seemed satisfied with me fawning all over her, and she turned to the side to offer me her flank. I took this to mean she was allowing me to ride her once more, and I hopped up into her saddle. 
 
    “Come on, let’s catch up,” Tryss said and commanded her lizard forward without any further ado. 
 
    “Zop, girl,” I urged, and I gently tapped her sides. 
 
    Greenie sprinted forward with renewed enthusiasm, and she jumped through the same crevasse everyone else had and didn’t slow until she fell into stride next to Tryss’ yellow lizard. It wasn’t long before we all caught up with the rest of our caravan, and then we continued into the dark mossy man-made tunnels of the Thoroughfare. 
 
    In a word, the strange web-like catacomb structure that connected the spires of the lower houses together was… Creepy. 
 
    Unnatural-looking dark green vines were reinforced with a cement-like substance that stabilized what I thought were covered rope bridges. So, because the gaps between the vines were filled, there was almost complete darkness within the loamy tunnels, and it was clear if we’d been left, there would have been no way for us to navigate through the twists and turns without a guide. 
 
    “Wow, I realize now how lucky we were the Matron Mother waited for us,” I eventually whispered to Tryss once some ground had been covered. “How does she know where she’s going?” 
 
    “Use your fae-fyre, Fynn,” Tryss whispered, and I almost rolled my eyes at myself. 
 
    I had to remember I was a drow, for fuck’s sake. 
 
    Not… whatever I used to be.  
 
    When I focused on the reserves of my ether and pulled up just the little I needed to utilize fae-fyre sight, I ogled at the transformed sight of the Thoroughfare and finally understood the reason for the name. 
 
    Because just like every generic stock knowledge this brain apparently came equipped with under “New Existence Basics” was an understanding of the busy and heavily trafficked streets of any major city. 
 
    And Lower Oshara was no different, because once I was seeing the massive dark tunnels with the proper Sight, I was able to see how just like in the Tower, there were several signs with directions posted every which way. Along the walls I’d thought were plain except for more blue torchlight, there now shimmered all sorts of hidden doorways, and extra invisible passages that acted like the back alleys to a multitude of seedy establishments. 
 
    In fact, it appeared as if the place we entered the Thoroughfare from was a back alley behind a leather working and a fishing supply mercantile, based on the signs pointing around the corner toward the entrance. 
 
    The further away we got from the roar of the wind and waves of Lake Subata, the more I could hear another roar-- that of the hustle and bustle present in any metropolis. 
 
    This din only got louder as we got closer to the main tunnels. 
 
    Just before our caravan of four riding lizards, two minotaurs, and a hobgoblin exited the mouth of the alley, the Matron Mother stopped us all for a few quick reminders. 
 
    “We are minding our own business from the merchant town of Morsgoth in the Mizen District, but if someone should catch sight of your inner cloak, your true allegiance will be hidden under Ozin-Na’s colors,” she said and then conjured a velvet bag with a metal clasp. “That said, hoods up the whole time, and if you are questioned as a member of Ozin-Na, tell them you have come to the Thoroughfare on Official Citadel business. Because your House status is that of the Noble Tower, no one in these parts will question you. However, tread lightly because a member of the Tower will raise a few eyebrows.” 
 
    Then from the velvet bag she pulled out several smaller drawstring ones that clinked pleasantly with coins, which she then gave Fespius to distribute. 
 
    “For us to buy things with?” I asked when the hobgoblin placed a velvet pouch into my hands as well. 
 
    “Yes, there are items I want all of us to gather, which means most of us will be splitting up,” the Matron Mother further instructed once our allowances had been parceled out. “But just activate the Homing command when you want to join back up with Fespius and me, and your real cloak will guide you. I will be waiting for you all at the Inn called the Nils Dorei. Don’t linger too long.” 
 
    This last part seemed to be aimed at Tryss and me, and we both tried to wipe our faces of any signs of a smirk. 
 
    Sevahtra stared at us for half a beat more before she waved a hand over her face so her natural hue was hidden under a plain glamour of dark gray. Then she clicked her fingers, and we all followed her out into the main tunnel teeming with traffic of all types. 
 
    “Woah,” I said as my sight darted this way and that in an attempt to take it all in. 
 
    There were drow on riding lizards like we were, but I also saw other species like stocky gray-skinned men and women who were hairless aside from white tufts spouting from their ears and, in some cases, their chins. 
 
    Other species that reminded me of Aspien’s ilk also stalked the streets, and they varied from spotted felines, to large wolfish animals, and even bovines or deer species. These Familiars were obviously in service of other drow priestesses who seemed to be less polished gray-skinned versions of Sevahtra without her stunning deep blush complexion. 
 
    Smallish imp peoples with glass wings and hybrid humanoids spliced with all manner of creatures also populated the Thoroughfare, and the faint shimmer they shared with Aspien told me they were of the fae-folk. 
 
    “So, what do you think, male?” Helera asked as she butted her purple riding lizard in between Tryss’ yellow lizard and Greenie like the rude-ass she was. 
 
    “Rrrr,” the lizard grumbled, and I stroked her neck. 
 
    “I think Greenie doesn’t like you,” I stated plainly so I could settle Greenie’s raised hackles. 
 
    And rightly so. 
 
    “You’ve grown attached, haven’t you?” Dagwyn scoffed as she watched me pet Greenie’s head until she started to purr. “I still can’t understand how you’re still alive.” 
 
    “It might not be the drow way, but I needed to do something to bridge the gap between us so she would trust me,” I said as I sloughed off Dag’s criticism. “You catch more… somethings with something, blah, blah.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” She raised a dark blue eyebrow and stared at me with a deadpan expression. 
 
    “It means you should try not being a bitch all the time and invest in a little teamwork,” I said and relished the way her temper spiked so hard she lost the ability to form words. 
 
    Meanwhile, Helera burst out laughing so hard her lighter complexion almost matched Dag’s darker one due to all of the blood rushing to her face from the gut-busting exertion. 
 
    Tryss, however, seemed supremely annoyed they were here, and even when Hel tried to pull her into the teasing she had started on Dag, the younger sister was not having it. 
 
    “What are you two even doing here, we’re supposed to split up like Mother ordered us to,” Tryss said and shoved Hel’s arm off from where she tried to loop it around the back of her neck. 
 
    “You don’t want our company?” the oldest sister asked in a put-upon hurt voice. “Daggy, she doesn’t want--” 
 
    “Tryss, I will give you a bit of my gold if you give me your lizard,” Dagwyn said loudly over Helera. 
 
    “Done,” Tryss said, and faster than Hel could regroup, the two sisters completed their transaction, and Dagwyn was off on the yellow lizard Tryss had been riding. 
 
    “It might just be you no one wants to be around, Hel,” I commented, and I reached my hand down so I could help Tryss climb up on the back of Greenie with me. 
 
    “Shut up, I am delightful as fuck,” Helera said with a mock-pout, but she quickly shifted gears as if she would rather Dagwyn had left after all. “And then there were three. What should we talk about? Maybe you can give me a fully detailed account of how you and Fynn managed to receive a Blessing from Drogu. That might make our errands go by faster--” 
 
    “Seriously, what do you want, Helly?” Tryss demanded. “I can tell you planned that whole thing with Dagwyn to get her to go away.” 
 
    “I want the male to clear a few things up for me,” she said and finally dropped the pretense. “You weren’t just leading the ridian around based on your own design. How could you? You’ve never even crossed Lake Subata before today.” 
 
    “And?” I asked, and Hel steered her purple lizard into us until we had no choice but to pull over into an alcove. 
 
    “And there’s the fact Mother conjured you something special to cover your blue eye,” she insisted like this was another obvious piece of whatever puzzle she was putting together. 
 
    “So?” I asked with the same nonchalance as before, and I was internally smug about the fact my calm demeanor was slowly pissing her off. “She just wanted me to blend in.” 
 
    “So, she could have let you figure it out yourself with scraps of your own clothing, but she even infused a glamour into your eyepatch for extra protection.” Hel’s voice had gone up a couple of octaves in pitch due to her irritation, and I couldn’t resist just one more poke. 
 
    “Which means…?” I asked like I was slow. 
 
    “Which means, she fucking finds favor with you, and I want to know why!” Here, the other woman lowered her voice since it had started to ricochet off the rough stone behind us. 
 
    “She was just concerned about him, like I was,” Tryss finished with a smug lilt to her voice as her hand came to rest possessively over my sternum from behind. 
 
    My pulse quickened when she did this, and there was a heady thrum in my groin when those memories from such a short while ago came flooding back. 
 
    Real memories. 
 
    Not fragments of someone else’s stained-glass shattered life. 
 
    Memories that me, this Fynn-- Fynn Noname-- had made on Day One. 
 
    Suck it, Drogu. 
 
    But of course, the lovely little moment was ruined by Helera’s big mouth. 
 
    “I’m sure you were concerned,” she said in that snarky shit-eating way. “Concerned you wouldn’t be able to get his rod back between your legs ever again, I bet.” 
 
    “Heler-ah!” Tryss screeched at her older sister, but Hel only started laughing her mean laugh again. “Go die in a fae circle of fire!” 
 
    “Aw, that really hurts my feelings, Tryssie,” she said in a not-sad-at-all tone of voice. “Poor little skadling. Poor little Tryss ‘Teenth.” 
 
    The way her sister said this was obviously meant to be a stinging barb, even though I was unfamiliar with the terminology. 
 
    But instead of the fiery reaction Helera was probably after, the younger sibling raised her head and sniffed disdainfully like her sister was nothing more than a bothersome fly. 
 
    “You would be concerned, too, if you knew him the way I did,” she stated simply, but a little thrill ran through me when the sharpness of her nails pricked into my chest through where she grabbed a fistful of my tunic. 
 
     Despite her casual words, the subtext was glaringly clear, which meant I was still hers unless she said otherwise. 
 
    There was something erotic about the concept, and to show her I felt the same amount of pleasure in her presence as she did mine, I stroked my thumb over the back of her hand. 
 
    These small nonverbal cues between us opened up a secret world only we had the language to, so being able to communicate without others present added to the thrill, and if Helera sensed something was amiss between us, she only gave it away via a flickering of her eyes alighting on our clasped hands. 
 
    “Okay, enough fooling around,” Hel said. “It’s time to answer some real questions or I explain to the Matron Mother just how ‘close’ the two of you have become. And I’m not speaking about the sex…” 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to play that card, you utter bitch,” Tryss spat. 
 
    “What card?” I asked. “The ether thing?” 
 
    “Yes, the ether thing,” Hel said. “And don’t try to make me out to be the petty one.” 
 
    “Only petty people stoop to blackmail to get their way,” Tryss snarled back. 
 
    “Only stupid people let pride get in the way of using anything they can to get their way,” her sister stung right back, and before they both dissolved into a hissy fit, I decided to interrupt again. 
 
    “I still don’t know what the big deal is,” I huffed, even though Tryss already told me how much of a Big Deal it really was. 
 
    But the ruse paid off because it diverted Helera by causing her to screech out all the disastrous things that could happen to a drow if they opened their ether to someone with ill intentions, all the way from mind-control to cancerous diseases. 
 
    “…and at the very least, you wouldn’t want someone with impure blood to leave any pieces behind on your own soul,” the cleric concluded her terrifying lecture with this last dig directed at me. 
 
    “Yeah, but none of that stuff happened,” Tryss said, as if the matter was closed and it was beneath her for wasting any more time on it. 
 
    “That’s not the point, Tryskaylan, and you know Mother won’t see it that way,” the older sister said as she folded her arms over her chest, which caused her cloak to move in a way that caught my eye. “Who knows what kind of punishment she might dole out for doing something so foolish.” 
 
    “Maybe something similar to what she might do to you for defying her rules about our respective wardrobes,” I pointed out when I realized what was different about her cloak compared to both of ours, and with two fingers, I reached out to feel the thinner material for myself. “I knew it, you never attached the two of yours together.” 
 
    “Paws off!” Helera said as she brushed my fingers away from their inspection, but she wasn’t quick enough to prevent Tryss from doing the same. 
 
    “You cheat!” she gasped when she felt for herself how the other female only had one cloak on instead of the doubled-up pair all of us were supposed to be wearing. “Mother will have your hide. Is this just Claden’Du? What happened to Ozin-Na?” 
 
    “Stop, it’s not a big deal, okay?” Hel snarled as she bodily pulled her and her lizard away like that would help avoid the barrage of questions Tryss hammered her with. “Ozin-Na is in my pack. I only wear Claden’Du when I have my outer black one on so no one can see it. I’ll switch them out tomorrow, but I just wanted to be able to use the House Insignia power if I needed to when we made The Crossing. Happy?” 
 
    “Why don’t you just attach them, Helly?” Tryss let out a world-weary sigh like the answer to most of Helera’s problems was usually an obvious one. 
 
    “They are hideously uncomfortable that way!” she said in the same tone of voice as when the Matron Mother ordered us all to wear the three cloaks at all times. 
 
    “I’m sure that will go over with the Matron Mother just splendidly, don’t you think, Tryss?” I said just to stir the pot some more. 
 
    “About as well as if you told her about our ether situation,” she added, and the two of us stared at Helera as a united front. 
 
    Finally, the older sister had to concede the fact we all appeared to be at a stalemate, and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Whatever happened to not stooping to blackmail,” she huffed and sat up straighter in her saddle. 
 
    “You made a good point,” Tryss said with a shrug. 
 
    “Fine, you win, but mark me, I will figure out what’s up with that male sooner rather than later,” she said with a haughty toss of her long platinum hair. 
 
    And with one last sour glare, she flicked her hood up and then rode her lizard off into the busy main street. 
 
    “What a bitch,” Tryss said under her breath. 
 
    “I figured there might be a reason to keep the knowledge of my Dark Eye at arm’s length from most people, but I’m still unsure of why,” I admitted to her once we were left alone. “I got the same sensation when the Matron Mother tried to pin me in that corner.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” I sensed her nod behind me as I steered Greenie back out into the heavy traffic of the Thoroughfare. “She has a penchant for testing her ‘potentials.’” 
 
    “I’m a Potential?” I grinned at her over my shoulder and waggled my eyebrows for good measure. “That sounds like an improvement. See, I knew your mother liked me.” 
 
    “She definitely finds you useful, if not intelligent enough to keep under her wing of protection,” Tryss said. “You impressed her mightily with your strategy, although I will confess to being just as confused as Helera…” 
 
    “Oh?” I nudged Greenie with my right thigh so she would steer us away from the tunnel wall and a little more into the main bustle. Because she was on the smaller side for a riding lizard, there was a real possibility of us getting scraped along the textured surface of the tunnel wall like being sanded with a pumice stone. “Why were you confused?” 
 
    “From where we were on the embankment of the Thoroughfare tunnel, your strategy made sense because we all saw you use the ridian like you did to topple those towers,” she began and then bit her lip as she tried to organize her remaining thoughts into coherence. “But the more I think about it, Helera’s comment is sound. You’ve never made The Crossing before, so how would you have knowledge of all the different ways and not fall victim to a judgment error yourself?” 
 
    “See, you’ve asked this question, but something in your tone tells me you’ve already figured out the answer,” I teased. 
 
    “You were mostly out there without your eyepatch, and a few times I caught you squinting through your Dark Eye,” she revealed with an eager little wiggle like she couldn’t wait to tell me just how much of a smoking-hot genius she was. 
 
    “Clever girl,” I said and squeezed her wrist still casually slung across my chest, and I felt like I’d heard the words from somewhere before but couldn’t place them. 
 
    “What were you really doing?” she finally asked me in a low voice. 
 
    “The Matron Mother was testing me even out there,” I said. “I think she and Aspien used their magic to lead me around in order for the ridian to destroy the spires. It was her tactic, not mine. I just followed orders, and then I figured out what she was doing when I could finally see the whole picture.” 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” Tryss cursed after she’d lapsed into a brief stunned silence. “No wonder she keeps chiding us for not knowing what we’re doing all the time. She’s a master manipulator.” 
 
    “She’s a bit scary,” I added with a devil-may-care grin. “I’m just glad she no longer seems like she wants to stab me in the groin for not coming out the way she’d hoped.” 
 
    “See, now you’re fitting into the family,” she bantered right back, and I couldn’t help but throw my head back and let out a hearty laugh. 
 
    “I suppose so,” I said once I settled down from the hilarity. “So, shopping? What and where? Do we even have a list or anything?” 
 
    “You don’t, but Hel, Dag, and I do,” Tryss said in a way that made me think she rolled her eyes just then. “It’s an annoying trick Mother does by touching onto a psychic link she formed with all of her children when they were born, and she uses this to be nosy but also to download orders and instructions directly into our minds.” 
 
    “That’s convenient,” I said as the main tunnel we were in forked in thirds, and then I guided Greenie down the right path Tryss indicated. 
 
    “More like annoying,” she huffed and returned her hand back to my torso, and I couldn’t help but feel warm when instead of my chest, she had started to stroke my muscled abdomen instead. 
 
    “So, because you’re her offspring, she can read your thoughts any time she wants?” I asked. “That would be annoying.” 
 
    “It’s easier for her to imprint upon us her own thoughts, but when I have my attention divided-- like when I was connected with her and Aspien-- my guard was down, and she was able to read me. It’s why she knows about your Dark Eye.” 
 
    “I figured most of that out, actually,” I said, and we continued to wind through a narrower part of the Thoroughfare that had covered wagons selling wares and vendors stoking fires with iron pokers. 
 
    The hiss of steam and smoke rose up in giant plumes as some of those vendors used utensils to stir stuff in large basin things, and before I could get a good look at just what exactly was making such a wonderful aroma, a fierce pain seized my gut and caused me to double over. 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss cried out, but the pain had startled the breath out of me. 
 
    Oh, Goddess. 
 
    Had I served my purpose by helping the rest of House Claden’Du make it out of the Tower alive and now my time was up? 
 
    It was either that or something else, because I was convinced I was suddenly dying… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Argh,” I groaned, and I wrapped both arms around my torso as another cramping pain sliced through me followed by a similar groan that emitted from my upper bowels. “What is this agony?” 
 
    “Oh,” Tryss said with a frankly inconsiderate giggle because I was basically dying over here, and I felt her shake her head some. “You’re not dying, Fynn, I think you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Hungry?” I asked and cocked an eyebrow at her over my shoulder. “Oh. Right. I forgot to remember that.” 
 
    Things had been a little crazy since I… woke up? Was born? So I couldn’t blame my body for putting things on the back-burner in trying to keep me alive.  
 
    “Here, let’s stop and use the little extra gold Dagwyn gave us for a morsel,” she suggested. 
 
    “Anything to make this beast inside pipe down its hollering,” I muttered and jabbed a finger into my rumbling gut. 
 
    “Follow my lead,” she said, and then I let her take over Greenie’s basic commands so she could guide us while I tried not to drown myself in drool with the increasing smells of cooking meats and vibrant spices tingling my sensitive nose. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity but was probably only a few minutes, Tryss steered the riding lizard over to a pen-like structure that housed a number of other lizards who all seemed to be waiting for their riders to come back. 
 
    Inside the fenced area were pond-like puddles for the lizards to drink from, as well as glowing blue boulders half-cemented into the ground the lizards seemed to congregate the most around, and I wondered if they gave off some cozy heat. 
 
    The way most of them were in a happy, curled up lizard-pile, I figured it was a way to keep them all docile until they were picked up again by their riders. 
 
    It looked fine, but when we approached a short, wrinkled hag-like woman with no hair and a wooden leg, I immediately had second thoughts. 
 
    “We’re leaving her here?” I questioned as I eyed the lizard “playpen” with suspicion. “Is it safe?” 
 
    “Ree?” Greenie added. 
 
    “You really are attached to it, aren’t you?” Tryss chuckled again and jumped down to the ground. “Dagwyn was right.” 
 
    “She is a ‘she,’ and I just don’t want the other lizards to be mean to her because of her tiny front legs,” I said reasonably and hopped down as well. 
 
    “They are not going to be mean to i-- her,” she argued as she marched determinedly up to the hag-like keeper of the pen. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” I said with a scowl as I rubbed Greenie’s smooth dark green scales. 
 
    “Greener is going to love it here, trust me,” Tryss said impatiently. 
 
    “It’s Greenie,” I corrected her, and my lizard followed up with a “Snnt!” 
 
    “Apologies,” Tryss said and threw up her hands like she didn’t know she’d committed such a mortal offense. “Greenie is going to be just fine.” 
 
    “One copper per hour,” the haggish pen keeper graveled out in her chain-smoker voice. “Any unclaimed ones wot aren’t paid fer by day’s end become meat for me cousin’s butchery. Fair warning.” 
 
    “Oh, good Goddess--” I nearly turned us right back around when she said that, but Tryss grabbed my arm. 
 
    “That’s only if we forget to come back for it-- her,” she automatically corrected herself, and she eyed Greenie in case the feisty lizard decided to take the novice priestess’ slip as further insult like Greenie did with me. “And you would never forget about her, would you, Fynn?” 
 
    Now, Greenie’s dual eyes were fixed on me like she was waiting for the answer just like Tryss was. 
 
    “Of course, I won’t forget about her!” I gasped. “How could you even think of such a thing? I mean, look at that face!” 
 
    On cue, Greenie’s eyes widened to saucers, and it made her look even more adorable than I thought possible. 
 
    “So, you’ll give the duergar woman a copper, and we’ll be back for her in an hour,” Tryss said agreeably. 
 
    So agreeably, the slight trepidation I felt about leaving my trusty mount evaporated. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing,” I said as I dug inside my coin pouch for something that looked like it could be called a copper. 
 
    Probably the copper one if I had to guess. 
 
    “What am I doing?” Tryss asked way too innocently to be believed as I handed what she called the duergar woman a copper coin. 
 
    “You have a very uncanny way of twisting and turning things around like some sort of slippery… snakey thing,” I said. 
 
    “Snakes aren’t slippery,” she giggled and gave Greenie a few pats on her head. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I deadpanned, and I guided my good girl into the playpen with the other lizards. 
 
    “If I do know what you mean, you should know I’m not inclined to change my ways,” she said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to,” I shot right back, and there was another frisson of heat that passed in the air between us when our gazes locked. 
 
    “Ahem,” the hag grunted, and the moment evaporated between us. 
 
    “Be good, girl,” I said to my lizard and ushered her the rest of the way in. “And don’t take shit from anybody.” 
 
    “Ree,” she replied, and then she skipped off to one of the snooze piles around one of the brightest heat rocks. 
 
    They grow up so fast. 
 
    One minute she hated me, then we saved each other’s lives, and now she was going to join the other proper riding lizards in their cool lizard pen. 
 
    I couldn’t help but sigh. 
 
    “You really do care for the beast, don’t you?” Tryss asked as I watched my little creature try to fit in with the big guys. 
 
    She kicked one asshole lizard in the face with her big back legs when it tried to shove her out of her warm spot, and I knew she would be alright. 
 
    “Yeah, why shouldn’t I?” I answered Tryss and then finally turned to look at her, and I was startled when I saw the intense way she’d been staring at me. 
 
    “Your show of affection can be a weakness for someone else to exploit,” she said as she arched a thin silver eyebrow. 
 
    “True,” I conceded, and I felt my long ears fold back somewhat in humility. “I will try not to show this so openly because Drogu forbid they hurt Greenie to get to me.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be easier to not have affection for the thing in the first place?” she asked, but her question was absent of any disdain like I would have expected from someone like Helera or Dagwyn. 
 
    Instead, she sounded genuinely curious, as if choosing the way I felt for the doofy creature was a choice. 
 
    Maybe that was the disconnect. 
 
    “It probably would be easier, but it’s not something I can just shut off when it serves me,” I explained, and I watched her expression carefully. “Just like my feelings for you.” 
 
    Her wine-colored eyes blinked rapidly like I’d caught her off guard, and I waited patiently for her to wrap her head around the way I practically bashed her with that same affection. 
 
    Only now that it was on her, she had nothing to say, and I couldn’t help but grin a wide grin. 
 
    “Oh-- you!” She knocked her shoulder into mine. “See, you can be just as twisty.” 
 
    “I admit to taking after you because your method is quite effective at defusing many different situations,” I said as I followed her back toward the delicious smells that had my guts threatening to gnaw their way out of my body. “Gah, what is that ambrosial smell?” 
 
    “Oh,” Tryss said as she raised her nose to the air and sniffed delicately. Then she put her hands over her abdomen as a faint gurgle emitted from her stomach as well. “My, it has also been a while since I have last eaten, and I know what will take the edge off both our hungers without us spoiling our evening meals with Mother.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, take me to it, please,” I said, and I made sure to grip her hand strongly so we wouldn’t get separated. 
 
    I was fully convinced if I lost her now, I would expire from starvation before I found my way to a food source in this gnarled network of tunnels. 
 
    The savory smoky sweet aroma that punched me in the gut at first now smacked me in the face as we got closer and closer to the delectable source. 
 
    “What you’re smelling is something of a staple of Osharan cuisine,” Tryss explained as we wound through stall after stall of vagabonds selling various wares and street foods until we came across one in particular that gave off the most smoke. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I observed the large bell-shaped thing about double the size of Greenie being roasted over a large firepit. 
 
    “The Lowers of Oshara boasts the best fungus farms, and what you see before you is the cap of a common giant oshu,” she continued and got the attention of another gray-skinned and bald dwarf person she’d called a duergar. 
 
    “What’ll yeh have?” the man asked. 
 
    “We’ll take two ribs, please,” she said and handed the vendor some coins from her pouch. 
 
    He nodded as he took the money, and my eyes got wide when the small man pulled out a huge knife twice his size and curved like a sickle. Then I watched him expertly slice off two lobes from the huge mushroom cap, and the vendor slapped the “ribs” into some paper, poured some viscous oil over them, and sprinkled each with some special seasoning that came out of a dented silver shaker. 
 
    “Enjoy,” the duergar grunted as he handed the finished products over to Tryss, and then he moved on to serve the next customer who approached. 
 
    Tryss handed me one of my own, and I inhaled a deep breath of the smokiness that had been driving me to starvation madness. 
 
    “Is there a correct way to eat this, or…?” I had the mind to ask first before I dove in like I sorely wanted to. 
 
    “Nope,” she said and demonstrated this by ripping off a huge hunk of mushroom with her sharp teeth. 
 
    “Thank Drogu,” I said and followed her example. 
 
    If I thought the smell of the cooking giant oshu was delicious, it was nothing compared to actually getting to taste it for the first time. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was how pleasing the meaty texture was, and even though my body demanded I consume the sustenance as hastily as possible, I couldn’t help but slow down and savor each sensation in my mouth. 
 
    Buttery salty spices burst along my taste buds as the fragrant cooking oil melted into the skin of the mushroom, which gave a hearty snap as my teeth bit through it. Whatever was in the mushroom man’s shaker must have been blessed by the gods themselves, obviously, because the slightly spicy flavor combined with more of that smoky sweetness scratched some sort of itch I didn’t even know I had. 
 
    By the time I’d taken my third bite, I could no longer hold back, and I actually stopped in the middle of the crowded Thoroughfare so I could devour the rest of the large lobe of mushroom. I was completely heedless as the flow of traffic had to part around me like a river stone, and when Tryss finally got me to continue over to the other side of the street, I was down to licking the salty wrapper. 
 
    “I take it you found the oshu tolerable?” Tryss snarked when I came back to myself. 
 
    “It was acceptable,” I said as I patted my stomach. Now that there was actually something in there, I felt the woozy cramping in my gut disappear, and I no longer felt like I was going to turn inside-out. 
 
    “Would you like the rest of mine?” she offered, and even though my stomach screamed at me to say yes like some feral beast, I declined with a shake of my head. “Go on, I can only eat half anyway.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, best not let it go to waste, then,” I said and happily took the rest of her snack off her hands. “These really are delicious.” 
 
    “If we had time, I would treat you to the proper Thoroughfare street food experience,” she said as we sauntered past more open stalls built into the tunnel walls. “But since we’re in the Mizen quadrant, we might as well make a dent in some of Mother’s list.” 
 
    “You seem to know your way around these parts for a Tower Girl,” I commented. 
 
    “How would you presume to know anything about so-called ‘Tower Girls,’ Fynn of No Origin?” she asked with a playful glare typical of when we started to banter. 
 
    “I may have been magicked here only today, but I know for a fact if The Crossing is as deadly as that was all the damn time, then Towerfolk like you probably do not, or in your case, should not leave its impressive defenses,” I said equipped with my best logic and burning sex appeal as I slid a chunk of mushroom in between my teeth before slowly biting down. 
 
    The tactic worked because Tryss’ eyes flicked down to my mouth like she couldn’t resist. 
 
    “You may only have one usable eye at a time, but there is no denying you are quite observant,” she husked out in a rough voice when I leaned even further into her space. 
 
    The munch of the morsel in my mouth seemed deafening between us despite the heavy din of the Thoroughfare rushing past us. I swallowed slowly on purpose and watched the way her eyes tracked the bob of my throat. Then I leaned in even more like I was going to kiss her, but at the last moment, I moved around her so I could throw away the crumpled-up food wrappers. 
 
    “So,” I said after I discarded the waste and then made a show of licking off my fingers as sensuously as possible. “What do we need?” 
 
    “Need?” She trailed off as she gazed at my chest again like she was daydreaming. 
 
    “Please say it’s more food we can at least have for later,” I said and pressed my foot lightly on top of hers to snap her out of whatever lusty thoughts had that lovely color deepening her lavender skin. 
 
    “What if I deny you food for all of those antics just now?” she threatened when she came back to the present all hot and bothered. 
 
    “Then I will just have to find something else to eat,” I rumbled in my deep voice, and I suddenly crowded Tryss up against the wall. Then, with my arms acting as a cage on either side of her head, I slowly brought one of my legs up so my knee rubbed against the soft mound hidden beneath her skirts. “If you catch my drift.” 
 
    “You are a terrible nuisance, male,” she said, but the stern effect she was going for was ruined by the breathless quality of her voice. 
 
    “Seems like no one will be able to put up with me except for you,” I remarked, and I grinned when she subtly ground herself against my knee for more friction. I could feel the heat of her bleed through the fabric of my pants, and my cock hardened with the thought of sliding inside her.  
 
    “You would have… haa! Already been thrown into Lake Subata for your insolence.” Tryss’ movements against my leg became a little less subtle, and I felt a thrill of adrenaline-spiked pleasure roll through me at the fact we were doing this out in the open. 
 
    “I love how you say ‘insolence,’” I whispered into her mouth just before I kissed her deeply and supported her when she pushed harder against me. “Mm, it tastes as sharp as it sounds.” 
 
    “You are in need of punishment, Fynn Noname,” she huffed out when I pulled away with a deep chuckle. 
 
    “I look forward to it, Tower Girl,” I flirted back. “Now, let’s go shopping because these coins are feeling too heavy for me to carry.” 
 
    Tryss sighed as she pulled me along again by the wrist and into a narrow side street that was lit by dim gas lanterns with purple flames. “Tonight is an auspicious night, and despite the devastation we recently succumbed to, it will be one of ritual celebration.” 
 
    “It will?” I found myself matching the hushed tone of her voice when she said this, and there was something about the ambiance of this alley that was markedly different and sacred than the bustle we were just a part of. “Where are we?” 
 
    “This district is run mostly by fae-folk who abide by the moon just as we drow do,” she explained. “Nelvar call them dark fae, but to us they are just the fae. They often carry the best-quality sacred alms, authentic relic wands, and purest incense. Even though they might have a higher price than some others in the duergar districts, I’ve found they are more pleasing to Drogu-ani, and whatever it is I am attempting to do usually ends up being more powerful and long-lasting.” 
 
    “What ritual are we doing tonight?” I asked as she wandered deeper down the crooked tunnel that twisted around like a drunk corkscrew. 
 
    “Since our other sisters were killed in the raid, Mother wants to officially promote us to our proper stations,” she replied, and then she stopped suddenly to read a series of signs etched in clashing fae-fyre colors. “Ah, this way.” 
 
    She took the right path of the fork we had come to, and about three crooked doorways down from that was the establishment Tryss was looking for. 
 
    “Fyne Haire Cayre and Perfumery?” I read the emblazoned shop sign above the entrance out loud and gave her a confused look. 
 
    “Come,” she said and motioned me inside the dimly-lit shop that smelled heavy and mired in clashing scents. “I will explain.” 
 
    This was obviously a shop Tryss had frequented many times in the past because she made a beeline to the exact shelves she needed things from as if she was the owner of the store and not… whoever that was in reality. 
 
    “What are all of those smells?” I finally asked as my nose continued to twitch like crazy the deeper we went into the shop. 
 
    “Johna makes his own perfumed hair oils and waxes here,” she said as she eyed a fine-toothed comb made out of something that looked like bone. Apparently, the price was a decent one because she handed it to me along with the other items she’d already seen fit to fill my arms with. 
 
    Among them were small tins filled with some type of concoctions, a wicked-looking razor, and more hardware stuff I figured had to be tiebacks and decorative barrette things to adorn locks of all lengths. 
 
    “Who is Johna?” I asked. 
 
    “The fae-folk who you happen to be disturbing,” a craggy voice sounded from the back of the shop where a curtain was harshly ripped aside. Then a man who seemed to be more of a fawn on the bottom with tree branch antlers growing on top of his head clopped out of the back room with a harsh glare aimed at me and my full arms. “Oh, a thief, are ya?” 
 
    “Oh, Johna, hush, he’s with me,” Tryss said as she rolled her eyes at the elderly fae-man. 
 
    The man’s bark-like wrinkles morphed until his austere expression changed into an easygoing grin, and his bronze goat eyes warmed with his smile. “Tryskaylan! My, it has been a while, my dear. Several moon cycles at least. Why haven’t you been by?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Johna, but just know the wares in the Citadel District are subpar compared to yours,” she said, and then the two friends embraced. 
 
    “It’s good to see you back, sweetness,” he said when they parted, and then he pulled out a small pair of eyeglasses on a long gold handle and brought them up to his face so he could blink at me with oversized eyeballs. “And who is this strapping male? Have you chosen a future consort when the time comes to usurp your corrupt older sisters?” 
 
    Tryss’ eyes widened just as mine narrowed, and she quickly jumped in with a question about any new fragrance formulas the old-timer was working on. 
 
    This diverted him from the whole subject of consorts and usurpations as he dove into what sounded like a complicated science he kept calling “fragranatomy,” but I wasn’t so easily distracted. 
 
    I wondered what that whole thing about the corrupt older sisters was about. Was there a deeper treachery with Helera, Dagwyn, and Tryss I was unaware of? 
 
    Based on what Johna alluded to, Tryss might have been plotting something to do with her sisters’ demise, but perhaps the plans were aimed at the sisters who had died during the raid.  
 
    And that was super intriguing, but for the moment, I let the drow female get away with her ruse and even asked old Johna a few follow-up questions like I was paying attention to his fragrance ramblings. 
 
    “And what does star root even smell like?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, it really is the most enchanting scent I’ve managed to harvest,” he replied with a bit of a tickled giggle. 
 
    “Could you describe it to me?” I requested. 
 
    “Oh, Tryss, you didn’t say your male was such a connoisseur of fine fragrances!” the fae-man chortled as he adjusted his sight through his stick glasses. “Star root smells a bit like camel moss combined with pope weed-- no, no, that’s not right. It’s more delicate than that, and pope weed completely bombs the nasal pallet. Wait here, I’ll go get a sample for you to smell for yourself.” 
 
    Finally, the old man found a reason to leave us alone back in the front part of his shop, and I went to turn to Tryss so I could ask her more about what that was all about, but before I could, she snatched the razor from where it was resting in the crook of my elbow, flicked it open, and pressed it up against the thin skin over my jugular. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    I froze with my arms still full of hair products, and I felt the sharp edge of the razor’s blade slice a thin scratch into my throat. 
 
    Tryss was staring at me with an intense expression on her face the likes of which I’d never seen before. 
 
    Correction. 
 
    I’d seen this very sight only a few times, and it was at the very start when she had aimed that cold glare at her enemies. 
 
    The fact she was now aiming this fierce scowl at me was something I’d never thought I’d actually be on the receiving end of, and for once, I was at a loss for words. 
 
    “I saw your face,” she snarled when I continued to stare at her in utter stillness. “So, go ahead and ask. I know you want to.” 
 
    “Ask what?” I finally forced my mouth to start working again. 
 
    “You want to know if I’m the one who let Ozin-Na into Claden’Du’s part of the Noble Tower,” she spat and pressed the razor even harder into my throat until I could feel a trickle of warm blood dampen the collar of my tunic. “You think I’m to blame for the raid upon my own House!” 
 
    “I don’t,” I said simply and looked deeply into her eyes with my regular one. “I’m not sure what Johna’s words actually mean, and I’d like to think I know you better than that.” 
 
    I could feel the pressure of the razor ease up some when Tryss listened to my words, and if my hands weren’t full, I’d-- 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I release the bits and bobs piled in my arms, and as they clattered to the ground, it startled Tryss the split second I needed to grab the hand that held the weapon, pull it safely away from my arteries, and then spin her around so I could pin her against a bookshelf. 
 
    “Get--!” I wouldn’t let her finish her thought before I swooped in and devoured her plum-colored mouth in a rough kiss. 
 
    Her sharp teeth pricked my bottom lip as she sunk them in to try and get me to let her up, but the sharp taste of my blood just made me want to fight for dominance over her even more. 
 
    “Stop fighting me,” I demanded in a deep voice that reached her on an instinctual level, and she froze for half a second. 
 
    “You’ll want to tell the Matron Mother about what you think you know, and then she will kill me for a treason I didn’t even commit!” she said harshly as she struggled against my iron hold. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” I asked as my own temper started to spike in the face of hearing such a baseless accusation. “What do you take me as?” 
 
    “I take you as a stinking lower drow who wants to improve their station no matter what the cost,” she spat like a cornered animal. “No matter how much I--” 
 
    Here, her voice strangled itself as she visibly stopped whatever it was from spilling from her mouth. 
 
    “What?” I demanded. “No matter how much you what?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said and shifted her eyes away from mine, but I wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “Say it,” I said when it occurred to me just where she was actually going with that little slip-up. “No matter how much you… feel for me.” 
 
    Tryss didn’t answer, but I watched the line of her throat bob as she swallowed hard. 
 
    Finally, the razor fell from her grasp to join the rest of the items scattered on the floor, and it was like the strength went out of her because she fell into my embrace willingly when I tugged her close. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to feel for you like this,” she whispered into my shoulder. “That is not the drow way. You’ll betray me. I know it.” 
 
    “I have no intention of betraying the only person who has shown me a sliver of kindness in this world,” I whispered. 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but after a few moments her racing heart began to relax. 
 
    “Life doesn’t have to be about betrayal. Maybe we can learn another way together?” I suggested after another dozen or so seconds of holding her, and she finally returned her gaze to mine. 
 
    “For the record, I didn’t take out any of my sisters,” she said. 
 
    “I never thought you did,” I replied and then kissed her on her forehead. 
 
    “I always used to come in here and rage at old Johna about how unfairly I was being treated by my older sisters,” she admitted in a small voice, like she couldn’t bear to let this opportunity to unburden herself pass. “Plot their poisonings, break into their vaults, you know, sibling things. The kind of statements most younger priestesses say when they are not one of the first three daughters, but I would never destroy my own House. They are my… family, for better or worse in this world.” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered as I pressed our brows together. 
 
    “Everything okay in here?” Johna’s confused timbre caused us both to break apart when the goat-tree-man came back out of his back room with a little glass bottle of oil. 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I answered and stooped to pick up all the things on the floor. “Just clumsy due to this eye here.” 
 
    “Hm, yes, I reckon it was quite an injury when it happened,” Johna said. “What did happen?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” I scrambled for something plausible based on my very limited knowledge. “Ridian.” 
 
    “Oh, woww,” he gasped and clutched the bright orange scarf he had around his neck. “How terrible.” 
 
    “Yep, it just--” I made some gesture with my hand in the general vicinity of where Mother Sevahtra’s glamour was. “And then this.” 
 
    “I see.” Johna nodded as if he knew exactly what had happened. “Good for you for making it out alive. Yes, indeed. Thank you for sharing your tale, I do not get out like I used to.” 
 
    “How long has it been, Johna?” Tryss asked, and her tone was a little somber, but no less warm, as she smiled at her old friend. “One… two hundred years since you’ve last left the quadrant?” 
 
    “I have everything I need right here!” the fae-elder chuckled and patted his portly abdomen absentmindedly. 
 
    “But there’s so much of the Thoroughfare you could explore,” she insisted and took the glass bottle from him so his gnarled hands wouldn’t have to mess with the small cork. 
 
    “I’ve seen it all, child,” he said in his creaky voice that sounded just like the complaining floorboards we all stood on. “And Ascension does not appeal to me regardless of the rising water levels.” 
 
    “You could always find employment with Claden’Du once the waters evict you from this place,” Tryss said in a sing-song tone that sounded like she’d said this many times before. 
 
    “Bah,” Johna groaned and pulled a thin twig off one of his branch antlers so he could dip it into the bottle of oil. Then he closed the door on any further discussion down that road and hobbled up to me with the dipstick held out in obvious invitation. “Go on, laddie. Give it a sniff.” 
 
    His trembling hand strained up to try and reach my nose, but I was at least three heads taller than the man not including his antlers, so I stooped down to help the old guy out. 
 
    When I took a whiff, I was glad it was a small one because the aroma was quite potent even in such a tiny amount. 
 
    What I was able to smell was something woodsy at first blended with an aromatic spiciness that soon took center stage, but before it could become too overpowering, a more mellow and fruity smell took over. 
 
    “That’s… wow, I don’t know what that is,” I said, and the scent was so alluring I actually followed him when he took back the oil-dipped twig. 
 
    “Complex, isn’t it?” the old-timer said with a wily grin. “Wait until you smell it on her.” 
 
    Then old Johna took the twig and dabbed a few drops of the fragrance on Tryss’ upturned wrist before he tugged me down by my cloak so I could smell the perfume now coming off her skin. 
 
    Everything smelled the same, except an added sweetness connected the three separate scents together into a single harmonious one that smelled like heaven when combined with her body’s chemistry. 
 
    It was delicious, the smell, and as I practically smushed my nose into her pulse point where the smell was strongest, I found myself just wanting to endlessly inhale so the aroma would stay inside my nostrils forever. However, my actual lungs did not have that type of capacity, and once they felt fit to burst, I was forced to exhale as fast as I could just to inhale again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And even when Tryss giggled and tried to take her hand back, I held her fast so I could keep her pressed against my face. 
 
    “Fynn,” she laughed as I worked my way up her forearm and was even so bold as to place little licks and bites up to the inside of her elbow. “It tickles.” 
 
    “You smell amazing,” I murmured and finally let her take her arm back. Then I turned toward the perfumist. “How much?” 
 
    “Splendid!” Old Johna said with a delighted gleam in his milky eyes. “I knew you had a nose for the business of fine fragrances. And our lovely Tryss really does complete the scent profile, doesn’t she? It’s completely on the house.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I said as I rummaged into my coin pouch and held out a random assortment of coins consisting of copper, silver, and gold. “I’m afraid I’m not sure how the currency works all the way yet, so please. Take what I owe you. It’s only fair for something of such craftmanship.” 
 
    The fawn-like elder stroked his wispy beard as he eyed my outstretched palm. Even though his goat-shaped eyes had thick cataracts over them, he fixed me with a stare as sharp as a blade. 
 
    “Not many of your ilk would leave such an open invitation to get swindled like that,” Johna commented as he glanced down at my hand again. “If you really are ignorant of how currency works in Oshara, that is.” 
 
    “I am,” I said unabashedly. “I’m… new. And you don’t strike me as a swindler. If you wanted to do that, you would have just told me some outrageous price right off the cuff.” 
 
    “Tryskaylan would have definitely called me out on that, so that would have been useless to me,” he said. 
 
    “True,” I conceded. “However, given the run-down state of your establishment, it’s probably also true you need every coin you can get, but your first choice was to share with me your craft free of charge simply because it’s your passion. So, please, because it’s your passion, pay yourself.” 
 
    I offered the coins up a little higher as if that would make them more enticing, but the old man simply folded my fingers over my palm and patted my closed fist. 
 
    “There is something different about you, so-called Fynn Unknown,” Johna said as he examined me with half-blind eyes. “I can’t place it, but… one would say you have a… familiar aura.” 
 
    “Is that… a good thing?” I asked as my heart rate ticked up a few notches. 
 
    Part of me wanted him to answer, but then what if the answer wasn’t actually good enough? 
 
    What if…  
 
    What if I wasn’t good enough? 
 
    As a drow, or whatever it was this universe decided to place my dual soul into. 
 
    Old Johna patted my fist again and gave me a knowing look. “Familiarity is a double-edged blade, ul gren-- old friend. But in any case, you have shown me your bold character, and your capacity for integrity. That is why I must refuse the payment.” 
 
    A stubborn part of me kind of wanted to stamp my foot, because my payment was more about respect than anything, but the sincerity on his wizened face made me take my handful of coins back and put them in my pouch. 
 
    “Thank you, truly” I said and accepted the little perfume vial he wrapped in a soft-looking scrap of leather. 
 
    I added the parcel to my coin pouch as well and made a note to purchase a small knapsack if we had time. 
 
    “Johna,” Tryss said as she counted the coins out for the fae-man and accepted a larger leather envelope that kept all of the hair accessories together in a neat kit. “I need you to do me a favor…” 
 
    “Oh!” The elderly man jumped as if something Tryss said had sparked something. “I almost forgot! I’ve been working on a new species of pungent rose!” 
 
    He bustled as fast as his off-kilter gait would let him and disappeared back behind the black curtain, and then less than a minute later, he returned again with a tied bundle of dried pink herbs of some sort. 
 
    “I know Matron Mother Sevahtra has a fondness for its gentle effects, and this strain is some of the most restorative yet,” he explained as he wrapped it in a lighter fabric that resembled a cheesecloth. “Also on the house.” 
 
    “You are too good to the House of Claden’Du,” Tryss said and kissed his liver-spotted cheek. “And this is why I know I can trust you when I say you must not tell a single soul you saw us here, or that you know the Warriors of the Void still live to carry the name of Claden’Du.” 
 
    “Dear child…” Johna’s squarish pupils constricted when it seemed like he caught on to all of the things Tryss wasn’t saying. “What-- I mean, how can I help? Is there anything--?” 
 
    “Just your silence for now, Johna,” Tryss said and patted him on the shoulder in an attempt to assuage his worry. “And thank you for the pungent rose. Mother will indeed need something to lift her spirits.” 
 
    “I only wish it were more,” he said with a hand against his cheek. 
 
    “You’ve always been such a loyal friend,” she said and tucked the final bundle all wrapped in soft linen under her arm. 
 
    “Send word to me,” Johna said as he curled his rheumy fingers around the upper part of Tryss’ arm. “When you need some of the Old Crowd to help out.” 
 
    This last interaction was the strangest of them all, and that was saying something considering the man had a pair of trees sprouting from the top of his head. 
 
    Tryss, however, seemed to know exactly what this clandestine request meant, and she nodded solemnly once before she threw her arms around the elder’s neck in a vibrant embrace. 
 
    “Thank you, ul gren,” she said.  
 
    When they broke apart, it seemed as if Johna’s true age had caught up to him all at once, and with a creaky groan, he shuffled back behind his curtain. 
 
    “Come on,” Tryss said as she started for the exit. 
 
    “Wait,” I whispered as something caught my eye.  
 
    By the shop door stood a simple pedestal, and on top of that was a dusty vase with dead flowers inside. 
 
    I quickly pulled out the stiff stems and placed the three gold pieces inside for him to hopefully stumble upon later when he changed the flowers. 
 
    “He told you not to pay him,” she reminded me with a curious expression on her face as she watched me go through the trouble of putting the flowers back. 
 
    “My hope is he won’t stumble upon the payment until much later, and by that point, he might think he forgot about a secret stash he had hidden himself,” I said as I placed the vase right back in the center of the dust ring it left behind. 
 
    “Clever, you,” Tryss said and opened the door for us so we could leave. “Very much not drow-like, but clever. And… kind.” 
 
    “I just believe in giving people what’s fair,” I blurted out, and I was shocked at how the words just kind of tumbled out like I’d said this before even though I know I hadn’t. 
 
    At least not recently, to my immediate knowledge. 
 
    Tryss noticed the oddness as well, and she gave me a skeptical look. “You do?” 
 
    “Yeah… or. No, yeah,” I said with absolutely zero clarity as my confused brain attempted to sort things out. “Yes. I think-- yes.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” she asked with a bit of a teasing tone in her voice. 
 
    “Actually, that is one of the few things I am sure about,” I said as I walked with her hand in hand back the way we came from. 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” she asked, and a warm sensation bloomed inside my chest at how the teasing was immediately replaced with genuine curiosity when she knew the topic mattered to me. 
 
    Strange to think we hadn’t known one another for very long, and we could tune in to one another like the magical cloaks we were wearing. 
 
    “I’m not sure why I believe this so strongly with zero context, but the longer I think about it, the more I know how much it irks me when people are treated unfairly,” I said, and with each word that rushed out of my mouth, I heard my pulse hammer in my ears in sync with the beating of my heart like… like… 
 
    War drums. 
 
    This feeling yawned wider like something as primal as the thrashing ridian woke up inside of me until I felt swallowed up by it. 
 
    It was a perplexing sensation to be mired in, and I let my brain chew over the new thing humming in my chest like a motor. 
 
    Purpose. 
 
    Hm. 
 
    My purpose… has always been to exact… fairness. 
 
    When I finally had the vocabulary for what it was I was attempting to define, something clicked into place. 
 
    I was needed here for some reason, that was cosmically certain. 
 
    And regardless of the nebulous details still floating in a miasma of fragmented memories and murky patches of knowledge, this one thing shone like a beacon in my soul. 
 
    “I admit to some concern for you, Fynn,” Tryss said after an indeterminate amount of time, and my head snapped up from where I’d been staring at the ground while we walked. “I’ve yet to see you as pensive as you are now. Are you… alright?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile slightly at the uncertain way she asked how I was feeling. The drow were not an open race by nature, which made me a bit of an outlier, so I recognized the attempt she made to match my openness for what it was. 
 
    “I’m okay, just rearranging all of the new things I discovered today in my head,” I said with some of my usual swagger as I tapped my temple. “You’d be surprised at how much space I have to work with up here. Blank slate.” 
 
    “You talk as if your skull is a storage attic,” she said with a giggle as we came back out into one of the larger atriums similar to the one we got the oshu mushroom from, and then we walked back in the direction of Greenie’s playpen. 
 
    “That’s a good way to look at it, since I manifested looking fully grown, and yet have zero current knowledge on the shelves,” I remarked and skipped ahead so I could just lift Tryss up and over an extra gnarled section of the Thoroughfare instead of having to detour around it. 
 
    “What happens when your storage attic is full of knowledge, then?” she bantered back as she pulled me up the viny mass. “Store it in-- in your, um. Leg?” 
 
    “Not possible.” I shook my head and tried not to laugh at her attempt. “Unlimited storage space.” 
 
    “But it’s an attic,” she insisted as I jumped down first and then helped her down as well. “If that was the case, why not call it a castle?” 
 
    “You were the one who called it an attic first,” I chuckled and let her take the lead again even though I was fairly sure I knew where I was going now. Mostly because I could also whisper stuff in her ear if I was behind her. “Besides, you’d be surprised at how much I can fit into small spaces if so inclined.” 
 
    “You--” Tryss started, but I never heard what it was she was trying to say because I suddenly spun her around and pressed her up against the mass we just climbed over so I could kiss her senseless in the privacy this little “shortcut” provided for us. 
 
    “I want to finish what I started in Johna’s shop,” I growled into her mouth, and she responded by dropping her parcel on the ground and flinging a leg high up and around my hip. 
 
    Her fingers tangled sharply in my hair and tugged in that delicious pain-slash-pleasure way I found I really liked, and I flung her two cloaks aside so I could hike her up and around my waist. 
 
    That way, between the wall and her natural strength, I could support her and have both of my hands free at the same time to roam over her toned body. 
 
    “Hrrrmmm,” she growl-hummed into my mouth when my thumbs flicked over both peaked nipples pressing ardently through the thin material of her top. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as she ground her pelvis against the hard line of my erection straining against the inseam of my pants. 
 
    “Take it out, lover,” Tryss demanded, and her alluring red eyes burned into me like a brand, as if she was marking me. 
 
    And oh, Goddess, was I glad I was hers. 
 
    But I stashed away my silent prayers of gratitude when she raised an impatient eyebrow, and I hurried to comply with her orders. 
 
    After all, it wouldn’t do to keep my Mistress waiting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “Ohhhh, yeeesss,” Tryss moaned in pleasure after I was able to free my thick cock from the confines of my trousers, and she adjusted her position against the wall so she could slowly jack me off while I lavished her. 
 
    The first thing that needed to happen was I desperately needed access to her sweet breasts, so I impatiently tugged at her halter top until a few seams popped open and her plump breasts were exposed through the neck hole. 
 
    Her plum-colored nipples stiffened even further due to the chill in the damp air, and whenever I pinched the hard nubs, Tryss jolted, and a new wave of gooseflesh would swamp her lavender skin. 
 
    “Delicious,” I growled as her areolas puckered, and I sealed my lips around the right nipple so I could have that hand free to wander up her tri-pleated skirt. 
 
    “Unf, Goddess!” she breathed when I slotted my questing thumb into her keyhole, so to speak, until the soft pad of the digit made contact with the engorged kernel of her pleasure. “Y-Yes, r-rub my clit, Fynn-- gently!” 
 
    “As you wish, my Mistress,” I growled, and I felt her dampen even more when I applied her title. 
 
    Apparently, the novice priestess liked it when I catered to her authority because the next words out of her lovely mouth were bossy demands I had no choice but to comply with. 
 
    “Now, try to stay as still as possible,” she ordered, and then she licked her palm so she could hand fuck me with renewed determination. 
 
    This was easier said than done because not only did she increase her speed, but the way she added a little twist here and there on the upstroke caused my hips to shiver with the strain of holding back the urge to thrust like a hound in heat. 
 
    “You play dirty,” I groaned as I started to leak copiously from the head of my cock, which only added to the niceness of the feeling. 
 
    “Did I say you could stop touching me?” she asked, and then she nibbled on my lip until I could taste my own blood. 
 
    The sharp sting of her teeth only added to the pleasure like that sour acid combined with the spicy sweet of the meal we had shared on our little adventure through the Thoroughfare, and I wondered how I could make Tryss feel the same spike of that indecent pleasure… 
 
    Tryss hissed through her teeth when a bit of my thumbnail scraped the most delicate part of her, and my nostrils flared wide at the sudden spike in her pheromones. 
 
    When she let go of my cock so she could reach under her skirt as well, I realized why she smelled so potent. 
 
    “Oh, sweet mercy,” I rumbled out when her fingers returned to my rigid dick completely coated in her own slick fluids. 
 
    “Mm, I think he likes it,” she purred as she flipped the pleats of her skirt over the sides of her hips so she was exposed from the waist down. Then she leaned up against the wall again so she could position my plump head at the rim of her entrance, but when I tried to thrust up into her, she moved up and out of my reach. 
 
    “Fuck, you tease,” I said and gripped her hips so she would stop arching them away from my reach. 
 
    This allowed me to shallowly dip the tip of my cock just inside her pussy for one or two thrusts, and the maddening intensity of her muscles trying to suck me in deeper nearly had my fae-fyre sight shorting out with blank whiteness. 
 
    “Patience will serve you well, male,” she huffed as the muscles around her spine started to shake from the strain of arching her back. 
 
    I smirked to myself when an idea took shape in my mind, and before she had a chance to react, I looped my arms under her knees and pulled her completely away from the wall. 
 
    Then, when she was forced to throw herself against my broad chest for support, I rolled her hips open just a tad wider and impaled her on my erection in one smooth stroke. 
 
    “Ah-- mmf!” I swallowed the rest of her scream, but her passionate moans still ricocheted off the Thoroughfare’s tunnel walls just as loudly. 
 
    “Ye-e-s,” I hissed when she was fully seated, and the silken walls that wrapped so tightly around me undulated with every twitch. 
 
    We paused there for a second because she was still so tight, and I rubbed circles into her lower back as she adjusted to my girth. 
 
    “Uhh!” Tryss groaned and flexed her hips. “Fuck, it hasn’t been that long, but I already forgot how big you are, oh!” 
 
    I jerked my hips just to hear her surprised exhalation, and I was rewarded with a raked score of her nails burning hot tracks across my upper shoulders. 
 
    Drogu’s twelve eyes, that felt fucking good. 
 
    So, I widened my stance, made sure I had a good grip on Tryss’ legs, and then got to work bouncing her up and down on my rod. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re still so tight,” I growled and bounced her even harder. 
 
    She wanted to say something, but every time she slid down on my shaft, the air was punched out of her until she could only release bitten off exhalations. 
 
    “Hh! Ah! Uhhh!” Tryss moaned as I worked my cock in and out of her gripping pussy. 
 
    My thighs burned from the effort, but it was a good ache that added to the urgency building up inside my loins. The slight pain also kept me from fully tumbling over the edge because so far, the noises the female in my arms was making were so erotic, I knew I would have come long before now otherwise. 
 
    “Goddess,” I panted and buried my cock deeper inside her. “You. Feel. So. Good.” 
 
    “Ah! Yeeeesss!” Her walls tightened around me, and more of her slickness squelched out around my girth. 
 
    She started to shake as her orgasm consumed her, and it was a fight not to lose my balance, so I gently leaned her up against the wall again, and she arched against it as the pleasure consumed her. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I growled, and I fucked into her even faster as my own climax approached. 
 
    “Oh, keep fucking me, I’m still cumming-- yes!” she gasped as she locked her ankles around my waist, and I kicked up the pace. 
 
    Tryss tightened around me as her first climax seemed to roll into a second one, and finally I released inside of her while my vision was streaked with stars. 
 
    My cum came out in one solid spray that seemed to swell from my toes, but then the feeling of electricity coursed all the way up to my hair follicles, and the stars in my vision almost blinded me as my cock surged. It felt like an entire minute passed as we both orgasmed together, and even though I guessed I’d poured more than enough sperm to fill up her womb and her tight little pussy, her grip on my shaft clenched hard enough to keep my precious cream from leaking out down her legs.  
 
    “Gracious,” Tryss said, and her voice had a fine rasp to it that pleased me to no end because it meant I made her shout loud enough to go a little hoarse. “That was…” 
 
    “Too rough?” I suggested. 
 
    “Just rough enough,” she sighed as she sagged against me even more. “You filled me up again… with… your seed.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” I whispered, and I took extra care when I pulled out. 
 
    “Ohhh…” we both moaned as soon as my weapon was no longer sheathed inside of her. 
 
    “So much is dripping out of me.” She gestured down between her thighs where my cock had been just a moment before, and I couldn’t help but purr when I saw the steady flow of my cream gushing out from between the swollen lips of her pussy and rolling down her right thigh. 
 
    “Then I did a good job,” I laughed. 
 
    “Yesss,” she sighed as she used her finger to scoop up the flow of my cum. Then she pushed some of it back deep into her tunnel before she licked the finger clean. “Help me stand away from this wall.” 
 
    “Of course.” I helped her stand on her own two feet with a supportive hand on her elbow so she could give her hips a moment to recover from being spread open so wide. She blinked her red eyes a little dazedly, and then she dipped down to give me a thoughtful cleaning with her tongue and mouth before she tucked my spent member back inside my trousers. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I brought her back up so I could likewise fix her ripped top and give her a kiss. “I’m sure if you taught me how to sew, I could fix this for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said and curled her fingers around where mine were examining the ripped seam.  
 
    Bang. 
 
    A door slammed open somewhere behind us, which caused us both to jump and simultaneously draw our weapons in the face of the threat, but the threat only happened to be another hag-like duergar woman in an apron with her hands on her hips and a scowl that could probably wake the dead out of their peaceful slumbers. 
 
    So it was a good thing Tryss and I weren’t actually the target of that glare. 
 
    “Emon!” the dark dwarf woman shrieked at what appeared to be a cluster of barrels. From under her arm she pulled out a battered rolling pin and then jabbed one end of it through the barrel’s bung hole. 
 
    “Ow!” the barrel howled, and the lid on the top jumped like something hit it from the other side. 
 
    “Get your pervy, slimy arse out!” she screeched again, and both my ears and Tryss’ twitched back slightly due to the furious woman’s pitch. 
 
    “I’m confused, are we in trouble?” I asked Tryss. 
 
    “No, but I admit, I am just as confused as to what is transpiring,” she said, and she apparently deemed the situation nonthreatening enough to return her dagger to its scabbard. 
 
    I decided to keep mine out, however, because that little bundle of rage looked like she was on a warpath with that kitchen utensil. 
 
    “E-eee-mooon!” she said as she banged her rolling pin against the barrel before using it to try and shove the whole thing over. 
 
    “Alright, woman!” the thing inside the barrel named Emon said, and another grayish bald head popped out of the wooden container. In his hand he kept hold of the barrel’s lid so he could hide behind it like a shield as she continued to try to get a good whack in. “Yeh’ve made yer point! Put that blasted thing away!” 
 
    “That’s Madam Smash to you!” she said as she pointed with the rolling pin. 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah,” the duergar man said before he tried to climb out of the barrel with his makeshift shield close. 
 
    It was not going well, and I wasn’t surprised when the dark dwarf man toppled out of the container ass over elbow. 
 
    “Sorry, Madam Smash, was it?” I asked, and I mirrored her so my weapon was in my hand but pointed at the ground. “Were we bothering you? We can leave if you’ll just let us pass through your back alley--” 
 
    “No trouble!” the duergar man said and jumped up to his feet. 
 
    “Of course, you would say that, you were getting a free show,” the woman said and tucked her pin under her arm. “And you may pass as long as you drow types move your little rompie elsewhere so my husband cannot lay his beady little eyes on your relations!” 
 
    “Terribly sorry,” I said as I sheathed my blade. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” the woman said with a huff. “You drow are all alike, no propriety when it comes to your carnal natures.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, maybe you should embrace a little of the so-called ‘carnal natures,’ then you might not have to beat your husband for getting his kicks where he can find them.” I didn’t know what possessed me to say all that, other than it was amusing as fuck to watch both of their faces change colors. 
 
    Emon’s drained to a pasty pale gray while Madam Smash started to darken a few shades like she was building up pressure and was getting ready to explode. 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss gasped through the side-splitting laughter she was trying so desperately to hold back. It was clearly a losing battle, so she did the next best thing and grabbed my wrist to haul me out of there before I said something else. 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Madam Smash’s smashy rolling pin nearly brained me in the skull as it came flying at me with a vengeance, and at that point, Tryss’ fast walking clip turned into a dead sprint. 
 
    “Why are we running?” I asked as we both hurtled over a twisted clot of vines and cement as big as a tree trunk. 
 
    “I don’t know!” she admitted as she threw her head back and laughed. 
 
    Her joy was infectious, especially after riding the high of our quick ‘rompie’ as the angry duergar woman called it. So, as we jogged down the last narrow gap, I couldn’t help but join in with the laughter, and by the time we made it back out into the main atrium of the Thoroughfare again, we both had to lean up against the tunnel wall to catch our breaths. 
 
    “That was fun,” I panted and rested my chin on her shoulder so I could inhale the warm scent wafting from the curve of her neck. I couldn’t wait to dab a bit of the perfume Johna gave me right in the tender space behind her jawbone. 
 
    I bet it would be fantastic there. 
 
    Not that she didn’t smell amazing just like this… 
 
    “Fynn,” she giggled again and pushed at my chest. “We really must be going now. You can-- what are you doing, sniffing me? You can sniff me all you want later, but your Greenie is waiting, and I would rather not pay the lizard keeper any more than we have to.” 
 
    “Mm’okay,” I hummed and reluctantly pulled away from her. “But only because I bet Greenie misses me.” 
 
    “Come on,” she said after another huff of laughter, and then she grabbed my wrist so she could start hauling me toward the lizard keeper. 
 
    “Hang on…” I slowed as something occurred to me. “We didn’t leave anything behind, did we? It’s just hair stuff, but--” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Tryss said with a patient smile on her face. “Drow take very particular care of their hair, so it’s not ‘just’ hair stuff. And don’t worry, I’ve got it.” 
 
    Then she moved aside her cloak so I could see the wrapped parcel tucked into the waistband of her belt. 
 
    “I am assuming I’ll be getting a demonstration of this hair culture?” I ventured as I touched the rat’s nest my own hair had become in such a short while. 
 
    “Yes, very soon, and you will be included in the tradition as well,” Tryss added when she saw the expression on my face. Her dark red eyes tracked up to where I was still trying to make sense of my hair situation, and she smiled in sympathy. “In the city of Oshara, the way the hair is styled is an easy way to understand a person’s status or station at a glance. Even though you are still an unnamed male, you are in service, so your hair will be braided to reflect that. I tried my best, but the Matron Mother will probably redo all of ours tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said and hurried my pace up once I saw the pen where I’d left behind my trusty mount. 
 
    “Here to pick up?” the keeper woman said in her gravelly voice. 
 
    My eye scanned the crowd of lizards for the one with the overgrown back legs, but I couldn’t see her. 
 
    “Where is she?” Tryss asked, and my heart plummeted when she noticed Greenie’s absence like I did, and she had the benefit of two whole eyes instead of one. 
 
    “Was yer’s a runtish one?” the duergar asked as she blew out a ring of skunky smoke. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call her a runt, but she is on the smaller side,” I said, and the keeper nodded like this made sense. 
 
    “Sometimes, some of the bigger ones gang up on ones they think are weak and cull them,” she said as she stoked the few long white hairs sprouting from her chin. “Just got done cleaning up the remains of the one they got ‘fore you got here. I can forgo the charge, if’n it helps.” 
 
    “Did you know this was common?” I demanded of Tryss, and she shook her head and placed a hand over her mouth as she looked back into the pen. 
 
    “What are you two staring at?” Dagwyn’s voice asked from behind us, and we both whipped around to face the interloper interrupting my crisis. 
 
    But all of that was forgotten when my faithful riding lizard was perfectly unharmed and standing contentedly, if not slightly confused, next to the drow female. 
 
    “Ree?” she squeak-shrieked, and I was flooded with relief at hearing that sound. 
 
    “Greenie,” I breathed and grabbed the reins of the bridle Dag held away from her. 
 
    “What the fuck, Dag?” Tryss growled at her sister. “Why would you just waltz up and take her when you have your own fucking lizard that I gave you, for Drogu’s sake!” 
 
    “Hey, fuck you! I was trying to be nice to you for getting me away from Hel by paying for your male’s stupid beast, but fuck that.” The shorter firecracker of the three sisters spun sharply on her heels and began to march away with her arms crossed tightly over her chest. 
 
    “Dagwyn?” Tryss faltered as she watched her sister’s retreating back, and I knew if something didn’t happen soon, the odd chasm between the Second Sister and everyone else would continue to keep growing. 
 
    Which didn’t seem fair considering how Dagwyn was kind enough to take the bit out of Greenie’s obviously newly-purchased bridle and rig the reins to a separate collar on either side of her neck. 
 
    At some point, Dagwyn had noticed how much the bridle with the unforgiving metal bit bothered the lizard, and she went out of her way to not only buy a new one, but modify it as well purely for Greenie’s comfort. 
 
    It was nice. 
 
    And that’s what was confusing at times. 
 
    Just like Helera saving me and Tryss from being dragged over the edge. 
 
    Even though the drow female claimed she was doing it for the blackmail, I couldn’t forget the way Tryss had asked her why not just cut her losses and let us both go over. 
 
    After all, what were two more losses to Claden’Du compared to the near annihilation of the Noble House? 
 
    By all rights, that would have been simpler for the now First Daughter, but she didn’t because I was pretty sure she only wanted to save her sister. 
 
    Not because of ulterior motives. 
 
    Just like Dagwyn’s unprecedented kindness toward the chattel. 
 
    But that was not discussed in this harsh world. 
 
    I was beginning to realize, when it came to the inner workings of these people-- even their family dynamics--, kindness was something taboo and never alluded to directly. 
 
    No one wanted to seem weak.  
 
    It was strange and seemed rather… I didn’t know what, but that whole ethics debate with myself would have to wait until later, because it was clear Tryss was too stunned by Dag’s rather forward display of gratitude to do anything, and the other sister had almost reached the center of the atrium where the streets of the borough split apart. 
 
    If she disappeared now, there probably wouldn’t be another chance to actually speak freely, so I handed Greenie’s reins over to Tryss and took off after her. 
 
    “Dagwyn!” I called out as I shuffle-stepped around a multitude of Thoroughfare denizens. “Dag! Wait up!” 
 
    Dagwyn’s ear twitched, and she looked around for who was calling her name. When she spotted me, I could see the brief hesitation in her expression on whether or not she wanted to wait for me, but by the time she could have made up her mind, I had already closed the distance between us. 
 
    “What do you want, male?” she snapped and seemed to decide it was best to face me head-on with her arms still tightly crossed. She stopped dead in the middle of the road, too, so the people were forced to part around the roadblock she insisted on being. 
 
    She portrayed herself as such a bad bitch, but I saw through that tough exterior. 
 
    “I wanted to say thank you,” I started with. 
 
    “Tell my sister her thanks is too little too late,” she replied and tried to stomp off again. 
 
    “I’m not thanking you on behalf of her,” I stated loudly over the din so she would hear me.  
 
    She stopped and gave me a “yeah, right” look. 
 
    “I’m not!” I chuckled. “Actually, I think you broke her brain back there with how nice you’re being, so don’t be surprised if she doesn’t end up thanking you until tomorrow.” 
 
    At this, the female’s lips twitched slightly just like her Mother’s, and I knew she was holding back a smirk of amusement. 
 
    “That’s a surprisingly accurate observation about Tryskaylan,” Dagwyn conceded, and some of her frostiness thawed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and spiked both my eyebrows. “Anyway, I really did want to thank you for not only paying Greenie’s fee to the lizard keeper, but also for getting her that really nice harness setup.” 
 
    “I noticed how you were getting her to follow orders and figured she just needed gear better suited for her,” she said with a shrug, as if this literally didn’t prolong Greenie’s life by making her more useful as one of the Matron Mother’s few assets she had left. “You shouldn’t struggle so much with her now, or make such a big mistake like you did out there by bumping her shoulder by accident.” 
 
    “Ah, so you saw not all of my clever plans, um… went according to plan,” I finished with a frown. There was a random saying about mice and men floating around in my brain, but it didn’t necessarily come out right. 
 
    “Indeed,” Dagwyn said, and I stopped in my tracks at the sight of the female’s first genuine smile.  
 
    I was slightly enamored with the fact her front two teeth were a little bit bigger than the rest in a way that made her look not just beautiful, but very, very cute. 
 
    So, I decided to tell her. 
 
    “You’ve got a nice smile, Dag,” I said casually but made sure not to look away from her so she knew I was serious.  
 
    Then the most incredible thing happened. 
 
    She blushed. 
 
    Royal blue. 
 
    And when she did, I was delighted to discover she had the faintest smattering of freckles on her face that only stood out against the darker complexion of her blush. 
 
    “A-Anyway.” She cleared her throat and started to edge away from me. “Enjoy. I’ll see you at the inn…” 
 
    “Dagwyn,” I said and caught her by the elbow so she would stop again. “Where’s your lizard?” 
 
    The woman bit her lip as her gaze drifted furtively away from mine. “I might have traded it to the keeper. It had a lame foot. Mother would have put the creature down the second she got a better one. She let me pick from some of the old tack they had from the previous day, and I was able to do the modifications for your particular lizard on my own with a few additional purchases elsewhere.” 
 
    “Then you’ll need our help with the rest of your shopping,” I insisted as I pulled her along back in the direction we came. “Since you already halved your allowance by buying Tryss’ lizard in the first place, I’m guessing you don’t have enough after doing all of that for Greenie.” 
 
    “What do you know?” she snapped and yanked her arm out of my grasp. “I’m not weak, and I don’t need your help!” 
 
    “Dagwyn,” I huffed, and I mirrored her posture by crossing my arms over my chest just as stubbornly. 
 
    She blushed again like a galaxy full of stars, and I followed her gaze to what she was looking at.  
 
    Her line of sight seemed to be on my biceps that were exposed in front of my cloak. 
 
    I cleared my throat quite loudly then, and her dark eyes snapped back up to my face.  
 
    “What do you want?” she demanded. “Can’t you just leave me alone? Is this what I get for being nice to you? Are you just going to pester me all the time now?” 
 
    My eyebrows arched up when she seemed to groan this last part out as she furiously pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” I said with a smirk. “If you can show me that you have at least one gold coin left in your pouch, I’ll leave you alone so you can finish up the Matron Mother’s to-do list. But if you can’t, you’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Or what?” she snarled, but she seemed to lack the necessary venom for it to be a believable threat. 
 
    “Or…” I said and then bent slightly at the waist so I was more at her level. “I will throw you bodily over my shoulder regardless. And don’t think I can’t or won’t.” 
 
    With this last promise, I flexed my biceps in a way that defined the cut of my toned muscles, and I watched her eyes flicker. 
 
    “Fine, you win,” she said as she rolled her eyes, and I straightened up and dropped my arms from their rigid flex. 
 
    “Good,” I said as I led us back toward Tryss and Greenie, and when the younger sister raised her eyebrows in question, I shrugged. “Dagwyn still has stuff to get.” 
 
    I could tell this was not what Tryss was expecting, and I knew I made the right call by joining up with her like all of this was no big deal when the two sisters immediately went along with it. 
 
    “It will be pleasing to Mother if the majority of us are on time for the evening meal,” she said with a sniff as she climbed up into Greenie’s saddle. “So… perhaps it is best if we sisters work together.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Dagwyn said stiffly, but when Tryss offered a hand to her, she took it without hesitation and sat behind her. 
 
    “What do you have left to get?” Tryss asked as I gathered the reins and started leading us in the general direction of the borough where most of the inns were located in this district. 
 
    “I was on altar supplies,” Dagwyn explained. “I got everything except for the cup we need to collect the blood we drain out of the sacrificial male drow’s testicles.” 
 
    I blinked slowly as her words set in. 
 
    Say what about testicle blood draining? And more importantly, who exactly was the sacrificial male drow in this scenario? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Dagwyn, you’re such a liar,” Tryss huffed like she was annoyed, but the faint giggle at the end gave away the fact she thought her sister’s audacity was at least a tad bit funny, and when I knew it was a joke as well, my heart resumed its normal beating. 
 
    “Good one,” I snorted, and I glanced over my shoulder at the sisters who seemed to have… have… buried the…  
 
    Hatchet. 
 
    Or whatever. 
 
    The point was, the harmony seemed to be restored between them for now, and that was all that mattered. A certain balance that had been missing was back, and the slight cramp below my sternum went away. 
 
    “Don’t worry, male,” Dagwyn said after she got done snickering at her joke. “Even if testicle blood was a thing, we’d be sure to harvest it from someone else. After all, I don’t have to see how my sister’s clothes are torn, or see how her lips are swollen, to know how useful you are in that department. It would be such a shame to waste such viable assets.” 
 
    “I’m now going to refer to my manhood as my ‘viable assets,’ so thank you,” I said as if she’d just handed me the keys to the kingdom. 
 
    “Oh, might you commodify his ‘assets,’ sister?” Dagwyn teased. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Tryss grinned as she eyed me with a salacious gleam. “If you’re polite, you might get a discount rate. You know. Because, we’re family.” 
 
    “I love it when we talk about sharing me,” I chipped in and patted Greenie’s head as we maneuvered through the busy streets. “Where are we going, for real, this time?” 
 
    “I really do need to get a few more supplies for our altar,” Dagwyn said. “Just the chalks for the circle and a new thurible with incense. I keep getting turned around in these winding backstreets, and I admit, I might need a few gold coins for the thurible.” 
 
    “We have you covered on the incense, but I know a shop with quality altar supplies that won’t leave your purse empty,” Tryss said and gestured for me to take another alley that branched away from the bigger atrium into a smaller one. 
 
    “So it’s true,” Dagwyn said after a moment. “You really have made The Crossing from the Tower to the Thoroughfare multiple times. For what? The shops?” 
 
    Tryss grew quiet, and I perked my own ears up so I could listen to the invaluable information I would hopefully glean about the youngest and most compelling of the three sisters. 
 
    She could be crafty when she didn’t want to talk about certain things, and at first, I half-expected her to wriggle her way out of this one. But because Dagwyn didn’t sound combative or accusatory, only interested in her sister’s reasoning, Tryss actually seemed to consider the question seriously before answering. 
 
    “Tower life is so boring,” she sighed and manifested a tiny little flame she could juggle between her fingers like a coin. 
 
    “But they have everything in the Tower, and if not, then there’s the Citadel Center,” Dag said as she watched the other play with the fire. “Why would you risk yourself like that just to get a few bits and bobs you could have had a servant buy in the Tower districts?” 
 
    “Because of that reason exactly,” Tryss answered. “The Tower has many things, Daggy, this is true. But our Noble home sometimes lacks the freedom to move about without being recognized. There’s no way I would have been allowed to go to the Citadel Center without an escort, and if I managed to slip away, they know my face too well for me to get away with it for too long. I just wanted to feel--” 
 
    “Unchained,” the other sister added in a hollow voice that made me frown. 
 
    But before I could hope to examine the loaded silence any further, Tryss interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “We’re here,” she said, and I brought Greenie to a stop so they could hop down. “Fynn, you may wait outside with Greenie. Dagwyn and I will only be gone for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said and patted my lizard on her flank while the women went inside. Then I leaned my back up against the tunnel wall and closed my eye with my arms crossed behind my head. “We’ll just enjoy the peace, won’t we, girl?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s you!” a nasally voice said and completely shattered any peace I might have achieved like a hot poker to frozen glass. “Fespius is so glad he founds you at a moment where it is just the two of us.” 
 
    How had the hobgoblin found us so easily in this labyrinth of alleys and shops?  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I peeled my eyelid open with a sigh. “If you want more coin, go ask the Matron Mother.” 
 
    “No, no, nonono,” the hobgoblin chortled as he shook his head. “I am wanting to ask you what you would like in returns for saving Fessy’s life.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I regarded the misshapen creature with the eager look on his floppy face. I wanted to tell him not to worry about that since we were basically of the same station, and logic would dictate it would be wise if we were to stick together. 
 
    I could offer him this show of trust by refusing payment, but the darker side of me reprimanded me to not be stupid and not let the opportunity to have something over the hobgoblin pass me by. That way, if there ever was a time in which he got it in his head to betray me, I would be prepared. 
 
    “Anythings you like,” Fespius urged and then began to dig in his trouser pockets. “You want Fessy’s allowances?” 
 
    A few copper coins fell out of his hands and bounced along the cracks of the Thoroughfare floor with a faint ringing sound. 
 
    “Um…” I stalled since I was not sure exactly what the best course of action was in this scenario. 
 
    “Don’t answer right away,” Helera broke in, and I shot her a look after Fespius began to sputter unintelligibly. 
 
    Apparently, Tryss took us to a shop that was dead on the way to the inn because everyone was here. 
 
    “Why’s that?” I questioned the oldest of the three sisters and glanced at the dead carcass of some sort of headless animal slung over her shoulders. 
 
    “Because Fespius, here, is of goblin blood no matter the fact he’s kind of a horror show of half-breeding,” she snorted and adjusted the carcass for a better grip. “And this goblin-blooded being is in your debt until you claim he has paid in full in whatever way you deem worthy.” 
 
    “Helly is such a bitch to poor Fessy,” Fespius complained, but Helera just laughed and tried to kick at the crooked creature. “Always disrupts his plans and schemes.” 
 
    “And there is no time limit on when I can cash this debt in?” I continued to engage the drow woman like the hobgoblin wasn’t even there. 
 
    “None,” she said with a smile, and then she placed her boot-clad foot in the center of Fespius’ forehead as he attempted to take a swing at her. “Actually, I take that back. The time limit is at least some point before he dies. Which, with this little fucker, could be tomorrow.” 
 
    “Rude, Miss Helly! Rude!” Fespius cried out as he struggled against her strong leg. 
 
    “And what exactly are my options when it comes to collecting a life debt from this hobgoblin?” I asked as I gripped my chin with my thumb and fore-knuckle inquisitively. 
 
    “Well, he is goblin-blooded, so the possibilities are almost endless,” she explained. 
 
    “No, yous giving away all my secretsss,” he hissed and threw himself to the ground so he could roll around in misery. 
 
    “For example,” she went on in a loud voice over the top of his squalling. “You may ask for a draught of his blood to cure you from most poisons. If goblin blood is given willingly, it will not poison the drinker, but the conditions of this need to include his unflinching loyalty, which is usually impossible if the goblin serves another master.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. “What else?” 
 
    “There’s his coin, of course, that you could garnish indefinitely from his allowance every time the Matron Mother gives him anything,” she said and prodded the Fespius lump with her booted toe. 
 
    He had his head under his clasped hands with his ass sticking up in the air, and when Hel nudged him, he toppled over. 
 
    “Does he make enough for it to be worth it?” I questioned. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” she snickered. 
 
    “Wonderful, so that’s out,” I said. 
 
    “What I would really do if I were you, would be to make him promise he will Heed your Call if ever a time comes,” she continued. 
 
    “Helly, nooo.” Fespius flopped around like a beached tuna. 
 
    “What does that entail?” I asked. 
 
    “If he Heeds you, this means he must do one thing in service of you no matter what,” she said as she inspected the pointed nails on her right hand. “This is clever because it also has a cool loophole to the ‘unwillingly given’ aspect of things, which means you could also use his blood if you needed to, but you’d have to call in the favor as him Heeding you, or it won’t work.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “I think I’ll wait to cash that one in, Fes, but thanks.” 
 
    “Ugh.” The hobgoblin flounced back to his feet with a huff. “Welp. Thanks a lot, Miss Helly.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” The female grinned back, and Fespius rolled his misshapen eyes. 
 
    “You is lucky you has always been one of Mistress’ cuter daughters,” the hobgoblin said to Hel and crossed his arms over his chest in a pout. 
 
    “Hey, it was a very valiant effort you put forth in order to deceive me,” I said so he wasn’t so down and out. 
 
    “Really?” he asked, and his floppy ears perked forward. “You think the Goddess would be pleased?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Keep trying, I bet you’ll get it next time.” 
 
    “Okays!” Fespius said, and like that he was back to being the odd obsequious thing he was. “I shall go ahead and help the Mistress get ready for tonight’s festivities. Do not tarry because I will be telling Mistress to bes expecting you.” 
 
    “See you later, creepy,” Hel said and shooed the hobgoblin away. 
 
    “Are we ready to go-- oh,” Dagwyn said as she and Tryss stepped out of the shop with a sack filled with items. “You’re here. Good. We can all show up together.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Helera said, and then she glanced up and down Tryss, raised an eyebrow, glanced at me, and then looked back to her sister. 
 
    “What?” the youngest sister huffed. 
 
    “The male’s seed is dripping down your leg.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Tryss’ face blushed as she glanced down at her feet. 
 
    “Did you two fuck in an alley or something?” Helera snickered.  
 
    “Apparently,” Dagwyn laughed. 
 
    “I don’t see any of…” Tryss began, and then she glanced up at her sister and frowned. “…Fynn’s seed dripping down my leg.” 
 
    “No,” Helera purred. “I just guessed you two fucked again, and you just confirmed it.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Tryss groaned as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Now, now, now, little sister,” Dagwyn laughed. “I doubt Helly is going to dangle this over your head. We all know your pet male is fucking you, so think of this as a learning experience with no consequence and be more clever next time.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what it is, dear sister,” Helera said as she smiled at her twin.  
 
    I glanced between the two, and even though their exchange was tepid at best and awkward at worst, they were at least cordial with one another as they agreed to walk together while Tryss and I took Greenie. 
 
    It seemed as if some time apart also smoothed over the bumpy patches between the twins, and as our little troupe made its way to the Nils Dorei Inn, we all thawed into something that resembled casual and meandering conversation. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Dagwyn said as she gestured to the fae-fyre sign. “Does everybody have everything before we leave the main mercantile sector?” 
 
    “Aside from the rich spices we normally get from the Citadel Center, I was able to get all of the food items for the feast,” Hel said, and she turned to the side so she could show us the pack on her back as well as the carcass. 
 
    “And we got the hair accoutrements earlier,” Tryss said with a gesture between the two of us. 
 
    “And we got the altar materials…” Dag concluded with a wry look on her dark blue face as she tried not to grin at me. “Minus the testicle blood collection cup.” 
 
    “The what?” Hel screeched a delighted squawk and leapt on her twin with demands she “explain her kinky self this instant!” 
 
    Dagwyn gave another one of those rare pleased smiles, and then she sank her teeth into her bottom lip like she was trying to cage the pretty expression. 
 
    Whatever the case, I found myself kind of wishing I was her bottom lip just then, and I only halfway paid attention to her words when she related the cute little prank back to Helera. 
 
    “I bet you panicked for a second, didn’t you, male?” Hel asked me in a needling tone in her voice that I knew not to take seriously. 
 
    Hey, if a harmless prank done at my expense was what it took to get these three women to get along, then I would take it because the vibration coming from all of us was buoyant and light despite the despair that had been wrought on the sisters in such a short amount of time. 
 
    “I only panicked for the tiniest of seconds, my dear Helera,” I assured in an overly pompous voice that caused all three of them to titter with giggles and snickers. “After all, Dagwyn was alluding to draining my ‘viable assets’, and not in the pleasurable way.” 
 
    At this, all three of them giggled even harder like school girls complete with their own different yet lovely patina of blush. 
 
    “Are you sure you have anything left to drain?” Helera asked through her laughter. “I mean, two romps in a day, my goodness.” 
 
    “He is very… virile,” Tryss said as she examined her nails with a smug smirk. “I was filled past the brim each time.” 
 
    “Well…” Helera purred as she looked sideways at me. “I do wonder--” 
 
    “What kind of freak of nature are you exactly?” Dagwyn interrupted patiently like she’d been waiting for her chance to interrogate me all along. “Start with your earliest memory, and don’t forget to tell us about your freaky eye.” 
 
    “Dagwyn,” her twin whined as she smacked her forehead with her palm. “We said we would work up to those types of questions in a natural and organic form of social interaction. You know? So we don’t scare him away from the answers we want?” 
 
    “Semantics,” Dag scoffed. “Takes too long. Besides, why would Fynn keep anything back, especially if Tryss orders him as his Mistress.” 
 
    At this, the twins both pinned Tryss with their expectant stares. 
 
    “Um…” the youngest sister stammered, and the atmosphere grew taut with something I had no knowledge of, so I decided to hang back a little longer to see how this would pan out. 
 
    “Tryskaylan…” Hel’s grin started to fade as something began to dawn on her through her sister’s silence. “You did… Bind him to your Command, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Uh, well…” the novice priestess stuttered again, and her dark red eyes darted everywhere but Hel’s. 
 
    “Oh, Drogu’s ass,” Dagwyn cursed. “You didn’t. Do you know how dangerous it is to have a slave-- much less a male drow with mage powers-- who completely owns every aspect of his own free will?” 
 
    “Say what, now?” I interjected. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” Tryss said, and because she chose to sit side-saddle in front of me, she was able to cross her arms to make her point seem even more of a Not Big Deal. “Fynn is loyal enough.” 
 
    “You’ve only known him for one day!” Dag screeched. “He gives you a few climaxes and sprays his seed into your womb, and you are just going to—” 
 
    “Fuck off, Dagwyn,” my lover replied in a bored voice. “I don’t expect someone like you to understand me when I say I know he’s loyal, and I don’t need to Bind him.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the second sister asked and came to a stop. 
 
    “I have a question for you instead, Dag.” Tryss decided to jump down so she could face her sister on equal ground. “Why didn’t you just project a message to me before taking Greenie? I would have given my permission right away, and it would have saved us a moment of panic.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of it,” Dagwyn responded quickly. 
 
    “Sure,” the other conceded. “Or, maybe… you did think of it, only, you just couldn’t do it.” 
 
    The older sister blushed her royal blue blush, but the expression that accompanied this was one of shame and not flattery like it was before. 
 
    I found I really preferred the latter because seeing the hurt flash quickly across her face made that funny cramp return to the base of my sternum, and I had the urge to defuse the situation. However, in the end, I decided to keep silent a little longer until I could learn more about what was going on. 
 
    When Dagwyn seemed to have recovered from what was obviously a deep insult, her lips peeled back in a full-on snarl, and I knew the twisted expression on her dark blue face was born more of hurt instead of true anger. 
 
    Like a wounded beast backed into a corner who would lash out at any who got too close. 
 
    And lash out, she did. 
 
    “At least I am not a skadshite like you,” Dag growled viciously. “Stinking ‘Teenth. You should have been drowned in the Lake like the proper curse you are. In fact, I wonder if Claden’Du would have been decimated at all if Mother had followed tradition--” 
 
    “You raging bitch!” Tryss screamed, and then she tackled the other woman in an explosion of violence. 
 
    “That’s right, time to play, ‘Teenth,” Dag chuckled and then spat a wad of blood in Tryss’ face, which started an impromptu wrestling match. 
 
    I jumped down from Greenie intent on separating the two, but Helera held me back. 
 
    “Let them get it out of their systems,” she said. At some point, she’d unburdened herself from the carcass as well as the knapsack, and in her hand, she held a small drawstring burlap with something like nuts inside that she was happily munching on as if she was watching the matinee of her favorite show. 
 
    “But they look like they really want to kill each other,” I argued as I watched Dagwyn kick Tryss’ dagger out of her hand. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, most definitely,” Hel said through a crunchy mouthful. “But they are equally matched despite what Tryss alluded to.” 
 
    “Does this have something to do with… Dagwyn’s ether?” I whispered as I remembered the brief lecture Tryss gave me in the Temple when it came to the purpose of relics. “Dagwyn doesn’t have as much as her other sisters. That’s what Tryss told me.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Hel sighed. “But what Dag lacks in magic ability, she somewhat makes up for in hand-to-hand fighting skills. But… as you may have noticed… a daughter who is not a priestess better be an elite warrior or a mage or something else where she is one of the best in the city. Otherwise the Matron Mother will not speak of her or give her any attention.” 
 
    “So…” I said as the puzzle pieces came together in my brain. “Dagwyn isn’t a great priestess, but she’s a great warrior?” 
 
    “Halfway right,” Hel sighed again as she passed me the bag of nuts. “She’s a poor priestess and an… average warrior. She has talent, and maybe has the potential to be one of the best female duelists in the city, but that requires training. Many, many years of training. Mother believes such time and energy should be used to improve her prayers to the goddess.” 
 
    “I think I get it,” I sighed as I took the bag of food and watched along with Hel. I was at least ninety-eight percent positive if the two were actually in danger of killing each other, she would step in. 
 
    And a ninety-eight percent certainty was saying something in this cutthroat social hierarchy. 
 
    So, I figured that was as good as I could have hoped for, and I tossed a few of the slightly squarish-shaped nuts into my mouth. They had a pleasant and fragile crunch sort of like… a honeycomb. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    But instead of the sticky sweet honey I somehow was able to recall in the back of my mind, the nuts were on the savory side with a hint of earthy spices. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just do our House a favor and stay in the Thoroughfare where scum like you belongs!” Dag yelled as she straddled her sister’s lower back and wrenched Tryss’ head back by yanking on her hair. 
 
    “Why… don’t you do our House a favor-- ack!-- and go learn how to spell-fuck yourself!” Tryss growled as she struggled against the pain in her scalp. “Then maybe… you would be more pleasant to be around-- ow, ow, ooowww!” 
 
    “Shit, Tryssie,” Hel chuckled as she tied off the nuts and stashed them away. “I’m going to have to remember that one.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you go-- hhrrk!” Wherever it was Tryss should go was lost when Dagwyn’s words were cut off. 
 
    At first, it looked as if the second sister was being strangled by some invisible garrote, but on closer examination, I could see the faint line of a shimmer wrapped around the other’s dark blue throat. 
 
    “Is that a strand of Tryss’ hair?” I asked after I swallowed the rest of my snack. 
 
    “Yep,” Helera said as she rummaged in the knapsack for something else. “If I were to guess, she used a basic strengthening spell and then some complex levitation to turn the fallen strand into a weapon of execution. I tricked her earlier by mentioning your seed dripping down her leg, but my little sister really is clever… most of the time.” 
 
    Dagwyn clawed at her throat, and I could see a thin line of her red blood starting to appear. It was apparent if she didn’t surrender, at least in part, there was a very real possibility that reinforced hair would pass right through her neck like razor wire. 
 
    She was forced to flip backwards off her sister so she could somehow twist free of the hair-strand garrote. Then, once she had her breath back, she jumped into the fray once more with an enraged yowl. 
 
    “Can you explain something to me?” I asked when Helera handed me a water skin made out of the leather of some animal. “I know why Dagwyn is offended, but why is Tryss? What exactly is a Teenth?” 
 
    “Tryskaylan was born just after me and Dag, so she is Skadz-- Thirteen in line, or in other words, Cursed,” she explained. “You see, according to legend, Drogu-ani used to have a thirteenth eye in the middle of her forehead, but it was cursed by her wizard lover to show her things that were not true so he could manipulate her into waging a blood war for him. When she found out how he was playing her, she deemed her thirteenth eye cursed, plucked it out, and fed it to her children in Lake Subata. Now, according to tradition, the Thirteenth Offspring should be destroyed— in our city we throw them into the waters of the Lake, but other drow cities have their own traditions— and the succession picks up at fourteen and so on.” 
 
    “That’s a bit barbaric for a society that seems to treasure having the most children in your immediate line of succession,” I remarked. “What if the Thirteenth child is like a super powerful magic wielder, or something? Seems like a waste to me.” 
 
    “That’s the crux of the Matron Mother’s argument for keeping Tryskaylan,” Hel said as she watched the two roll around even more. It was apparent they were getting tired, because their blows weren’t really landing and seemed to be more for show. “Sevahtra saw the faint mark on the back of Tryss’ neck and thought it was a sign of luck and power.” 
 
    “Oh? What mark?” I asked. “I don’t think I saw it when--” 
 
    I broke off as my face began to heat up, and I stopped myself before I could give too much away. 
 
    “While you were doing the eight-legged beast with my sister, huh?” Hel laughed a wicked laugh. “It’s just a small mark in the shape of the moon right behind her ear. When Mother saw the child was blessed, she deemed the practice of culling the Skadza antiquated, and when her peers claimed her House would fall for not abiding the custom, she accused them all of being overly superstitious and went about cracking open Tryss’ potential just to prove a point to them.” 
 
    “Good for her,” I said with feeling. “Tryss deserves to live just as much as you two. And if you wanted to get really technical, even though you both are twinborn, one of you had to come out first, right? Which was probably you, so that would make Dag the actual Skadza.” 
 
    “I won’t lie,” Hel admitted with a deep frown on her face. “This very thing has conflicted Dagwyn from the moment she understood how things worked, and it has fueled her fears about her own limited magic and desire to be a warrior ever since. Add to the fact Mother not only let Tryss live as Skadza but is sometimes overly protective of her and favors her in small ways she doesn’t with the rest of us.” 
 
    “And let me guess, the rest of you were extra cruel to Tryss to compensate for this favoritism?” I raised an eyebrow as I pieced together the small observations I’d kept to myself about the offhanded comments Tryss would say here and there. 
 
    Helera’s guilty silence confirmed my suspicions, and when I glanced at her, I could see how she seemed to be tracking back through her memory to all the times she was a bitch to her youngest sister. 
 
    Her expression wasn’t necessarily remorseful, but I could tell my words seemed to shine a light on something she hadn’t previously thought about. 
 
    “After tonight, it shouldn’t matter anymore,” she decided as she sloughed off the little guilt she had and was back to taking a more clinical approach to the whole thing. “She will not be Skadza after the ceremony, and come this time tomorrow, she will be known as Tryskaylan Zara Claden’Du.” 
 
    “And you and Dagwyn?” I asked. “What are your formal names?” 
 
    “Currently, we are both Zlithda-vos-- Twelfth-and-second-twinborn, but after tonight, I will be Helera Unem Claden’Du, and my sister will be Dagwyn Darnem Claden’Du-- which is the old tongue for First and Second of House respectively, making Tryss Zara, or Third.” 
 
    “And I’m still just Fynn,” I concluded. 
 
    “For now, yes,” she said and then cast her laughing cherry-red eyes over to her other two sisters, who were now panting heavily and laying side by side. They were still mumbling insults at each other as they weakly continued to smack whatever part they could reach. “Oi! Bitches! Are you two done getting out your repressed emotions, hm? Because I’ll kill you both if Mother nicks my ears because we’ve kept her waiting past moonrise.” 
 
    “Depends on if Tryss is done being a disease,” Dag drawled. 
 
    “Depends on if Dag can remove the fat lizard dick from her asshole!” Tryss fired right back, and this set off another hissing match that consisted mostly of more effortless slaps. 
 
    “For Drogu’s sake, do I have to stick you two together again for the whole day like I did when we were all fifty-something so you could learn to get along?” Helera asked in a syrupy sweet voice made extra scary by the lethal threat sparkling in her fire-red eyes. 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Dagwyn said in an attempt to call her twin’s bluff. “Not before the Ceremony tonight. You know that spell doesn’t wear off for twelve whole hours.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mother would definitely nick your ears,” Tryss chimed in. “And I would be no help because you know in order to throw off the spell, there needs to be two of us who can handle that type of magic, so--” 
 
    “Fuck off--!” Dagwyn snapped back, but before the two could fall back into their match of one-upmanship, Helera made a grand show of tucking her platinum hair back so she could bare both of her ears. 
 
    “Then let the Matron Mother nick both of them down to the lobes!” she cried out and raised her hands to the tunnel’s ceiling in a gesture that meant she was definitely not fucking around. 
 
    “Wait!” Dag yelled as she and Tryss tried to untangle themselves. 
 
    “Helly, stop--” Tryss slipped on Dag’s cape and crashed down to the ground hard on her side. “Oof! Ugh… ow-w.” 
 
    At the sound of Tryss’ strangled gasp, it was clear the wind had been knocked clean out of her. 
 
    And, as her dark red eyes flew open wide in a panic while she wheezed for air, I felt that cramp in my chest cinch harder. 
 
    Something was terribly wrong. 
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    For all of her prowess when it came to fighting and spellwork, a simple fall shouldn’t have been able to render Tryss, a powerful novice priestess by all rights, almost completely paralyzed. 
 
    I started to go to her yet again, but like she did previously, Hel stopped me, and before I could yell at her to let me go, she silenced me with a quick hand gesture. I frowned, but when she tipped her head toward her twin, I realized what she was trying to get me to observe. 
 
    “Tryss?” Dagwyn said with a concerned frown, and she immediately knelt down by the younger woman’s side so she could place a supportive hand on her shoulder. “Tryssie? Hey, hey, hey, what’s all this now?” 
 
    I stopped struggling against Helera’s hold, and my jaw gaped open slightly as I witnessed the complete one-eighty between the sisters who, moments ago, were void-bent on killing one another. 
 
    Now, Dagwyn’s voice held no scorn as Tryss struggled to get her breathing under control, and Dag’s normally stiff posture softened when her younger sister clutched the front of her cloaks in fear. 
 
    “It’s alright, Tryssie,” she murmured. “You’re not back in that casket, you’re here with all of us. Remember? Hey, just think, all of those bitches who did that to you are dead. Doesn’t that count for something? Hmmm?” 
 
    Hel and I both relaxed somewhat at the sound of Tryss’ wet chuckles because we knew then the crisis had been averted, and I was grateful I didn’t have to actually ask for an explanation since Helera beat me to it. 
 
    “All you have to know is the old Unem and Darnem Born especially hated us younger kin, but Tryskaylan held a special sort of umbrage within their hearts,” she said, and I nodded as a little more of the inner House dynamics was revealed. “Torture would be putting it too mildly.” 
 
    Finally, Tryss’ breathing was back to normal, and both she and Dagwyn accepted help up to their feet from Helera. 
 
    Now that the fight was over, a blanket of awkwardness fell over us all and made my skin crawl with its dense oppression. 
 
    Like… swallowing an overly large bite of dry cake without anything to wash it down. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    No matter how long or short I’d been alive, I decided I really hated awkward silences. Whether this was a newly-developed compulsion or something I innately remembered from wherever I was before Oshara, I felt the urge to break it up. 
 
    “Annnnyway,” I stretched casually, even though I felt more out of place than ever. “To answer your question, Dagwyn, I really don’t know what kind of freak I am, but I’m willing to take any and all questions under the condition you all have to answer mine.” 
 
    The Second Sister blinked at me with a slightly puzzled scowl on her face, like she completely forgot what we were all talking about before her spat with Tryss. 
 
    Which was probably the case because it took a further beat and a half for her to remember. 
 
    “Huh, okay,” she said with a sniff. “That’ll make the rest of the walk moderately less boring, at least.” 
 
    “Oh, goodie,” I said as I offered my hand for a subdued Tryss to take. She did so look like a docile lamb, and I tucked her protectively under my arm as I walked her back to Greenie. “I’m glad I’ve reached ‘moderately less boring’ to you, Daggy-poo.” 
 
    “If you ever call me Daggy-poo again, I will harvest your nutsack so I can make earrings out of your testicles and a new purse out of your scrotum,” she deadpanned. 
 
    “Noted!” I said with way too much cheer just to grate on her nerves, and then to Tryss I whispered, “Isn’t she just so much fun at parties?” 
 
    “She’s really not,” Tryss snorted, and I was glad to see a bit of warmth return to her frozen and pale expression. 
 
    “Only because you’re usually there,” Dag fired back, but there was little to no sting in the words, and when the other female passed by Tryss, she gently bumped their shoulders together.  
 
    I figured that was about as open of an apology the sisters would give one other, and I shook my head as I helped Tryss get up in the saddle. 
 
    “Don’t start that again,” Hel groaned like she was playing her part in some sort of routine the three of them shared. “I was fucking serious about making you two stuck, Ceremony be damned to nelvar.” 
 
    “That day wasn’t actually so bad, right, Daggy?” Tryss piped up with vocal cords that were almost completely defrosted from their earlier shock. She still sounded shaky, but she was coming around quickly. 
 
    “Once we adapted to being stuck back-to-back, it was surprisingly efficient to climb up the columns in the Treasury,” the other picked up the cue as seamlessly as if they’d rehearsed it beforehand. “You will never believe what was hidden up at the top. A private stash someone had been pinching from the pile for years, right, Tryssie?” 
 
    “Indeed.” The novice priestess smirked at her sister as she accepted Dagwyn’s obvious attempt at a truce. 
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Hel asked. 
 
    “Do you remember our Fourth Sister?” Dag asked her twin. 
 
    “Demona La’raan-- yeah, what about her?” she replied. 
 
    “Remember how she threw an absolute fit one day because--” Tryss interjected. 
 
    “-- She was convinced somebody had robbed her,” Helera finished, only for Dagwyn to swoop in again and pick up the thread like the three of them were weaving a tapestry with their conversation. 
 
    “But she couldn’t really involve the Matron Mother because her actual vault was tabulated with the correct amount of funds just like the rest of us,” the middle sister continued gleefully and even skipped over a large crack in the tunnel floor. “So, she tried for weeks to get us to rat each other out, but because we were Zlithda and Skadza, she never even questioned us. She thought anyone below a ten was a dumbfuck.” 
 
    “Drogu’s frosty nips,” Hel cursed. “She was convinced it was one of the upper twinborn… the Blessed Eights, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Who are-- were-- the Blessed Eights?” I asked, and my curiosity surrounding all of this drow esotericism only grew with each new nuance added to my expanding vocabulary. 
 
    “Ooh, my male needs another lesson in drow culture, it seems,” Tryss purred under her breath even though her sisters could clearly hear her with their sensitive ears. 
 
    “Hold up,” Dagwyn said in response to this, and her hand made an upward slashing motion like she was chopping off that line of questioning. “Before we go there, I want to know why Fynn doesn’t know all of this shit already? It’s common knowledge to the drow.” 
 
    “Again, contrary to my outwardly fully-grown appearance, I’ve only technically been alive in this plane of existence for--” I started to explain, but Dagwyn’s dark blue fist punched the air in such a way that I wondered if maybe the violent little honey cake was imagining how she would have liked to disembowel me instead of the end of my sentence. 
 
    “No, shuddap, I know that, what I mean is, how do we know you’re telling the truth about all that?” she challenged. “You could be a brilliant faker sent here by our enemies. Like a reverse-drow spy sent by the nelvar. Who’s to say you aren’t topsider trash, Light Boy?” 
 
    What the fuck, man. 
 
    Like, what the actual fuck. 
 
    “What reason would I have to fake amnesia, or whatever this is?” I shot back as my temper rose with her accusatory tone. “You think this is some game I’m playing like it isn’t one of the most terrifying existential enigmas that’s bound to implode my skull if I think about it for too long? And besides. Wouldn’t it be super dumb of me to admit to my huge gaping lack of social or cultural knowledge to you who have clearly been suspicious of me since the beginning? I might as well close my eyes and hand over my dagger if I was into self-sabotage. I may be naive, but I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “Woah.” Dagwyn’s dark eyes grew wide like she wasn’t prepared for me to unleash on her like that, and part of me relished in my ability to catch her off-guard, since one day it would make ambushing her easier, and I could already feel the hot slick feeling of her blood as I slit her throat right along that pretty dark line from her garrote choker-- 
 
    I shook my head and broke eye contact like I could physically shake the intrusive thought out of my mind. Just like it happened before with Fespius, that dark fissure inside of me cracked open just a tiny bit more and left me shaken. 
 
    Fucking-- 
 
    Dagwyn was right. 
 
    Double Woah. 
 
    “Fynn?” Tryss placed a soft hand on my shoulder, and even though her touch was light, it still made me startle. 
 
    “I’m, ahem.” I cleared the rasp out of my suddenly arid throat. “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me…” 
 
    I put a hand up against my forehead as the two halves of me warred against each other for a handful of sickening heartbeats before settling into equilibrium once again. 
 
    “I didn’t realize it was so hard for you,” Dagwyn finally broke the silence, and I felt put together enough to look up at her again. 
 
    “For the record, I’ve never been topside-- at least to my immediate knowledge,” I said as I extended my own… olive bark? 
 
    Branch. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    Peace and doves and shit-- my attempt at smoothing things over worked, and that’s what mattered. 
 
    “To your immediate knowledge?” Hel asked, and all of us turned to her for clarification. “You said, ‘to your immediate knowledge’ implying you have, er, less immediate knowledge?” 
 
    Her statement of fact trailed off into a question as she listened to what she was saying out loud, and I couldn’t help but huff a small laugh. 
 
    The way her manicured eyebrows peaked in the middle when she frowned was actually pretty damn cute, and it helped calm my nerves even more. 
 
    “Maybe immediate isn’t the correct wordage here,” I conceded. “I should have said direct knowledge.” 
 
    “Implying indirect knowledge…?” Dag coaxed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “It’s true, I don’t remember anything before whatever you did to call me into existence, but there are things inside my mind that feel familiar, and images from what I assume were memories of some other life.” 
 
    “Another life?” Hel asked. “In what way?” 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly,” I answered. “It was a simple life, though. Nothing overly remarkable from what I can tell.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dag questioned with a curious light that lit up her fathomless eyes. 
 
    “Well… I think I had a cat,” I said as I scratched my chin. 
 
    “Maybe you were some sort of priestess in another life!” Hel conjectured with a snap of her fingers, like she’d totally solved the mystery, case closed, end of story, time for wine. 
 
    Her sisters and I did not agree, and we all stared at her. 
 
    “Why… would you think that, Helly?” Tryss asked as she cocked her head, and I could tell she was trying really hard to keep the condescension out of her voice. “Leave it to someone who can verify: he is all male, trust me.” 
 
    “That tracks,” I remarked and threw a salacious wink at my seductress. 
 
    “Ahhaha, no, not-- not because of that, but because of-- of… the fae familiar, obviously!” the eldest sister back-pedaled as she tapped the ends of her index fingers together. “He said he had a cat, and only priestesses can bond with fae familiars!” 
 
    “Oh, no, not like Aspien,” I corrected. “He was a smallish thing only a little bit bigger than a rabbit, and I took care of him as a pet.” 
 
    “You domesticated something as helpless as a bunny rabbit as a pet?” Dag deadpanned. “Did it do anything special?” 
 
    “Besides eat?” I tapped my chin. “No. Oh, wait. I think it also shit in a box of sand.” 
 
    “You are all missing the point!” Tryss interjected. “Where in the Void can I get a feline that freaking small? Could you imagine a miniature Aspien? Oh, I would just dieee!” 
 
    “Oh, god, it’s the pygmy-lizard farm all over again,” Helera said with a long-suffering groan as she rolled her cherry-red eyes. 
 
    “Pygmy-lizard farm?” I said with the appropriate amount of enthusiasm. “That sounds like fun!” 
 
    “Stop!” Dagwyn hollered, and we were all forced to stop again as she flung out her arms and faced us with a thunderous scowl. “We are getting off topic!” 
 
    “What was the topic?” Tryss questioned, just to be difficult, I was certain. 
 
    “Fynn’s inquisition!” the other raged. 
 
    “Oh, right, apologies, Dag,” I said. “What else would you like to know?” 
 
    “Um… actually the whole spy-thing was about it,” she admitted with a sheepish grin. 
 
    “You thought I was a… reverse-drow?” I recalled. 
 
    “That might have been a misnomer,” she said, and those top teeth peeked out so she could bite her lip again in thought, and she was even able to talk at the same time, which just added to her distractibility. I was actually a little disappointed when it seemed like she’d gathered her thoughts by releasing that plump bottom lip and clearing her throat. “So, sometimes there will be someone born among our ranks who we call the Moon Blessed. They have skin like some of the topsiders do, which is pearly-white like the moon, and their eyes are less sensitive to the light topside. This allows them to blend in with the nelvar, and their main objective in life is to spy on our enemies in case they try to wage war on us undersiders. I got to thinking, if that were the case with us, then it is likely a nelvar could be born with darkish skin and could do the same to us.” 
 
    “Huh, okay, that does make sense,” I said when she explained her thought process. “But if that was the case, someone made a mistake because I definitely don’t remember any spy mission objective before I appeared super naked and vulnerable in front of all of you.” 
 
    “So, then what do you remember?” Helera asked as we resumed walking again. The tunnel walls were starting to get closer as this twisted part of the Thoroughfare grew even more narrow. “Like, the very first thing. Was it us?” 
 
    “The First first thing?” I clarified with a chuckle, and all three sisters nodded with matching rapt expressions on their faces. “That would have been lovely, but no. As much as I wish that were the case, the very first thing I remember was the feeling of being suddenly interrupted in the middle of doing something majorly important. I don’t remember what that was, before you ask. And then I realized I was in a web of Drogu’s design.” 
 
    “You truly saw the Goddess?” Dagwyn questioned skeptically. 
 
    “I told the Matron Mother I talked with Drogu-ani,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah, but again, I was working under the assumption everything you said was automatically a lie a spy would say.” She shrugged as she started to pop her knuckles one at a time for something to do. 
 
    “And now?” I needled. 
 
    “The council is still out on that one,” she replied in her deadpan way, but this time I could see the glimmer in her dark eyes that signified Dagwyn’s unique dry humor. 
 
    “Let me know what they decide, then, but believe it or not, I am quite a blank slate,” I said and decided not to try too hard to convince her suspicious ass. If she hadn’t figured out I was telling the truth just by observing me try to fucking exist here, then she eventually would in time. 
 
    And boy, would she feel stupid. 
 
    I smiled smugly to myself for when that day came, and at the very least, I hoped I was rewarded with a chagrined lip bite. 
 
    “And what about that eye, like Dag said?” Helera asked pointedly, and unlike Dagwyn’s dash ‘em and bash ‘em approach, I could see the true tangent of Hel’s question asking. 
 
    And to cherry-pick on what Dagwyn hit on about my eye before so she could hide behind her sister in that aloof way of hers. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh-hoho. 
 
    She definitely was the cleverest of the three sisters, especially if we were back to the metaphor of catching more somethings… flies… with… yeah. 
 
    Something sweet. 
 
    That was Helera’s whole gig. Play the easygoing, often vapid “pretty one” so she could then cheerfully manipulate the answers she wanted out of people without them realizing what they were giving up. 
 
    Sly. 
 
    “Yeah, what is up with that eyeball anyway, Light Boy?” Dagwyn said like the proper puppet she was. 
 
    Before all of us split up on our errands, Helera cleverly got rid of Dag by annoying her enough to buy Tryss’ lizard from her. Then, when it was just the three of us, she attempted to get some answers by blackmail, but we all ended up in a stalemate when I pointed out equally damning blackmail material with her cloak situation. 
 
    So, now, I could tell she was attempting to maneuver Dagwyn into doing the dirty work. 
 
    “What?” I startled when a dark blue fist faked me out by stopping just inches away from my nose. 
 
    “I asked you about your eye, male,” Dag chuckled and dropped her fist. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Hel prodded her twin along. “And, like, why the cool eyepatch from Mother, Noname?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it--” Dagwyn said hook, line, and… sinker. 
 
    “Helly,” Tryss interjected before this could become the Helera Show. “I know what you’re trying to do-- everyone does except for poor Daggy.” 
 
    “What’s she doing?” the middle sister demanded with a scowl. 
 
    “Eh, you can’t blame me for trying. Oh, well.” Helera shrugged nonchalantly, but the wheels had already been set in motion, and the fiery middle sister was on a roll. 
 
    “Stop, no, what are you up to, Hel?” her twin demanded and then rounded on me. “And you, answer the question, male!” 
 
    “Don’t you see that’s what Helera wants, is for your bossy self to carry on this Inquisition as you so put it,” I broke in with a cool tone that stopped all the sisters in their tracks. They were listening just as avidly as before, so I decided to continue, especially in the face of Dagwyn’s slack-jawed expression. “Oh, yeah, Daggy. I’m surprised you’ve never noticed. She then gets you to think the whole interrogation was your idea when in fact she plays you like a harp and then probably takes credit for all your work later by using the information she guided you into revealing. Am I right?” 
 
    My deduction rang through the air and echoed hauntingly off the tunnels, and I stopped when I noticed I was no longer being followed. 
 
    “Snrt!” Greenie snorted and lightly stamped her feet like she was also confused as to why we were stopping. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Dagwyn’s jaw snapped closed once her dumbfounded trance was broken, and she slowly glared at her twin with daggers for eyes. 
 
    “That’s cold, Fynn,” Hel sniffed and crossed her arms. “Very rude of you, revealing a lady’s secrets.” 
 
    “Call it justice for Fespius,” I said with a cavalier grin. 
 
    Poleaxed cherry-red eyes blinked at me, and it was her turn to gape like a trout out of water. 
 
    “Oh, Drogu’s fine fucking ass!” Dag suddenly erupted, slapped her thighs with both palms, and then doubled over in laughter. “He got you so hard, and I don’t even know the details-- but who fucking cares! Look at your faaaaace!” 
 
    Tryss then released her repressed glee like a gale of starlings, and finally, Helera herself couldn’t help it before her lips started to twitch, and no matter how hard she tried to hang onto her scowl, she ended up just as breathless as the rest of us with hilarity that just kept building on itself exponentially until no one even knew what we were laughing about anymore. 
 
    The cramping sensation eased up in my chest the more I added my voice to the joyous expression, and in place of the discomfort, there was now a thrumming like the wings of… of… 
 
    A hummingbird. 
 
    I could feel the threads of harmony binding the three sisters closer together, and for some reason, I had the urge to take the patch off my Dark Eye, as if it had a tangible itch that needed scratching. 
 
    When I took off the eyepatch and rubbed it slightly, I tried to look around with it like I normally did… 
 
    “Drogu-ani…” I gasped when I closed my regular eye. 
 
    “Fynn?” Tryss asked, and her sisters settled down once they noticed something was up. 
 
    But I couldn’t be bothered because the sight I beheld was taking up all of my attention. 
 
    My eyepatch fell to the ground. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “I knew that Eye was magic,” Helera said, and the only way I knew it was her was because she appeared like a flame flickering and crackling merrily along like it could be a friend or a mischievous foe.  
 
    All with the same charm of a fire in a cozy hearth. It could warm you, but it could also spit out a spark or two that would burn your fucking house down. 
 
    Yeah, that seemed accurate when it came to Hel. 
 
    “Is he having an episode?” A steady blue flame illuminated next to Helera’s fading flicker, and I knew this was Dag. Or what my Dark Eye decided Dag looked like for some reason. “Tryss, what’s wrong with your male?” 
 
    “Fynn?” Tryss questioned again, and I had to refrain from gasping at the sight of her. 
 
    “Keep talking,” I murmured as I focused even harder through my Dark Eye. 
 
    “Ugh, it’s so creepy looking.” The blue gas flame undulated like a sine wave. “Why is it so light?” 
 
    “It makes him look… distinguished.” Helera’s flame crackled. 
 
    “You meant to say, ‘ugly,’ Hel,” Dagwyn deadpanned, and her blue flame nearly flattened. 
 
    “I know what I meant, Dag. It’s magic and unique. I like it.” The other twinborn spoke with an annoyed timbre, and I knew they were on the verge of another squabble. 
 
    I was getting frustrated because I wanted Tryss to say more than just my name so I could describe properly to myself-- selves?-- what her inner soul looked like. 
 
    Fortunately, she didn’t disappoint me. 
 
    “Good gracious dark, will you two give it a rest? I can barely hear myself think with how much you carry on, so please do us all a favor and hurry up with the fratricide so we can move on and I can be named Darnem tonight instead.” Tryss finally said more than one word, and I watched enraptured at how the black flames snapped and whipped about based on the cadence and energy in her voice. 
 
    The special thing about these flames was they were also limned in a magenta hue so vivid it almost hurt to stare at, and it was also the only way I could see these strange black flames against a sea of more black. 
 
    It was spectacular. 
 
    Of course, Tryss’ words, no matter how pretty they looked through my Dark Eye, were not necessarily the best words to defuse the situation with her two spitfire sisters. 
 
    In fact, it was just the thing that broke the fragile image in my sight because the three of them started to argue again. 
 
    “Ugh,” I said, and I switched back to my regular eye while I replaced my fallen eyepatch. 
 
    “Wait, we’re doing it again!” Dagwyn hollered as the sisters were in the midst of arming themselves with various weapons. But she was a fraction too slow because Tryss had already thrown a sharp silver needle directly into her thigh. “Ow! Fuck, you bi-i-itch!” 
 
    Dag’s words were harsh, but the fact she giggled at the end told me she wasn’t as annoyed as I probably would be with a sharp projectile sticking out of my leg. 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” Tryss said, but she didn’t sound sorry in the slightest. 
 
    “No, you’re not, fuck,” Dagwyn hissed as she pulled the thin dart out of her muscle. “If I weren’t so impressed, I’d almost regret teaching you how to throw with such accuracy.” 
 
    “Hm, your lessons must not have sunk in then, because I was aiming for your heart,” she fired back with a grin full of malice. 
 
    “Oh, look who was nearly bested by a skadling!” Hel mocked, which only added fuel to the fire. 
 
    “Nearly bested?” Dag scoffed as she tossed down the bloody needle with a metallic clatter. “Hardly. Not where it counts.” 
 
    “Wanna bet?” Tryss’ grin only stretched wider until her face kind of looked like a creepy doll. “I can best you in the only thing that matters. Toe-Step.” 
 
    “Is that an official challenge?” Helera asked. 
 
    “Only if you play, too,” Dagwyn hurried out, and I was surprised to discover she was talking to me. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on,” I said, and I was glad we’d moved on from the topic of my Dark Eye. “Let me watch first, and then I’ll join in.” 
 
    “It’s really easy, you’ll catch on in no time,” Tryss said as she hopped down and handed me Greenie’s reins. 
 
    I was just glad I was wrong about the direction I was sure this was headed in, and as the three sisters played what appeared to be a childhood game, I breathed out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “That was a close one, Greens,” I muttered as I watched them try to tap the top of the other people’s foot with their own. “I thought for sure we were going to have another sibling war on our hands.” 
 
    “Merp,” the lizard harrumphed like she’d also been expecting something a bit more dramatic than this harmless game of footsie. 
 
    Just keep your feet away while also trying to step on someone else’s. 
 
    That… was apparently all there was to the game aptly named Toe-Step, and to see how intensely the sisters dedicated themselves to stepping on the others’ feet was actually quite adorable in a scrappy kitten fight sort of way. 
 
    Then my Dark Eye itched again, and I subtly lifted the patch so I could see what the big deal was, and that hummingbird thrum started up in my ribcage again. 
 
    But this time, the vibration of that invisible bird’s wings could also be seen circling up above the heads of the giggling sisters in the form of iridescent and multi-hued fibers that connected the three unique flames like a web. 
 
    It was beautiful, especially because I recognized it for what it was: true harmony. 
 
    But as fragile and as wispy as a real spider’s web could be, it didn’t take much to smash through those threads. 
 
    All it took was a gust of magical wind followed by a howling and impatient voice. 
 
    “Where in Drogu’s name are my daughters?” the Matron Mother’s commanding voice boomed down the narrow tunnel. “Weren’t my instructions to hurry your asses along and not tarry?” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Hel said. 
 
    “Fuck,” Dag grunted. 
 
    “I still won,” Tryss remarked. 
 
    “Oh, my gods, what are you, twenty?” Dagwyn fired back. 
 
    “We really should be going, you guys,” Helera said as she brushed some dirt off her cloak. “But first, let’s get something straight.” 
 
    Her ruby eyes pinned me with a sharp look, and for a moment it seemed as if the priestess wouldn’t ease up on mining the secrets of my Dark Eye by any means necessary. 
 
    “W-What?” Tryss’ easy smile drifted into a wary frown, and when Hel saw it, her demanding posture suddenly softened. 
 
    “Under no circumstances should Mother know Tryss didn’t Bind Fynn to her will, because despite the eth-- other trouble you may or may not be getting into, that all pales in comparison to an Unbound male drow slave.” Hel stumbled a little over her words but recovered enough so the whole Ether Debacle was kept under wraps, and I realized the oldest sister was totally giving us an out. 
 
    Seemingly for free. 
 
    Tryss also figured out what her sibling was doing, and after a beat of stunned blinking, she picked up the cue pretty dang quickly. 
 
    “Right, that would be terrible for Fynn.” She nodded hurriedly. 
 
    “If it’s such a big thing, you can go ahead and Bind me,” I said casually, and I was treated to the best sight of Dagwyn spewing a bunch of water out of her mouth as she choked trying to take a drink. 
 
    “Fucking nelvar,” she spluttered and wiped her face clean. “You… you really aren’t from around here, are you? Shit, I feel dumb for thinking otherwise now. It’s actually kind of obvious now that I think about it…” 
 
    Ah, I was right. I knew there would be a time where she would have to eat her own words. 
 
    However, it wasn’t as enjoyable as I thought it would be because I felt like I just made a major cultural misstep. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “What did I say?” I asked as I looked at the three of them. 
 
    Tryss, in particular, wouldn’t meet my eyes, but she still answered my question. “According to our customs, all slaves are Bound to the one who commands them. In this case, Mother gave you to me, so I should have immediately placed the Binding on you. It is especially important for male drow because sometimes they can exhibit… idiocy if left unchecked.” 
 
    “That’s a big Unchecked,” Dag scoffed as we started up again. “Light Boy here is a massive Unchecked. Like a huuuge--” 
 
    “Alright, Dagwyn!” Tryss barked. 
 
    “Why didn’t you Bind me, then?” I asked above all of the voices, and when no answer was immediately forthcoming, I forced us to start walking again. 
 
    The echo of the din of another atrium was starting to get louder, and I looked forward to getting out of this cramped little byway. 
 
    “Before we reach the Nils Dorei, I need to know the answer to that as well, Tryskaylan,” Helera said softly, like she regretted having to force her sister’s hand the way she was doing. “What was it about him that made you think you could forsake one of the most basic precautions-- especially after what had just happened with Ozin-Na?” 
 
    Tryss took her time to answer, and no one hurried her along because there probably wouldn’t be another chance to question her on this once we made it to the Inn. 
 
    “The best way I can explain it can be with Fynn’s own words from earlier today,” she finally started to explain, and I frowned as I tried to remember anything notably profound falling out of my mouth, but I came up empty. “When we were given some of our supplies for free at the behest of my long-standing friendship with the shopkeeper, Fynn later turned around and stashed the payment and then some extra into a secret place for him to find later. When I asked him why he wouldn’t just keep the gifts for what they were-- gifts-- he told me he couldn’t abide by treating even a complete stranger unfairly.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to feel my own face heat up as the blood rushed into my cheeks, and the blush even warmed the tips of my long ears as three sets of eyes fell on me with various unreadable expressions. 
 
    “That’s not very drow-like,” Hel commented. 
 
    “That’s what I said!” Tryss agreed, and my blush deepened. 
 
    “Aw,” Dagwyn said as she tilted her head. “He’s all shy and stuff. It’s fucking… adorable.” 
 
    “Daggy, I had no idea you liked me so much,” I chuckled and waved a bashful hand at her. “Look at how far we’ve come.” 
 
    “I know, right?” she bantered back. “And to think, Hel and I were placing bets on how long you would be able to survive before becoming ridian chow.” 
 
    “Yea-- wait, what?” I asked. 
 
    “Did you really mean to pay the shopkeeper fairly, or was it just a psychological tactic?” Hel completely ignored me and pressed the topic like a dog with a bone. 
 
    “What… psychological reasoning could I have for parting with my gold?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s why I’m--!” She growled a frustrated growl and then glared between Tryss and I. “You’ve been a bad influence on him. He’s playing the long game on you.” 
 
    Then Hel solely aimed her glare at her youngest sibling, and her eyes were so tightly narrowed I could barely see the vermilion of her irises aside from two flaming points. 
 
    “No, see, that’s the point!” Tryss said as she giggled her mischievous giggle. “He came out less corrupt than a lamb. This is what I felt from him when he came to us. His… spirit is pure, even though it is… in a conflicted state of duality, I sense.” 
 
    “You’ve begun to Sense?” Helera then asked with another “are you kidding me?” scowl on her light-blue face. 
 
    “Of course,” Dagwyn scoffed bitterly under her breath. “More powers for Tryssie.” 
 
    “That’s the part you got from all that, Helly? You’re missing the point, sister dearest.” Tryss eeled around the subject like she was known to do on occasion and even expertly ignored her other sister’s pointed jab. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great, Tryss, when were you going to tell us more of your priestess powers were coming in?” Hel demanded just as we rounded the last bend of the byway, and I caught a glimpse of one of the biggest of the atriums I’d seen yet. 
 
    “I was going to tell the Matron Mother before the Ascension Ceremony tonight, calm down,” the novice priestess dismissed with a negligent wave of her hand. “More importantly, when it came to Fynn, it felt… wrong to Bind him, so I listened to the voice in my gut that told me not to. Now, after truly getting to know him, would you force him to be shackled in any way? Because I’m truly convinced down to my marrow that if I were to tamp down his freedom in any way, it would be the end of him. Would either of you argue this if his mantel were around your necks?” 
 
    The twins were both silenced at this as they chewed over Tryss’ words for the rest of the journey. 
 
    Even I had fallen into a pensive fugue, and when I weighed what little I knew about myself with what she’d said, I realized it was absolutely true. My own will was often a struggle to maintain a peace with, and I knew if there was anything else that attempted to impose its own dominance over my already torn spirit… 
 
    Well, I just might fully shatter. 
 
    And I never ever wanted to find out if my feelings on this matter were true or not. 
 
    Nuh-uh. 
 
    Nope. 
 
    I didn’t know what this weird “Sensing” thing was all about, but right then, I felt truly grateful to the novice priestess for her decision and wondered if she truly knew how much she had saved my sanity. 
 
    It was… hm. 
 
    Well, I was pretty sure it was the kindest thing anyone had ever done for me, all possible lives included. 
 
    Finally, we poured out of the smaller network of access tunnels into a huge space that featured a smaller version of the Noble Tower situated in the center. 
 
    I racked my brain for what it could be or why it looked vaguely familiar, and it wasn’t until I recalled what the Thoroughfare looked like at a distance that I realized why. 
 
    The network of cement and vines that comprised the intricate tunnel system was only possible by being suspended between the lower Houses’ spires, which meant this atrium was surrounding another House below Claden’Du. 
 
    Well, given there were only fifty Houses according to what Tryss told me, and Claden’Du was number Twenty-Six… basic math was fifty divided by the Uppards and the Lowers… then technically everyone down here was below Claden’Du. 
 
    “Does this suburb have a name?” I questioned. 
 
    “Morsgoth, after the two closest spires that support the Thoroughfare,” Helera explained. “The two towers that act as some of the main load bearing supports of this quadrant are Houses Forty-Two and Forty-Three-- Mors-Ern and Mors-Oyl respectively. Together, the junctions and networks that make up this borough are called Morsgoth.” 
 
    “You’re such a bookfly,” Tryss huffed and rolled her eyes as she trimmed her sharp nails with a small silver knife. 
 
    “The Nils Dorei is the Inn in this borough run by an Unhoused Kinship that used to be House Sixty-Four, Nil-Gynn, but they indentured themselves with the united Houses of Mors.” Hel ignored her sister and instead hammed it up like she was some sort of charming tour guide. “What’s the purpose of an Unhoused Kinship, you may ask, you naive little snowdrop? Well, I shall explain: there used to be Houses numbering in the thousands when the Matron Mother was still young--” 
 
    “Hundreds,” Tryss corrected. “And I’ve already told him that part.” 
 
    “Skiiip,” Dag drawled. 
 
    “Critics,” Helera pouted like someone just took a shit in her boot. “Basically, all you need to know is, when the waters of the Lake consumed some of the lower Houses, their peoples became scattered, and those who survived found refuge by building the Thoroughfare and living inside. At one point, there was total anarchy, and as the Thoroughfare eventually grew around more and more House towers, some of the drow families that lived inside were being overthrown and their spires torn down.” 
 
    “But with nowhere to go aside from ridian-infested waters--” Tryss interjected. 
 
    “-- that were rising, by the way. You had your chance to tell him all of this, and you didn’t, so it’s my Storytime,” Helera said as she snatched back control of the so-called Storytime. “So, shut the fuck up unless it’s a valuable contribution.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Tryss muttered through a smirk. 
 
    “Didn’t the Matron Council have to step in and put a stop to it because all production was coming to a halt?” Dagwyn inquired, and Helera perked up like someone told her she was going to have Double Birthdays this year. 
 
    “Why, yes, Daggy, they did,” she said and beamed a smile at her twin for getting everyone back on track. “They appointed the Houses down here on a hierarchy status from Twenty-Six all the way to Fifty--” 
 
    “-- because there are only Twenty-Five Houses in the Uppards after the Great Quake--” Tryss interrupted again. 
 
    “I will tie your pretty hair to the headboard and yell ‘fire’ while you’re dead asleep, so help me Void…” Hel growled, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the graphic imagery. 
 
    “Just ignore her, Helly!” Dagwyn snapped with a peeved eye roll of her own while their youngest sibling giggled like the evil bitch she could be when the situation warranted. 
 
    Gods, it was sexy. 
 
    “Anyway!” Hel growled. “To sum everything up, The Council added some laws that gave the proper Houses back their power and made it so if a House gets raided, the other Houses in that quadrant are required to mount a counterattack-- as long as one member of the destroyed House survives to snitch about it.” 
 
    “Any member?” I asked. “Even someone like Fespius?” 
 
    “As long as they have ample proof they are of a House, even an Unnamed like you could lodge a formal complaint,” Dagwyn chipped in. 
 
    “Huh, nifty,” I remarked. 
 
    “But it’s not always the best move,” Tryss reminded us all. “Remember what Mother said? Sometimes it’s not in the House’s best interests to get The Council involved.” 
 
    “Mother is good, Mother is wise,” Hel chirped by rote like this was something the younger children were taught to sing so they wouldn’t question the stern matriarch. 
 
    “So, what about this kinship thingy?” I craned my head back just to get a glimpse at the height of the spire stabbing through the Thoroughfare. 
 
    “Unhoused Kinship,” Hel repeated. “So, basically, any Unnamed Houses that are still mostly intact but are below the Fiftieth House-- like those who were able to combine clout and whatnot after their exodus to the Thoroughfare-- can form alliances with Named Houses. They become drowkin and can manage the House for the Matron Mother, sort of like a lesser noble. The proprietors of the Nils Dorei, for example, are drowkin of Houses of Mors, and the priestess who runs it is even of a weaker power than poor Dagwyn.” 
 
    “Okay, fuck you,” her twinborn said indifferently like responding to jabs about her weaker ether was just a reflex at this point. 
 
    Like breathing. 
 
    “Just a fact, relax,” the other shot back. “Mother still loves her spicy little pepper flake.” 
 
    “Actually, Mother is losing her patience.” Dag suddenly winced as she rubbed at her forehead, and I noticed the other two took a moment to try and ease a similar ache now that they had been made aware of it. 
 
    “Yeah, we’d better get to the Inn,” I suggested, and the three women agreed as we set off in a fast clip without any more conversation. 
 
    It seemed like the closer we got to the Nils Dorei, and to Mother, the nervousness that wove in and out of the sisters grew almost tangible until I felt like I could actually reach my hand up and touch it in the air overhead. 
 
    And even though my Dark Eye itched under its patch, I left it covered. I didn’t need to physically see it to feel how the harmony between them was starting to fray. 
 
    Finally, in the farthest corner of the biggest Morsgoth Atrium, there was a large structure artfully carved into the strange hardened stone slurry the rest of the Thoroughfare was reinforced with. And unlike the often jagged and uneven way the Thoroughfare floors were left to harden, the architect even took the time to sand the two imposing obelisks on either side of the tall entrance so they were hairpin straight and tapered at the top just as sharply. 
 
    It was clear what the architect was going for because compared side by side, it was obvious the inn was about a one-twentieth scale version of the multi-tiered spire running through the atrium, complete with stone effigies of Drogu and what appeared to be other gods, emerald flame braziers, and a multitude of runes that were almost graffiti-like at this point due to how many overlapped each other. 
 
    “I’ll take Greenie to the stables, if you both don’t mind,” Dagwyn said with a nervous tremor in her voice that seemed out of place coming from someone so fearless. 
 
    Part of me expected the other two to smell the blood in the water and tease her about her anxiety, but instead, Tryss jumped off Greenie, and Hel merely nodded her acceptance of this plan, so I handed the reins over. 
 
    “Rrrrt!” My lizard rumbled in the back of her throat, and I let her cuddle into my palm when I patted her on the head. 
 
    “Be good, girl,” I chuckled and let Dagwyn lead my loyal friend away. 
 
    “When it comes to important stuff like this, we let Dag join up with us just a little later so she can calm herself down,” Tryss explained as the rest of us passed between the imposing obelisks and under the archway. 
 
    “You may have noticed how touchy she can be when it comes to her ether,” Helera mentioned as we climbed the steep stairs, under a raised portcullis, and up to the locked door of the entrance. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I caught that,” I snarked as the older sister knocked on the solid door in a particular pattern. 
 
    “Hey, Light Boy,” Hel said before she pulled my hood up and made sure my eyepatch was secure. “Try to blend in, mm’kay? Keep that sexy eye hidden.” 
 
    Then a horizontal panel on the door slid to the side and revealed a pair of angry-looking gold eyes. 
 
    “Who seeks to stay at the Nils Dorei?” the mouthless door guard asked. 
 
    “Daughters of the House of Ozin-Na,” Helera responded and then whipped off her plain outer cloak so the purple and white House cloak of the house we were pretending to be could be seen. “We are traveling with our Matron Mother Daria’s Honored Sister as well…?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the voice behind the door growled, and the panel snapped shut. 
 
    Then a line of fae-fyre illuminated around the perimeter of the door until it popped open with an odd hiss of smoke. 
 
    The doorman, or rather, door ogre, pushed the door the rest of the way open with one of his large tree trunk arms. 
 
    Tryss and Hel gave a slight nod to the eight-foot-tall giant, and I made sure to follow their example because I would hate to be rude to someone who could bodily throw me through a wall. 
 
    “Your Honored Mother has reserved one of our best suites at the top of the Inn, all under Ozin-Na’s account,” the ogre servant drawled in his deep baritone. “Apologies, our lift operator has been… released from his servitude, so the spiral pedestal is out of order at this time.” 
 
    “You mean we gotta take the stairs?” Hel whined. 
 
    “Again, my sincerest apologies on behalf of kin-Mors and all of us here at the Nils Dorei,” the ogre said with one of his serving platter-sized hands placed over his chest. “Please, avail yourselves of complementary refreshments from our lobby bar before you make the trek.” 
 
    “Damn straight, I gonna ‘avail’ myself,” she grumbled as she threw down her cargo, snatched up some kind of glass chip from the doorman, and then stomped off in the direction of said bar. 
 
    “Male, thank the servant,” Tryss said as she also took a diamond glass piece from him as well, and on closer inspection, I could see it had a number on it probably denoting our room.  
 
    “Thank you, servant,” I said. 
 
     “Also,” Tryss continued, “there is one more of us tending to something, but she will be right behind. Send her up as well as all of our things.” 
 
    I repeated the words to the big ogre-looking man, and he nodded without any emotion on his face.  
 
    “Consider it attended to.” He then snapped his large fingers together, and the sound must have been some sort of cue, because about half a dozen impish creatures with dragonfly wings poured out of little hollows in the walls and started to chatter at each other in a foreign language before flying up and away with our things. 
 
    “Good.” Tryss nodded to me and gave me a few silver pieces to pass to him.  
 
    “Enjoy your stay at the Nils Dorei,” he intoned and then lumbered back to his station, which was sitting on a laughably small stool by the entrance. 
 
    “Maybe with that, he can get a bigger chair,” I muttered under my breath, and Tryss smothered a giggle as she looped her arm through mine. 
 
    “Be careful, you,” she whispered back as she led me out of the antechamber that acted as the lobby and into the main part of the tavern. 
 
    My next steps hesitated at the sight. 
 
    “Drogu’s nipples,” I breathed as my head ended up on a perpetual swivel just to take it all in. 
 
    The first thing I was practically bashed over the skull with was the particular color pallet this place favored. 
 
    Emerald-green flames in big silver braziers hung from chandeliers and bracketed walls. The flickering green light cast shadows all around the room in a way that played tricks with my sight. 
 
    I was aware being ambushed could be a real possibility with my stunted vision, but when I observed the space a little more, I saw how the original design was meant to prevent that. 
 
    Because the general shape of the tower was cylindrical, that made it easiest for the architect to design the inside like an octagon, which meant placing the hub of each current floor, in this case the large circular bar, in the center. 
 
    This served two purposes. 
 
    First, it made it so it was impossible to have your back adequately to a wall unless you stayed around the perimeter, and I could see how this made a possible thief or assassin want to think twice before they committed any crime out in the open like that.  
 
    And two, the octagonal shape was no doubt pleasing to the Goddess Herself. 
 
    Given what I knew about drow culture and the significance of numbers, eight was probably one of those auspicious or lucky constants simply due to the fact Drogu-ani had eight legs. 
 
    Speaking of which, I never did learn what the Blessed Eights were… 
 
    I’d have to earmark that one for later. 
 
    For now, every part of my brain that wasn’t reserved for the basics, like breathing, was enraptured with the explosion of culture all around me. 
 
    The next thing I really noticed as Tryss dragged me closer toward the circular bar was, aside from the servants all wearing green and silver uniforms, all of the patrons seemed to be of drow descent. 
 
    Apparently, this establishment catered to a higher-class clientele, because the people milling about took care to show off whatever gaudy opulence they could afford with fake-looking jewels, cheap gold, and fancy furs draped over their shoulders like royal capes. 
 
    It looked rather… ridiculous, because from what I could tell, the Nils Dorei was a nice establishment, but it wasn’t a palace. 
 
    By like, a lot. 
 
    Unlike the tasteful lavishness from what remained of Claden’Du’s floor of the Noble Tower, that is. 
 
    “Ugh, there you are,” Helera said as she shoved herself through the crowd with three iron tankards full of something ale-like, but it was green with silver froth. “Can you believe how trashy this place is, or that Ozin-Na actually has an open account with the kin-Mors running this shithole?” 
 
    “You were perfectly fine with this place until you learned you’d have to drag that fat ass of yours up the stairs,” Tryss said with her devilish smirk as she and I took our own tankards from the other drow female. 
 
    “Look at the mead, Tryskaylan,” Hel demanded, and she sloshed a little of her drink over the rim of her tankard, so she then proceeded to lick the silver and green foam off the side. “They’ve glamoured the whole batch.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to stop you,” I pointed out as we both continued to watch Hel slurp the side of the tankard in a fashion that definitely wasn’t befitting of a lady. 
 
    Then again, as I glanced around at the other women present, their manners weren’t really much to be going off of, so what did I know? 
 
    “Fuck me,” Helera whined, and then she proceeded to down the whole thing without coming up for air. When she was finished, she gasped for some much-needed air, wiped the silvery mustache off her lip with her wrist, and then chucked the tankard indiscriminately over her shoulder. “Let’s get this over with. It’s going to really suck, but the sooner it’s done, the better.” 
 
    “Right, so, just tell me if this is a stupid question, but can’t we all just use our magic to levitate instead?” I asked, and Tryss and I hurried to finish our own drinks so we wouldn’t be left behind. 
 
    “It’s because of the Ceremony,” Tryss explained before we jogged to catch up with Hel as she rounded the bar where the twisting staircase spiraled up like a formidable double-helix. 
 
    One side of the towering structure was ascending while the other was descending, and in the center stationed on top of the bar was a large stone pedestal where I guessed the inactive “lift” was housed. 
 
    “Mother must do an accurate measurement of our ethers to get a reading on us, which affects her decision on naming our ranks,” Helera added. “It’s less effort spent on her behalf if we don’t deplete ours, and after all of today, I think all of us should save our reserves so none of us does a burnout.” 
 
    “So, stair by stair it is,” Tryss sighed, and I huffed as we started on what was probably at least four to five hundred stairs. 
 
    Fun. 
 
    After that, there was not much talking so we could conserve our breath for the climb, and I realized Hel may have been right about the “running low on reserves” thing because by the time we reached the second landing, my thighs were aching and stiff, and a sharp ache had developed in my side. 
 
    “Did our doorman say if we were at the very top?” I panted out. “Or just… at the sort of top?”  
 
    “I believe it’s third from the top,” Dagwyn said as she breezed by all of us like she was on a brisk hike instead of climbing the Staircase of Woe and Despair. 
 
    “How did you catch up to us already?” I asked in an outraged voice as I wiped the sweat out of my eyes. 
 
    “Some of us weren’t using up all of their ether for frivolous pursuits,” she sniffed and showed off by skipping a step in a move that had my thigh muscles screaming just to watch. 
 
    “Sure, if by frivolous you mean very necessary for survival, then, yeah, let’s go with that,” I grumbled, and Hel and Tryss made similar noises of agreement. 
 
    “Rooooaaaarrrr!” The sudden appearance of Aspien the Wonder Panther had the four of us practically jumping out of our skins. 
 
    Partially because of the terrifying roar, but also because the familiar now looked to have grown in size. 
 
    He also opened his mouth, and out poured Mother Sevahtra’s commanding voice. 
 
    “Are my Daughters weary? Shall Mother bring her kittens home?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Sometimes, it paid off when the Matron Mother got impatient because it meant she sent her big fae creature to retrieve us instead of waiting for us to climb hundreds of stairs. 
 
    And I had to admit, I’d really, really wanted to ride on his back ever since the Matron Mother gave Tryss a ride, because no offense to Greenie, but Aspien’s fur just looked so shiny and soft and… 
 
    Yeah, I was right about it being both, because I couldn’t help but weave the hand I wasn’t using to make sure Tryss wouldn’t fall off through that magnificent coat. 
 
    So soooft. 
 
    “Oh, it’s beautiful from up here, look!” Tryss said and wrenched her hand away from where Dag had been gripping on to her so tightly. 
 
    “Ahh!” Dagwyn yelped and then scrambled for the next best thing, which happened to be the sister in front of her. 
 
    “Ugh, Daggy, you know I hate to be constricted!” Helera whined. 
 
    “I don’t know why Mother couldn’t have just w-waited,” her twinborn whined right back and then buried her face in between Hel’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “Because I’m pretty sure the rest of us would have expired upon the stairs,” Tryss said. “But it’s okay, sweet sister, because we are almost there. Look!” 
 
    “Quit telling me to look when you know I won’t!” Dagwyn hollered, and I couldn’t help but chuckle along with the other two. 
 
    Aspien also thought this was funny, because a low rumbling could be heard burbling up from inside his chest, and I swore the big cat decided to leap to the last landing just to hear Dag scream. 
 
    “Will you quit strangling me, you clingy ridian!” Hel shouted. “We’ve made it, so you can open your eyes.” 
 
    “I love solid ground,” Dagwyn said as she shakily slid down while the rest of us dismounted as well. Then, with her hand over her no doubt still palpitating heart, she glared at the big cat who was casually licking his paw. “And you suck. Big time.” 
 
    “Oh, Daggy,” Tryss tsk’d when I helped her back on her two feet. “I keep telling you your fear of heights is something that might be holding you back on your levitation.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, it’s nothing I haven’t heard a thousand times before from Mother,” Dagwyn muttered as she hid her hands inside her purple cloak sleeves. 
 
    I could tell she was getting nervous, and as we followed Aspien down the corridors with their imposing high ceilings, that nervousness was reflected within my own restless spirit. 
 
    “So, um, what should we all be expecting from this, uhh…” I faltered as the door at the end kept getting larger with every step we took. 
 
    “Ascension Ceremony,” Hel answered, but her voice was also a little rusty, like her mouth was just as dry as mine. “And I’ve only ever read about these types of things in theory.” 
 
    “None of you have ever done this before?” I asked. 
 
    “None of us have ever Ascended in Rank before today,” Tryss said. “I know, I don’t know how I managed to not kill them so far, but none of us actually saw the need to take out our upper sisters.” 
 
    “But isn’t that the whole point of being a drow?” I asked, and my voice bounced off the walls. “Ascend until you can’t anymore?” 
 
    “Ostensibly, yes,” Tryss said. “But sometimes, the timing matters.” 
 
    “Mother would tell you the timing always matters,” Dag added. 
 
    “True…” the youngest trailed off as her own voice faltered. The braziers on the walls suddenly dimmed to a darker hue of green limned in black, and it kept getting deeper on the spectrum until it was the deep dark blue of Claden’Du. 
 
    All four of us stopped in front of the tall silver oak doors. 
 
    “Prrrr,” Aspien rumbled, and he looked over his shoulder at all of us with an unimpressed expression on his feline face. 
 
    If large panther creatures were capable of shrugging, I was sure that’s what the fae familiar would have done before he turned and simply walked through the doors like he was made of nothing. 
 
    “Showoff,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “It’s alright, everyone,” Helera said as she straightened her spine, and I wasn’t sure who she set out to convince, us or her. “According to basically everything I’ve read on the subject, it’s pretty straightforward, it should be exactly like the tomes say.” 
 
    The flames in the wall sconces dimmed almost to nothing, and then the doors in front of us opened of their own volition. 
 
    Now, if only there was a creepy ominous creak from the hinges, the whole effect would have been perfect. 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly why, though. 
 
    But I knew this whole thing deserved a creepy ominous door creak. 
 
    However, the doors were silent as they swung back on their well-oiled hinges, and the first thing that greeted us was a lovely loamy smoke rolling across the ground at our feet. 
 
    My nostrils tingled when I inhaled a deep breath of the fragrant smoke that smelled of… cedar and… honeyed roses. 
 
    “What is that smell?” I murmured, and the silvery wisps sparkled with a faint pink shimmer as they curled almost lovingly around my ankles. They seemed to beckon all of us forward, and we all took a step seemingly as one into the warm darkness of the room. 
 
    “Is-- Is this the right room?” Helera responded in a slight daze as she searched for the room number chip the doorman gave us. 
 
    “It is,” Tryss said as she inhaled more of the vapor now climbing the walls like vines and swirling over our heads. “This is the pungent rose I got earlier today. I can tell.” 
 
    “It’s divine,” I remarked and walked further into the darkness. 
 
    It was surprising, this darkness, because not even my fae-fyre sight could see anything out of the ordinary, so I stopped the minuscule flow of my ether I had kept up on automatic in order to see all of the signs and secret doorways in the Thoroughfare. 
 
    When I did, it took me a moment, but my eye was eventually able to adjust, and I realized the light wasn’t gone, just very dim, and was being emitted from… moss? 
 
    And… vines. 
 
    When the four of us were far enough into the room, the doors closed with a hush, locked with a series of clicks, and suddenly dozens of luminescent flowers of every color burst open in bloom. 
 
    “Oh!” Tryss jumped back and bumped into my side, so I tucked her under my arm to help keep her steady, and to prevent separation because what the glorious rainbow-flowered fuck? 
 
    “Fynn, I’m gonna take the prize for stupidest question, because… are we still inside?” Hel piped up next to me. 
 
    “You tell us,” Dag whispered back. “Isn’t this typical according to the readings you did?” 
 
    “No.” Hel shook her head slowly. “Nope. Not at all. And why am I the only one who appears to have done her homework?” 
 
    “So, all of this…?” I ventured. 
 
    “Fuck if I know,” she said. 
 
    A deep chuckle flowed from somewhere and everywhere at once, and it seemed to physically envelop all of us like a warm… embrace? 
 
    “Oh, it has been a while since I remember being so young,” the Matron Mother’s voice, because that’s who the laughter belonged to, filled the air, and when it did, a silver moon rose high above the canopy of what was a virtual forestscape. “And no, Helera, my Ascension Ceremonies are nothing like what you have read, my love.” 
 
    If this place was ever a suite at a fancy inn, then it for sure wasn’t one now, and I looked down at the forest floor under my feet in awe.  
 
    There were twigs and rocks and everything. 
 
    This place was such a realistic forest that I recognized it instantly even though I’d never seen one in this existence. I crouched down so I could observe the snails crawling around on the dead foliage, and I closed my eyes so I could listen to the crickets with my sensitive ears. 
 
    When I stood back up, it was into an automatic full-bodied stretch as I filled my lungs to full capacity with more of that sweet and pungent smell. 
 
    “Well?” Mother’s voice reverberated gently like the creak of a willow in a midnight breeze. “What do va’ulvirn-- my children think of this place?” 
 
    I looked around when she said this and saw I wasn’t the only one enamored with the Matron Mother’s design, and I didn’t know if it was magic, or the effects of the smoke, or both, but it was clear she’d created this for us. 
 
    Well, not “us” as in me included. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    I swallowed hard when I realized for probably the first time what that really meant, and a soreness of a different type made me want to rub a hand over my sternum where my heart beat funny behind its hard shield of bone. 
 
    Odd how something could hurt and maim without leaving behind any physical evidence, but there it was. After spending some time with all three of the sisters, I wanted to be with them in a way that meant permanence, and the only way to achieve this was under the Matron Mother’s wing. 
 
    My objective became clear to me at that moment, and I secretly vowed I would do whatever it took to stay with the Daughters of Claden’Du for as long as Drogu’s mercy would allow. 
 
    A tiny gleam of gold vapor left my mouth when I breathed out at the end of my promise, and it drifted up to join the stars. 
 
    “What’s this?” Mother’s disembodied voice asked before the woman herself appeared in the clearing we all were in wearing a light gold sleeveless gown the same color as my wispy little vapor. “Someone has already offered a prayer to Drogu-ani, and the ceremony has not even fully commenced yet?” 
 
    I froze when I saw how the Matron Mother’s maroon eyes fixed on me with such intensity that I almost felt flayed alive, and I shuffled on my feet. 
 
    “I didn’t know what--” I tried to backpedal out of my obvious blunder, but she only brought her finger up to her lips, and I stopped what was about to be an epic and probably confusing ramble. 
 
    “Shh, Fynn,” Sevahtra added, and I was immediately relieved at her tone. “I would not expect a babe to know all the ways of the people on their first day in this world. And though you are far from a babe physically, why wouldn’t you think I would do the same for you, or any other innocent?” 
 
    My eyebrows twitched upwards slightly at the softer side of the normally severe and cold matriarch. 
 
    She still commanded absolute authority, but maybe it was the vulnerable and stripped down way she was dressed, or perhaps it was the look in her eyes that made the hard garnet look like the softness of… of… 
 
    Red rose petals. 
 
    Whatever the case, I didn’t flinch back when she approached me and placed a warm hand on my cheek. Then she uncovered my Dark Eye and let the eyepatch she gave me fall to the wayside so she could examine it. 
 
    I fought the urge to shuffle on my feet or fidget with the hem of my cloak, and I let her examine me to her heart’s content as she gently maneuvered my jaw so she could see my face better under the silver moonlight. 
 
    Finally, she looked into my eyes instead of just at them, and I felt even more dissected than before. The longer she stared, the more I found myself internally bracing myself for something. 
 
    What, I didn’t know, but she seemed to pick up on something because she moved her hand from my chin down to squeeze my shoulder. 
 
    “You will not be Named this night, Fynn of No Origin,” Sevahtra declared in a stoic voice, but not even the second squeeze she gave me to soften the blow was enough to keep the heaviness in my heart from weighing me down. 
 
    “Oh…” I exhaled as the pain in my chest spiked, and I hung my head as a pounding behind my heart threatened to crack the dark fissure inside of me wide open with a howl… 
 
    “But,” she said in a lowered voice meant only for my ears, and before that blackness could cave in my chest completely, the next thing she told me gave me a beacon of hope that kept the despair back. “Drogu heard you, and I Sense this will not be your fate for long. Keep your faith. You are special to her. As special as any male could be, I suppose.” 
 
    I swallowed around the lump in my throat, firmed up my jaw, and nodded at her with as much conviction as I could muster despite the fact my voice had completely fled when the crack across the surface of my heart appeared. 
 
    As much as I wanted to speak, nothing would come out, but the Matron Mother placed her hand against my cheek and stroked her thumb against my skin. She shushed me again, and then she pulled a fine satin cloth out from between her breasts so she could swipe at the moisture that had gathered under my eyes without my knowledge. 
 
    “I’m…” I tried to say as my head finally dropped down to my chest. 
 
    “It can be overwhelming, I know,” the Matron Mother said, and this time, she addressed her daughters as well as me. 
 
    Now that the focus had shifted off me somewhat, I found I had the strength to lift my head, and when I did, I saw Sevahtra was tenderly wiping the faces of her last three children free of their own tears. 
 
    “We are all that’s left of the once mighty Claden’Du,” Hel choked out when her Mother got to her. “All of our brothers and sisters, and our Honored Mothers… and, oh, Drogu-ani, the young ones… the nursery was on level five…” 
 
    “I know, my love,” Sevahtra said, and she let her eldest collapse against her chest as more tears overwhelmed her. “But if our goddess wanted our house destroyed, then we wouldn’t be here now. No, she has a purpose for us. She expects us to rise against this challenge and bring chaos to this city. Trust her. Trust me.” 
 
    This caused the other two to start to sniffle again, and when the Matron Mother held open the arm Helera wasn’t clinging onto, her other two children came together as they all shared a cathartic embrace. 
 
    I hung back as I observed this simple demonstration of grief, and even though my heart felt like it had been weighed down by river rocks, it seemed the little hummingbird had started up in my solar plexus at some point. 
 
    It was starting to become a comfort to have that little thrum inside me, especially because it was normally accompanied by some of the best of the light shows I’d seen yet. 
 
    I closed my regular eye so I could see the aurora dancing overhead as the threads of the sisters’ ether flowed out and connected to one another. 
 
    Unlike the rainbow hue of when the three were vibrating in harmony with one another, this time, the aurora slowly swirling overhead had muted and dark shades. Also, there was another presence flowing around all of them in a rosy pink cloud. When I focused on the Matron Mother alone, I could see her… spirit flame was similar to Tryss’ but inverted, so that the main flame was a deep magenta limned in jet black. 
 
    It was also ten times more radiant than the novice priestess, and as the all-out conflagration of Sevahtra’s spirit roared before me, I almost worried I would actually get a residual burn, it was so hot. 
 
    I finally couldn’t stand looking directly at her anymore, so I shook my head slightly and pulled the focus of my Dark Eye back so I could observe the beautiful borealis instead. 
 
    Their tears of grief had stopped, and the four of them sank down to the forest floor in a tight huddle as they still clung to each other. 
 
    “The Goddess drinks of your tears, my daughters, and she weeps with you,” the Matron Mother sang in a low voice. “Fear not. Fear not. The Dark will take us all, and all deserving it will be given. All will be as it is. Fear not. Fear not…” 
 
    The somber and slightly morbid lullaby seemed to bring further peace to the Matron Mother’s children, and after a few more bars of the repeating song, the sisters seemed to find their strength again, and one by one, they all helped each other to their feet. 
 
    “What is all of this, Mother?” Helera whispered once the heavy atmosphere had lifted enough. “Is this all truly a part of the Ceremony?” 
 
    “All of the things you were taught are noble, however, there is much of this world that cannot be taught from books and school lessons,” Sevahtra explained, and she clasped a hand from both Tryss and Dag within her own as she started to walk toward the edge of the clearing. “You see, when I was young and Unhoused after a raid long before you were all born, I became very sick from the Plague and was further cast out of my camp of refugees. So, where does a refugee of refugees end up? Most end up in the arms of Subata, but I rolled off the corpse wagon they’d thrown my body on. I was weak, but I still had the will to live.” 
 
    “You were alive during the Plague?” Dagwyn asked. “But that would make you…” 
 
    “Darling, a lady does not reveal her true age,” the Matron Mother chided with a grin in her voice and then kissed the back of Dag’s dark blue hand. “As I was saying, I still had the will to live, and Drogu-ani recognized that because she spared me.” 
 
    “She restored all of your powers and healed you from the Plague?” Tryss guessed. 
 
    “Void, no.” She laughed an easy laugh and bumped into her youngest daughter’s shoulder. “She told me if I wanted to keep my pathetic life so much, then I should fight for it. And fight I did. For three days and nights in that stinking refuse ditch I had rolled in. When the radian moss bloomed at the start of the fourth day, I decided, if nothing changed, then I would relinquish my grip on life like Drogu-ani seemed to want after all. But just when this thought crossed my mind, some of the wyld fae-folk came across my Plague-ravaged body and rescued me.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were any wyld fae-folk left,” Hel said as she helped her Mother move aside a few low-hanging branches that were in the way. 
 
    “There aren’t many who aren’t indentured to the Houses these days, tis true,” Sevahtra sighed and ducked under one last branch. 
 
    As I followed suit, I saw how the Matron Mother had led us to a circular moonlit meadow complete with a sea of billowing purple heather and a raised stone platform in the middle. 
 
    “How long did it take you to recover from near-death?” Dagwyn asked as we all climbed up the steps carved into the side of the stone platform. 
 
    “The true amount of time I was with them is unknown because I spent the majority of it healing in the fae-realm,” she answered. “It felt like seconds and centuries all at once, and when I awoke, I knew I was older not just in body, but in mind and soul as well.” 
 
    “Is that where you found Aspien?” Tryss asked. 
 
    “No, child, Aspien found me,” the Matron Mother chuckled and then took her place in the center of an intricately drawn chalk circle. 
 
    The high priestess raised her arms up to the silver disc of the moon, and when she did, mist started to rise from the remaining crystalline relics the Matron Mother took from the last altar when I was summoned. 
 
    However, based on some of the foreign scribbles of these chalk circles, Sevahtra was doing something quite different from what she’d done with me. As I tried to make sense of the runes inscribed on the dais, I had the feeling like they should have all been familiar to me, but the more I searched the dark corners of my mind, the more I came up empty-handed. 
 
    Even focusing through my Dark Eye didn’t do anything, not like I expected it would. All that ended up changing was the world being a few shades darker under the enchanted moonlight. 
 
    At least it wasn’t completely blacked out, but if I had any hopes of discerning what the runes might mean, I’d better look at them through my regular eye. 
 
    “They are the runes that allow a door to open between this world and the fae realm,” a male voice said from behind me, and I froze. 
 
    I was the only male around here, wasn’t I? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will not hurt you,” the voice said, and I spun around to see who the intruder was.  
 
    When I did, I blinked into the piercing eyes of a large white fox.  
 
    “You seemed curious about the runes,” the fox continued. “I only meant to inform, not to startle. We fae wyld are old friends of Sevahtra and have always been there to watch her Daughters Ascend.” 
 
    I managed to scrape my jaw off the ground, and with a quick glance around the raised platform the Matron Mother brought us to, I saw there were other large white animals-- fae wyld according to the fox-- all standing beside a now-dark relic stone. 
 
    To my left was Tryss, and in front of her was a large lynx that took a moment to sit on his haunches, hold her close with one paw around her waist, and then snuffle the top of her head for quite a long while. 
 
    Tryss giggled, and suddenly Aspien materialized from thin air. Then he started to purr and butted his head against the even bigger cat’s ankles. 
 
    Next to the lynx there was a pale bear staring down at Dagwyn, and despite how huge this bear was, the feisty drow female stared right back without a hint of fear or intimidation. Which was also even more ironic because out of the three sisters, she was the shortest in stature and the smallest in physique, so the sight of her engaged in such a fierce battle of wills with such a large beast was amusing to behold. 
 
    And finally, to my right, there was an impressive deer that stood at least nine feet tall, and it was currently in the process of helping Helera undress. 
 
    Part of me felt like I should avert my eyes out of politeness even though none of the sisters seemed shy in the least, but I couldn’t seem to pull my attention away since all three of those gorgeous sisters were now mostly naked with the help of the other fae wyld. 
 
    “You, too, kit,” the fox said, and I turned around to see some sort of robe garment similar to the Matron Mother’s being held limply in his mouth. He set it on the ground before he spoke again. “Though you will not participate this time, you must also leave behind this world’s trappings until the Commune is over.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said in a hushed voice because I felt like the mystical ambience required it, and I began to shed my clothes one at a time and folded them neatly on the ground in a nice pile. 
 
    Then I took the garment from the fox and slipped it over my bare skin, and I tried not to shiver at the way it slipped over me like water. The robe was also sleeveless and sheer, belted with a single rope, and didn’t really do much in the way of modesty’s sake. 
 
    But nothing really in Oshara catered to modesty anyway, from what I saw. 
 
    Which meant that, even though the three beautiful women were in their robe dresses, there really wasn’t much left to the imagination, especially under the full light of the enchanted moon. 
 
    I got distracted again by their striking forms parading around in the gauzy material, and I only snapped out of it when my fox companion chuckled in his deep voice. 
 
    “Lovely things, aren’t they?” the fox asked when he noticed my line of sight.  
 
    I went to ask what the fae wyld’s name was, but I was surprised when my vocal cords seemed to freeze.  
 
    “Don’t worry, since you are merely a witness, you will remain silent,” he explained. “But I’ve been around for a while to know what you might be wondering about, and I will do my best to inform you of the happenings. And though it will not do you any good presently, you may call me Nemrys.” 
 
    Nemrys the fox smiled at me as his arctic eyes flashed silver in the light, and I smiled back. Then he paced in a brief circle before he laid down on his side with his head up. His ear flicked, and when I continued to just watch the large animal settle in like this was his home, that sly smile grew wider until he finally gestured for me to sit next to him with a downward jerk of his snout. 
 
    I did what the fox wanted and sat right in front of where his warm body made a crescent. 
 
    Drogu’s twelve ruby eyes, Nemrys was like a freaking inferno of heat, and I found myself wanting to inch closer because magical or not, there was an actual breeze, and I was less than prepared for the elements in my vest-robe thing. 
 
    The fae wyld seemed to pick this up right away, however, and with another chuckle, the fox hooked his chin over one of my shoulders and jerked me back so I had no choice but to fall against him. 
 
    Ah. 
 
    Oh, that was nice. 
 
    And Nemrys’ fur was just as soft and as fluffy… sluffy? Flofty? No. 
 
    Floofy. 
 
    Yeah. That was the word I wanted to use, and when Nemrys curled his large floofy tail over my outstretched legs, I couldn’t stop my itchy fingers from running through the fox’s amazing fur. 
 
    “Daughters,” the Matron Mother called out in order to get the sisters’ attention. “Come join me in the Inner Circle. You may play with the animals later.” 
 
    It seemed as if I wasn’t the only one slightly enamored by their fae wyld companion, and when I glanced around, I was glad I couldn’t produce noise from my frozen vocal cords because I would have surely made a ruckus with my laughter. 
 
    Tryss froze with her hands full of the big lynx’s ears, Dagwyn slid down off the bear’s back, and Helera stopped trying to decorate her deer’s antlers with random shit. 
 
    However, the Matron Mother didn’t seem frustrated but rather indulgent in a way that was out of character for her, and I wondered if she was only allowing this tenderness out because we were far away from any prying eyes.  
 
    And if this was the case, I would take being allowed to witness this intimate ceremony for the rare gift it was. 
 
    Case in point, when the noble woman smiled, my Dark Eye showed me how her inner soul flared even brighter with the joyous display of emotion on her magenta face. 
 
    Sevahtra Claden’Du was resplendent, and my jaw fully dropped open at the way she was wreathed in her hot-pink ether flame. I imagined I could even feel the heat of her deep power rolling off her like tangible waves, and I wasn’t sure if the faint sweat that broke out on my forehead was due to actual heat, or just the intimidation I felt staring directly into that power. 
 
    And, as her daughters joined her each with their own soul conflagration, something even more amazing happened. 
 
    Just like earlier, when the sisters were actually getting along and playing their childhood game of Toe-Step, an aurora of their ethers rose overhead, and when the three separate streams of light met with Mother Sevahtra’s, the borealis overhead burned a brilliant white shot through with ribbons of every color imaginable. 
 
    And every color that wasn’t. 
 
    It was beautiful, of course, but for the first time, I finally understood why Helera, Dagwyn, and Tryss were all spared the fate of the rest of Claden’Du. 
 
    Because seeing them all like this was like seeing them even more naked than they already were, and when I observed Sevahtra in particular, it was clear for whatever secret reasons, she favored these three youngest sisters above all her other children. 
 
    And she had made sure they would live. 
 
    “You could catch bugs like that,” Nemrys the fox rumbled as he looked down at me from over my right shoulder. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    I frowned at him in question and tried to focus on the fae wyld speaking to me, but my sight was constantly drawn to the light show overhead. 
 
    “With your mouth dangling open like that, you’ll catch bugs,” he clarified with a laugh in his stunning lapis eyes.  
 
    I closed my jaw that I hadn’t realized had been on the floor again, and the fox huffed out another raspy snicker.  
 
    “I know, I don’t blame you,” he said. “It is quite spectacular.” 
 
    Wait, you can see it, too? I asked by gesturing to the aurora still dancing overhead. 
 
    “I can indeed,” Nemrys answered as plainly as if I’d spoken aloud. “Why the surprise? I told you, I am very observant. Simply ask me the questions you have with everything but your voice. I should have been more clear on that point.” 
 
    I smiled, stroked his soft tail, and then thought about what he meant. 
 
    The questions were piling up rapidly as my brain buzzed with the fact that this was the second time I was sharing the same sight with a fae-creature whether it be fae familiar, or the fae wyld. 
 
    They obviously came from the same place. 
 
    Here. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    Maybe? 
 
    Whatever the case, I was smart enough to connect the dots about what this common denominator was between all of us. 
 
    Finally, I knew the question I wanted to ask, so I attempted to do what Nemrys said and ask without using my voice. 
 
    Am I…? I pointed to myself and then toward the fox. Are we the same somehow? 
 
    “Hm,” Nemrys hummed and looked off into the middle distance as if he needed time to think over my question. Finally, he returned his wise blue eyes back to mine. “What you really want to know is what you are, yes? And though it is true we share the same ability of sight, you are not fae-kin. But neither are you fully drowish. I admit, I’m not sure what you are exactly, but the question merits some thought.” 
 
    I sighed and slumped back against his warm body, but when I did that, the fox tickled the tip of his floofy tail against my nose so I would sneeze. 
 
    Hey! I glared at the mischievous fae wyld as I scratched my nose. 
 
    “Cheer up, Fynn,” Nemrys said and then patted the top of my head with the underside of his chin. “Look at what’s happening now.” 
 
    The streams of light had now coalesced into what looked like a spiraling galaxy studded with supernovas of vibrant shades of blue, pink, red, purple, and white. 
 
    I smiled at the sight, and then I looked at all the women in the circle who were now dancing and singing some song in an old language that sounded like the song of the universe sparkling overhead. 
 
    What are they doing? I questioned my guide with my eyes. 
 
    “The young priestesses are joining their power with their Mother so they may connect with their goddess, Drogu,” he explained. “She is pleased with the way her Beloveds offer themselves to her in any way they can in worship. And as you may have noticed, the more in tune with each other they are, the more power they generate. Even those like Dagwyn, whose power is strong but slow to build.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at this and then frowned. Confusing because drow are… 
 
    Nemrys tilted his head and waited patiently for me to finish what I was trying to say without words, so I ended up just smashing my fist into my palm a few times. 
 
    “Yes, it is ironic that a people who are of one mind should be more powerful than the individual,” the fox said in a sage voice. “Almost as if the powers steering the society to fracture under suspicion and meaningless status symbols want it that way.” 
 
    Woah. I simply ogled the white fox as I tried to unload… that, but I had a feeling it was one of those age with wisdom things, and I was definitely not an ageless fae being like Nemrys, so I didn’t really know where to start. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, kit, knowledge is the first step to wisdom, and the only difference is wisdom is knowing how the knowledge can be used,” Nemrys said in response to my poleaxed expression, and when I merely shook my head in a weird circle of yes-no-sure-why-not, the fox laughed his husky laugh and nipped me lightly on my ears. 
 
    It tickled even more than his tail did, and he kept doing it until I was shaking with silent laughter and had to bat him away. 
 
    “We brought you here to mind the male, Nemrys, not to adopt him,” a melodious feminine voice interrupted us as Helera’s deer fae wyld sauntered over and then laid down next to us to watch. “You can’t take him with you.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me, Pellansol,” the fox said with a sly grin, and then he proceeded to nibble the back of my neck until I was forced to roll away. Then I tried to pounce on him so I could bite one of his ears back, and that evolved until we were basically wrestling like puppies. 
 
    Bright flashes of gold caught my attention, and Nemrys and I both froze our play-fighting so we could turn our attention back to the process. 
 
    Just like the small gold vapor that left my mouth in what the Matron Mother claimed was a prayer, there were similar vapors pouring out of each sister’s mouths, noses, and eyes with every inaudible conviction they uttered. 
 
    It was rather horrifying to behold, but during this, the Matron Mother would travel between each sister and “catch” the prayers inside a large basin that continuously overflowed with glittery gold smoke. 
 
    So, it must have been commonplace, and I relaxed a little more. 
 
    When Sevahtra had somehow determined she had gathered enough prayers, she set the basin in the center, and then the four women sat around it and held arms as they swayed from side to side like the heather in the meadow all around us. 
 
    I shot a questioning look at Nemrys. What are they doing now? 
 
    “Ah, this is where Sevahtra’s Ascension Ceremony breaks away from tradition,” the white fox said as we settled back in our original positions. “Normally, the Matron Mother leaves and makes the daughters who are all Ascending in rank fight each other, sometimes to the death depending on what the Matron Mother is looking for in her heirs. And even more leave their daughters to solve a riddle common to Drogu’s teachings, or test them magically. But Sevahtra doesn’t do any of that.” 
 
    What does she do? I turned my attention back to the way the women had stopped their circle swaying and were now huddled together with their heads bowed inward like the petals of a lily. 
 
    “She asks them,” Nemrys replied, and when I still looked confused, he elaborated. “She asks them first and foremost what rank they should have by rights, but then she just asks them questions, and sings with them, and later she will even redo their hair with all the tenderness of a proper mother, because when she was a young drowling on the brink of death herself, Sevahtra discovered something fundamental.” 
 
    What’s that? I cocked my head. 
 
    “Harmony is stronger than the solo voice, and sometimes the lightest touch is required for the most complex and delicate of instruments,” Nemrys explained in his wise analogy-voice that I tried to keep up with. Some of his wording was difficult because he spoke with such symbolism, but I was beginning to understand. 
 
    The sisters-- I nodded to the three younger women and then made a scribbling gesture with my fingers. Are her instruments? 
 
    “In a way, and like most Matron Mothers In Oshara and elsewhere, they look at their offspring as tools for their own personal gain, and that breeds power, but of a fragile kind that can fracture easily,” he said, and we both watched as the women finally ended their trances, and Sevahtra helped them all up one at a time so she could wipe away the rivers of their tears. “But when the young priestess was dying because she was one of the those discarded like a burden, the only thing that brought her back was the wholeness she found among the fae wyld who rescued her.” 
 
    Aspien. I looked at the panther across the circle who was curled up between the bear and the large lynx. 
 
    “Not quite,” Nemrys said when he saw my gaze. “Aspien is the cub of Azar and Anaga, which makes him a fae-familiar. The fae wyld who saved Sevahtra and nursed her back to help was Azar’s mate, Anaga.” 
 
    At this, the fox pointed at the large white lynx when he mentioned Azar. 
 
    Where’s Anaga? I asked. 
 
    “She gave her essence to Sevahtra so the young female could live,” Nemrys replied, and I nodded slowly as more pieces that made up the powerful matriarch fell into place. “And through that sacrifice, Seva learned the truth about such bonds between Mothers and Children, and how sometimes it is the most powerful thing in all of the Planes.” 
 
    With the last of his explanation, the great white fox fell silent so we could watch the rest of the Ceremony unfold. 
 
    After the Matron Mother of Claden’Du cleaned her daughters up with a satin handkerchief and gave each a kiss on their brows, she waved her hand, and part of the platform formed into a little bench. 
 
    Then she levitated the things Tryss and I had gathered from Johna’s shop toward the bench as she headed there with Helera to take a seat. 
 
    Her eldest daughter followed and sat on the ground against her Mother’s legs while Sevahtra began to brush out the young woman’s long platinum hair. 
 
    “Helera, Daughter of Claden’Du, after this day, you will no longer be Zlithda-vos, but now you will be Helera Unem,” the high priestess declared in a voice as multifaceted as the breeze, gentle yet full of power. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” Hel said in a tone as humble as I’ve ever heard from her, and she bowed her chin toward her chest so Sevahtra could drag the oiled comb through her tresses. 
 
    The other two sisters looked on with rapt expressions on their faces, and they sat next to Helera on either side while their First Sister was given the royal hair treatment that even included some handy work with that sharp razor blade. 
 
    When the Matron Mother was done, she magicked away all of the hair trimmings, and her sisters made Hel stand up and turn around so they could admire the close undercut and the single thick plait running down to the top of her buttocks. 
 
    “The braid number denotes birth order, and the shaved head means she is the Matron Mother’s Right Hand,” Pellansol informed me when it appeared as if Nemrys had put his head down for a short snooze. 
 
    Probably because I couldn’t keep my fingers out of his fur, and at some point I had moved my ministrations from the tail in my lap, to the large fox head that had sneakily taken its place. 
 
    Then it was Dagwyn’s turn, and like before, the Matron Mother guided her to sit at her feet. 
 
    “Dagwyn of Claden’Du, from this point forward, you will be known as Dagwyn Darnem-- Second Daughter of the noble Warriors of the Void.” Then the process was repeated on Dag’s long steely locks, with two braids this time, and only the left side of her head receiving the close shave unlike Helera. 
 
    When she was done, it was now Tryss’ turn, and she eagerly settled herself against Sevahtra’s legs and seemed to revel in the way the Mother scraped the comb across her scalp, and by the look of ecstasy on her tattooed face, I almost expected her to start purring louder than the large fae-cats. 
 
    “Tryskaylan of Claden’Du, you are no longer bound by being Skadza. From now on you will be Tryskaylan Zara Claden’Du, and as someone who was Skadza, take care to honor your new rank for our House.” Unlike her other two sisters, Tryss didn’t receive a shearing with the razor, and instead, the Matron Mother plaited three braids into her flowing silver hair. 
 
    “The Ceremony has concluded,” Pellansol said and stood back up on her four hoofed feet, and when she did this, Nemrys sleepily lifted his head from my lap. 
 
    “Already?” the white fox asked and helped me stand up as well. “No wonder I was feeling tired. The time in which we have offered our power to bridge the planes is waning, and soon you will all be back in the real world. But I am glad to have met you, Fynn, and I am almost certain we will meet again.” 
 
    At this, the fae wyld bowed his head down to touch mine, and because I still felt as if my vocal cords were on hiatus, I threw my arms around his floofy broad chest to convey my gratitude. 
 
    And because floooof. 
 
    This In Between world we were in was now starting to fade, and I began to see things like rafters and window panes starting to bleed through the backdrop of the moonlit sky. 
 
    “Daughters, say thank you to the fae wyld,” Sevahtra instructed, and the three younger women stopped chattering and admiring each other’s hair so they could run off to their respective animals and pay their respects. 
 
    Nemrys bumped me with his shoulder one last time, and as the mystical white fox faded along with the meadow and the enchanted moon, I really hoped he meant it when he said we’d see each other again. 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss bounded over to me and leapt into my arms. “I’m a Zara now!” 
 
    “I saw,” I chuckled and ran one of her three fragrant silky braids through my fingers. “And I am so happy for you.” 
 
    At this, I kissed her on the lips so I could taste her obvious joy for myself, but unfortunately, before I could let us get carried away, we were interrupted by Fespius’ lust-killing voice. 
 
    “The feast is prepared, Mistress!” the hobgoblin said in his nasally tenor, and Tryss and I both broke away from one another. 
 
    Now that the beautiful meadow of the Fae Realm had disappeared, I could see the platform was actually situated in the center of a large chamber that happened to be our formal suite at the Nils Dorei, and for a moment I completely forgot we weren’t on the surface at all, but still underground in the Neverlight. 
 
    From the door to the large raised dais in the center, it was only about forty steps, and I was amazed at how much longer the illusion made the journey seem. 
 
    Of course, a bit of that pungent rose incense must have helped, because it was still burning from the hanging thurible on the wall next to the door. The shiny fuzzy feeling also remained despite being back in the real world, as Nemrys called it. 
 
    Aw, man. I already missed the fox because I am pretty sure his fur would be amaaaaazing to rub my cheek on right now. 
 
    “Amaaaaazing,” I said as I placed a hand against my face, and Tryss giggled. 
 
    “You like the incense, hm, lover?” she whispered in my ear while she twirled a finger through my hair. 
 
    “It’s very nice,” I replied, and Helera snorted. 
 
    The platform in the middle of the room was now being transformed into a lavish lounge with plush rugs, plump pillows, and a few low tables where Fespius was in the middle of setting up a feast. 
 
    “Hey, Light Boy,” Dag said with a smirk. “Help us out, will you? Then we can eat, and if you think the pungent rose makes things look and feel good, then wait until you taste food. It’s the best--” 
 
    “Is it the best?” I asked. 
 
    “The. Best,” the Second Daughter said with wide dark eyes, and I remembered how delicious that roasted mushroom tasted. 
 
    My stomach growled and cramped with a vengeance, and with a laugh, Dag threw a pillow at me that I was forced to catch. 
 
    It was no floof, but it was nice to hug. 
 
    “What do we need to do to get this feast underway before the incense wears off?” I asked, and all of the women chuckled at my eagerness. 
 
    Fespius then gleefully snatched my wrist and started to chatter incessantly about all of the amazing dishes he had charmed with his apparent goblin-blooded ways, and he told me the full story behind each dish I was supposed to bring to the table. 
 
    From that point onward, the rest of the evening fell into a quiet ease between all of us present. 
 
    Even the Matron Mother’s silent sentinels-- the minotaurs-- were less uptight about being on guard than usual, and when I was instructed to give them their daily ration of rum and a side of some sort of Neverlight beast the Inn had cooked specially for them, I wasn’t intimidated like I would have been before. 
 
    And even though they didn’t say anything, they still nodded in thanks and actually made eye contact with me even though I could tell my Dark Eye made them nervous. 
 
    “You should probably put this back on.” Sevahtra’s deep alto startled me a little, and I turned to see her holding out my eyepatch. “Even to those who know you, it is a strange sight to behold.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said.  
 
    I knew how otherworldly my Dark Eye really was, I felt a little self-conscious about it now and so shifted my gaze to the floor. But when I reached for the eyepatch, the Matron Mother held it away, and I couldn’t help looking up at her again with a frown. 
 
    “Fynn Noname, this is nothing to be ashamed of any more than the odd hue of my skin,” she said as her maroon eyes grew cloudy like an approaching storm. “And as you can see, I will wear it proudly. Never forget I have glamoured this accessory to you merely as a safety to yourself and whomever may be with you. All of us here know you are not of mixed blood, but that will not be the case from the bigots outside of Claden’Du.” 
 
    “But I still don’t belong to your House,” I couldn’t help but add, and I found I especially couldn’t help the way my voice was tinged with slight bitterness. 
 
    Sevahtra stroked my face with the back of her hand, and the clouds in her eyes broke. “Not yet, you aren’t. But Drogu-ani told me your prayers. Have faith.” 
 
    I nodded as she helped me put the patch back over my eye so I was back to my regular-sighted self. 
 
    The feast started soon after, and as I was told to sit and lounge around with the sisters and the Matron Mother as Fespius tended to us like a little waiter complete with a uniform he must have purchased today on his own errands. As I dug into the platters of roasted meat piled high, and tried a bite of every single dish the hobgoblin had made, I took back the irritation I’d felt when he was having me ferry food back and forth to the dining area. 
 
    Because if even a single one of those delectable dishes had been left out, I was sure to have been sad. 
 
    Pungent rose or not, eating food was so good. 
 
    “Might that be your favorite, male?” Sevahtra asked with a dry tone to her voice, and an eyebrow ticked up toward her flaxen hairline. “You’ve had three helpings.” 
 
    “I think so,” I replied as I spooned the third helping of the dark brown side dish. From what I could tell, it consisted mostly of root vegetables cooked until they were soft inside of a thick brown gravy that was smoky with a kick of spicy pepper taste. “What is it again?” 
 
    “This is Fessy’s bestest golah ragu!” the hobgoblin said with a proud grin as he put his arms on his hips. “It was passed alongs by my dearest old Mammsie on my goblin side. Same ingredients to this day!” 
 
    “You should sell it,” I remarked as I shoveled another spoonful into my trap. “Or at least the sauce because I bet it would taste good on other stuff like this meat.” 
 
    “Wh-Wh-Whaaat?” Fespius suddenly howled when I used a strip of the roasted meat to swirl around in the remaining gravy. “What are you doings to the ragu? It’s perfect the way it is, no needs meats!” 
 
    “Are we not supposed to mix up our food, or something?” I asked with a cringe. “Because full disclosure, that’s all I’ve been doing. Who knew there were so many flavors you could put together!” 
 
    “Don’t pay attention to him,” Tryss giggled and then lounged back so she was propped up on a large pillow with her wine goblet still in her hand. “He’s so dramatic.” 
 
    “Waaaahhh!” Fespius wailed and flopped down so he could tug on his ears and roll around a bit. 
 
    “Fespius, shut up,” Sevahtra said, and then she eyed me as I continued to eat my gravy-soaked meat slices. “Fynn, that actually might be a good idea for when we get back our House. We will need to bolster our enterprises, and what better way than with a commodity that can’t be replicated just anywhere. You and Fespius will be in charge of it.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” the hobgoblin said as he popped up on his knees like a bloodhound. “You means we would sell Mammsie’s secret recipe?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Matron Mother said as she bit into a large red berry fruit I knew from experience tasted extremely sour, but she ate them without a hint of a pucker. 
 
    Because she was a badass. 
 
    “And Fespius would be compensated?” he pressed and shuffled closer to Sevahtra on his knees. 
 
    “Naturally,” she said with a casual shrug, and the hobgoblin jumped straight up to his feet like a daisy through the snow. 
 
    “Yippeee!” he cheered, and then he did this funny little jig as he sang and laughed. 
 
    “What about poor Mammsie?” Helera asked with wide eyes full of bullshit sympathy. 
 
    “Mammsie cans rot in the Void where she belongs, I’m gonna be rich!” he said without even a hint of hesitation. 
 
    This caused all of us to break out into laughter, and even the minotaurs joined in with their gruff snickers at the hobgoblin’s antics. 
 
    And, as the pungent rose continued to roll along the floor and crept up the platform like vines, another sensation gripped me hard, and that was the release of sleep. It was so easy then to crawl toward Tryss, wrap my arms around her waist, and then cuddle my face into her warm torso like she was the best pillow in the world. 
 
    Which she sort of was. 
 
    All soft where it counted, yet with a strong sure grip on me just as certain as mine… 
 
    Hmm… 
 
    “Mother, can Fynn join us all tonight to sleep?” Dagwyn’s voice penetrated the depths of the shallow doze I allowed myself to slip into while the females all conversed in low tones with one another about nothing in particular. 
 
    But this highly uncharacteristic request from the typically prickly priestess had me rousing slightly. 
 
    “You wicked thing,” Hel teased. “Trying to get pregnant?” 
 
    “Nooo…” Dag groaned as her face darkened.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure after all that Tryssie has done to the poor male, if you were to wake him now for a romp, you just might put him into a coma,” Hel laughed.  
 
    “No! N-Not for that!” Dag hissed while her twinborn sister giggled a little drunkenly. “He’s just… he looks so comfortable, like he would enjoy being in a nest with all of us.” 
 
    “I think my Second Daughter has a point.” The Matron Mother’s voice had me fully swimming to the surface. “Also, I’m too drunk to attempt to move, so let’s all just pile in. Male, keep your cock in your pants. Tryss disobeyed me, but now I’m telling you directly. No sex tonight. Even if my other two daughters attempt to ride you. Understand?” 
 
    “Mmm… kaaaaay…” I muzzily sat up so I could help in the process of moving away the remains of dinner and plumping the various pillows and soft throws so the five of us, plus one hobgoblin, could form into one big sleeping pile. 
 
    Unconsciousness came easily, and the next thing I was aware of was being shaken awake by a strong hand over my mouth. 
 
    “Shh,” Mother Sevahtra said, and I instantly calmed down. “Wake up, male.” 
 
    “M-Matron Mother,” I whispered when she let go of me. “What--?” 
 
    “How much does Claden’Du mean to you?” she interrupted me in her low timbre, and we both cast our gazes over the three slumbering females who looked so peaceful as they cuddled up with one another in sleep. 
 
    “It means everything,” I responded. 
 
    “Good answer,” she said as a slow smile stretched across her dark pink lips. “We are under attack, and if there was ever a time to test your mettle, it would be now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    There just had to be a spell or some sort of magicky thing that could help me dress faster.  
 
    As I poorly attempted to multitask, I reminded myself yet again to ask Tryss to teach me that cool lace-up trick because the boots were currently tripping me up. 
 
    Literally, since I had to hop along on one foot down the corridor so I could tie the laces and keep up with the Matron Mother at the same time. 
 
    After she woke me up with the claim we were under attack, I could hardly take the time to exhale before she started throwing clothes and gear at me. It wasn’t until I was struggling with some of the finer things like the chest plate and shoulder guards that I realized she had to have purchased this stuff earlier in the day specifically with me in mind. 
 
    I didn’t know whether to consider it as a gift, or something she planned ahead of time for something like this, and given what I knew about her, it was probably both. 
 
    Which meant, she must have been anticipating this, but why would she? 
 
    We stopped for a moment at the end of the corridor, which gave me enough time to get my footwear under control, and as the Matron Mother raised her arms and did a spell to hide the corridor from sight, I thought over why she would risk staying somewhere high-profile in the Thoroughfare instead of laying low. 
 
    Oh. Right. 
 
    Because it was always going to be inevitable they’d figure out we all got away, especially without any signs left behind. 
 
    “Do you think someone noticed your bodies were missing?” I asked Sevahtra after the long corridor disappeared behind a solid wall. “Are there people from Ozin-Na who have come to finish the job?” 
 
    She fixed me with a look of mild surprise, like she wasn’t expecting me to piece that together. 
 
    Which was silly because I was embarking on my second day of life, so. 
 
    Suck it, Drogu. 
 
    “Yes, but moreso, I believe Daria has hired Unhoused mercenaries to do the job, rogues and the like,” she explained as she then molded her hands into a sphere of red light. “Not only couldn’t they find our bodies, but they couldn’t find Belia’s as well, mind you. It is likely their main priority is to determine if she is dead, or if we have kidnapped her.” 
 
    “And what is that?” I asked as I pointed to the sphere she was working on. 
 
    “If my Sentinel Spell is correct, they have a very powerful wizard under their control, and he is in the process of completing a powerful Anti-Ether Field,” she said as the magic light in her palms died down, and in its place was now a smooth ruby orb. “My guess is he is going to wrap it around the top of the Nils Dorei at any moment, and when that happens, I won’t be able to do a locating spell. So, I trapped that spell into this, and made a locating orb that can work independently of me having to use my ether.” 
 
    “Soon you will be magickless?” I clarified as my mind raced ahead to something that just might work if I had the theory right. 
 
    “Only temporarily,” she said in an easy tone. 
 
    “And can you keep a glamour spell going independently?” I asked in a rather ham-fisted way. “What I’m saying is, can you make me look like someone else even after the anti-magic thing happens?” 
 
    “If I do it now,” she explained quickly, and her eyes flashed red for a second. “There’s not much time. Who did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Belia Ozin-Na,” I said with a smirk. “You said yourself their main goal is to try and recover her on the off-chance she’s a hostage. Well, let’s make her one.” 
 
    “Clever boy. Give me your eyepatch again. Quickly, now.” Sevahtra held out her hand, so I tugged the patch off my face and tossed it to her. “Glamours are similar to what I’ve done with the locating orb. They are impressed upon an object more like a stamp or a stain that is slow to fade. This way, the creator doesn’t have to continuously supply it with their ether in order for it to work. They just need to refresh the spell from time to time.” 
 
    When it was apparent she was finished, she returned my eyepatch to its place over my Dark Eye and then buckled my chest plate the correct way so the straps weren’t twisted. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked as I held out my arms. “Sexy and evil? That’s all I really remember about her.” 
 
    “You definitely look like Belia, but if there is anyone who truly knows her here from Ozin-Na, you will be made in a second,” the Matron Mother scoffed and then tweaked my nose. “She never smiled unless it was to gloat or to revel in someone’s pain.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said and morphed my face into a sour scowl. “‘How dare you abscond with me, you vile hag!’ How’s that?” 
 
    “Better,” she approved. “The good thing is, because of the Anti-Ether Field, they won’t be expecting Belia to be able to do any magic, either-- oh!” 
 
    “Matron Mother!” I steadied her with a hand on her elbow when she stumbled. 
 
    “I’m fine, it’s just the Anti-Ether Field tamping down my connection with the Goddess… never a pleasant feeling,” Sevahtra said as she regained her composure and then looked into the crimson orb. 
 
    “Where do we go?” I asked, and I peered over her shoulder to see what she was doing. When I did, I could see how the surface of the orb had something that looked like a floor plan of the Nils Dorei. 
 
    “Since they are unsure of where exactly we are, they have split up into two groups of two and three, making five of them total,” she said and then reduced the image with her fingers until it now looked as if it was showing us a picture of the inn from the outside. Somewhere inside the structure, there were five black points separated by a floor. “It appears as if they came in from the roof and separated so they could search the top five floors from both ends.” 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “We are on the third floor from the top,” the Matron Mother said and pointed with the tip of her pointed black nail, and the image zoomed in. “I will handle the three who are just now making their way down to the floor above us--” 
 
    “Meanwhile, I’ll get the other two below,” I finished her thought and pulled out my curved dagger. 
 
    “Exactly.” She smirked, and for a second, I saw all three of her daughters smirking back at me. “Try not to have too much fun, and do not wake up the other patrons. I’d hate to cause a ruckus in this fine… establishment.” 
 
    I scoffed, and then I memorized the path down to the fourth floor so I could intercept the two assassins on their way up. 
 
    “Okay, what do I do when I’m done?” I asked. I bounced on the balls of my feet as the urge to fight gave me energy that burned off any lingering effects of food, drink, or sleep, and I felt all of my senses expanding as my adrenaline response prepared me for what was to come. 
 
    “When you’re done, head back here,” she said as we both hurried to the catwalk that would take us back to the spiraling staircase. “If you do not run into me, keep going up until you do, and I will do the same until we meet up again. Be wary of the wizard. He will not readily reveal himself, and don’t forget you are Belia Ozin-Na.” 
 
    “Got it,” I confirmed with another nod, and then I ran as quietly as I could down the stairs while she headed up. 
 
    According to what I remembered, the two black assassin dots on the orb map appeared to be at opposite ends of the fourth floor, and since each floor was circular, one of them had gone clockwise while the other had done the opposite, so I really was spoiled for choice. 
 
    But I was Belia-fucking-Ozin-Na. 
 
    Why should I have to find my lackies when I could let them find me? 
 
    After all, one of them would need to come back out into the main corridor once their search yielded nothing, so I summoned as much Bitch Factor as I could from what I’d witnessed so far, and then I leaned against the wall between a tapestry and pillar and inspected my nails for flaws like I had all the time in the world. 
 
    Sure enough, after about a minute or two, my acute hearing was able to pick up the faint sounds of sneaky footsteps before an assassin in all black rounded the corner in my direction so he could finish snooping down the next hall. 
 
    The idiot wasn’t very observant, that was for sure, because he completely passed me without even noticing, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Ahem.” I cleared my throat, and the masked mercenary jumped sky-high and spun around with a set of two swords he had pulled from his back. “Wow.” 
 
    “Oh-- uh!” The assassin was obviously so taken aback with seeing me that he actually dropped one of his swords. 
 
    “For Drogu’s sake…” I muttered, and then I stepped down on the blade before the guy could pick it back up. 
 
    “Mistress Belia?” the man questioned as he angled his masked face up at me. 
 
    “Nope.” I smirked and then snap-kicked him so hard in the jaw, he flew back an entire six feet. 
 
    The mercenary’s other blade went flying when he landed, but before he could recover, I was on him like flies to honey with my wickedly sharp dagger making short work of his vocal cords. 
 
    He didn’t even have time to shout before he was bleeding out on the floor. 
 
    Dumbfuck. 
 
    I wondered if all the assassins would be this stupid, but I highly doubted it, and I glanced up and down the hall for someplace to stash the body. 
 
    But maybe I shouldn’t even bother, and actually, the second guy should probably be wondering about his buddy any moment now. This would be a good chance to ambush the last guy if I timed it right, so, after I gathered up the assassin’s blade closest to me, I ran and hid behind one of the large decorative vases against the wall and settled in for the perfect moment to spring. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long because after a few minutes, the second guy came looking just like I figured he would. 
 
    This guy also wasn’t as clueless as the first, and he rounded the corner with his bow and arrow pointed at any threats. I quietly flipped my dagger around in my hand so I was holding the weapon by the blade’s tip, and I had no time to really reflect on why my hand seemed to know just what it was doing, or why I knew the exact moment to step out from behind the vase and throw the dagger was right when he noticed… 
 
    Ah. 
 
    There. 
 
    The assassin’s arrow lowered a fraction when he discovered his comrade’s other sword, followed by the prone figure laying in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    I made my move, and I was grateful I was disguised as Belia because the second assassin hesitated like the first just enough for me to pull my arm back and let my dagger fly. 
 
    “Ack--!” The projectile caught the masked figure dead in the larynx, and since I was already running toward him with the other guy’s sword, I managed to slice him upward through his ribcage before he could remove the dagger from his neck. 
 
    Then I caught the body before it could hit the ground and let it fall silently. 
 
    Wouldn’t want to wake the other patrons like mother said. 
 
    After I removed my dagger from the corpse’s throat, I tossed his buddy’s sword on top of him because I figured it would be bad to get caught with a weapon that wasn’t mine. 
 
    Also, it just seemed like common sense not to willingly take stuff that had been touched by Daria Ozin-Na. 
 
    From what I could tell, magic could do a lot of incredible things, and if Sevahtra could do that cool thing with the orb, then who knew what other location or tracking enchantments there were? 
 
    Nah, I’d definitely stick with the dagger Tryss had given me. 
 
    Besides, I felt the most comfortable with my knife and combat skills anyway, and I tried not to think about where those ingrained muscle memories came from. 
 
    When I made it back up to the third floor where we’d started, I saw no sign of the Matron Mother, so I raced back to the staircase and headed up to the second floor as quietly as my feet could carry me, and the whole way up, I hoped nothing serious had happened to the Matron Mother. 
 
    Then, as I jogged along the catwalk connected to the main corridor, a blast of heat raced past me from above. 
 
    There you are. 
 
    Something inside of me wanted to laugh with manic glee at the fact another one of my foes was so close by, and that darkness peered through the cracks running through my dual soul. 
 
    The bloodlust that sounded like distant war drums pounding in my head caused my adrenaline to spike even more. 
 
    Rampage, Helera had called it, and the more I leaned into the howling rage, the stronger I felt, like a true predator on the hunt for its prey. 
 
    Case in point, my muscles were fueled with more agility and strength than normal, and my senses and wit sharpened until I was able to first plot the route up to the next catwalk in my mind in the split second before I leapt up to the railing to execute the series of flips and jumps I’d already played out. 
 
    So, when the time came for me to actually get up to the catwalk above me, I did so fluidly and rolled up into a crouch almost silently. 
 
    “Stay back, I have Sevahtra Claden’Du, and though you may have killed the others, you will let me pass because I have your Matron Mother,” a disembodied voice followed the fireball that almost took me out, and in a rage, I whirled around toward the direction the wizard was no doubt hiding in. 
 
    “She’s not my Matron Mother, you utter toe pustule!” I growled and crossed my arms over my chest in the hopes that the wizard was watching from wherever he’d concealed himself despite the Anti-Ether Field. 
 
    It was definitely not through magic but some other means of disguise or camouflage, which meant it was only an illusion, and those could be spotted if one knew where to look. 
 
    I just needed enough time to accomplish that, and hopefully my glamoured appearance would give me that time. 
 
    “Belia Ozin-Na?” the concealed wizard asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said and then tried to brush a bit of invisible lint off myself in a prissy manner in order to sell it. “About time my Mother sent people for me. What took you fools so long?” 
 
    There was a shimmer of something in front of me on the far right against the handrail, and my pulse kicked up in excitement when I realized it had to be the wizard hiding behind whatever object he’d managed to glamour before he activated the Field. 
 
    “How do I know you’re really who you say you are?” the wizard asked. 
 
    “And how would you even test such a thing, idiot?” I asked. “I’m assuming it was you who put up this Anti-Ether nonsense?” 
 
    “To make sure to catch the bitch of Claden’Du and all her brood unaware so we may find you and finish what Matron Mother Daria has started,” he stated with such brainwashed conviction I had to struggle not to roll my, or rather, Belia’s, eyes. 
 
    “Well, you also made it difficult for me to get away from Sevahtra’s Daughters, so thanks a lot for that, you waste of space,” I sniffed as I inspected my nails again like I was choosing one to sharpen on the next person’s face that I happened to see. 
 
    “The Daughters of Claden’Du…?” the voice queried. 
 
    “I slaughtered them, obviously, who do you take me for?” I replied coldly, even though a pit of nausea swelled up within me at the mere thought. The good thing was I was actually covered in a fair amount of blood from killing the other two assassins, so that only added to the lie. “Even though I would have gotten out eventually, your spell seemed to be good for one thing at least. It drew the Matron Mother out of her hole and gave me a moment when she wasn’t breathing down my neck, so I suppose my thanks goes to you in part.” 
 
    I made sure to say this last part with some irony because Belia didn’t strike me as the generous type, and then I crossed my arms under my cloak and waited for my ruse to either work or not. 
 
    And if not, then at least there was still my handy dagger right at my fingertips… 
 
    The shimmer I’d seen earlier now shifted silently to the left-hand side of the suspended walkway we were on, but I made sure to only track it through my peripheral vision in case the wizard was testing to see if I really could see him. 
 
    If it was a test, I wanted him to underestimate me until the last second in case he tried to pull a fast one. 
 
    “Hm, plausible,” the concealed wizard said, and yet the shimmer began to retreat, and if I wasn’t already suspicious, I was now even more so. “I only wonder who else knows of your existence now that you have killed almost everyone who knows you are alive.” 
 
    “But you know I’m alive…” I said, and I held my dagger at the ready because, shit, I could see where this was going. 
 
    Fucking backstabbing drow. 
 
    “Ah, yes, but what would be more prudent in my position?” the disembodied voice said in an unctuous way bordering on condescending. 
 
    It fucking pissed me off. 
 
    “And what is your position, wizard?” I demanded and gripped the dagger so hard I heard the leather of the handle creak under my grip. 
 
    “I will harvest the head of the Matron Mother of the Twenty-Sixth House, and who’s to say I wasn’t also responsible for the heads of all three of her remaining Daughters?” the fucker asked in a teasing tone, and I subtly observed how he was somehow able to keep his voice from traveling with him as that shimmer moved back to the right. 
 
    That way, it sounded like he was still in his original position. 
 
    Sneaky shit. 
 
    “Doesn’t bringing back Daria’s Daughter outweigh all of Claden’Du combined?” I questioned. “You can even have the credit for their heads, if that’s what this is all about. I don’t care.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second!” The wizard laughed loud and long, and during this, I saw the shimmer cross to the left yet again while the sound shifted to the right like the crafty snake he thought he was. “Everyone knows of your backstabbing reputation, Belia Darnem Ozin-Na! Even your dear Matron Mother wondered if you would one day turn around and slaughter her in her sleep. Why do you think she let you lead the raid? She was rather hoping you would perish, all things considered. After all, you are only Darnem-- second born. Not exactly irreplaceable.” 
 
    Oof. 
 
    Cold. 
 
    Well, if the real Belia heard all that, what was she likely to do? 
 
    Hm, she’d struck me as rather unhinged when I met her, so she would probably rage into a fiery inferno. 
 
    I grinned inwardly. Maybe the distraction I was attempting to build up to was Belia herself. 
 
    “How-- what-- how dare you!” I snapped my arms down under my cloak and stamped my foot to hide the sound of me rapidly unsheathing my dagger. Then I proceeded to stiffen up even more like I was shaking with uncontrollable rage and stunned with shock. 
 
    The wizard laughed again, and just like I’d hoped, he attempted to swap his voice and his body once more. 
 
    When I judged the bastard was at the halfway point, I let the hidden blade at my side fly with a speed and accuracy I’d never felt before, and I gloried in the scream that accompanied my dagger connecting with a solid surface. 
 
    Cra-a-ck. 
 
    Whatever it was my weapon hit, it sadly wasn’t flesh, and I was slightly disappointed. 
 
    However, the fortunate thing was it seemed as if I did hit a thin glass shield the wizard had cuffed to his forearm. When my blade cracked the shield’s surface, whatever enchantments that allowed it to camouflage himself and Sevahtra, whom he held captive behind him, shattered. 
 
    “Ah!” The older drow male shielded his eyes from the shards of glass exploding in his face, and I smiled a feral grin when I saw his crimson blood dripping down his dark face. 
 
    I sprinted at him while he was half-blinded, and with a forward lunge, I tackled him before he could reach for the long thin reed he had in his armored belt. I knocked away that and a secondary conical object I spied in his other hand, and they both went flying toward opposite ends of the suspended walkway. 
 
    The reed thing clattered close to where the Matron Mother’s feet hovered a few inches off the catwalk, and with an expert maneuver using the toe of her boot, she flipped the stick over the top of one foot so she could snap it in half with the heel of her other one. 
 
    When it broke, she fell back to the ground and then down to her knees. 
 
    Meanwhile, I had wrapped both of my hands around the wizard’s throat in an attempt to crush his windpipe so I could kill him just as silently as I had the other two. 
 
    Who knew what damage had already been done with those fireballs. 
 
    “H-o-ww?” the wizard choked out through his tortured throat as the fine tendons and muscles in his neck crunched and snapped under the pressure of my fingers, and in a last-ditch attempt, the dying man clawed at my face. 
 
    It was a weak attempt, and he only managed to hook my eyepatch so the thing ended up falling to rest around my neck. This no doubt caused the glamour I was wearing to break, and I saw the moment the wizard saw my true face because he fixed his eyes onto my abnormal right one as the vessels in his white sclera ruptured one by one. 
 
    “Looks like you miscalculated,” I growled, and I smiled at him with a twisted smile as I watched the light start to go out in his gaze.  
 
    He moved his mouth soundlessly a few times before he finally stilled with a mixture of confusion and fear frozen on his dark face. 
 
    When I was sure he was dead, I released him and got to my feet where my gaze immediately sought out Sevahtra. 
 
    She was now up on her feet and leaning with her back against the left handrail as she examined something at eye level. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as I watched her turn the clear conical object over in her fingertips. 
 
    “It’s how the wizard was able to manipulate his voice the way he did in order to trick you,” she said like she was slightly out of breath, but she still granted me a demonstration and held the glass cone up to her mouth with the point aimed away from her. “See? Clever of you to notice.” 
 
    Even though her lips moved, her voice sounded like it was coming from directly over my shoulder. 
 
    “That is really neat,” I said, and the Matron Mother blinked at me as she straightened up. 
 
    “I can see why my Daughters like you,” Sevahtra deadpanned as she wrapped an arm around her torso. “You are a dichotomy of violently terrifying and hopelessly endearing all in one strange package, Fynn of No Origin.” 
 
    My eyebrows buckled up clear toward my hairline at what I thought was a compliment from the austere badass of a woman, but before I could really pry into that vein of conversation any further, the Matron Mother gasped sharply and stumbled against the handrail. 
 
    “Matron Mother?” I questioned as I hurried toward her to see what the problem was. 
 
    And there was indeed a problem, as evidenced by the way the older woman sank back down to one knee in obvious pain, and as I looked down, I saw the large pool of crimson blood at her feet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    “Shiiiit!” My voice shook and sounded alien to my own ears as I stepped around the expanding pool of blood. “Where are you hurt?” 
 
    “Tis nothing but a scratch-- ah!” The Matron Mother hissed as she tried to straighten up from where she was doubled over on the floor of the suspended walkway. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, and I crouched down next to her so I could inspect the damage. 
 
    “I had taken out both assassins on the second floor, but little did I know the wizard was using them as bait,” Sevahtra panted out and slowly pulled her arm away from her blood-soaked side. I immediately got to work and ripped the entire bottom hem of my cape off so I could use it as a makeshift bandage to bind around the Matron Mother’s torso. “I made an-- ah!-- an error, you see…” 
 
    “That’s alright, it happens to the best of us,” I said, and I tried not to panic at the way her words were starting to slur and at how her maroon-colored eyes were glazed over from blood loss. “J-Just tell me how to help. Can you use your ether again?” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” she insisted as I gingerly helped her to stand. Her knees wobbled a fraction but held steady. “This wizard… I knew him.” 
 
    “You knew that guy?” I repeated as we both stepped over the wizard’s body. 
 
    “He was my consort’s sire-mate, which means they were born of the same sire-mother and later separated and sold at auction as is typical with magically inclined males born in lower Houses,” Sevahtra explained. “His name is Norrin, and he was my friend… or I thought… but it appears… as if he finally gave in to bitterness.” 
 
    “Good thing he did because it was his undoing,” I said, and the Matron Mother paused for a moment to catch her breath. 
 
    “No, good thing you were with me,” she corrected me pointedly, and the look in her molten eyes nearly took my breath away. 
 
    “O-Of course,” I stuttered, and she held my gaze for another heartbeat before she broke it. 
 
    “Oh, don’t forget the bastard’s wand,” Sevahtra grumbled as she pointed to the broken stick thing the wizard had used to hold her captive, and I left her against the handrail so I could retrieve both parts. 
 
    “What do you want to do with it?” I asked as I put it inside her cloak pocket. 
 
    “That… stone on the hilt will have enough power to… uh… heal me,” she groaned out. “Especially because it appears as if the bastard’s blade was poisoned as well.” 
 
    “Say what?” I felt the color drain out of my face just as quickly as it seemed to be doing with hers. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Take me to… Tryss.” Her knees buckled, and I scooped her up into my arms just as she lost consciousness.  
 
    “Hold on, Mother,” I said as I marched us toward the staircase intent on getting us back down to the third floor as quickly as possible, but before I started to descend the stairs, it occurred to me I could get down a lot faster if I used one of my cloak’s helpful attributes. I walked up to the top step and looked over the low guardrail and down the center of the double-helix of stairs. “Freefall.” 
 
    I stepped over the lip and sensed the magic take hold, and then I muttered ‘slow’ so I bobbed and dipped slightly with the Matron Mother in my arms as if I was a cork in a barrel full of wine. Then I regulated our descent down to the third floor by using the commands Tryss had taught me until I had us back on the landing that led to the main circular corridor. 
 
    When I reached the smooth stone glamour the high priestess had erected before the Anti-Ether Field dropped, I didn’t think too hard about it before I plunged my way through the seemingly solid barrier. I emerged unscathed, and I was glad to see that the disguise was still erected over the entrance to our suite. 
 
    Something told me to expect more nefarious characters lurking around on standby, so even though it appeared as if we were all alone in the corridor, I still kept my senses on high-alert until I made it through the door. 
 
    All three of the sisters, the minotaurs, and Fespius had awoken at some point and were huddled around the door like they’d been waiting for us, and I figured Sevahtra had to have locked everyone inside behind her after we’d left. 
 
    “Fynn?” Tryss gasped when she saw me standing there panting with my arms full of the unconscious Matron Mother. 
 
    “Help!” I fell to my knees as my arms shook, and at the action, the group snapped out of their combined shock and surged forward at once in a cacophony of shouts and questions. 
 
    “Miiiisstre-e-ss!” Fespius blubbered as fat tears trailed down his face. 
 
    “Mother!” Dagwyn cried out. 
 
    “What in Drogu’s saggy ass happened?” Helera hollered. 
 
    “Fynn-- there’s so much blood--” Tryss dropped down on her knees in front of me and tried to inspect me like I was the one who was hurt. 
 
    “None of it’s mine,” I croaked out as one of the minotaurs gathered up the Matron Mother so they could transport her to one of the tables still up on the raised platform. “She-- she-- Tryss, she said she needed you before she passed out. A wizard stabbed her with a poisoned blade.” 
 
    “A wizard?” Dagwyn asked sharply. 
 
    “Where in nelvar were you?” Helera roared even louder like she was angry at being ignored, but the haunted look in her snapping ruby eyes told me her fury was fueled mostly by fear, and I didn’t even blame her for the way she marched over and hauled me to my feet with her deceptively strong grip. 
 
    Helera was the tallest and most willowy of the three sisters, but she was by no means delicate. I knew I would probably have bruises around my bicep later, but I understood why she was so shaken. 
 
    “Helly,” I whispered and tentatively gripped her around her wrists. “I will explain everything, but Matron Mother needs help first and foremost.” 
 
    The First Daughter released me like she’d been burned, blinked rapidly through the sudden moisture that dewed on her lashes, and nodded sharply. “We will talk later.” 
 
    I knew it was a promise and not a question, so I confirmed with both a nod and a squeeze of my hand around her wrists. Then we both caught up with the rest of the group gathered around the table that Tryss had just magicked free of dishes and debris with a frantic gust of enchanted wind. 
 
    “The relics are all drained of power because of the Ascension Ceremony, and all of us are close to being tapped out,” Tryss said in a tight voice high with stress. “I’m not sure how she even managed to make it this far herself. I don’t know what to do--” 
 
    “Check her cloak,” I said. “She told me the crystal embedded in the wizard’s wand would have enough power for you to… do whatever it is you need to do.” 
 
    “Where’s her cloak?” Dagwyn growled, but luckily the hobgoblin had held on to it while Tryss was making Sevahtra more comfortable so she could assess the wound. 
 
    “I has it!” Fespius said as he got the wand handle free from the confines of the outer cloak and then tossed it to Helera. 
 
    The female made quick work of pulling the wand’s wood apart so she could release the glowing amber stone inside, and then she levitated the object over to the novice priestess. 
 
    “Oh…” Tryss frowned as she hovered the stone in front of her. “It’s been damaged.” 
 
    “What?” Dagwyn’s voice broke over the word. 
 
    The younger sister spun the stone around in mid-air so we could see the dark fissure spidering across its glossy surface. The flickering light inside also sputtered and spat like it was a candle on the verge of burning too low, and I just knew that was Not A Good Sign. 
 
    “Will you be able to cast an Advanced Healing Spell?” Helera questioned as she placed a pillow under Sevahtra’s flaxen head. The Matron Mother’s skin was now an ashy rose color, and beads of sweat were forming all over her face as the poison started to ravage her body. 
 
    “No, not an Advanced one,” Tryss said as she plucked the amber crystal out of the air and held it up to the middle of her forehead with her eyes closed. “This only has enough power for one Basic Healing Spell, and that’s it. So, I have to choose between curing the poison, or replenishing her blood loss. I cannot do both.” 
 
    “Cure the poison, obviously,” Dagwyn said. 
 
    “Wait, no, it’s not that simple!” Helera argued as she held up her hand. 
 
    “What do you mean, of course, it’s that simple!” Dagwyn fired back. “Everyone knows most poison blade potions also have an anticoagulant agent in them that prevents the stoppage of blood loss, so if you cure the poisoning, then you can stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “And if we can’t stop the bleeding before we’ve cured the poison?” the other asked, and it was like watching some sort of… of… sports game where a small yellow ball was battered back and forth between two opponents. 
 
    Tennis match. 
 
    That’s what it was. 
 
    A tennis match that could probably go on for quite a while without any intervention. 
 
    “Stop it!” Tryss yelled, and I breathed a sigh of relief because I knew she would talk some sense into them. “You both aren’t helping! Now, shut up, think about it, and tell me what in Void’s name I should do!” 
 
    The twins paused, nodded in understanding, and after another beat of thought, they both answered at the same time. 
 
    Too bad it wasn’t the same answer, and after Helera said “blood” alongside Dagwyn’s “poison”, everyone was right back to square one, and the three sisters dissolved into furious bickering that solved absolutely nothing. 
 
    Meanwhile, my Dark Eye started to itch furiously, and I didn’t understand why. 
 
    “Mistress!” Fespius suddenly cried out as Sevahtra’s mouth began to foam. 
 
    “Turn her on her side!” Helera ordered, and the three of them had snapped out of their argument so they could attend to their Mother.  
 
    As much as I wanted to jump in and help them, the persistent itching in my Dark Eye drove me to distraction, and I had to figure out what the deal was before I was of any help to anybody. 
 
    It was either that, or claw the fucking thing out, and then I wouldn’t need the glamour of my eyepatch to look like I was horribly maimed. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” one of the minotaurs growled at me when I went to jump off the platform in search of whatever it was that was causing me to seriously contemplate self-mutilation. 
 
    “I need to find what’s causing this eye to freak the fuck out,” I stated and pulled away when he tried to grab me. 
 
    “What are you playing at?” the large beast-man questioned and pulled a set of hook-blades off the scabbard attached to his back. 
 
    “Argh, nothing!” I said as he blocked my way yet again, and I dug my knuckle into my eye to try and relieve the maddening sensation of scratchy little insect legs crawling all over the surface of my eyeball. “Look, there’s something I need to look for, I just know it. What’s your name, by the way?” 
 
    “We minotaurs do not have names,” the beast-man said and slashed at me with one of the sharp swords. “It prevents any one of us from forming any sense of individualism or entitlement.” 
 
    “Well, that’s demoralizing,” I said as I jumped back. “You should be allowed one thing that’s uniquely you, and a name is something no one can ever take away.” 
 
    The minotaur paused mid-slash with a look of such confusion on his bull-like face, and I worried I’d broken his brain for a moment. 
 
    Well, if that was the case, it was a shame, but it gave me the break I needed to artfully slip around him and jump off the dais. 
 
    “Hey!” the large man called, but I was off to wherever this nuisance of an Eye was leading me to, and I followed the sensation like a dowsing rod to water until it led me to the pile of used-up relics resting dark and silent under a large tarp. 
 
    It was clear someone had been in the middle of packing them up with the canvas tarps and rope ties, but I tore that all apart now so I could reveal all four of them. 
 
    “Fynn?” the deep voice of the minotaur sounded behind me, and I startled and spun around with my dagger in my hand. 
 
    “Let me do this!” I snarled as some instinct I didn’t understand clawed up my spine like a feral… a feral… 
 
    Trash panda-- no. 
 
    Raccoon. 
 
    A raccoon that would fuck up somebody’s shit if they didn’t let me do-- 
 
    “What, um, what are you trying to do?” the minotaur asked as he held his empty hands up higher for me to see he was unarmed. 
 
    I scanned him from head to toe, and I noticed he’d removed both hook swords and left them on the platform before he approached me from behind. 
 
    It was brave of him, or really dumb, but either way it was clear I had the upper-hand here, so I relaxed slightly. “I’m not exactly sure, I just need to-- ah!” 
 
    The burning sensation in my Dark Eye ratcheted up a level, and I couldn’t help but slam it closed as it started to stream with stinging tears. 
 
    “Does it have something to do with that?” the beast-man questioned, and I glared behind me again. 
 
    At first, I didn’t know what he was talking about, but then I remembered to pry open my Dark Eye to see if anything was different. 
 
    Sure enough, through the blur of my lashes, I could see small tendrils of light so faint they almost looked like smoke, and as I got closer, a familiar feeling started to well up within me. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on over there?” Dagwyn’s voice pierced through my awareness, but my attention was solely riveted on the collection of small obelisks all humming with the same thrum as that little bird inside my chest. “What is he doing with the relics? Is he trying to steal them?” 
 
    “No, Darnem-la, he said he needed something…” the minotaur answered for me, but the rest of their conversation faded to the background as something built up more and more within me. 
 
    The war drums grew louder in my head, and I followed that ancient instinct ingrained within me like I did that first moment, and I brandished my palms outward. 
 
    Light poured out of my hands, which caused Dagwyn to scream to the rafters, and part of me felt a tad guilty for not warning everybody. But I was a little caught up in the throes of whatever intense power seemed to be lurking inside me, and it was all I could do to actually keep hold of the power and direct it where I wanted it to go. 
 
    Which happened to be directly at one of the relics. 
 
    “Ahhh!” It was my turn to scream as even my Dark Eye was assaulted by the supernova of light, and the harsh pain ice-picking me in the eye socket was enough to cause me to fall back on the ground.  
 
    “Fynn? Are you okay? Fynn--?” Dagwyn’s voice pierced through the buzzing fog that had swarmed into my mind like a cloud of gnats. It caused her voice to sound far away even though she was only about five inches away from my face, but the longer I focused on her, the more the din of insect wings began to fade until my eardrums popped and everything sounded clear again. 
 
    “Wha-What?” I croaked, and Dagwyn immediately held the mouth of a waterskin up to my lips. The moment some blessed moisture touched my cracked skin, I suddenly realized I was parched. 
 
    “Woah, take it easy, Light Boy,” Dag huffed a quiet laugh when I grappled for the skin in order to get her to pour as much in me as this physical body would allow, but she fought me slightly. “Not too fast, or you’ll get sick.” 
 
    When the liquid in my belly sloshed a mite uncomfortably, I figured she was probably right and then pulled back with a gasp of air. 
 
    The female shook her head like she wanted to say “I told you so,” but she refrained and instead sat by in companionable silence while I got my bearings. 
 
    As I caught my breath, I looked around and noticed that the relics in front of me were now down to three instead of the four, and I looked around for the one I’d blasted with my light beam. 
 
    Before I could work myself up into a panic thinking I had vaporized the Very Important obelisk thing, Dagwyn patted me on the shoulder and pointed at the raised platform. 
 
    The glowing relic was now somehow up there with Tryss and Helera as they worked together on the Matron Mother, and I shot my gaze back to where the relic was in front of me just a moment ago. 
 
    “What happened after I…?” I gestured with my palms at the pile of dark relics. 
 
    “Well, after you scared the spirit of Drogu out of me, you just plunked down right where you were standing and sat there like a statute for a while,” she explained. 
 
    “How long is a while?” I questioned, and I couldn’t keep the disturbed expression off my face. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly because I don’t have a timepiece, but long enough for you to cause a bit of a worry with your comatose staring bit,” Dagwyn said with a smirk, and I could tell she was enjoying twisting the knife of my panic just a little, but before it could become cruel, she backed off and squeezed my shoulder with sincerity. “It really wasn’t that long, Fynn, relax. Once we’d noticed what you did, Tryss and Hel immediately got to work, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “What exactly did I do?” I asked as I looked back at the other two sisters, who suddenly exclaimed in joy and hugged each other while Fespius broke out into a jig. 
 
    “You recharged the relic, Fynn,” Dagwyn said like it should have been obvious. “You made it possible for Tryss and Hel to both take over healing Mother at the same time by allowing them to substitute using their ether so they didn’t burn themselves out. You, on the other hand, almost did, so you need to watch it in the future.” 
 
    “Then… the Matron Mother…?” I questioned as I extracted the only salient detail I needed to clarify in order for my heart to resume beating normally. 
 
    “She’s going to pull through,” she replied, and her hand on my shoulder flowed down the length of my arm and gripped my hand.  
 
    I looked at her with a question in my still watery eyes.  
 
    “You saved our Mother, Fynn,” Dagwyn continued in the most sincere tone I’d ever heard from her. “Thank you. I truly mean it.” 
 
    I nodded as the relief cascaded over me at last, and in that moment, I wanted nothing more than to rest my head in her soft-looking lap and go to sleep, but I couldn’t rest until all of us were safe. 
 
    And after tonight, this place was decidedly not safe, so I rose achingly to my feet with the help of Dag and made my way back up to the dais. 
 
    “Fynn, you’re up!” Tryss said when she saw me, and she ran immediately to my side so she could help Dagwyn support me while I attempted to find my equilibrium. “You should rest and recover.” 
 
    “No, I can’t,” I said and stayed standing when she tried to lead me over to the nest of pillows. Then I looked over at where it seemed as if Hel was finishing up something with the Matron Mother, and I walked up to get a better look. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was that Helera had one light-blue palm pressed to the surface of the glowing relic, while the other was pressed flat over Sevahtra’s heart and left a glowing outline against the seam of her hand. 
 
    “She will make a full recovery thanks to you,” Hel said to me even though she kept her eyes riveted on her work. “I fear to think what the outcome would have been had we not been able to address both of her maladies at once.” 
 
    “Good, but Helera, we have to get out of here as soon as we can,” I said. “Ozin-Na knows you and your Mother’s bodies are unaccounted for, and Belia’s as well. They sent a group of Unhoused Assassins, one of whom was the wizard named Norrin.” 
 
    “Nodrin’s kin?” Hel clarified as she mentioned Mother’s missing consort. 
 
    “That’s what she said,” I confirmed with a nod at the prone Matron Mother. Her color had gone from waxy and wan to something that more resembled her normal exotic dusky-pink complexion, and I was glad to see she merely looked like she was in a deep sleep instead of at Void’s door. 
 
    “Shit, okay, Fespius--” Helera began, but the hobgoblin interrupted her with a funky little salute. 
 
    “Not to worry, Mistress Helly,” Fespius said. “Leaves it to me and the minos to pack our essentials.” 
 
    As the three creatures went off to gather our things, Helera addressed me again. 
 
    “Explain,” she requested as she kept her attention on her hands. 
 
    “The Matron Mother figured Daria sent a detail to get her Daughter back, and we came up with a plan for her to disguise me as such before Norrin’s Anti-Ether Field took effect,” I debriefed. “She must have locked all of you inside as well as glamoured the corridor behind us, and between the two of us, we were able to take out the mercenaries. Mother, however, was bested by Norrin, so I think he double-crossed her, just like he tried to double-cross me when I looked like Belia. Fucker.” 
 
    “All of them are for certain dead?” Hel asked with intensity even though she still kept to her task. 
 
    “My two guys are, and I know that fucking waste of space wizard is dead because I saw the life leech out of his eyes as I crushed his throat with my bare hands,” I said in a dark growl I hardly recognized as being my own. 
 
    This caused Hel to falter slightly in her focus, and the light between her palm and the Matron Mother’s heart flickered but flared strong a moment later. 
 
    “How many did Mother take out before she was betrayed by Norrin?” the female asked through a clenched jaw. 
 
    “Two,” I responded. “But we split up, so I can’t be one hundred percent sure they’re dead.” 
 
    “If Mother said she handled them, trust me, they have been handled,” Dagwyn chimed in from where she and Tryss had been listening silently on either side of me. “However, I think Mother would like it if we harvested Norrin’s fucking head.” 
 
    The fierce warrior woman punctuated this statement by pulling out her dual daggers, and Tryss followed suit by pulling out a pair of decorative bladed fans she must have received from Mother at some point. 
 
    “And I think it would behoove us if someone were on cleanup detail just in case,” the novice priestess said as she casually did a series of dexterous flips with her fan weapons as if it wasn’t the most dead sexy thing in the world. 
 
    “That’s a really good idea,” I said when I remembered how the Matron Mother wanted us to be as silent as possible. “The bastard was firing balls of fire at us, so try to stay out of sight in case people noticed the disturbance. Also, there’s quite a lot of blood from the mercs I killed--” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I picked up a special potion from old Johna in the hopes I could vanish my novice tattoos, but it should work well on blood, too,” she said with a grin. “Leave it to us, right, Daggy?” 
 
    “We’ll be back and ready to go by the time you all are,” Dagwyn said. It appeared she had already dressed in attire more appropriate for skullduggery than sexy priestess rituals, and she punctuated the point as she snapped her dark hood over her head. 
 
    I could tell the shorter female thrived on the tactical things more than on the magical, and I knew she probably had all of this timed down to the second, so I didn’t doubt her when she said they’d be ready. 
 
    “Be careful,” I whispered as she grabbed Tryss’ arm when she passed me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, lover,” she replied and kissed me confidently on the mouth. “We’ve got it from here.” 
 
    Then she caught the bundle of cloaks her sister tossed at her, and they were finally out the door. 
 
    “How are you, Hel?” I asked as I looked back at the remaining drow sister. 
 
    She had finished her magic healing thing and was now making sure the Matron Mother was warm and comfortable. 
 
    “Tired, but I’ll live,” she answered and then sat on the edge of the table to catch her breath for a moment. “What about you? Tryssie nearly imploded with worry at the sight of your catatonic ass. What did I say about burnout, hm?” 
 
    “I… couldn’t help it.” I shrugged and massaged the back of my neck where it felt as if my brand was tingling. “It was just an overwhelming urge like before.” 
 
    “Are you saying you can’t really summon it on command?” she questioned. 
 
    “So far, the only times have been at moments where my emotions are at an all-time high,” I relayed. “The first was anger, the second time was fear, and this… this was… probably more fear, I don’t know, but the power just took over me.” 
 
    “You just need discipline like any drow mage,” she explained. 
 
    “Drow mage?” I asked as I cocked my head. “What is that?” 
 
    “I think that’s the closest thing to what you are, Fynn,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I think it makes the most sense.” 
 
    “Is this the part where someone finally clarifies all of these different branches of magic that keep getting tossed around?” I snarked wearily as I took a seat next to her. 
 
    “You are such a babe in arms, aren’t you, awww,” Helera joked as she pinched my cheek. 
 
    “Staaahp,” I said and shoved her. “I may be naive, but I’m not a babe, you twat.” 
 
    “Hah, I know, I know,” she backed off. “But you’re right, there’s a lot that has been foisted upon you, and you don’t even know your asshole from your earlobe yet.” 
 
    “I think I know the difference between my--” I defended frostily, but I was interrupted by one of her uproarious laughs, so I wasn’t very offended. 
 
    Especially when her laughter suddenly caught painfully in her chest and stuttered to a suspiciously wet stop. 
 
    “Oh, Fynn…” she chuckled weakly with a hand shielding her eyes from view, but it didn’t quite hide the silver flash of her tears in the light. “Oh…” 
 
    “Hey,” I said and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into me stiffly like she was carved out of wood. “It’s alright, Helly. It’s okay.” 
 
    Now that there was no one around who could mock her for her perceived weakness, the unflappable First Daughter seemed to give herself permission to crumble just a little, and she finally slumped fully against me. 
 
    “Fuck, I th-thought--” she trembled as I held her close. 
 
    “But she didn’t,” I reminded her so the dark train of her thoughts could be stopped before it grew into a beast with fangs. 
 
    “Drogu’s saggy cunt,” she cursed with feeling and then folded into me so she could bury her face into the curve of my neck. 
 
    I was slightly surprised at the embrace, but I made sure to hold on just as tightly so she would know she could do this for as long as she needed to. 
 
    After all, even I was shaken at seeing the powerful matriarch brought so low, and I hadn’t known her for nearly as long. 
 
    And this was Helera’s mother, someone who had just shown unbelievable tenderness to her surviving Daughters in a society that exploited such vulnerability without a second thought. 
 
    I didn’t know much about… anything, really, but compared to the little I knew about other Matron Mothers like Daria Ozin-Na who would actually prefer her daughters to perish if that’s what it meant to protect her own status, I knew the way Sevahtra raised hers was special. 
 
    After watching the Ascension Ceremony, how could I not recognize how sacred that was? 
 
    How… different. 
 
    And as someone who was just about as different as they came, it was this I trusted above all else. 
 
    “She’s not going anywhere, Hel,” I whispered to the drow female. “Not after all she did to protect you three. You mean everything to her. It’s very clear, and take it from someone with these eyes, I wouldn’t lie about what I see.” 
 
    Helera didn’t respond, but whether or not she didn’t want to, or simply couldn’t, I didn’t know, and I continued to hold her for as long as she clung to me regardless. 
 
    And if my neck grew damp from her strong silent tears, well. 
 
    No one had to know about that, either. 
 
    By the time Dagwyn and Tryss came back precisely as Fespius was finishing up the last of the packing, Helera had completely recomposed herself as the confident First Daughter she needed to be and took charge of our dead of night egress from the Nils Dorei. 
 
    Because the Matron Mother was in the healing sleep she was in, we all had no choice but to descend stair by stair instead of using our cloaks’ free fall attributes, but the staircase was mostly deserted aside from a patrol guard or two, or the occasional late traveler making their way to their rooms. 
 
    No one seemed to give our troupe a second glance, however, and we made it down to the lower level without any incidents. 
 
    “Leaving so soon? And without your Honored Mother?” the large ogre of a doorman asked with a curious glance at our party. 
 
    I held my breath when his golden eyes skimmed over the concealed bundle of the Matron Mother tied to the back of one of the minotaurs. Helera said it would be best if no one even caught wind of someone like Sevahtra being injured, so she suggested we hide her under one of the minotaurs’ capes. 
 
    If one didn’t know any better, it would merely look like a rucksack under there. 
 
    “Our Honored Mother left earlier via a teleportation relic,” Hel lied smoothly. “Council business, I’m afraid. She told me that on behalf of the Twenty-Seventh House-- House Ozin-Na, for clarification-- she has deemed this establishment abhorrent and vile.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon--?” the doorman stuttered in outrage. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” Helera said with the palms held up in surrender. “We think this place is amazing, right, sisters?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” Dagwyn said with her charming impish grin, and she handed him a small pouch of coins with the Ozin-Na House seal embroidered on the front. 
 
    “You all found your stay pleasing?” he rumbled as he hopefully examined the pouch. 
 
    “Yes, we are so pleased, in fact, we were wondering if you might also be willing to part with one of your best wagons?” Tryss took over like the pro she was as she placed her delicate hand on the large man’s wrist. 
 
    “Of course, just tell the stable goblin which one you would like when you retrieve your riding lizard,” the ogre said with the beginnings of an actual smile on his stony face. 
 
    “You see, sisters?” the youngest giggled her feminine giggle. “I told you they would take care of us.” 
 
    “Of course,” the doorman said as he hauled the doors open for us so we could be on our way. “And I am so pleased you enjoyed your stay at the Nils Dorei.” 
 
    From there, it was a simple matter of picking up Greenie, getting the small trailer wagon hitched to her harness, and getting the Matron Mother settled inside before we were once again heading for the twisting catacombs of the Thoroughfare. 
 
    “So, Hel, where exactly are we going?” I asked after the fourth or fifth consecutive set of staircases we had to help Greenie and the wagon down. “We seem to be descending quite a lot.” 
 
    “We need to make our way to the Thoroughfare’s underbelly for where we’re headed next,” she said as she refilled her waterskin from a crack in the tunnel ceiling. “After all, that’s where all seedy establishments exist in the lower dregs of society.” 
 
    “And that seedy establishment we’re looking for would be…?” I coaxed her. 
 
    “Come on, Fynn, can’t you guess?” she asked with an eyebrow waggle. “We’re obviously heading to a brothel.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    “Nothing about our situation screams ‘brothel,’ just so you know,” I deadpanned as I observed the incredibly lewd fae-fyre drawings etched into the signposts pointing toward something called Madame Dessa’s House of Pleasures. 
 
    This was maybe the sixth graphic advert of people fucking in creative positions we had come across, and it was about the third one in when I realized Hel wasn’t joking. 
 
    We really were headed to a whorehouse. 
 
    “Well, maybe it just wasn’t obvious to you,” Helera argued even though both Dag and Tryss pulled faces behind her back like she was a lunatic, and I tried not to snicker out loud at their sisterly antics. “Oh, we’re nearly at one of the first of several junctions, so, Fynn, you should put your eyepatch back on because male drow aren’t that common the closer we get to the Thoroughfare’s underbelly.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said and did as she suggested, but before I could ask why that was the case, everyone startled. 
 
    “What the fuck--!” Dagwyn leapt back with a snarl and armed herself with her weapons before she composed herself. “Shit, I forgot.” 
 
    “For a moment, so did I,” Tryss said with a hand over her bosom, and even Helera wore a disturbed expression. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and then I noticed how my voice sounded familiar, but not in a good way… “Wait, I still look like Belia when I put this on?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a glamour, just like the one you had before,” Helera said. “The only way it would have truly faded was if Mother had--” 
 
    The newly promoted First Daughter cut herself off, and the atmosphere sobered as we all gazed down at the Matron Mother. Sevahtra was still slumbering peacefully in the back of the wagon Greenie was pulling, and only after Dagwyn made sure her cloaks were tucked around her did we continue. 
 
    “So, this glamour thing?” I ventured and gestured to… all of me. “Is there a way to get rid of it?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Tryss said. “Only the creator of the glamour can remove the trace of their ether completely from the object, and who knows how long Mother will need to recover.” 
 
    “I can leave it off and go back to a strip of cloth, or something,” I suggested as I tucked my fingers under the accessory only I could feel. 
 
    “Wait.” Hel interrupted me with her hand, and we all stopped again before we made it out into the junction, as Hel called it. “Keep it on. We are all still pretending to be Ozin-Na, right? And Mother obviously thought pretending Belia is alive is something that plays to our advantage. We’ll just keep our hoods up and won’t call attention to ourselves. No one down here really cares about the Noble Tower, so for all anyone knows, we could be from any of the Lower Houses.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said, and I raised not only my cloak’s hood but the one of my outer cape as well so most of my face was concealed just like the other women’s. 
 
    None of us seemed to have much of an appetite for conversation, so we quickly made our way through the junction as directly and discreetly as possible. 
 
    This was how we spent most of the early part of the day before the radiant lichen began to bloom with the rising of the moon above the Neverlight, and a new “day” in Oshara began. 
 
    As the junctions started to crowd with more and more people attempting to go various places, we decided to stop for a moment between two abandoned storefronts sagging with the ravages of time, and it occurred to me that just like the drow nobles sought upward momentum away from the rising waters, so too, did the Thoroughfare, and it was clear these parts of the “underbelly” used to be considered modern progress like the Nils Dorei up above. 
 
    Case in point, one of the abandoned storefronts had a fading fae-fyre sign that said something about an inn, and the architecture even resembled the Dorei in a slightly off way that spoke of the antiquated style of the lowest of the low. 
 
    The wild thing was, who knew what used to be Under the Underbelly? 
 
    “Tryss, if your broody lover is not going to eat, at least make him give me his portion,” Hel commented, and I broke out of my musing. 
 
    “Leave him alone, he’s probably tired,” Tryss snarled as she immediately jumped to my defense, and I smiled at her and reached for her hand. 
 
    “It’s alright, Tryss,” I said and took a bite of dried oshu mushroom to show her I really was fine. “Maybe a little tired, but mostly just thinking.” 
 
    “Oof, don’t strain yourself,” Dagwyn muttered under her breath before she nudged me in the shoulder with a playful smirk. 
 
    “Shut up.” I nudged her back. “By the way, does anybody want to fill me in on why we are headed to a brothel, exactly?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, Light Boy,” Helera said as she licked her fingers clean. “All Mother told me as her First Daughter was if anything should happen to her, the plan was to go to Drindessa’s House of Pleasures, and then she projected the map into my brain like a damn locating stone.” 
 
    The last part she grumbled with mild annoyance, and she rubbed her forehead like it ached. 
 
    “And I commend you, Daughter, for how well you have taken leadership in my brief absence,” Sevahtra’s weary but strong voice suddenly interjected, and all of us nearly jumped out of our skins. 
 
    “Mother--!” all three sisters said at the same time while Fespius couldn’t help but sob into his large monkey-like hands. 
 
    “Stop your fussing this instant, I trained you all better than that,” the Matron Mother said sternly as all three of her daughters cuddled in for a hug. 
 
    Her actions belied her words, however, and even though she told them off for their “gross displays of emotion,” her own grip upon them seemed just as tight. 
 
    The Matron Mother’s gaze, however, was riveted to mine, and what was even more shocking was when I finally met her eyes, she actually sent me a slow blooming smile that made me want to lower my line of sight once more. 
 
    It made me feel… 
 
    I didn’t know what. 
 
    Sometimes, these abstract things were hard to wrap my brain around, but like always, Sevahtra seemed to know my inner turmoil better than I did, because the intensity of her grateful smile shifted into that wry one I loved so much, especially when it appeared on her daughters. 
 
    “It seems as if you are well-suited to your new look, Fynn,” she said in her ironic voice, and I breathed a little in relief as the conversation drifted into more familiar waters. 
 
    I smirked back, struck a sassy pose, and then gestured to all of myself. “I think I might just be this in public from now on. People take me more seriously, that’s for sure. Being a male totally sucks.” 
 
    The women all laughed heartily, even the Matron Mother, and I grinned back at all of them with a light heart. 
 
    Now that Sevahtra was truly on the mend, the rest of the journey wasn’t so bleak, and it seemed as if we were all making good time. 
 
    Or maybe it was the casual conversations taking place all around that helped make the time pass quicker. Whatever the case, our troupe found a rare moment of peace on our trek, and I reveled in every moment as we talked about casual things. 
 
    “…sooo, all priestesses get their powers from Drogu-ani, and wizards get theirs from the arcane and through the study of runes and books and stuff?” I summed up for the sisters as they all attempted to help me sort out this whole magic schtick. 
 
    “In a roundabout way, yes,” Helera confirmed. 
 
    “And what’s a sorcerer?” I asked. 
 
    “They are similar to wizards, only they don’t get their knowledge of the arcane through books, they are born with it,” Dagwyn added. 
 
    “Ugh, so they’re basically wizards because they can do all the same things,” I said. 
 
    “In a roundabout way, yes,” Hel said again super unhelpfully. 
 
    “But, don’t forget anyone can learn some degree of wizardry, but not everyone can be a sorcerer,” Tryss added, and I felt as if my brain was going to spin out with all of the esoteric details. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits, I hope there isn’t an exam,” I huffed, and the sisters giggled again. “Okay, and what about a mage?” 
 
    At this, a silence fell over our group, and my nerves ratcheted up at the sudden turn. 
 
    “Who told you about mages?” Sevahtra finally asked with a sharp look in her eyes, and I suddenly realized Helera may have told me this in confidence when it was just the two of us. 
 
    Oops. 
 
    “Ah, that was me, Matron Mother,” Hel said a tad uncomfortably, but the look she shot me told me I shouldn’t feel bad about bringing this up. “Ever since he exhibited his light powers, I’ve been trying to think what kind of magic he wields. He obviously has no knowledge of the arcane, either inherent or scholarly, but he has power inside of him that comes from somewhere.” 
 
    “But the last of the drow mages were wiped out centuries ago with the Cleansing,” the Matron Mother said. “That would make this drowling even older than my sire-mother.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but can you tell me what a mage even is?” I interrupted before the rest of their conversation could soar even further above my head. 
 
    “Good question, let us back up,” Sevahtra said and got a bit more comfortable against her pillow in the wagon. “Mages are beings similar to sorcerers in the sense you must be born connected to your source of magic. With sorcerers, it is the arcane, or the language and arithmetic of the magicks. But with mages, their power comes from life itself: the earth which we walk on. Since that is the case, their magicks tend to be wild, powerful, and elemental. The most common are earth and fire mages, then water and wind being the most rare because they are both stubborn and fickle respectively.” 
 
    “But I don’t… have any of those,” I said. “Mine is light.” 
 
    “I know,” she said as she nodded her flaxen head. “Which makes what you are unknown. This is why I wish Nodrin were still with us. Alas, I have always been a better student than a teacher.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure it’s as big of an unknown as you think, Mother,” Helera persisted, and Sevahtra sighed and then made an indulgent gesture toward her daughter to proceed. Hel’s smile brightened up her face, and she jumped right back in with her theory. “So, the Cleansing, right? A time when they wiped out any of non-pure blood, but why did they lump drow mages into that category? Often, it was because of claims of nelvar interbreeding, especially with the likes of elves and man.” 
 
    “Which was later disproved by the scholar Ulette Tenken’Larr with her work on the lost journals she unearthed in her diving expedition down to the Old City,” Dagwyn added, and Helera’s grin grew even bigger. 
 
    “Why, thank you, Daggy, that’s exactly where I was going with this,” she said. “Tenken’Larr indeed found evidence of drow who never reached the surface and yet were still born mages.” 
 
    “And don’t forget Meshti Ol-Ryn,” Tryss chimed in. “She took up Ulette’s work after her untimely death and discovered old murals and other artwork of mages doing all kinds of things like wielding ice, and making plants grow ‘like the ones those above eat.’ At first, I thought this meant those drow could grow nelvar food without sunlight. But maybe there were others like Fynn who could make their own sunlight, and that’s how they could do it all before anything nelvar was banished from Oshara. All before the waters rose too high, all before the Cleansing and the Plague. Before the Council.” 
 
    “See, I knew I wasn’t the only one who did her homework,” Helera said as she folded her hands like a proud school teacher. 
 
    “No, Helly, you’re still the most bookish out of all of us,” Dag informed her twinborn with a pat on the shoulder. “We just remember because this was Nodrin’s favorite history lesson to tell us all before going to sleep.” 
 
    The mood sobered again as the women took a moment to mourn the lost wizard who was obviously more than just one of the Matron Mother’s “chattel.” 
 
    “So, what happened to Meshti… um… Ol-Ryn?” I asked as I stumbled over the unfamiliar names. 
 
    “An untimely death,” the sisters all chorused. 
 
    “That seems to happen frequently,” I said with a frown. 
 
    “It happens to those who know too much and then are foolish enough to broadcast it to the powers that be that would like things to remain as they are.” Sevahtra’s deep voice held a familiar thunderous growl to it, and even though she was still bundled up in the back of Greenie’s cart recovering from almost certain death, the hair still rose up on the back of my neck at her tone. 
 
    “Mother?” Helera ventured when Sevahtra’s crackling silence seemed to add to the damp chill in the air. 
 
    “There is a chance you may be right, Daughters, but if this is the case, the need for secrecy is even more paramount,” she said in a gravely serious voice, and all of us pulled to a stop at her unspoken command. “Say you are right, then you must know why the mages were purged under the bullshit Tenken’Larr exposed. That means they wanted mages gone for a different reason, and the reason has always been about power.” 
 
    “Are you saying the Council is worried about mages because mages are more powerful than even priestesses?” Tryss asked. 
 
    “If your power came indiscriminately from Mother Earth herself instead of from a fickle Goddess of Chaos, wouldn’t you feel threatened if you were at the top?” the Matron Mother countered with another question, and all three sisters then looked at me with unreadable expressions. 
 
    “Fynn, Fynn, Fynn,” Tryss finally said as she cupped my cheek. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I wish I knew…” I said with a small smile I couldn’t keep up for very long. “But currently I suppose I can just be Fynn.” 
 
    “Well, currently, you’re Belia Ozin-Na,” Dagwyn pointed out. 
 
    “That’s exactly right, you plebeian scum,” I said in my most bitchy voice ever. 
 
    “That is way too creepy,” Dag said and then socked me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Children, that’s enough,” the Matron Mother said before I could wallop the Second Daughter back with a good sucker punch in retaliation. I turned my punch into a stretch at the last second, but I knew I wasn’t fooling her when she smirked. “We are almost at our destination, and I would really like to make a good impression.” 
 
    “At a brothel?” Helera whispered and was treated to a magical slap of wind upside her head. “Ow.” 
 
    “Madame Drindessa Bahna’Faar of the Fifty-Third House is one of my closest allies, and you will pay her the utmost respect she and her establishment deserve,” Sevahtra said, and she made her way out of the cart so she could approach the House of Pleasures with us on her own two feet. “Take heed, you three. And you will see how a disenfranchised Matron Mother makes a living for her kin away from every luxury you’ve all been handed. Madame Drindessa is one of the true survivors, and I would not have reached the Noble Tower, nor bore any of you, if it hadn’t been for her.” 
 
    All of us zipped our lips after Sevahtra made herself clear, but just before she turned around to head toward the long stairs leading up to the entrance of the run-down brothel, the double-doors flew open with a bang, and a stocky duergar man came sprinting out with a sack held in his hand. 
 
    He was so intent on getting as far away as possible with whatever it was he’d obviously stolen that he rocketed off the top of the steps in order to bypass having to take them one by one. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was not anticipating all of us to be gathered at the base of the staircase, and he ended up landing on top of Helera and knocking most of us down in the process. 
 
    Since none of us were anticipating it, we were the last to recover from the duergar cannonball, and it wasn’t until the man was running away that we even registered what had happened. 
 
    “Shit. Oh… oh, Drogu-ani, no,” Helera groaned when I pulled her up. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked and watched her search frantically for her satchel while Dagwyn and Tryss helped the Matron Mother. 
 
    “Fuck!” Hel hissed. “Fynn, that little thief took my bag!” 
 
    “Yeah, what an asshole--” I said, but she grabbed me by the lapels and shook me. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said, and her eyes grew wide with fear. “My cloak-- Claden’Du, is in there, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, fuck,” I cursed. 
 
    “And also, the one with Belia’s head is missing, too,” she said as she buried her face in her palms. 
 
    “Double fuck,” I said when I realized how this could totally ruin everything the Matron Mother had done, and before I could think too hard about it, I took off in the direction the duergar thief had disappeared in. 
 
    “Fynn!” someone hollered my name, but I didn’t listen because I knew what it would mean if Claden’Du’s cover was blown. It would mean Sevahtra’s hand would be forced, and after her stern warning about not giving things away, I just knew I had no choice but to hunt the thief down and take back what he’d stolen. 
 
    But, fuck, easier said than done.  
 
    The underbelly of the Thoroughfare was even more confusing because a lot of the interconnected tunnels were decaying with age and could very well lead a person to their untimely death, according to something Fespius said on our journey, and I regretted not listening to him when I came to a fork in the tunnels and had no idea what to do. 
 
    I wanted to panic for a moment in indecision, but my sensitive ears caught the faint trace of retreating footfalls echoing down the right tunnel, and with renewed adrenaline, I sprinted in that direction. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    The footfalls became louder, and the war drums in my head matched them until my feet barely touched the ground because of how fast I was running. I could tell I was getting closer because the sour stench of the duergar’s sweat was starting to make me want to sneeze, and I put on an added burst of speed after I rounded the last corner. 
 
    “Stop!” I snarled when I spotted the back of the man’s ratty cloak, and I cursed when he ran out into the next junction where it was possible for him to slip away in the crowd. 
 
    But I wasn’t evaded so easily, and I was still vaguely working off the odor of the man. 
 
    It was more luck that this particular junction didn’t seem to have any food vendors permeating the air with their aromas, and had it not been for the dark dwarf man’s horrendous lack of hygiene, I was convinced I would have lost him. 
 
    As it was, I followed my nose down an alley with a dead end, and when he tried to double-back, I was there with a powerful kick and stopped him by snapping the heel of my boot across the man’s face. 
 
    “Argh!” the duergar yelled as the bags went flying in all directions, but when I descended upon him, the stocky man had turned the momentum of my kick into a way for him to roll back up on his feet. 
 
    Then I had to suddenly jump backwards when he slashed at me with a short sword. 
 
    “Where the Void were you keeping that, fella?” I asked and side-stepped another attack aimed for my flank. 
 
    “Back, ye diabolical bitch!” he yelled, and I blocked him with my own long curved dagger. 
 
    Rude ass. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t take things that don’t belong to you,” I growled as I tucked my foot behind his ankle so I could hook him off-balance when he swung at me again. 
 
    Which was a mistake for him because he really should have considered a different weapon that didn’t throw off his balance so much. The sword was probably just another thing the thief had gotten his grubby hands on, given he had no finesse whatsoever with his bumbling swings. 
 
    “Die!” the duergar said and attempted to run full-tilt at me like we were jousting, so I decided to finally end this little debacle, and I swung my blade right where my opponent was clumsily gripping the sword with his two beefy hands. 
 
    Clang. 
 
    My dagger hit right at the hilt of the sword in a shower of sparks that caused the thief to drop his weapon just like I’d hoped, and when he did, I finished kicking it out of his reach while I repositioned my dagger and then bashed the bastard right in the nose. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked as I grabbed his dirty shirt before he could fall back any farther, and then I yanked him back in again for another jab with my dagger’s hilt. 
 
    “Augh!” the duergar gurgled through his nasal passages which were no doubt flooded with blood. 
 
    “You should know it’s impolite to steal what isn’t yours,” I tsked as I shoved the wobbling man away, and before he could gather himself, I delivered another snap kick to his chin, which knocked him out cold before he hit the ground. “Well. Hopefully, he remembers his lesson.” 
 
    I shook my head and wiped the blood off my knuckles. 
 
    I’d hit the thief pretty hard, but who knew how long my blows to his thick head would keep him unconscious, so I looked around for something I could use to tie him up. 
 
    It was tempting to kill him, but chances were the thief had just stolen something valuable from Madame Drindessa, and seeing as how we were supposed to make nice with her, I figured she might want the honors of dispatching the vile bastard herself. 
 
    I walked over to Helera’s discarded bag and rummaged through it, and I shook my head at the sight of Claden’Du’s familiar sapphire and silver cloak as I pulled out some utility ropes. 
 
    That girl. 
 
    I realized I’d totally saved her ass, and I couldn’t help but chuckle smugly as I hog-tied the duergar, collected all the shit he’d made off with, and made my way back to where I’d left all of them. 
 
    When I walked up, it was to the sight of the Matron Mother taking a strip of skin off her daughter’s hide with a scathing lecture uttered in a low tone meant only for Helera. 
 
    That was expected. 
 
    What was not expected was how Sevahtra roughly turned her First Daughter’s head to the side and then ripped off the tip of her ear. 
 
    With her teeth. 
 
    Oh, boy. 
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    “Oh, me, oh, my,” a silken voice sang out from the top of the large staircase leading up to the brothel. “What have you done to piss Auntie Seva off so royally?” 
 
    When I glanced up, I was met with the sight of what had to be a stunning mirage because looking down at us was a gorgeous woman with long white hair down to her ass, a skin-tight leather brassiere with a sheer piece of silk tied around her waist, and arresting eyes the color of molten gold. 
 
    What made me convinced this had to be a hallucination was the fact my vision was obviously seeing double, because there were two of these gorgeous women peering down at us from the top of the stairs. 
 
    “And after newly rising in rank, too? Tsk, tsk.” The second gold-eyed beauty shook her head and clicked her teeth, and that was when I realized this was no trick of my sight.  
 
    There really were two of them. 
 
    “Excuse me, did you say Auntie Seva?” Dagwyn interjected in an affronted tone that caused her voice to go up an octave. “Who gives you the right to address this Honored Mother in such a casual way, you ill-mannered reprobates! Do you have any idea--” 
 
    “Dagwyn!” Sevahtra barked with her mouth and chin coated in blood, and her Second Daughter shut up immediately. “You will not address our hosts that way again, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Matron Mother,” she said and fell back in line. 
 
    The weary matriarch sighed and rubbed her temples like she was fighting off a headache caused by her unruly spawn before she turned her attention to the identical twins. 
 
    “Tasi, Eli, is your Mother around?” she asked as she magicked away the blood all over her so she didn’t look like a walking gore fest. “Will you tell her to prepare my normal suite? I must speak with her, but first I need to finish lecturing my errant and careless First Daughter.” 
 
    I glanced at Helera, who still hadn’t lifted her head from where it was bowed deeply toward her chest. About an inch had been nicked off the tip of her ear, and all at once I realized this is what the sisters always playfully referred to as “ear nicking.” 
 
    The reality wasn’t playful at all, however, and it was clear that while non-lethal, the humiliation attached to having your ear nicked was the real blow. 
 
    “Of course, Auntie Dearest,” the first twin, Tasi, said in her sugar-crusted voice while her sister, Eli, smiled a predatory smile just to piss Dag off even more, it seemed. 
 
    “She is finishing up with an important client, but you may come into the main parlor whenever you are ready.” Eli’s grin widened. “You just might want to catch the show.” 
 
    The identical twins giggled identical giggles and then sauntered into the brothel like a pair of pretty little songbirds with their skin such a light blue it bordered on slightly green, and I found myself watching the rhythmic swaying of their perfect matching back sides until they disappeared from view. 
 
    When they were gone, and we were left in the secluded side street once more, the Matron Mother rounded on Helera again. 
 
    “I cannot believe you could be so foolish,” Sevahtra hissed in a low scathing voice that was worse than if she would have exploded into a rage. “So, tell me, did I make a mistake in choosing you as va-Unem-- my First?” 
 
    “No, Mother, it was a stupid mistake I made when I was still Zlithda, and I neglected to rectify it before it was almost too late,” she said as she sank down on her knees. “You may kill me to appease Drogu-ani.” 
 
    “Shut up, Helera, I’m not going to kill you,” the Matron Mother snapped. “In case it’s escaped your notice, Fynn has returned, with even more than what that deplorable thief took from us, it seems.” 
 
    This was my cue to come forward with all of the satchels, sacks, and hostage bundle I’d come back with, and I threw them all on the ground at Sevahtra and Helera’s feet. 
 
    “Fynn?” Hel gasped, and for the first time since I arrived, she fixed her gaze on something other than the ground. 
 
    “Hey, Hels,” I said with a small grin, and she apparently couldn’t contain herself because the next thing I knew, I had my arms full of the grateful female. 
 
    “Thank you!” she muttered into my neck over and over, followed by more coos. 
 
    “Alright, back off, sister,” Tryss said after Helera had mockingly professed her undying love for me. 
 
    “Ah, shit, you even got the crook,” Dag said as she came up and hip-checked me. 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill him, male?” the Matron Mother asked as she nudged the duergar with the toe of her boot. 
 
    “I figured since he’d wronged Madame Drindessa first, she might have a vested interest in his fate,” I replied. “I debated on killing him, though, and I really wanted to, so I’m still down for that, just say the word, Mother.” 
 
    “Hm, no, you made the wiser choice in not killing the worm,” Sevahtra said as she sent me a small approving smile, and my pulse fluttered under the genuine praise as she scooped up the large sack the duergar had made off with and upended it. 
 
    “Oh,” Tryss said, and she jumped a little when another severed head fell to the ground, this one male, along with a clatter of fine silver cutlery and broken pieces of jewelry. “We are amassing quite the collection of decapitated heads, aren’t we?” 
 
    “This one definitely belongs to Drindy,” Sevahtra said as she picked the head up by a hank of hair so she could examine it at eye level. “It appears as if the Madame’s consort had displeased her.” 
 
    “Good job for catching the bastard,” Dagwyn whispered. “Even though I would have just gone ahead and killed him.” 
 
    “That’s because you have no finesse,” Tryss jabbed back. 
 
    “Girls,” the Matron Mother warned, and it was clear she was in no mood for their hissy fits. “Helly, you will follow behind us so you can carry the duergar man.” 
 
    “Aw, but he smells!” she protested but darted her eyes back to the ground when the older woman merely glared daggers at her. “Oh, alright.” 
 
    “And Fynn, come up here with me, I want to make a slight change to your glamour,” she said as she waved me over. 
 
    When I got up close, she made a complex hand gesture in the vicinity of my eyepatch, and I felt a small tingle ripple over me from head to toe. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Dag stated. “He looks the same.” 
 
    “No, not completely the same,” Tryss said as she tilted her head and squinted her eyes a bit. “He still looks mostly like Belia, but not exactly. In fact, he could pass for any one of Daria’s ilk.” 
 
    “Very observant of you, Tryssie,” the Matron Mother praised, and I saw how Dag kicked some dirt with her foot as her younger sister preened. “Belia has too harsh of a reputation in the Unders of the Thoroughfare, but Daria’s other descendants haven’t made quite a name for themselves when it comes to mindless torture. I doubt Drindy would appreciate me waltzing in with the bitch regardless of our mutual history. Fessy?” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress?” the hobgoblin said as he hopped to attention. 
 
    “Please take care of our lizard with the minotaurs, and have a word with Madame Drindessa’s staff about getting us some proper provisions,” she ordered as she looped her arm through mine and started leading us up the stairs. 
 
    “Yes, of course, leaves it to me,” he said and hurried off with the two lumbering beast-men to get everything situated like he was so good at doing. 
 
    “Would it be easier if I just dropped the charade altogether?” I questioned. 
 
    “There will be time for that later, trust me,” she said with a dark undertone I didn’t know whether to be excited by or fearful of. “If we all play our cards right, you just might be in for a treat, Fynn.” 
 
    Scratch that. 
 
    Definitely excited. 
 
    “Ooh, okay,” I said as she patted my forearm with a chuckle, and we all entered through the heavy doors manned by orc-ish servants with gray skin and black and red loincloths around their muscular waists. 
 
    The heady scent of incense similar to the pungent rose but a lot more potent smacked me in the face when we entered the foyer of the brothel, and when I sniffed even deeper, I could also smell the musk of sex, so in the end, I was grateful for the smoky scent permeating the silk-clad place. 
 
    And silk-clad was an apt description, too, because the antechamber we were in was absolutely dripping in all kinds of crimson and black scarves hanging from the rafters like festival flags, and they clashed horribly with the scarlet of the ornate carpets. 
 
    The furniture was similarly covered in other shiny, satiny, or vibrantly-patterned fabrics, and the longer I observed, the more I could tell it was a technique to cover up how much everything was in disrepair. 
 
    “We’ve made sure you’ve got the suite with its own personal baths, Auntie,” one of the Bahna’Faar twins said in her seductive voice as she eyed me from head to toe like I was a fucking dish she was hoping to lick clean. 
 
    I didn’t know what the Matron Mother did to my glamour, but apparently she made me ten times hotter than Belia or something for me to be receiving those kinds of heated looks from the gorgeous Wonder Twins. 
 
    “Thank you, Eli,” Sevahtra said with a nod of her head and then marched with me toward a set of stained-glass doors at the far end of the corridor. “Drindy is in the parlor, you said?” 
 
    “She is just finishing up,” Tasi, the other twin, said as she seemed to deliberately squeeze her upper arms in a way that plumped up her cleavage, and I saw a particular necklace that resembled a figure eight with a red diamond in the center was resting over her voluptuous mounds. 
 
    “This way,” Eli beckoned, and I spied she wore a matching pendant only with a black stone in the center, so I now had something I could use to tell the two apart. 
 
    The gold-eyed twins led us to the stained-glass doors that, upon closer inspection, featured figures engaged in all manner of salacious activities as they fornicated in even more salacious positions. 
 
    Positions I didn’t even think were possible but were intriguing all the same. 
 
    So, it was a bit to my confused delight when the parlor doors swung open wide and revealed a large chamber draped in even more gaudy silks, thick incense, and writhing, moaning bodies currently trying to emulate the artwork on the door. 
 
    “Welcome to Dessa’s House of Pleasures,” the twins chorused on either side of the entrance like two beautiful statues who were gesturing with their mirrored arms for us to take a look around. 
 
    “Do enjoy yourselves,” Tasi said to our retreating backs. 
 
    “Mother is in the back behind the red curtain,” Eli added, and they both waved as one like they were sending us off to a petting zoo. 
 
    Well, actually, that was accurate considering all the people in this lounge area were engaged in petting of some kind. 
 
    “Goddess, I forgot how creepy Blessed Eights can be,” Hel commented as she continued to look over her shoulder at the identical twinborn. When she caught my confused expression, she sped up so she could walk on my other side. “The eighth-born are usually almost always Blessed as identical twins because together they have eight limbs just like Drogu-ani. Our sisters, Gendeth and Gromell, were similar, and they sometimes did this thing where they traded off sentences and spoke as if they were one entity.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember, it was a bad habit of theirs when they were young. It was like they were one soul in two bodies…” Sevahtra trailed off here as the memories apparently became painful since the loss was still so fresh. 
 
    There was no more talking for the rest of the time it took our group to wind our way through small clusters of bodies scattered haphazardly on the floor as we approached the curtained-off archway. 
 
    This was probably a good thing because my attention was being pulled in several different positions-- er, directions. 
 
    Aside from the obvious distractions happening all around me in this orgy of flesh and sweat, the one soul in two bodies thing had rooted itself in my brain like a stubborn weed. 
 
    Maybe that was the case with the Blessed Eights-- one soul in two separate bodies-- and if that could be true, maybe the reverse was possible as well. Maybe a person could have two souls in one body, and maybe that was… whatever it was I happened to be. 
 
    Because even though being a mage might fit the bill, none of my companions knew of the duality constantly warring within me between two separate halves that were always trying to find balance. And the more I became aware of the divide, the bigger it seemed to get. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    “Arrrrrgh!” A loud wail followed the sonic boom of what was clearly the business end of a whip, and the closer we got, the louder the gasps and moans of delight became. 
 
    The Matron Mother raised her hand and magically parted the heavy crimson drape for us, and we all entered into a tent-like structure with dark black silks studded with actual beads of diamond-colored flames that mimicked the stars of the universe. 
 
    Inside, the incense and warm smell of pheromones made my head feel all nice and floaty, and as my eyes adjusted to the dim violet lanterns suspended in mid-air all around us, I could make out more bodies piled together in little pillow camps as they went at it with hands clawing at sparse clothing and hungry mouths. 
 
    A slow-motion effect was starting to take place, which meant the walk up toward the main stage located in the middle felt like it took forever when it was merely seconds.  
 
    When I tried to fix my eyes on the goings-on up on the round platform, I became aware of the slow-tracking effect that doubled my sight with a trippy echo of every little thing I tried to focus on. For example, this made it seem as if the gorgeous drow woman dripping in crimson leather and a ruby-festooned headpiece was whipping a muscular orc not once, but twice for every strike. 
 
    The inebriating effects of the incense caused my hearing to reverberate as well, which made every lashing sound like two, and as I watched the orc chained to the large brass X, I could tell from his face each strike must have felt like utter bliss to him. 
 
    Not sure the pain-to-pleasure thing was… my thing, but I’d admit, I could totally be into whatever the gorgeous older diva with her wheat-blonde hair and cornflower-blue skin wanted to do to me. 
 
    “You are a wicked thing, aren’t you?” the royal blue beauty purred in her sultry voice. 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    She. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Wanted. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    “Arrrrrgh!” the orc shouted and then shuddered in pleasure. “Thank you, Madame Drindessa.” 
 
    “Alright, Ondras, that’s enough for now,” the woman said as she coiled up her whip and then clicked her heel twice against the stage. 
 
    A wrinkled goblin servant with a huge codpiece approached and then knelt at the woman’s feet. In his mottled hands, he raised up a tarnished silver tray for her to set the implement of sexy torture down like it was her royal scepter, and while a bevy of other servants were taking the seemingly-boneless orc down from the brass X, she slowly slipped off her fingerless gloves. 
 
    “Quite a show, Drindy,” the Matron Mother said from her spot still on my arm. 
 
    “Sevvy!” the dominatrix diva said as her amber eyes danced like a candle’s flame. “It’s been much, much too long, lovie. How many decades? Seven and a half, at least.” 
 
    “I believe Tasitanya and Ere’elni were practically babes in your arms the last I visited you, sweetness,” Sevahtra said, and she lifted a hand up for Madame Drindessa to hold as the red-clad woman made her way down from the stage. 
 
    “Indeed,” the Madame said and then gestured expansively to her orgy tent. “Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” 
 
    “It’s positively audacious and just as lusty as you are, my dear,” Sevahtra said, and Drindessa nodded sagely, lifted her nose up in the air, and gestured for the praise to keep on coming. 
 
    “And?” she fished as she peeked out from under her lashes. “What do you think of all my slaves? You haven’t said!” 
 
    “Oh, sweetness, trust me, I am very invested in your chattel,” the Matron Mother said. “You have a fair surplus of both goblins and orcs, and I am wondering if you would be willing to part with half of them for a hefty sum of gold-- once I am able to access my vaults, that is. There’s been a bit of… renovations within the Tower lately.” 
 
    “Darling, do not play coy.” Drindessa lowered her voice as she wagged her finger. “I heard a little cave bat tell me your vaults are buried under half of House Claden’Du.” 
 
    “And I am sure if this little cave bat kept spreading these rumors, as you say, they have already met their untimely demise?” Sevahtra arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course, who do you take me for?” the dominatrix fired back. “I assumed you would be keeping a low profile if you had survived the bitches of Ozin-Na, and I am nothing but your truest and dearest friend.” 
 
    “And being my truest and dearest friend, you would most definitely not mind parting with at least half of your servants and warrior slaves,” Sevahtra stated. 
 
    “Sevvy, we’ve just established you have nothing to pay me with,” Drindessa reminded her with another teasing sing-song. 
 
    The Matron Mother snapped her fingers, and Helera came over so she could drop the still-unconscious duergar man at her feet, and for good measure, she also upended the thief’s satchel so the head he stole came rolling out. 
 
    “Then consider it a gift for bringing this filth to justice on behalf of you and your faithfully departed consort,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “What consort?” Drindessa scoffed and crossed her arms over her voluptuous chest. 
 
    “Is this not your beloved, Gunder-kor?” she asked as she used the toe of her boot to maneuver the severed head around so his face was more identifiable. 
 
    To some degree. 
 
    I was sure even through the ugly grimace of horror frozen on his dark face there was something to recognize. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “It is indeed Gunder, previously of the House of Bahna’Faar, but the filthy traitor is no Consort of mine, and he is definitely not my beloved,” the Madame sniffed through her upturned nose. “The only use he had left was the gold I would have made for selling his head in the fae markets.” 
 
    “But what about the thief?” Helera asked as she took a step forward. “Don’t you want retribution?” 
 
    “Hmm, yes, that does slake some of my desire for… something,” Drindessa said as she eyed the First Daughter up and down in a somewhat lurid sweep with her burning gaze. 
 
    It was hot, and I didn’t blame Hel for blushing so deeply that her complexion almost resembled Tryss’ warm purple tones. 
 
    “Wh-What--” the willowy beauty asked as her voice petered out in a rasp. She hastily swallowed and started again. “What is it you want us to pay you in? Pleasure? I’ve had many a lover tell me I’m good with my mouth.” 
 
    “Hah-hah!” Madame Drindessa guffawed suddenly, and then she rested one of her hands over her corseted waist like it sort of pained her to laugh so much when she was bound impossibly tight with that Torture Garment. But the pain didn’t seem to deter her. In fact, her own pupils widened as she continued to laugh her full-bodied brassy laughter. “Oh, honey! Oh, petal! Your Mother has often told me you’ve got a mouth on you, yet I am delighted you still managed to surprise me. Tickled, really.” 
 
    Helera blushed again, but she fell back into her charmingly aloof self under the praise and attention since she thrived off it like it was her very lifeblood. 
 
    “I can do tickling, if we’re negotiating prices,” Sevahtra’s First Daughter leered at the curvaceous dominatrix. “But somehow I get the feeling you’re into something a little more… intense.” 
 
    “Helly, stop flirting with our Hostess,” Tryss giggled even though the look on her face seemed like she was wishing for anything but. 
 
    “Besides, who would pay for a piece of your ass?” Dagwyn stated as cold as anything with her arms akimbo and one eyebrow arched toward her half-shaved hairline.  
 
    “I’ll have you know, this is premium ass, Dag-wyn!” Helera twisted three-quarters of the way around so she could show off her rather perfect rump complete with circular pointing gesticulations and everything. “I would totally pay for this ass, only I couldn’t afford it! That’s how choice. It. Is!” 
 
    “Oh, oh, enough, you wicked little tart!” Madame Drindessa said, and she held her midsection with both hands now as she continued to chuckle her warm smoky chuckle. “As fun of a plaything as you no doubt are, I have several pretty playthings to choose from, so you alone doesn’t really entice me.” 
 
    “Oh, so you are implying you can be enticed,” the Matron Mother said with a sly edge to her voice, and I immediately perked up to full attention. 
 
    I knew that tone painfully well because it was the tone Tryss usually used when she was about to pull a fast one over on someone by brain punching them with her devious manipulations. 
 
    In fact… 
 
    If I was reading the situation correctly, all three daughters seemed to have been playing it up a bit along with their Mother in some sort of subtle manipulation tactic to get Drindessa to part with some of her resources. 
 
    “Resources” as in people who could be honed into an army because I was now drow enough to recognize how regaining Claden’Du’s proper status was the highest priority. 
 
    I’d spent enough time with all of them by now to pick up on the scheme they were all crafting on the fly like the true web weavers of manipulation they were, and it was blindingly clear their goal was to get Drindessa to reveal her price. 
 
    Once they knew what she could be persuaded with, then the rest would be history, I just knew it. It was a clever and artful ruse if you knew what to look for, and fortunately, I did. 
 
    Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only person to catch on because a second later, Drindessa’s easygoing smile dropped off her face like the mask it was. In its place was a flat-eyed stare that reminded me of… of… 
 
    A large fish with dead eyes and several teeth like a hacksaw-- 
 
    Shark, the word was voiced by the deep dark echo that sounded similar to my own voice. 
 
    For the most part. 
 
    Drindessa obviously knew Sevahtra well enough to see through her tricks, and just like a shark, she glided soundlessly closer with both hands behind her back. 
 
    “Don’t play this game with me, Sevvy,” she said and began to inspect Sevahtra’s daughters with that cold gaze, starting with Dagwyn at the far end and then surveying us one by one, even me in my female drow glamour.  
 
    “I’m not trying to play a game, Drindy, I am trying to get you to Proposition me,” the Matron Mother said. “If what you know from the gossipmongers is true, then you know I am in no position to even make a counteroffer. You could literally get away with murder, and I would have to help you succeed if I accept the Proposition.” 
 
    “And let you craft a way to turn the tables and get out of anything I might try to bind you to, hah, please,” Drindessa argued back. “I believe we invented that game together. No need to beat around the thorny bush, your duplicitousness is tiresome and a waste of my valuable time.” 
 
    “Then do me the courtesy of not giving me the same treatment when I walk through your doors, you hypocritical fuck,” the Matron Mother said in an oddly vapid tone of voice meant to be a mockery of Drindessa’s earlier fake charm. 
 
    The words combined with the jarring tone had a double-edged effect that actually had the powerful dominatrix wincing back like she’d been physically struck. 
 
    “H-How dare--!” she stuttered in outrage, and it was clear she was trying to regain control of a situation that apparently was never in her control to begin with. 
 
    “No, sweetness,” Sevahtra cut the Madame off with a sharp gesture of her hand, even though her voice was suddenly quite gentle and no longer mocking. “If you really want to act like our history means anything, then you wouldn’t have given me the runaround like I was just another treacherous fiend looking out for my own selfish advantage. After all, I was prepared to let you name your price on your own terms because you and I both know if you live in the Underbelly, everyone and everything has a price.” 
 
    “But, I--” Drindessa attempted to interrupt again, but a sudden blast of magical wind and heat had her shutting up once more. 
 
    “Enough!” the powerful priestess thundered and then levitated off the ground as the wind whipped her long flaxen hair around her face. Her maroon eyes glowed with anger as the gale she was generating grew and grew until the orgy participants could no longer ignore the goings-on. 
 
    “Everybody, out!” the dominatrix ordered, and no one had to be told twice, especially when Sevahtra Claden’Du caused the integrity of the sex-romp tent to bow and shudder from the force of the wind she was magicking. 
 
    “Run for your liiiiives!” Dagwyn suddenly hollered like the shit-stirrer she was, and then she cackled madly when she nearly started a stampede with her panic-inducing antics. 
 
    Finally, when all of the patrons and workers alike had fled to safety, the Matron Mother lowered herself back down to her feet, stopped trying to figuratively zap Drindessa with her glowing eyes, and reigned in her mighty winds a bit. 
 
    “I can tell by your face you will continue to be stubborn about this, for whatever godsforsaken reason, so very well,” Sevahtra said as the Madame glared at her with her fierce amber glare. “You think, based on gossip, and what you see in front of you, that I am brought low to your level, when in fact it is I who has something more valuable to you and the future success of the House of Bahna’Faar than any amount of pleasure or gold combined.” 
 
    “You wish,” Drindessa spat out as a rush of furious tears suddenly filled her eyes. “You who have been Blessed by Drogu with twenty-four heirs and squandered it! There is nothing aside from you giving me your own offspring that would matter to me.” 
 
    The Matron Mother chuckled sadly, as if she didn’t want to cast a killing blow but knew she had to. 
 
    “I do wish… for many things you can never hope to understand, but since you won’t be forthcoming with what I know you want more than anything, then it is on your head that you did not make the opening Proposition when I gave you every chance,” she said cryptically, but before anyone had a chance to question her, she suddenly honed the full blast of her intense focus squarely on me. “So, Fynn? Would you do the fucking honors anyway?” 
 
    My pulse quickened. 
 
    I did a double-take. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Halt. 
 
    What fucking honors? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    The Matron Mother continued to stare at me expectantly, and I knew I needed a few moments at best to pick up on what she was going for, or else jeopardize the hard-won control Sevahtra had gained over Madame Drindessa. 
 
    And after the way she’d tested me after completing the Crossing, I knew this was another one of her measures to see if I was clever enough to scheme with the best of them. 
 
    Because that’s exactly what this was, a scheme, and if I wanted to play along, I’d better get a clue because I knew what it must have cost the Matron Mother to pull that power play with all the scary yelling and the magic wind. 
 
    After all, the Matron Mother had barely just recovered from a serious injury and probably needed to conserve all the power she could, and since I knew this, I also knew I couldn’t fail her by being too dumb to pick up on her cue. Also, if I knew the Claden’Du women like I thought I did, I knew if I wanted to play along and help weave this web of manipulation, I virtually had everything I needed in the clues pieced together from the conversations thus far. 
 
    But what fucking honors was she talking about? 
 
    So far, Sevahtra gained the upper-hand in this weird verbal sparring thing where the words Proposition and payment were thrown around, but that apparently didn’t have anything to do with actual money.  
 
    Basically, it all boiled down to one thing. 
 
    What could possibly be more valuable to this dominatrix than gold or pleasure? Something that, if I was reading the situation right, hinged on me, a simple lowly drow male, as being the primary bargaining chip. 
 
    What did I have that--? 
 
    Ohhhhh. 
 
    Actual “fucking” honors. 
 
    I got it now. 
 
    The Matron Mother couched the answer in her own blasé response, and given all of the allusions to lost offspring, it was clear nothing was more important to a noble drow matriarch than her children and the survival of her House through her lineage. 
 
    In Drindessa’s case, it looked like not only did she have fewer children than Sevahtra, but she also didn’t seem to have a single male drow slave or son to her name. 
 
    In fact, now that I thought about it, didn’t Helera mention something about how male drow were scarce in these parts? 
 
    I made sure to mentally mark that down for later because it was odd this was a thing, but regardless of the reason, something as common as a drow male in the upper parts of society was a priceless asset to someone in Drindessa’s low status position with no Consort. 
 
    But when I glanced at the two older women, I could tell now was not the time to ask about the Male Drow Endangerment epidemic of Oshara’s underbelly. That, and I really did need to follow through with the Matron Mother’s vague request.  
 
    Luckily, by now I was pretty confident I knew where this was headed, and only one thing would confirm my theory. 
 
    So, as if I’d been in on the plan all along, I deliberately changed my expression from one of ignorance into one of knowing mischief as I pulled down my glamoured eyepatch. 
 
    “Surprise,” I said and made sure to flex as I crossed my arms over my broad, and obviously male, chest. 
 
    And I had it on good authority my pecs were one of my best features. 
 
    When Drindessa gasped as her royal blue skin turned a few shades lighter, I knew I’d passed another one of the Matron Mother’s tests exactly the way she’d intended, with all the suspense and drama fully intact like she probably wanted all along. 
 
    Not only that, but the timing couldn’t have been more perfect because while Madam Dessa was still recovering from the shock of seeing me in place of Sevahtra’s supposed fourth daughter, her twinborn, Tasi and Eli, came flying into the tent raring for a fight. 
 
    “Mother! What’s happening?” Tasi said as she brandished a set of throwing knives the same ruby red as her pendant. 
 
    “We saw everyone pouring out of the tent and--” Eli continued as she pointed her black bow and arrow at the Matron Mother. 
 
    “--we made sure to put the brothel on lockdown--” 
 
    “--so if you were planning on escaping--” 
 
    “Fat fucking chance,” they both finished at the same time. 
 
    “W-o-w,” I said into the tense beat of silence. “You guys were right, that is creepy.” 
 
    Both identical twins did a double-take. 
 
    A… quadruple-take? 
 
    Whatever. 
 
    “W-Who is--?” Eli stammered. 
 
    “What--?” Tasi spluttered. 
 
    “Hi,” I said back in the face of the shocked twins, and when they simultaneously raked both sets of those golden eyes down my figure, I made sure to flex my arms and pecs again. “My name’s Fynn.” 
 
    “Explain!” the Blessed Eights demanded once they scooped their jaws off the ground, and they turned their combined glares on their uninjured and obviously not-in-peril Mother. 
 
    “It seems, Daughters, as if we are being Propositioned,” Drindessa said with a smirk, and she flicked the eyepatch dangling around my neck with her sharp nails. “Quite an impressive degree of magic, dear. Even I couldn’t detect your magical signature.” 
 
    “Maybe you have just forgotten what my magical signature feels like,” Sevahtra said with a shrug. 
 
    “And who’s fault is that?” the Madame snapped, and the resentful scowl on her face came flooding back. “It’s been decades, Sevvy! And nothing. No letters. No messengers. No nothing. I didn’t even know one of your ‘Daughters’ wasn’t even a Daughter! So, tell me, who is the one who has thrown our shared history in the garbage?” 
 
    “The Ascension took all of my spare efforts to do anything,” the Matron Mother argued. “You would understand if you bothered to do your due diligence to Drogu-ani.” 
 
    “My diligence to our Goddess has never been the issue, and you fucking know it, you gods damned harlot,” Drindessa seethed. “You know I cannot abide by how the Council runs things, and now you want me to be sympathetic to you just because Ozin-Na finally got around to decimating you as well? At least three of your Daughters made it instead of just two. And now you want me to help you when you were nowhere to be found when my House was ravaged? I wouldn’t care if you had brought me a hundred males.” 
 
    “Drindy, Bahna’Faar was, and still is, below the House Line,” Sevahtra explained like this wasn’t the first time they’d gone over this very issue. “Any House below the Fiftieth in ranking doesn’t have the same protections from the Council. Your Bahna’Faar house is the Fifty-Third House, so when Ozin-Na raided you, none of us could form a Rally under Council Orders.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t have mattered because of what we went through together during the Plague!” the dominatrix fired back. “Don’t forget, Claden’Du was below the House Line at one point, too, Sevahtra, and if our roles were reversed, I wouldn’t have waited on the protection of a Council Order to seek vengeance for you and yours.” 
 
    This last part caused her voice to break, and the frustrated tears finally broke through the waterline of her eyes and poured down her face. 
 
    While she took a moment to recompose herself, I wondered briefly why Ozin-Na, a House of such clout, would go after one that was considered too low in status to receive even the basic Council protections like all the others. But the longer I thought about it, combined with all I had pieced together about this treacherous House so far, that totally seemed to track. 
 
    Why wouldn’t the super corrupt and powerful Ozin-Na’s just take from the weak what they wanted? 
 
    And chances were good Bahna’Faar House was the start of this rampant display of needless loss of life in the name of success. 
 
    “Sweetness…” The Matron Mother gentled her voice and reached out to grab Drindessa’s arm to prevent the other woman from turning away. “You are right. I’ve had a lot of time to think about all of this, especially after I was raided by the treacherous Ozin-Na House. At first, I thought this might be my comeuppance for not doing as you said and running to your aid regardless of the Council. I could blame my folly on many things, like the inexperience of my younger years, and the fear I felt in not reaching the Noble Tower, but none of it can make up for the past. And yes, I do need your help. Desperately, but I am willing to give you what I can. What little I have left.” 
 
    Drindessa listened to this impassioned speech with her eyes riveted on Sevahtra, as she thought through what all the Matron Mother had said. 
 
    “And just to clarify… your help would entail what, exactly?” she asked as she eyed me up and down. 
 
    “You have two fertile Daughters, I have one virile male, and considering how hard it is to come by decent pure-blooded broodstock below the Housing Line, I figured you would leap at the chance to continue your lineage,” the Matron Mother said and gestured toward me like I was a prime piece of meat. 
 
    Oddly enough, I didn’t mind my “assets” being ogled like this, especially when the ogling was being done by the two gorgeous golden-eyed beauties. 
 
    “But, Mother--” Tryss tried to interject, but Sevahtra quirked her fingers, and the breath flew out of her daughter’s mouth so she was unable to form words. 
 
    “Hm.” Drindessa tapped her chin as she resumed her inspections along with her two curious Daughters. “His eye is very strange, isn’t it? What made you bid on this one at Auction in particular? Did you get a good price?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Sevahtra said with a burgeoning smile, like she couldn’t wait to reveal something juicy. “He came straight from the arms of Drogu-ani Herself.” 
 
    The other woman’s expression slackened as she ogled at me again with renewed intrigue. “How?” 
 
    “You’re smart,” the Matron Mother needled with a smirk. “You figure it out.” 
 
    Drindessa pursed her lips like she was trying hard not to smirk back. “Okay. Please give my Daughters and I a moment to discuss your Proposition, and we will reply with a counteroffer.” 
 
    “Don’t get greedy, now,” Sevahtra teased as the three Bahna’Faar women shuffled off out of earshot so they could all discuss. 
 
    Discuss me. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    The Matron mother crooked her fingers again, and suddenly Tryss was able to talk. 
 
    “Mother!” she gasped. “You just gave away the male you gave to me, remember? I made you declare it in front of everybody!” 
 
    “I’m fully aware of what I am doing, Tryskaylan,” Sevahtra said in a tone that was meant to be taken as a warning. 
 
    Which Tryss ignored completely, of course. 
 
    “You can’t just renege on your word like that!” Tryss said as her scowl deepened, and her temper caused some of her hair to start to float around. 
 
    “Tryssie, um, maybe--” Helera tried to intervene, but Tryss cut her sister off with that same no-air trick the Matron Mother had pulled on her earlier. 
 
    “Tryss, seriously, don’t,” Dagwyn warned. 
 
    “Shut up, Daggy,” the Third Daughter snapped and then glared even harder at Sevahtra. 
 
    “Tryss…” the Second Daughter attempted to interject. 
 
    “That’s grounds for me to officially Challenge your station, you know,” Tryss said stubbornly over her sister as she continued to stare down the Matron Mother. 
 
    “Oh, shit, now you’ve gone and done it,” Dagwyn muttered under her breath, and she bit her lip and attempted to seek shelter against the wall with her hood up. 
 
    “Interesting,” Sevahtra said in that icy tone of hers. 
 
    “Interesting you would leave yourself open for such a Challenge when you are so depleted in ether and stamina, yes, I agree,” Tryss said as her eyes glowed red. 
 
    Helera gestured wildly to get her younger sister to stop, but the younger woman was on a roll. 
 
    “No,” the older woman stated just as placidly as before. “It’s interesting you still think he is yours when you never Bound him to your will.” 
 
    All of the color drained out of Tryss’ face all at once, and Helera smacked a hand to her forehead as she huffed silently. 
 
    “I-I--” Tryss stuttered and then shrank into herself when the Matron Mother raised her hand, but instead of a slap, Sevahtra merely cupped her daughter’s chin so she could look into her eyes. 
 
    “Did you honestly think after the Ceremony I wouldn’t Sense what you did?” she asked in a flat whisper. “Or, rather, didn’t do.” 
 
    “Mother…” Tryss’ eyes suddenly filled, and she shook. “Are-- Are you going to kill me now for my foolish and premature Challenge?” 
 
    “Tryskaylan, no,” the Matron Mother said as some of the ice started to thaw in her voice and demeanor. “I am very upset you put yourself at risk, but I would not have promoted you to Zara if I didn’t trust you had a reason for this. And seeing as how Fynn has more than proven his loyalty, we will all count our Blessings for how lucky we are that Drogu-ani’s gift is truly a gift and not a curse.” 
 
    “But it’s within your rights to do away with any potential Usurpers who would weaken your line because they cannot back up their Challenges,” Tryss argued in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Tryssie, don’t kick the package lizard in the snout when it brings you presents,” Hel muttered now that she was no longer at the mercy of the Silencing Spell. “Shush.” 
 
    “Va-akor ulvirn, how can I hold it against you when your natural response was to protect what you know to be a potent male specimen for breeding,” Sevahtra chuckled and tucked some hair behind Tryss’ ear. “It’s a perfectly natural part of growing older.” 
 
    “It’s natural to feel both so violent and horny that you fear you might go crazy if you don’t murder or fuck something at the same time?” the younger woman whined as her own lashes dewed with tears, and all of the Claden’Du women giggled and cooed at Tryss as they all came together in a group hug. 
 
    “What am I missing here?” I laughed when Tryss reached out and yanked me into the pile. 
 
    “It seems as if I am a very jealous female who demands you fuck your babies into me lest I kill you, but now it seems as if you are going to get some practice with the Bahna’Faar Blessed Eights,” Tryss sighed when she broke us out of the group embrace. 
 
    My dick processed that way faster than my brain actually did, but when the blood flow finally reached my higher critical thinking, the seductive beauty had already devoured me in a fierce kiss that was hot, slick, and had just enough teeth to cause the blood to travel south again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped as her hand cupped and rubbed my erection through my trousers, and I nearly came when she sank her teeth into the juncture of my neck and shoulder. 
 
    “That is most definitely the plan,” one of the Eights said as all three Bahna’Faar women approached with matching grins. 
 
    “Is that so, Drindy?” the Matron Mother asked. 
 
    “Indeed, dearest, but we have a few counterproposals to your offer,” Drindessa replied. “The first one is you must put on a show for us because you interrupted mine. I do run a business here, and if there are any clients left after the lockdown my Daughters implemented, I want them to be compensated.” 
 
    “As long as all of us are allowed to watch, too!” Dagwyn of all people blurted out, and I shot her a wide grin. 
 
    “I have no problem with that, but it’s not like my opinion matters,” I said as I slowly untied my outer cloak and let it fall, followed by the purple and white one. “I’m just an object at your whim, right, ladies?” 
 
    The Eights sisters both traded blinks as their own blood flow seemed to be compromised the longer they watched me slowly undress. 
 
    “Of course, everyone is allowed to watch if they want,” Madame Dessa said in her sultry Madame Dessa voice. “They’re allowed to participate, too, just not with the male. All of his seed is reserved for Tasi and Eli.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the Matron Mother agreed, and as if this was some sort of cue, the identical twins surged forward so they could do their own inspections.  
 
    But with their hands this time. 
 
    I was so glad I’d just managed to rid myself of my tunic because oh, goddess, their hands. They were soft in all the right places, with a few calluses that spoke of the hard work they both were capable of, and they were roaming them all over my chest, along my shoulders, and down my toned back. 
 
    It. 
 
    Was. 
 
    Awesome. 
 
    I glanced at Tryss when one of the twins crouched down at crotch level so she could cop a feel of my muscular thighs, and even though my lover’s expression was slightly pinched, she nodded at me in unspoken permission. 
 
    Even though by some technicality I wasn’t bound to her, I still wanted her approval, and if she didn’t want me to enjoy what was about to happen, I would have tried my hardest not to. 
 
    But that little nod took the pressure off, and I knew she actually wanted me to have a good time, so I relaxed and went with the flow. 
 
    “Any other terms you would like to negotiate?” the Matron Mother asked. 
 
    “Since my daughters will be bearing the children of your son, I want a proper Unhoused Kinship with Claden’Du,” Drindessa added in a strong voice, and she crossed her arms over her ample chest like she was waiting for Sevahtra to deny her this. 
 
    I guessed Sevahtra wasn’t going to bring up how I wasn’t actually a named member of her family yet. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked as she arched one of her flax-colored eyebrows. “That would mean Bahna’Faar would need to register with the Council for kinship status. You would be under their thumb if it ever came down to it, same as me.” 
 
    “Yes, but I would be with you, and there is nothing Sevahtra Claden’Du cannot accomplish,” the Madame sang. 
 
    “This would also mean all of your resources would be mine to do with as I see fit, not just half, you know that, right?” the Matron Mother asked. 
 
    Helera suddenly threw her hands up in the air. “Ugh! What is it with you and Tryssie kicking these metaphorical package lizards, she’s literally giving you more than you asked for, hu-u-sh! Sh!” 
 
    “Hah-hah!” Drindessa laughed heartily again, and as she tried to catch her breath, she fumbled with a small silver bell tucked away in a small pocket on her corset. When she rang it, the door flaps of the tent opened wide again, and some of the servants started to flood back in. “Oh, petal, you really are fun. But your First Daughter is right, Sevvy. You’re sounding like you want to talk me out of this, after all.” 
 
    “Not at all, I just… don’t want to repeat any mistakes between us,” Sevahtra admitted even though it seemed as if it was a struggle. 
 
    The other woman sobered and then placed both of her hands on top of the Matron Mother’s shoulders. 
 
    “Neither do I, my dear,” she said and then tapped their foreheads together. “That is also why I want our Houses to be joined together under the law, and the children my daughters will bear after your son fills them up with his seed. It has been too long in which we have been estranged. May this coupling bring us back together once and for all!” 
 
    This last thing was addressed to the whole room at large, and a good portion of the orgy participants, who were standing around in various states of nakedness, erupted in enthusiastic applause. 
 
    “Oh, wow, okay,” I said when I noticed just how much of an audience there was and how even more people were crowding in, and the realization of how I was going to have to “perform” for them in more ways than one suddenly doused me with its cold reality. “That’s… a lot of people.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, treasure,” Tasi purred in my sensitive ear as her sister Eli reached into her boot for something she had concealed inside a small velvet pouch. 
 
    “We’ll make sure you don’t miss any of your cues, Big Boy.” Then the other twin flowed up the front of my body from her crouch and handed the item to Tasi while she massaged me back to full hardness through my pants. “Hrrrmm, a big Big Boy, holy fuck.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about holy, but I have been told it’s decent,” I chuckled, and the twinborn erupted in effervescent giggles that reminded me of the type of fizzy wine we had at the Nils Dorei. 
 
    “Drink this, treasure,” Tasi said as she pulled out a miniature crystal vial with a glowing pink liquid. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked since I wasn’t that naive. 
 
    “It is a potency potion,” Eli purred. “It will give you the stamina you need to pleasure both of us, and it will increase the strength and the amount of your essence to promote the greatest chance for conception--” 
 
    “--especially in the case of multiples,” Tasi concluded and pulled out the little glass stopper shaped like a spade. 
 
    I allowed her to bring the potion up to my lips, but before I could just take a sip, both of them worked together to make sure I downed the whole thing in one swallow. 
 
    “Ack-- ugghh!” I spluttered, but a hand came over my mouth to prevent me from trying to spit even a single drop out. 
 
    Which was honestly torture in itself because I knew if I could have a sip of water-- of even the gods damned air-- I would find some sort of relief from the horrid flavor annihilating my taste buds. 
 
    Basically, the taste was so indescribably bad, I considered praying for the sweet release of death even though this was technically only my second day of existence. 
 
    Luckily, before my stomach could make up its mind on whether or not it wanted to vomit, the terrible taste and the sick feeling that came with it disappeared, but not without a sudden stabbing headache that made my vision white out before it faded along with everything else. 
 
    It only lasted for about twenty seconds, but fuck. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Eli asked after she removed the palm of her hand from my lips. 
 
    “Fine,” I said as I took stock of myself physically. “A little warm. And very, very hard.” 
 
    “Excellent,” they both chorused, and then they each grabbed one of my hands so they could haul me up onto the circular stage. 
 
    Instead of some sort of punishment exhibition that had taken place before with the orc and the brass cross, the stage was now set up like a bedroom with a large padded mattress in the center of an old but still plush rug. 
 
    There weren’t any blankets or pillows on the mattress probably because it might interfere with the visuals, and as the lights in the tent dimmed down everywhere but the stage, the potion in my veins roared through my blood, and I forgot about everything that wasn’t my primal need to fuck, and fuck until that urge was deeply…  
 
    And thoroughly…  
 
    Released. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    My heart pounded behind my breastbone like the organ was trying to ram itself through my chest, and the heavy erection between my legs throbbed in sync. As that battering tempo grew stronger with every pump of my hot blood, I feared my cock might actually rip through the front of my pants because of how aroused I was. 
 
    It was quite uncomfortable, but before I could give into my baser desires that were clamoring for me to rip the rest of my clothes off, grab the nearest warm body, and fuck it into the convenient mattress at my feet, I was bracketed on either side by Tasi and Eli. 
 
    “Ooh, you poor thing,” Tasi cooed as she slowly rubbed my rigid length with her hot hand. “Shall we free you, treasure? Shall we make you feel good?” 
 
    “Please,” I breathed, and then I gasped sharply at the zing of lust rocketing through my groin when the friction against my cock suddenly increased. “Oh, gods.” 
 
    The pleasure I was receiving from that simple touch was so intense it almost hurt, and without thinking, I buried my face into the curve of Eli’s neck. 
 
    “That’s right,” she whispered as she looped an arm around my waist from the side so I had something to sag my body against. 
 
    “Wh-Why do I feel so hot?” I panted against her collarbone as I struggled to keep my knees from folding up. 
 
    “Hmm, you are burning up, Big Boy,” Eli said and combed her thin fingers through my sweaty hair. “I guess it’s been a while since we’ve had a need for this particular kind of potion.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked when she pushed me back some so she could feed me a sip of tart wine from a goblet. 
 
    “It means the potion might be a tad out of date,” Tasi giggled as she got to work divesting me of the rest of my clothes. 
 
    “Should I be worried?” I questioned and then hissed when she tugged my trousers down to my ankles in one fell swoop. “Ah!” 
 
    The cooler air outside my former protective layer of fabric seemed more intense than I was expecting, and I almost shied away when one of the twins reached for my exposed erection. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Bam. 
 
    Fireworks. 
 
    Her hand was even hotter than the way it felt outside of my pants, and my hips flexed forward in a premature thrust. 
 
    “Not worried, exactly,” Tasi giggled as Eli helped me pull off my boots so I was now fully naked. “That just means it’ll be extra powerful.” 
 
    “Don’t lie, Tasi,” Eli said as the two of them led me toward the mattress. “This particular potion has the potential to make lesser willed drow males go insane from the pleasure, so there is a very real possibility your brain will melt because there are two of us.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said as my mind was momentarily distracted by the texture of the soft silk sheets. “I don’t mind taking the chance, actually, because if that’s the way I have to go out, then I could think of a lot worse ways. Like the taste of the potion itself. That was horrendous.” 
 
    “Ooh, he is charming, isn’t he?” one of the twins teased as she eased me down on my back while the other started to oil me up with something that made my skin buzz with a warm yet cooling sensation. 
 
    Oddly, it helped with how overly sensitized my skin seemed to be, and it took the edge off the feverish heat coursing through my veins. 
 
    “He’ll be more charming once he’s inside my mouth,” Eli said from her position between my legs. 
 
    “Wha--?” I popped my head up in time to watch how the gorgeous female’s lips formed a perfect heart shape before she stretched them over the dark head of my cock. “Fuuuuck!” 
 
    My head slammed back down, and I threw my arm over my eyes as the electric feeling of her hot slick mouth slowly descending down my shaft threatened to drive me mad.  
 
    If I felt this pent-up already, potion or not, I didn’t know how long I would actually last. 
 
    “I do regret how strong of a dose we gave you, but not really,” Tasi teased as she stood up so she could start stripping off her already scarce clothing. Then, as Eli continued to do wonderful things to my cock with her mouth, Tasi stepped over me so she was looking down at me with her molten gold eyes. 
 
    “I can t-take it,” I said, and I only stuttered a little bit when that skillful tongue rubbed the underside of my cockhead. 
 
    “Hm, I bet you can,” she purred and slowly sank down like supple melting candle wax until she was puddled atop my chest, and the added skin to skin contact eased something inside of me that felt like it was going to make me fly apart at the seams. 
 
    “Goddess,” I groaned and slid my palms along Tasi’s smooth bare thighs until I could grip her narrow waist, and it was all I could do to hold on when the tip of my cock hit the back of Eli’s throat. 
 
    It was lucky I had Tasi to weigh me down, otherwise, I would have accidentally choked Eli with the sudden strong thrust of my hips I had absolutely no control over. 
 
    “You are a strong one, aren’t you?” Eli asked after she pulled off me with a wet slurp. “And your taste is as divinely virile as Auntie Seva claims.” 
 
    “What does it taste like, Ere’elni?” Drindessa suddenly purred in her Madame voice, and I could distantly hear the din of the onlookers. 
 
    “It’s actually quite sweet, Mother,” Eli answered, and I heard Madame Dessa click closer on her high-heeled boots before her buxom figure appeared over Tasi’s shoulder. “Like mossfruit nectar.” 
 
    “I’m quite jealous,” the dominatrix said as she began to paint red symbols all over Tasi’s face, neck, and breasts. The way she paid special attention to those perfect breasts was one of the most erotic things I’d seen thus far, and as if she could sense the spike in my arousal, she locked her gaze on mine. “Mossfruit is one of my favorite flavors.” 
 
    I shuddered when her very words seemed to reach out and caress my eardrums like a dozen feathery tingles sparkling down the length of my spine, and I couldn’t help but come abruptly when Eli fastened her mouth around my cock again and sucked. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits!” I gasped once I came down from the high of my unexpected climax, and even though I knew for a fact I came, there was a distinct lack of evidence to show for it. 
 
    Not only that, but I was still just as hard as before and ready for more. 
 
    “See?” Eli giggled as she came up behind her sister so they were both straddling my torso. “The potion has its benefits, don’t you think? You can come as much as you want without wasting a single drop.” 
 
    “I do see, and now that you’ve whetted my appetite, I’m ready for the first course,” I said and then pulled Tasi closer so she had her knees on either side of my head. 
 
    The natural musk of her grew stronger when her pelvis came closer to my face, and I inhaled the sweetly compelling odor deep into my lungs. I took my time as I rubbed circles into her hip bones with my thumbs, and I admired the groomed strip of pubic hair that seemed to be directing me to the source of her hidden desires. 
 
    It was thrilling, and as I gently pulled her supple pussy lips apart, I felt like I was opening an actual present, so I made sure to savor the reveal. 
 
    “Oooh, you sadist,” Tasi huffed, and she tried to thrust her hips toward my mouth so I would get on with it, but I held her at bay. 
 
    “Patience,” I said, and then I dipped one of my thumbs inside where I immediately made contact with the throbbing nub within. 
 
    “Hahh!” Tasi sucked in a sharp breath as I circled the pad of my thumb around and around while Drindessa finished painting Eli with the same red symbols as her twin. 
 
    I knew I wanted to wait just a little longer for Eli before I really got started on eating out this gorgeous diva, and fortunately, it wasn’t long before Madame Dessa had finished with the skin tattoos and guided her other daughter into position as she gripped the base of my cock. 
 
    This was the moment I wanted all of us to be engaged in pleasure simultaneously, so when I sensed the heat from Eli’s entrance over the head of my cock, I brought Tasi forward at last so I could swirl my tongue around that fleshy kernel where my thumb used to be. 
 
    “Ahhh!” the Eights twins shouted as one, and my hips kicked a little when the tip of my dick squeezed its way into Eli’s tight pussy with a pop. 
 
    “Drogu-ani, he’s so biiiggg,” Eli whined when she came to a stop halfway down my rigid shaft. 
 
    “Don’t tease me, El,” Tasi growled as she gripped the back of my head with her hand and pulled me closer to her soft mound.  
 
    I took her unsubtle cue for what it was and suckled on her harder. 
 
    “Shhlk!” I slurped as her delectable juices started to flow down my chin and puddled in the dips of my collarbones, and I only broke my rhythm once when I felt myself bottom out within Eli’s twitching moist channel. 
 
    “Gah-- he’s in-inside! Deep! Sooo deeeeep… Ohhh!” The woman impaled on my cock clamped down and squirmed as she tried to adjust to the stretching, and if my mouth wasn’t so busy making her sister gush, I would have warned her to take her time. 
 
    “Eli, s-shut up, I need to concentrate!” Tasi wailed, and it seemed as if she couldn’t stop herself from humping my face. “Oh, oh, Fynn, you’re going to make me lose c-control if you k-keep-- ahhhh!” 
 
    Tasi didn’t get to finish what she was trying to say since she suddenly froze, held my head completely still with both hands, and then cried out as she started to come. 
 
    A hot rush of slickness coated my chin and dripped down all over my chest, and I tried my hardest to lap up as much of her addicting sharp taste as I could, but when she bowed her back and pulled her hips away from my questing lips, I could tell she’d had enough. 
 
    Meanwhile, Eli had apparently found her sister’s climactic display incredibly arousing because a renewal of her own hot juices around my hard cock made it possible for her to start experimenting with more movements, and she began gyrating her hips as Madame Dessa paced around the mattress. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, Tasitanya,” she said as she clenched a silver flogger with matching silver braids in her leather-gloved hands. “I had counted on a little more stamina from you. After all, I did say we were going to compensate these lovely patrons on behalf of interrupting their good times with an excellent show, didn’t I?” 
 
    Tasi hung her head and rose fluidly to her feet so she could stand next to the dominatrix. “Yes, Mother, you did say. What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “Punishment!” some of the audience members shouted out, and my erection got impossibly harder within Eli’s pussy when I realized this naughty little mother and daughters act was also part of the so-called show. 
 
    “Hmm, I’m inclined to agree with our guests, Tasitanya, what do you think?” The Madame walked over to the side of the stage where a mechanical lever was sticking up past the stage’s edge, and when she pulled it, the whole platform we were all on started to slowly revolve. 
 
    “I agree with them, also, Mother,” Tasi replied and knelt down next to the mattress on her bare knees. She then laid down on the hard floor on her stomach with her pert ass sticking up high in the air. “I need to be taught self-control. I need to be punished.” 
 
    The crowd leered and cheered, and when the dominatrix asked them what they wished to see, another loud chorus of “Punishment!” erupted all around the orgy tent. 
 
    “Very well,” Madame Dessa conceded and cracked the silver flogger over Tasi’s smooth back side with a crack. 
 
    “Ah!” she yelped, but her jaw went slack, and I saw how glazed her golden eyes were when she turned her head to gaze at me. 
 
    The pain was arousing to her, and I couldn’t help but dig my heels into the mattress so I could piston my cock in and out of her sister’s glorious, grasping tunnel. 
 
    “Gods, F-Fynn,” Eli gasped as I bounced her up and down at a fast clip that had her gritting her teeth and digging deep furrows into my chest with her fingernails. “Uh, uh, uh, s-slow down, ahhh!” 
 
    Crack. 
 
    “Ah!” Tasi yelped again, and I slammed my hips up into Eli that much harder with every successive strike the Madame doled out. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    “Eight!” the audience said as they kept track of every lash. 
 
    “Oohh!” Eli moaned as her hands flew up to tweak the nipples of her wildly bouncing breasts. 
 
    Her reckless abandon, coupled with Tasi’s pleasured yelps and groans, made a familiar sensation start coiling taut in my loins… 
 
    Crack. 
 
    “Nine!” 
 
    “Unf!” A small trickle of drool was running out of Tasi’s mouth as she shuddered with pleasure. 
 
    “Harder, Fynn!” Eli barked, and I slammed her hips down roughly as I thrust up. Something about the angle of this caused her to bear down even more, and by the time we all reached number ten, I had already tipped us over the point of no return. “I’m cooooooomiiiing!” 
 
    “Gods--!” I choked out as my creamy essence practically jetted out of my cock with such force I worried for a moment I might actually be forced out of her slick channel. 
 
    But that worry was unfounded a moment later when Eli clamped her knees on either side of my waist and held on as she huffed and twitched through her own mostly-silent orgasm. 
 
    It was quite the contrast against Tasi’s unrestrained pleasure, and for some reason, it struck me as even more erotic, and I gasped as another strong surge of my seed flooded into her accepting womb. 
 
    “Oh! Oh, yes, Big Boy, I can feel the quickening, keep going, don’t stop!” The drow female impaled on my still-hard erection started to rock and grind against me, and just when I thought I was done coming, a second, smaller climax rolled into the first. 
 
    “Fuck!” I roared at the top of my lungs as the feeling grew so intense even the sensation of being held down wasn’t helping anymore, and I snatched Eli around the waist so I could flip our positions. 
 
    “F-Fynn!” she squealed as I opened her legs even wider and pounded her fast and hard like I had wanted to from the beginning, and a dark part of me gloried in the almost-painful way her expression screwed up as I wrung a second orgasm out of her. 
 
    When the peak of her pleasure hit her, she arched her back so sharply she would have been gazing at the audience upside-down-- if her eyes had been open, that is. 
 
    Instead, both of those cunning golden orbs were pinched tightly shut as her mouth opened in a soundless wail. Her whole pussy contracted around me like it was physically trying to milk me dry of every last drop, and when I continued to gently nudge that special spot inside of her with the head of my cock, she jolted and spasmed with every brush. 
 
    Finally, her body fell slack against the mattress, and her legs fell down from where she had locked them tightly around me during the tempest of her pleasure. 
 
    The audience cheered, but I kept forgetting that they existed so I was accidentally startled, which caused Eli to hiss a little in discomfort. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, and I looked for any signs I had hurt her as I hovered over her prone form. When she opened up her eyes again, the smile I received for my trouble transformed her face from being merely gorgeous, to being truly radiant. 
 
    “More than, Big Boy,” she whispered, and I made sure to remain absolutely still as she felt with her fingers where we were still intimately connected. 
 
    She didn’t enlighten me any further, so I was forced to take her word for it as she carefully had me pull out, but a certain type of contentment had fallen over her, and I put any worry out of my mind. 
 
    “Very good, male,” Madame Dessa praised me from her place next to the mattress with Tasi. “You managed to ‘take care of’ one of my Daughters, but do you have the stamina to give this willful creature what she needs? Can you fill her with your seed so she bears a child?” 
 
    I sat up on my heels with my cock still at full attention and growing harder at the sight of the young female still bent face-first to the floor with one of the dominatrix’s spike-heeled boots planted in the middle of her back. 
 
    Then I let my gaze fall on Tasi’s splotchy and frustrated face as she squirmed under her mother’s foot. 
 
    “Yes,” I graveled out in a rough voice. 
 
    “Prove it,” the Madame challenged as she held out the flogger for me to come and take. 
 
    There was a beat of absolute silence in which even the fornicating in the audience was temporarily put on hold, so I took a breath and managed to stand up without wavering despite how loose-limbed and exhausted I felt after having three back-to-back orgasms. 
 
    Did I really have the stamina for a fourth? 
 
    When my eyes traveled to the bright pink lash marks striping Tasi’s delicious ass, my cock twitched strongly, and a small bead of slick cream oozed out from the tip. 
 
    The dominatrix noticed my renewed excitement, and she shook the flogger at me so I would approach and finally take it from her. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I stared down at the silver instrument, and Drindessa bowed her wheat-colored head. 
 
    “She’s all yours, so be rough and unforgiving with her, male,” she said and went to sit on an ostentatious cushioned throne that had been brought up to the stage after my and Eli’s performance. 
 
    “Punishment! Punishment! Punishment!” the crow chanted, and I looked over my shoulder to see Eli lounging at the feet of the Madame like a house cat content after a large meal. 
 
    Other than a pair of expectantly arched eyebrows, they gave me absolutely no clue as to how I should proceed, so I figured I was on my own with this. 
 
    “Hhn!” Tasi moaned and thrashed her head to the other side and then back like there was a restlessness under her skin that was itching to be held down lest it tear her apart. 
 
    I understood this feeling all too well, so I approached her and soothed her hot naked flesh with one hand. 
 
    “Punishment! Punishment! Punishment!” the crowd demanded, and before I could think too hard on it, I dropped the flogger to the ground, held her hips steady, and then smacked her with the flat of my hand as hard as the flogger did, if not harder. 
 
    “Ah, oh, guh-- hrrrrmmm!” Tasi gargled and scrambled for something to hold onto, but her fingers only met the slightly warped wood of the stage. 
 
    Smack. 
 
    My hand stung, but the nearly insensate female at my feet babbled for more, so I did it again, and again, and watched in awe as her perfect ass jiggled with every strike. 
 
    The audience exploded in roars and cheers, and by the time I hoisted Tasi’s pelvis as high as it would go, like she was some sort of bent-over art easel, the orgy was back to full swing like it was when we’d first arrived. 
 
    “F-Fynn, sp-spank me when you p-put it in!” she said as I lined the tip of my cock up with the entrance of her dripping pussy. 
 
    What was I if not a considerate lover? 
 
    So, before I rammed home in one snug thrust, I made sure to deliver a battery of quick, hard spanks in rapid succession until I was fully seated deep in her soaking wet sheath. 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Tasi jerked her head up from where it was dangling down between her arms and screamed so loudly she managed to get her voice to echo off the tent walls. “Oh, oh, oh, I’m gonna-- uuuuuuhhh!” 
 
    Her head dropped down to dangle again as she used the palms of her hands to help her push back into my hard pounding. When she did that, more of her juices flowed from her pussy and added to the filthy wet sounds pervading the air, and I made sure to deliver another hearty smack to her brilliant red ass one more time as she reached the peak of her climax. 
 
    When I did this, she spasmed so strongly around my shaft that my fourth and final orgasm took me by surprise just like the first one did. 
 
    I growled out again like there was actual thunder in my chest, and as I started to ejaculate, I yanked Tasi upright, sank back down to my knees, and held onto her from behind. Then I jacked my hips up over and over again until the thick ropes of my essence finally stopped squirting out of my cock. 
 
    “Oh, gods, oh, yes,” Tasi muttered as she turned her face to press it into the side of my neck. Her hips continued to shiver and make abortive little gyrations as the aftershocks of her own earth-shattering climax settled over her, and I held her tightly so we were still plastered back to front. “So much of you is inside of me, Fynn. I can feel my womb opening to take in your seed because it knows how strong you are and how strong your children will be.” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” I groaned, and my now finally spent member attempted to give a little twitch of token interest even though my erection was rapidly fading. The fact that I had seemed to impregnate the Eights sisters successfully was nearly just as arousing as the act itself, and when I pictured Tasi and Eli growing swollen and large with babies-- my babies-- 
 
    Well…  
 
    I couldn’t wait to do the same thing to Tryss, Hel, and Dag. I wanted to fuck all three of the sisters until they were ripe and round with my babies. 
 
    Speaking of which, right as I was ruminating about my sultry lavender lover, the woman herself climbed up on the revolving stage and marched over to Drindessa and Eli still lounging together. 
 
    “Great, he obviously fulfilled his half of the bargain, now is there a place where he and I can both get cleaned up?” the novice priestess asked as she put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Aw, how cute,” Eli remarked as she gazed lazily up at Tryss as her Mother played with her white hair. “I remember being possessive of my first plaything, too.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m a possessive, hormonal bitch, but as of this point onward, we are also your guests, and your guests need to bathe the wretched stink of their activities off themselves, do they not?” Tryss said with a sharp stare. 
 
    “Oh, Eli, don’t tease,” Drindessa said as she stood up from her cushioned throne. “She’s right, the male has fulfilled his part in our covenant between Houses. I don’t need to give my Daughters a conception draught to know they are with child after that display. And it seems as if my patrons are more than entertained with your performance as well. The baths in your suite on the top floor are more than adequate, I should assume.” 
 
    Tryss didn’t wait for any more instructions, and she barely contained herself from yanking Tasi off my lap in her impatience to get me away from the two Babymaking Harlots that had threatened her territory. If I wasn’t so sensitive down below, I honestly would have liked to see that aggressive display of jealousy from the priestess, but when it came time for me to pull my cock out of Tasi’s tight body, I was grateful for Tryss’ restraint. 
 
    When I was free, however, that restraint evaporated because the next thing my muddled and exhausted brain was aware of was Tryss hauling me through the corridors of the silk-draped brothel. Then she poked and prodded me into a wooden basin of now lukewarm water, and she furiously scrubbed me to within an inch of my life before she would even look at me properly again. 
 
    “Are you angry?” I asked as she spent a particularly long time scrubbing all around my neck with a rough cloth that had lost its soapy lather a while ago. 
 
    This question seemed to break her out of her deep circling thoughts, and she looked down at the cloth in her hands, and then at the way I was slightly shivering due to the cooling water, and she shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, Fynn, I’m sorry,” she said and then helped me climb out with my sore muscles. “I just… really couldn’t stand their scents all over you, and… I’m not even sure I am pregnant myself yet…” 
 
    “I may have impregnated the Bahna’Faar Eights, but I’ll make sure you get whatever you want from me,” I added, and I kissed the tips of her fingers when she feathered them over my lips. 
 
    “Not what I ‘want,’” she said as she threaded her fingers through my hair and tugged gently. “What. I. Need. Your baby. Growing inside of me. For the glory of our house.” 
 
    We shared a tender kiss that felt more intimate than all of the intimate acts I’d participated in tonight, and even though my body was sated, I knew this was the last piece I was craving before I could fully let my guard down and crash from exhaustion. All I wanted to do now was to curl up somewhere with my lover and have her hold me in her arms while I slept… 
 
    Too bad this plan was fucked almost the second I thought of it by the sound of a loud crash just outside the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Bang. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The sounds of a two-sided yelling match followed by some serious furniture rearranging were coming from the suite of rooms outside of the washroom Tryss and I were both still standing in. 
 
    “Nothing’s changed with you!” one-half of the screaming banshees said, followed by another almighty crash as something heavy was thrown against a wall. 
 
    “I could say the same thing about you!” the other person shouted, and it was clear enough to tell it was the Matron Mother’s voice. 
 
    “Mother…?” Tryss asked, and we both gaped at each other before another destructive clatter made us both jump. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I tucked her hand in mine as I led us out of the washroom to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    Sure enough, Sevahtra Claden’Du was levitating like a fucking doomsday omen with her hair whipping around and her eyes glowing a murderous red.  
 
    And floating in front of her, equally as terrifying, was Drindessa Bahna’Faar. 
 
    Each of them had their fists raised along with a chosen piece of furniture hovering next to them on standby for the next opportunity to try to smash it against the other. 
 
    What the ever-loving fuck had happened? 
 
    I thought that, through the magic of the covenant thing I helped create with my valuable babymaking “assets” and magnificent cock, we were all one happy family now. 
 
    “My cock and I should have stayed…” I whispered to myself in dismay as Sevahtra and Drindessa both launched their projectiles at each other at the same time. 
 
    Crash. 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” Dagwyn asked from her usual place against the wall where she preferred to lurk when things got tense. “Does it have something to do with the fact you’re still naked?” 
 
    “Nothing. What did we miss?” I asked as I barely spared a glance down at my bare self. 
 
    At this point, my nakedness really was neither here nor there. 
 
    “You bitch!” Drindessa screeched as she observed the state of the broken end table the Matron Mother had just launched at her. “That was part of a matching set!” 
 
    “Then let me do you a favor and break the other one, too, because it’s hideous!” she screamed right back. 
 
    “Mother and Madame Drindy are arguing about what to do next now that we are one House,” Dag informed us and then frowned. “Kind of.” 
 
    “The Unhoused Kinship thing, right?” I clarified just as Helera attempted to intervene. 
 
    “Honorable Mothers! Let’s be reasonable!” she said with a placating gesture of her hands. 
 
    “Shut up!” the two thundered, and both of them shot red sparks at Hel from their fingertips. 
 
    “Um… what seems to be the issue?” I asked as I watched Helera dive for cover. 
 
    “I don’t exactly know all the details, but basically, Drindessa wants to do things her way, and Mother thinks they should abide by the Council Edicts in order to expedite the process of her regaining Tower Status,” Dag answered, and when Tryss and I merely stared at her expectantly, she huffed and elaborated a little more. “Mother wants to now Beseech the Matron Council to muster some of the most powerful houses to wreak vengeance upon Ozin-Na and gain back her proper House. But Drindessa distrusts the Council for… certain reasons, and she wants to bide their time so they can organize their own forces and decimate not just Ozin-Na, but Kun Valdar-- the House that currently holds the Twenty-Eighth status.” 
 
    “Why, though?” I asked as a footstool went sailing across the room. “What did that House do to anybody?” 
 
    “It’s not about what they may or may not have done, Fynnie.” Helera popped up from where she’d been crawling on the ground in search of a decent hiding place out of the crossfire.  
 
    So far, against the wall by the washroom was really the only place. 
 
    “Please, Helly, enlighten me like you do so well,” I said in an overly formal way, and I couldn’t help but smirk when the female had to tear her eyes away from ogling me. 
 
    Sheesh, it was like she didn’t just watch me be suuuuper naked and have filthy hot threesome sex that resulted in me cumming like a gallon into both women and getting them both pregnant… or anything. 
 
    She was a bit of a hussy, all the drow females were, but I meant this with the utmost fondness. 
 
    “You see, Fynn, the House holding the Twenty-Eighth status is merely a matter of strategy and convenience on Dessa’s behalf,” she began as she tried to loop an arm around my shoulders but was shoved off by Tryss instantly. She didn’t break stride, however, and just barreled on. “Right now, Drindessa is a part of Sevahtra’s kinship which means, if the Matron Mother gets the Council to muster a Rally, then Ozin-Na is decimated, sure, but all that happens is Claden’Du regains its place in the Twenty-Sixth spot status-wise. And while this would be good for Drindessa, what would be better is if she was the Matron Mother of her own House.” 
 
    “What happens if there is a Rally via Council and the Twenty-Seventh House is wiped out?” I asked. “Does everyone just… move up? That seems like a lot of shuffling.” 
 
    “No, the Council takes it upon themselves to appoint an Unhoused Kinship they deem has paid their dues enough to earn such a status, which is usually someone of their own in the Uppards,” Helera said. 
 
    “Ah, which is why Drindessa doesn’t trust them,” I figured. 
 
    “Exactly, so what Dessa wants is to wait until they are able to attack both Twenty-Seven and Twenty-Eight at the same time, but by then, it will be way too late to gain back the Twenty-Sixth station,” she explained. “And Matron Mother does not want to sacrifice being at the top of the Noble Tower’s Base, let me tell you.” 
 
    Boom. 
 
    A large sofa was suddenly flipped upward by Sevahtra and then immediately set on fire by Drindessa until it landed back down in the middle of the floor in a lump of immolated ashes and coals. 
 
    “Why will it have been too late?” I asked 
 
    “If you were trying to Ascend, but you didn’t want to get caught raiding a Noble House, then how do you suppose you would accomplish that?” Helera asked. “There is a very large loophole in the law that allows a House to petition to Ascend up to two House statuses above their station if it appears as if no one from the House is alive or around to muster a Rally. After five days, if there has been no word from the House in question, a House like Ozin-Na could request the Council to investigate.” 
 
    “Kind of an, ‘oh, no, who could have randomly done this, oh, well’ waste-not-want-not, sort of deal,” Dagwyn added. 
 
    “I see, and once Ozin-Na moves to the Twenty-Sixth station, then the Council will just appoint someone of their own to fill the vacated Twenty-Seventh,” I summed everything up. 
 
    “Now you’re getting it,” Tryss chimed in with a proud smile. “And I think I understand the crux of the argument as well. Waiting would be prudent for both of them to gain a station, but the chance to seek retribution against Ozin-Na will have to wait, and if they Ascend to Twenty-Six, it will be a lot harder to get to them. And who knows how long Dessa’s plan could take. If only there was a way to hold off Ozin-Na from petitioning, and allow both Matron Mothers to serve in the stations they both deserve.” 
 
    I smiled back at her, but it was a preoccupied expression due to all the information churning around in my head. 
 
    Helera mentioned the whole petition thing was a big loophole, and if there was one, there were likely more vague and non-delineated ways around this problem as well, but I just had to figure out what they were. 
 
    Preferably before the two mother-divas razed this place to the ground. 
 
    Crash. 
 
    A rusty chandelier fell from the ceiling as the magical wind grew stronger, and dust started to rain down on all of us from the rafters as the whole building began to shake. 
 
    “Hey, Hel, the Council needs this petition thing to investigate an absent House, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said as she cast her worried gaze to the ceiling. 
 
    “What if no one investigates?” I asked. “Like, if a House is just… gone, or has died off due to natural causes?” 
 
    “That hasn’t ever happened in Oshara,” Dagwyn snorted. “Aside from what happened during the Plague, if a House has died off, it’s because they were raided for their status.” 
 
    “But it is an intriguing question…” Helera said. “I supposed it would just continue to be an empty station until someone caught on. Then they could petition. But people would most likely notice sooner rather than later that none of their priestesses have been seen out and about in any of the Temples.” 
 
    A strategy was starting to form in my brain that just might be crazy enough to work because, for the most part, we had all been sort of doing it with our doubled-up House cloaks and such. 
 
    Hiding out in plain sight, that is. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Fynn?” Tryss asked. “I know that shrewd look on your face.” 
 
    “I think there might be a way where we can buy time, regain Claden’Du’s rightful station, and only involve the Council just a little bit so it all appears legit,” I said as more of a plan started to sketch itself to life across the canvas of my mind. 
 
    “Excuse me, what did you just say?” Madame Drindessa whipped her head around to look at me like she’d been keeping a partial ear open to the goings-on inside the room as she fought the Matron Mother. 
 
    It seemed like both of them had been because Sevahtra paused in the middle of magically hurtling a chipped stone bust of the spider goddess. 
 
    “Fynn, you have something you wish to contribute?” she asked much to Dessa’s disgrace. 
 
    “You let your males get away with such insolence?” the dominatrix asked as the two women finally put down their projectiles and floated back down to the ground. “I hope that unruly trait isn’t passed along through his seed.” 
 
    “Shut up, Drindy, you ignorant slut,” Sevahtra stated flatly, and then she marched up to me, glanced down at my state of undress, and rolled her eyes. 
 
    With a gesture of her fingers, she basically summoned me a set of underclothes from one of our piles of stuff and then shoved them at me. 
 
    “Don’t think I won’t reverse the transaction if I need to,” Drindessa said as I hastily put on the linen shorts and sleeveless tunic. 
 
    “If you don’t have the gold to purchase premium breeding stock, what makes you think you could get your hands on a potion like that?” the other woman shot back. 
 
    “Because, pet, I’ve learned a thing or two about being a second-class citizen all these decades, and there is such a thing as the underground markets,” the Madame sneered. “And if I need to prune some unworthy fruit from taking to bud, then so be it.” 
 
    “Noooo!” a pair of identical voices chorused, and the Bahna’Faar Eights whipped off matching scarlet cloaks that were keeping them both under the cover of magical invisibility. 
 
    Apparently, they’d taken it upon themselves to eavesdrop on what the two Matrons were attempting to discuss, but at their Mother’s allusion to… what? Reversing the conception, it sounded like-- they broke their covers and ran full-tilt at me like they could shield me with their bodies even though I didn’t really need protecting. 
 
    “What is the meaning of--?” The Madame blinked in shock when she was suddenly face to face with her snarling twin daughters. 
 
    “We will not allow you to renege on this pact…!” Eli shouted. 
 
    “And if you do, we will officially Challenge you,” Tasi finished, and their furious glares and fully flattened ears made it clear the subject was unequivocally closed. 
 
    The fervor in which the Eights stood up against their Mother gave Drindessa pause, and it seemed like she was reconsidering. 
 
    “You really are virile,” she concluded as she looked back at me. “I knew you must have impregnated va-ulvirn, but the evidence of how well it took is indeed before me. My daughters are hostile because they know you have given them strong heirs.” 
 
    “Did you ever figure out how we must have come by him?” Sevahtra asked. 
 
    “I take it you did a Summoning as your final act of prostration to Drogu-ani?” Drindessa answered with a smirk. “Intriguing her answer to your salvation was a strange male with two-toned eyes.” 
 
    “Well, I happen to love his eyes, and I hope every one of our offspring has them,” Tasi said as she placed her hands on her flat abdomen, and her sister followed suit. 
 
    “It’s distinguishing,” Eli agreed. 
 
    “Fabulous, now move over,” Tryss said as she shoved her way to my side and then pulled me away so I wasn’t being bookended by the twins. 
 
    “What I don’t understand, Sevvy, is why he still remains unnamed if he is the Goddess’ gift,” the Madame said. “What are you waiting for in naming him your Son, especially when it’s obvious you just completed an Ascension Ceremony?” 
 
    “I was told this male, Fynn of No Origin, would prove himself worthy, and I would know he would be adopted by his great gift of strategy,” Sevahtra said as her eyes shimmered faintly with some otherworldly light, and I was reminded of being in the In Between Plane where we were able to interact with the fae wyld. “It seems as if that time is about to reveal itself.” 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who noticed the gravity of the Matron Mother’s words or that their very authority seemed to hold a physical weight, because everyone turned their attention at the same time. 
 
    Toward me. 
 
    My eyes grew wide when I realized I was the center of all that attention, and I felt as if the oxygen had suddenly been sucked out of the room. 
 
    “Well?” Dessa finally shattered the silence. “Are you going to tell us what this little idea of yours is so you may finally prove yourself worthy of receiving a name? Or do you like being chattel?” 
 
    I glanced at Sevahtra but was faced with the same openly curious expression she used on me when she asked me how I was able to see Aspien’s tracks, and-- oh. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    I could see it in the Matron Mother’s eyes. 
 
    She wanted to know what I had to say strategy-wise, and I knew deep down if I could solve this problem for her, I would be safe under the House of Claden’Du for as long as Drogu-ani would allow it. 
 
    I just had to pass her final test. 
 
    And I was going to blow it out of the fucking water. 
 
    “I have an idea that just might make everyone happy,” I started off and then frowned. “I think. Of course, if I get anything wrong, please correct me. I was only born three days ago.” 
 
    Some of the females couldn’t help but chuckle, and I grinned as I turned up the charm. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we will correct you if you step out of line,” Sevahtra said in a tone I took to mean “take it easy on the wit and get to the point, ass,” so I nodded and sobered up. 
 
    “Before I proceed, I just need to know one thing first: Madame, how many forces do you actually have?” I asked. “Is it enough to form a Rally?” 
 
    “Not for two Houses at once, which is why--” Drindessa launched into what was apparently the same rehashing of the argument before, so I interjected as smoothly as I could in order to keep the ball rolling. 
 
    “You only need enough forces to take out Ozin-Na,” I said and received mostly blank stares, so I went on. “So, if Ozin-Na needs to Petition the Council for an Investigation into Claden’Du two days from now, I imagine they actually have to go somewhere to do that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Daria Ozin-Na must go to the Citadel Center where the Council is held and make a formal request in public,” the Matron Mother said patiently. “Go on.” 
 
    “That means she’ll be out of her part of the Noble Tower where we can get to her,” I said, but I held up my hands when I could tell several people wanted to object. “Not to kill her, though, because I’d imagine she would be well-protected.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Sevahtra said. “She will most likely have at least a brigade of thirty with her including most, if not all, of her Daughters, of which there are now fifteen.” 
 
    “Sixteen,” I said with a grin. “Remember how you glamoured me to look like Belia? And since we took out her assassination detail, for all Daria knows, her Second Daughter is still alive and is just waiting for her mother to take her back into the Tower so she can let in all of her new friends. And by friends I mean Madame Dessa’s reinforcements.” 
 
    “When exactly would ‘Belia’ pop back up?” Helera chimed in. “Ozin-Na will only open for the true Belia’s magical signature. How will you get behind enemy lines to let Dessa’s forces in?” 
 
    “I figured that was the case given how much of an impenetrable fortress the Tower is, so it would have to be in the middle of Daria’s Petition request,” I said. “Then if Mother Sevahtra and her Daughters show up all present and accounted for, and Belia also reveals herself, then Daria has no choice but to return to the Tower looking like a fool along with me. Her enemy in disguise.” 
 
    “And if she accuses you of being a traitor due to your more than convenient timing?” Drindessa asked like she had made an inarguable point. “She has the right to execute you on the spot if she can make it seem like you are in cahoots with Sevahtra Claden’Du. All she needs is a public majority to side with her when she stakes a Claim within Council walls.” 
 
    My heart sank as I realized where this was inevitably headed, but I held out hope that maybe both Matron Mothers would stop me there and be like, “great plan, Daria will definitely take you in like her Daughter, no worries” but of course, I was foolish to think I could be so lucky. 
 
    So, my tactical mind unfolded the part of these metaphorical draft plans that was labeled Contingencies, and I took a steadying breath before I continued the course. 
 
    “When Mother Sevahtra and I fought off Daria’s assassins back at the Nils Dorei, we came across the wizard, Norrin, who told us he was really sent to make sure Belia was indeed dead,” I explained. 
 
    “I was losing a lot of blood at the time, but I remember the conversation,” the Matron Mother said as something in her expression sharpened, and my pulse quickened when I realized I was getting through to her, and she was beginning to see what this plan actually was as a whole. “You mean to Challenge Daria as her disgraced Second Daughter for such a slight, don’t you?” 
 
    A little thrill zipped through me when she fit those pieces together, and I realized this is what she must feel like on the other end of one of her little Critical Thinking Pop Quizzes, and it was giddily satisfying. 
 
    No wonder she was always doing it, not to be cruel or to try to catch one of us with our trousers down, but to improve our mental prowess and intelligence. 
 
    It was fun to see that light of recognition. 
 
    “I don’t really know much about the whole process, but yeah, I figured that’s how it would eventually play out if the Real Belia were there to hear Norrin’s admission,” I said as I ran a nervous hand through the hair dangling in my eyes. “We took Norrin’s head with us, so I could act like I was there all along to intercept Daria with my damning evidence. I figured, after kind of looking insane for claiming House Claden’Du was anything less than intact when everyone is all right there, she would rather I Challenge her back within the walls of Ozin-Na.” 
 
    “So, that’s how you’re going to force her to take you back,” Tryss said with the widest and proudest smile I’d seen her on yet. “My clever Fynn.” 
 
    My cheeks warmed under the praise, and then I had to repress my amusement when my jealous lover hissed at the Blessed Eights as they awed and cooed over my blushing face. 
 
    “And then, after I’ve let everyone in, I’ll distract Daria with our fight, we’ll all take out Ozin-Na without the Council forming a Rally, and then, when Madame Drindessa gets all settled in to Daria’s place, she can make her own Petition, assuming an Unhoused Kinship gets the same privileges as their Kin-House does,” I summed up. 
 
    “But then you would actually have to Challenge Daria and follow through with it,” Madame Drindessa said as she fixed me with a look I didn’t know how to interpret other than Intense. 
 
    “I figured as much,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t understand, a Challenge from a Daughter to a Mother, especially the Matron Mother, is also a promise to Drogu-ani,” she pressed. 
 
    “But I’m not actually--” I began. 
 
    “It won’t matter, because Daria will think you are, and it will activate her magic to enact the Challenge,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “Ah, see, this is where I might need additional insight about all this,” I rambled as my nerves cranked up just a little more, and I ran my hand through my hair again. “What happens when she… activates?” 
 
    “The Challenge is a sacred covenant Drogu-ani has passed down to all of her priestesses to make sure only the strongest of the strong can claim the Sacred House Names,” Helera said like the odd sexy encyclopedia she was. “If a Mother truly believes she is being Challenged, she will Beseech the Goddess and call upon Her power to defend her title.” 
 
    “And if the Matron loses the Challenge?” I asked. 
 
    “Then all of her Wisdom from Drogu is transferred to the Daughter so she can carry on the legacy of the House as the Goddess intended,” Hel answered. 
 
    “And if that champion is a male drow?” Tryss asked, and her question rendered everyone silent. 
 
    “I… don’t think that’s ever happened before--” Eli stated. 
 
    “--has it?” Tasi finished. 
 
    “Not to any knowledge I know of,” Tryss said as an excited energy built up in her stance, and she trembled where she stood. 
 
    “Well, it’s a moot point anyway,” Dagwyn said like the fun little sunspot she was. “There are all kinds of ways to detect even the best glamours, and you can bet Daria Ozin-Na will try to see if you really are who you say you are.” 
 
    “That’s where my services come in, petal,” Drindessa cooed. “You would not believe all of the nefarious experimentation with potions that goes on in the underbelly. We can actually transform your body so you can temporarily forgo any glamours and yet appear like the person you want to emulate. All I would need is something personal of hers.” 
 
    The Matron Mother made a hand gesture, and a familiar black sack came flying into her hand. 
 
    “Will the bitch’s head do?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    And darkness… 
 
    That suffocating type of darkness that made me feel like a disembodied soul stuck in some sticky web instantly brought me back to how everything had started, and I knew exactly where I was. 
 
    But I didn’t panic this time. 
 
    “Am I dead?” I asked. “Again? Or, however this works, I’m not really sure.” 
 
    “No, silly,” Drogu’s musical voice giggled, and suddenly she came into view, first as a shimmering curtain of long chrome hair followed by her curious upside-down face. “You would be no fun to me dead.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” I said and leaned back a little against my web bindings. “So… what am I doing here?” 
 
    “Well, what’s the last thing you remember?” she asked and then turned herself around so she was facing me the right way around. 
 
    “Um… hm… actually-- no, I have no idea,” I said and then waggled my eyebrows. “Care to enlighten me, gorgeous?” 
 
    “You are such a flippant thing, aren’t you, Fynn Draven,” Drogu teased as one of her sharp spider-legs pricked me on the tip of my nose and caused me to sneeze. “But you and your brand of mischief have been so much fun to watch, so I will grant you your request for en-light-enment. Muahaha.” 
 
    “Did my light powers come from you, or are you just being a naughty tease?” I flirted, and even though she was a goddess of chaos and could probably zap me out of existence with just a click of her long-nailed fingers, I just couldn’t seem to help myself. 
 
    She was hot. 
 
    Fortunately for me, she really did find me amusing because she laughed her chiming laughter once more. 
 
    “That is all you,” she purred and pushed herself closer into my space. “No, I’m actually here to give you something.” 
 
    “Ooh, I like the sound of tha-- ow!” I yelped when Drogu suddenly leaned forward and sunk her teeth right into my chest next to my heart. 
 
    “Take care, Fynn Draven,” she said as an icy sensation began to spread throughout my body from the Goddess’ bite, and before I could ask her what was going on, she was cutting me loose from her web again, and I was falling… 
 
    “F…?” A muffled voice pierced the cotton in my ears, and I struggled to open my eyes that felt glued shut. “Fynn?” 
 
    “Uggggghhh,” I groaned and struggled to sit up from my prone position, and when I did, several hands helped me. “What happened?” 
 
    My voice sounded really weird, and my body felt… 
 
    I looked down, and when I saw I was inside this very female body, it all came rushing back to me. 
 
    The Potion. 
 
    The Plan. 
 
    That’s right. 
 
    A day ago, we had all left Drindessa’s brothel so we could travel to her safe house, which actually happened to be a crumbling spire pretty near to the Noble Tower she’d renovated on the inside. She told us on our brief tour of the place that it was her life’s work, basically, to fortify this old spire into the perfect stronghold, so despite the decrepit appearance and hodgepodge of décor, it was the safest place outside of the Tower. 
 
    And it was chock-full of weapons, armor, servants, and warriors alike. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Tryss asked me as a goblin servant offered me a goblet of water on a silver tray. 
 
    I took it and guzzled the whole thing before I answered her. “I’m fine, but wow, that shit sure packs a punch. How do I look?” 
 
    “Despicable,” Dagwyn said as she leaned in with all the others who were gathered around the wooden table I was sitting on. “Like I want to tear out your heart.” 
 
    “So, it really did work, didn’t it?” I joked and allowed the goblin to fill my goblet again with more water for my dry throat. 
 
    “It did, but for a moment, we were worried about you because I’d never seen anyone react to the potion like that,” Drindessa said as she eyed the now-empty crystal vial. “Maybe I should update my stores if they are that old.” 
 
    “Will anything adverse happen to me?” I questioned, and I handed the goblet back to the servant so I could swing my legs around and sit on the table’s edge. 
 
    “No, but I am unsure how long the potion’s effects will last, so if you start to feel like your skin is becoming itchy all over, find a place quickly because the effects are about to wear off, and if it was anything like your initial transformation, you are going to want to be alone.” 
 
    “That is why I want you to have your eyepatch with you,” the Matron Mother said as she handed me the object to stash away for later. “Daria will have most likely tested you for any glamours long before you get to the Tower, and it should last you until then. When you change back to your normal body, the eyepatch should get you by.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I accepted my doubled-up cloak with the Ozin-Na insignia on the outside while the activated Claden’Du cloak was still hidden underneath. Then I hopped down off the table and followed the group of women out of the room we were in and into a dimly-lit corridor. “Anything in particular I need to know about Belia to make my performance more believable?” 
 
    “Be a bitch to basically everyone, and that’s pretty much it,” Dagwyn said as she helped me don a rucksack with the severed wizard’s head inside. 
 
    “Oh, and when you intercept Daria, make sure you allude to the Witness Spell so she knows you are not fucking around,” Helera chimed in as she opened the doors that led out to a crumbling egress platform. 
 
    “What’s a Witness Spell?” I asked as I walked down the long line of riding lizards that were all geared up and ready to go until I was standing in front of Greenie. 
 
    “It allows the caster to ask one final question to a dead person that they must answer truthfully,” Tryss explained. “She’ll know you mean to ask Norrin in front of a public hearing whether or not she planned to kill her own Second Daughter or not, and for obvious reasons, she will definitely not want that.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, I figured she’ll be feeling like an idiot after you all are there to dismantle her Petition,” I said as the adrenaline coursed through my veins. “The true test will be in not laughing when I see the look on her face when that happens, right, Greens?” 
 
    “Rrr…” Greenie rumbled in agreement as I patted her flank, and then I gave her a nibble of some dried meat I’d stashed in my cloak pocket a day ago. 
 
    “We will all go first because there are things we need to get from the Tower before we make our appearance in the Citadel Center, especially if the four of us want to act like we are all there to make offerings in Drogu’s Sacred Temple,” the Matron Mother said as she mounted Aspien the Wonder Panther. 
 
    “Me and my best fae spies will be right behind you, along with Fynn-slash-Belia,” Drindessa stated, and even though we spent all day yesterday refining the plan, it was calming to me to have it rehashed just before we all split up. 
 
    As it was, I had yet to let go of Tryss’ hand, nor she of mine. 
 
    “That way you can all show me how to get to the Citadel Center,” I chimed in as I gave her hand a squeeze. 
 
    “Exactly,” the Madame said as she mounted a yellow lizard with two tails. “And then while we lay in wait for the Bitch of Ozin-Na to parade into town, we’ll pick off her entourage one by one, until we can swap out some of her guards with ours. My Daughters would never forgive me if I allowed you to go behind enemy lines completely on your own.” 
 
    “Much appreciated, Madame Dessa.” I bowed my head graciously. “And then we just wait for Daria to walk into a trap of her own making, and the rest will be history.” 
 
    “It will be,” Mother Sevahtra said in her authoritative tone as she then addressed all who were gathered. “This day will be written in the annals of both Claden’Du and of Bahna’Faar as the day in which vengeance was reaped!” 
 
    “Raaaahhhhh!” everyone including myself roared as her words fired us up, but just as quickly as that wave crested, it also crashed down into its sobering realization. 
 
    The refining was done, and now was the time to put this plan into action. 
 
    My plan. 
 
    And the hugeness of what was on the line was starting to sink in. 
 
    If I failed, not only would I probably die super hard, but not one, but two Houses would also be laid to waste. 
 
    No pressure. 
 
    “Fynn, come here,” the Matron Mother said as she made a gesture for Tryss to get ready and leave us alone. 
 
    My lover did, but not without one more squeeze of my fingers, and I was left to approach Sevahtra and Aspien by myself. 
 
    “Matron Mother?” I asked as I looked up at her. 
 
    “Bare your right arm, Son,” she instructed, and even though I was a bit baffled by her use of the word “son” and not “male,” I refrained from asking questions, did what she asked, and pulled up my sleeve. 
 
    Aspien then hovered his large paw over my skin, and even though I couldn’t see anything, I could feel something that felt like a wet quill marking some sort of complex design on my arm. 
 
    “That tickles,” I said and tried not to squirm. “What is it?” 
 
    “I have marked you officially as my Son like a properly adopted drow male,” the Matron Mother said, and my gaze snapped up to her. 
 
    “Matron Mother…” I trailed off because I didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “You may call me ‘Mother’ now if you wish, va-ulvirn-- my child,” Sevahtra said with a trace of spring warmth in her voice. “You now have the signature of my Mark in you just as well as if I had birthed you myself, but I’ve done yours a little special. Close your regular eye, Fynn, and then say my name.” 
 
    “Sevahtra Claden’Du,” I said down to my arm, and I was suddenly overcome with a rush of strong emotions when the image of a complicated circular design glowed a dark blue. 
 
    “Only you and I can see it, so you will be protected by anonymity,” she said as she watched me examine the glowing brand that was evidence I had a true place among them. 
 
    “Thank you,” I finally said once the lump in my throat eased. 
 
    “No, Fynn Draven Claden’Du, it is you who deserves my thanks,” she said. 
 
    “That sounds nice, my name,” I said as I pulled the sleeve of my cloak back down. “Although, I thought it would be ‘Fynn of No Longer No Origin,’ but yours sounds much better.” 
 
    The Matron Mother barked out a laugh that sounded identical to Hel’s, and I was treated with a big sandpapery lick to my cheek from Aspien. 
 
    “Take care, Fynn, my son, and we will see you soon,” Sevahtra said, and then she motioned for her three Daughters to take to their lizards so they could leave ahead of us. 
 
    I watched them as they all leapt off into the semi-darkness of Oshara, and then I forced my legs to take me back to Greenie. 
 
    “It’s just going to be you and me, girl, do you got my back?” I asked as I stroked her muzzle. 
 
    “Snnt!” she sniffed, and I grinned and climbed up on her back. 
 
    “You’re right, how dumb of me to even ask,” I said and guided us over to where Madame Drindessa was giving last-minute orders to some of her slaves in her absence. 
 
    “--lower the whole fortress a few feet into the Lake if you have to, but whatever happens, no one is allowed in or out until we return, clear?” she finished instructing one of her orc warriors. “Fooner will give the signal from the platform on the Twenty-Seventh level when they are ready to let us all in. I will be entering from the other side so you, Modius, will be in charge of the platoon on the western wing.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the orc named Modius grunted as he handed over a tarnished silver headpiece for Drindessa to put on. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” she asked when she finished up with the last of her armor. “Let’s ride.” 
 
    The trip to the Noble Tower from Drindessa’s safe house was a lot shorter than having to complete the entire Crossing to the Thoroughfare, and from that point, it was only a matter of scaling the many winding staircases that started just above Claden’Du’s level and wound up like a tangle of tree roots. 
 
    It was good I had a guide because there would have been no way I would have made any progress with the confusing stairs, much less find my way to the Grand Elevator that led to the Citadel Center. 
 
    The lift was just like the one in the Nils Dorei, but at least five times the size and actually not broken, and as the giant stone platform slowly rose up the center of the twisting stairs, I was so thankful we didn’t have to walk. 
 
    Krrsh. 
 
    The Grand Elevator hissed to a stop, and with one last glance at Drindessa, I tugged the hood of my outer cloak lower before we all split up in the crowd. 
 
    “Come on, Greens.” I pulled her reins behind me as we made our way through the sea of people milling around the gargantuan chamber the elevator dumped out into. 
 
    I knew I needed to make my way to the far eastern side in which the Council Station was set up, but I couldn’t help but slow down and gawk at the place. 
 
    There were atriums like this all over the Thoroughfare, but none of them were as utterly massive as the Citadel Center. 
 
    Not only did the Center include municipal places like the Matron Council, a prison with a portal to the Void, and several service buildings, it also boasted one of the biggest Temples I had ever seen, complete with thousands of elaborate carvings hewn into the edifice and a giant pear-shaped ruby on the very top spire. 
 
    It was somewhere between here and the Council that I wanted to bide my time and wait for signs of either Sevahtra or Daria Ozin-Na. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long because as I approached the towering obsidian archway that led back toward a semi-circular bench where five matriarchal authoritarians were perched, I could see someone was already causing quite a scene. 
 
    “This is clearly a fiend in disguise!” someone clad in a familiar purple and white cloak screeched. “Of course, the moment I want to request a Petition, here they are all at the same place conveniently requesting tokens for a Temple offering? After no one can attest to seeing any members of Claden’Du for the past five days exactly? What if these traitorous ghouls are the ones potentially responsible for something happening to the Honored Mother of the Twenty-Sixth station?” 
 
    As if it was scripted, the Matron Mother of Ozin-Na fell back on those behaviors already predicted by Drindessa. 
 
    “Are you actually going to stake a Claim, Daria?” Mother Sevahtra’s voice rose over the din and the chatter, and I wound my way through the pillars so I could get a closer look. It seemed as if she and her Daughters had taken some time to properly clean themselves up, and they were all looking more hale and hearty than ever before. “You really want to go there in front of everyone? I appreciate your ‘concern’ for the well-being of my Noble House, but as you and everyone else can see, my Daughters and I are perfectly fine.” 
 
    “Perfectly--” Daria spat as her darkish face twisted in malice. “Right, and I suppose the real reason you are here isn’t to get the Council to muster a Rally?” 
 
    “Why would I need to muster a Rally against anyone if there’s no need?” the Matron Mother asked in what looked to be genuine bafflement. “Daria, dear, are you feeling well? You are not making much sense. Maybe the real issue is Tower Sickness…” 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” Daria hissed, but the cat was already out of the bag, and at the word “sickness,” the public crowding around started to whisper and stare at the Ozin-Na matriarch with suspicion. “There is no Tower Sickness with me or any of mine.” 
 
    “Hm, where’s Belia, then?” Sevahtra questioned casually, and the other woman’s face paled in fury. 
 
    “If the Honorable Mother has no further requests or inquiries on behalf of the Upper Houses, who is next?” the old drow woman sitting in the center of the five droned out like this was all so insufferably boring. 
 
    “But--” Daria attempted, but her eyes traveled around to all the people whispering and muttering under their breaths. “N-No, Matron Magistrate, it seems as if I was mistaken. My apologies.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Daria,” Sevahtra said as she and her Daughters sauntered away back toward the Temple while the other Matron Mother was left standing in her own fuming rage. 
 
    I wanted to follow Sevahtra with my gaze to make sure they were well and away, but now was the time for me to implement my part of the plan, so I followed Daria out of the public Council. 
 
    “I don’t know what that bitch is playing at, but so help me, I will make her pay for making me look a fool!” I could hear her raging as she took a few back alleys past different shops and vendors on her way toward the Grand Elevator, and I swung myself back into Greenie’s saddle so we could head her off. 
 
    “What do you suppose Sevahtra meant by bringing up Belia?” one of the daughters with three braids in her hair-- a Zara-- asked. “You don’t suppose she’s still alive, do you?” 
 
    “My, my, what a question, baby sister,” I said as I rounded the corner on Greenie in order to reveal myself at last. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Daria yelled as she leapt back in alarm. 
 
    I whipped off my hood at the same time so all of the Ozin-Na bitches could get a good look at my expertly disguised face. 
 
    “Why, Mother, I thought it was obvious? This is the wonderful family reunion you’ve been waiting for.” I jumped off my mount, strolled up to the stunned older woman with light-gray hair, and then lowered my voice so only she could hear me. “I came across your ‘rescue’ party, by the way. And I even brought you back a present I’m sure you wouldn’t want everyone to… Witness, so if you do not wish for me to Challenge you out in the open like this, then you’ll take me back to the Tower where we can settle our business.” 
 
    I patted the strap of my rucksack so it was extra clear I had the evidence to follow through with my blackmail. 
 
    “And why would I do that?” she hissed as her eyes glowed red. “You could be anyone with that face.” 
 
    “You’ll do it because first and foremost, it is the right of a Mother’s Daughter to Challenge her when she has been slighted,” I snarled. “And you know what you did to me. So, test me if you must, but just know I was there when Norrin told me everything.” 
 
    I whipped the rucksack around and pulled out the canvas bag. Then I let her see inside for herself so she could get a glimpse of the dead wizard’s head, and when she realized I was legit, I stashed it away just as quickly. 
 
    “Hold still,” she said through gritted teeth as she begrudgingly ran her hand through the air in front of my face. 
 
    I didn’t exactly know what she was doing at first until I felt the eyepatch in my pocket suddenly start to warm up. 
 
    It was good it was hidden away because nothing on Daria’s face showed me that my disguise had been compromised. 
 
    The Potion was holding, and based on her frustration, she seemed to be none the wiser. 
 
    “Come, all of us are going straight back to the Tower!” the Ozin-Na matriarch barked at her company at large, and I internally sighed with relief. 
 
    “Aw, but you said we would be getting new silks,” one of the other Daughters said. For her trouble, she was immediately rounded on and heartily slapped across her dark gray face. 
 
    “What did I say?” Daria shouted and then swept her red gaze over the rest of her children in case any more of them wanted to contribute with something stupid. 
 
    Which they wisely did not. 
 
    And, as we followed the furious Matron back to the Elevator in silence, I couldn’t help but feel a little pang of sympathy for Daria’s Daughters. 
 
    Sevahtra by contrast could be stern and intimidating, and she never failed to slap anyone upside their head for a stupid comment, but she was never so blatantly cruel to her children like this bitch was to hers. 
 
    It made me extra glad I now bore Sevahtra’s mark, and as we disembarked the lift and into the stairs, the tingle of the memory from her Signature gave me some comfort as Daria waved her arm and revealed a large door. 
 
    On the door was the same insignia that was on my cloak-- the circle in the middle of two crescent moons skewered through with an upward-facing arrow-- and I knew we’d made it to one of the entrances into Ozin-Na’s lair. 
 
    The belly of the beast. 
 
    Thank gods some of Drindessa’s changeling spies had indeed infiltrated Daria’s troop, because as the heavy doors closed and then vanished behind us, I made a grim discovery. 
 
    That tingle in my arm I had associated with the ticklish sense memory from Sevahtra’s Signature was actually starting to become a real sensation as my skin started to itch… 
 
    Uh-oh. 
 
    I thought I had more time with the Potion than this. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” someone whispered off to my right. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I subtly glanced at the person who was addressing me, and through their Ozin-Na facemask, I could see the flash of opal irises that told me this was one of Dessa’s spies. 
 
    “The Potion,” I hissed back. “It’s wearing off.” 
 
    “Eepen’nah!” he cursed under his breath in some strange language. “I’ll cause a distraction once we get out of this antechamber. You should be able to find a servants’ entrance around any set of stairs. It’s daytime, so all of them should be out of their quarters.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I watched as the spy discreetly broke away and then maneuvered toward the back of the caravan to apparently cause a distraction. 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek and balled up my fists to prevent myself from scratching, but every step was like torture as the prickly sensation grew stronger and stronger. 
 
    The torch lights illuminated the opulent purple-drenched surroundings, and I could see how this corridor dumped into the main epicenter of the House itself. 
 
    Since I’d never seen Claden’Du in all of her glory before it was caved in, I could only imagine it was as spectacular as this only in a different color scheme, and I had to tamp down the urge to ogle around like it was my first time here. 
 
    It was, but no one else but the spies knew that, so I had to play it cool, even though I was blown away by the sheer majesty all around me. 
 
    Everything was richly decorated and tastefully lit with crystal chandeliers levitating through the air and casting bright silver light. Servants of all types, even those of the nelvar like human men and elves, were bustling around with thick silver collars around their necks that were fashioned into the Ozin-Na House insignia. 
 
    In the center of the main hall was a giant replica of a planetary system mounted on some sort of gear mechanism that, if I focused hard enough, I could hear a deep ticking sound coming from, and I figured the replica was basically a giant calendar crafted out of the finest blown glass and oiled parts money could buy. 
 
    It was grand and opulent, but all of that paled in comparison when I spotted a plain, regular old staircase with a door leading underneath. 
 
    At that moment, with the feeling of a million insects marching underneath my skin, I had never seen something so beautiful. 
 
    “Watch what you’re doing, chattel scum!” an outraged voice shrieked, and a commotion between someone and Daria’s Daughters broke out. “Mother! He ruined my braids!” 
 
    The Matron rounded on her group in her explosively temperamental way, and I took that as my cue to slip off. 
 
    “Invisible,” I whispered and felt my undercloak activate with the command word. 
 
    I was warned when Tryss taught me this a day ago that if someone really wanted to, they could detect me in a heartbeat with a simple Revealing Spell, but I didn’t worry because I just needed to make it to the stairs… 
 
    Slam. 
 
    I shut the door behind me with a gasp and barely had the sanity to stumble and crash my way down the narrow corridor until I could collapse inside what appeared to be a cleaning cupboard. 
 
    “Arrrrgh!” I groaned as I worked to divest myself of everything but my bare skin. 
 
    It was due to practicality that I wore basically nothing under my cloaks, because as the itching increased and turned painful, I also noticed my physique was rearranging back into that of a male.  
 
    However, Unpleasant was a fucking understatement, and if it had been this painful before, no wonder I’d lost consciousness so hard I bumped into Drogu. 
 
    Because, fuck, all the grinding and shifting my bones were doing hurt more than anything I’d felt so far in this existence. 
 
    Fuuuuuck. 
 
    After it was all said and done, I just laid there on my back for a few minutes and breathed shakily. Dark spots swam in front of my vision, but I held on to my consciousness with tooth and nail until the ringing in my ears went away. 
 
    When I was sure I wouldn’t vomit or pass out, I slowly got to my feet and retrieved my rucksack where my set of clothes were as well as the crimson glass orb Sevahtra had fashioned back at the Nils Dorei. 
 
    She altered the magic in it, and all I needed to do was tap the locating orb twice on the ground for it to update to the new floor plan of the place I was in. She also said that, although there were minor differences from level to level, there was a good chance certain things like Egress Platforms were set up in the same places structurally. 
 
    After all, it was one big Tower being shared among five other Houses at the base of Oshara. Certain things had to be the same. 
 
    I ran my finger over the surface of the locating orb and found the place on the map where Ozin-Na’s private Temple of Worship should be located, and along with that, the eastern Egress Platform. I tapped the area twice, and then the orb’s map went away only to be replaced by a faintly glowing arrow that gyrated like a compass needle. 
 
    That arrow was fixed on my target, I knew, so after making sure my Belia-glamoured eyepatch was firmly in place, I exited the room.  
 
    It seemed Madame Dessa’s changeling spy was right, too. The servants’ corridors were deserted this time of day for the most part, and aside from having to activate my cloak’s invisibility a few times, I made it clear to my destination undetected. 
 
    The Temple on the top floor of Ozin-Na was nearly identical to the one I was familiar with back in Claden’Du, so I knew exactly which part of the wall the egress platform was most likely behind. 
 
    I couldn’t do the magic that opened the door, however, so I rummaged in my rucksack for one final item courtesy of Drindessa’s nefarious black-market potions. 
 
    It was a vial of something glittering and black like the waters of Subata, and I made sure to stand at least fifty feet away before I threw it at the wall. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    The vial exploded, and a huge gelatinous ooze splattered itself all over the wall and instantly began to smoke and hiss. The ooze was so toxic, it had the power to not only eat through stone and metal, but also some of the common protection enchantments that could weaken it to other magical damage. 
 
    The moment I could start to see through the wall, I knew I’d been successful in creating the first breach into Ozin-Na. 
 
    Soon, more would follow until this place was overrun from the inside with the united houses of Claden’Du and Bahna’Faar. 
 
    “Ahh!” I screamed as a sudden pain erupted in my back just under my right shoulder blade. 
 
    “You vile little bitch!” Daria screamed like a banshee, and I barely had time to roll to the ground for cover as a violent wave of heat barreled over my head. 
 
    “Fireballs? Really?” I grunted under one of the altar benches and tried to crawl away. 
 
    “You think you can plot some sort of coup against me?” she yelled, and when some of the reinforcements broke through the wall from the egress platform, she sent another wave of fire toward the opening. 
 
    Wave of fire wasn’t an accurate description… 
 
    It was an unholy incineration of emerald-green flames and thick smoke that poured out of the side of the Tower with such force, I knew by the screams that she had blasted every living thing on the platform to hell. 
 
    “There goes my help,” I muttered as I tried to reach behind me for whatever it was that was making it hard to breathe, and I nearly choked when my fingers brushed against the handle of a sharp dagger sticking out of my back. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Who were your friends, Belia?” Daria asked, and from the trajectory of her voice, I could tell she was hovering in the air. 
 
    Probably trying to find me. 
 
    But so far, I had managed to slither my way behind one of the many large braziers scattered throughout the Temple. 
 
    It wasn’t the best hiding spot, but for now it was able to buy me the time I needed to pull the dagger out of my flank. The fortunate thing was, I timed this with another of Daria’s fireballs, so the resulting boom covered up my yelp of agony. 
 
    The risk of losing too much blood was a very real possibility now that the dagger had been removed, but I couldn’t take the chance of leaving it in so it could limit my movement. So, with bloody fingers, I ripped a wide strip off the bottom hem of my cloak and wrapped it as tightly around my torso as best as I could. 
 
    Which wasn’t really great, to be honest, and much too loose for comfort, but it would have to do for now because I was out of time. 
 
    The time to fight the crazed Matron was now, and I needed to act before the wound in my side forced me to quit. 
 
    So, with a deep breath, I stood up straight and strolled out from behind the flickering brazier as cocky and as casual as Helera. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t get so worked up, Mother,” I said, just as bitchy as ever. “It isn’t good for your health. Especially after that pathetic display at the Council today. People will start to talk.” 
 
    “You will pay for your insolence, you utter filth!” Daria screamed and then sent another jet of green flames at me. 
 
    I dove forward into a somersault in order to dodge the fireball, and when I popped back up on my feet I immediately let the dagger she’d stabbed me with fly out of my hand. 
 
    The sharp blade sliced through her side and stuck itself dead in a stone pillar where it was clear to see her red blood dripping off the hilt, and the shock of the sudden pain broke her concentration enough that she crashed back down to the ground in the center of the circular altar. 
 
    “Daria Ozin-Na, you are hereby Challenged for your station due to the injustices you’ve wrought on your children,” I growled, and even though I wasn’t actually Belia, I couldn’t help but feel the need to truly speak on her behalf. 
 
    Who knows? 
 
    Maybe if her Mother wasn’t such a cruel woman, she might have lived differently. 
 
    “I accept your Challenge,” Daria grunted as she gathered herself and rose to her feet. 
 
    Her side was leaking a copious amount of blood, but she grinned maniacally like she couldn’t wait for the chance to tear Belia limb from limb, and the obvious twisted hatred in her eyes churned my stomach. 
 
    She really, really hated her Second Daughter if she was this happy Belia finally gave her a legitimate excuse to murder her own flesh and blood. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    That was fucked up. 
 
    I couldn’t think too long on this, however, because Daria immediately launched herself off the altar’s platform and tackled me to the ground. 
 
    “Argh!” I yelled as we tumbled over and over, and I had to try my hardest not to let her get her strong hands around my neck, especially since I was positive her sharp nails were for more than just show. 
 
    She was also a priestess at the peak of her prime, according to what Dessa and Sevahtra said in the day leading up to our counter-attack, so I knew I needed to get the upper-hand, and fast. 
 
    “I should have drowned you in the lake like the Skadza you were originally born as!” Daria screeched as she picked me up and then slammed me against the edge of the altar platform. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” I screamed as the pain in my back exploded like a fiery brand and caused my vision to white out for a second. 
 
    “And when you tricked me into promoting you to Second, I thought I would never be rid of you!” she snarled and slammed me down again. 
 
    I scrambled to get an edge on her and tried to get my own hands around her neck. My only chance was to hold out through the pain and blood loss long enough for her to either black out or back off, but all that happened was it caused us to fall to the ground again. 
 
    “Hrn!” I wheezed when she landed on top of me fully intent on tearing out my throat in one blow, but before she could, I struggled just enough that my eyepatch slipped off. 
 
    When the glamour broke, the shock of seeing me in place of Belia was enough for her to loosen her hold on me, and I launched into action. 
 
    “What the-- ahh!” I kicked the Matron off me and then jumped to my feet so I could follow that up with a snap kick to her face that sent her flying back. 
 
    “Daria Ozin-Na,” I said as the hummingbird inside my ribcage came back with a fury. “You are the wickedest among the wicked. And now you must pay.” 
 
    “What-- who are you?” she said as she tried to scramble away from my approach, but I was already descending upon her and lifting her up by the throat. 
 
    The power built up within me to such a degree, I thought I would internally combust unless I released it somehow, and moving purely on some forgotten instinct, I placed two fingers over her heart. 
 
    “I’m Fynn Draven, Son of Claden’Du,” I said softly, and then I released the build-up of energy through the conduit of my arm and fingers. 
 
    Zrrrrrt. 
 
    A huge flash of light exploded in my face, and the nerves in my arm all grew hot as I discharged what appeared to be a bolt of lightning straight through the Matron until it scorched the wall on the other end of the room. 
 
    Daria Ozin-Na was dead with the look of surprise still plastered to her face. 
 
    At that moment, both the entrance to the Temple and the blackened hole where the egress platform suddenly exploded to life with bodies as the reinforcements finished storming the House. 
 
    “Figures,” I scoffed as I dropped the husk of Daria to the ground. “Better late than never, I suppose.” 
 
    “Fynn!” a wonderfully familiar voice caught my attention, and I turned just in time to see Tryss barrel through the crowd of people now standing around with nothing to do. 
 
    “Tryss,” I breathed and made a move to run to her, but when I did, I found my feet were anchored to the floor. “What…?” 
 
    A silvery mist I hadn’t noticed before was now pouring out of the dead Matron’s eyes, nose, and mouth like a stream of satin that slowly twined around my ankles and kept me from moving. 
 
    “Fynn’s done it. He fulfilled a Challenge as a male…” Dagwyn’s voice reached me through the crowd, but everything was starting to sound far away, and a deathly cold feeling was starting to grip my body like my veins were rapidly filling with ice water. “No, Tryss, give him space!” 
 
    “Ahhhh!” 
 
    Someone screamed long and loud, but I didn’t know who it was over all the pain I was feeling, and it wasn’t until the strange liquid mist started to force itself into my own facial orifices that I realized it was me who was doing the screaming. 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss shouted again, but I was lost in the feeling of being invaded by a force that wanted to completely consume me. 
 
    I could feel it invading my mind looking for a foothold to burrow into so it could anchor itself to my soul, but for some reason, the invading force couldn’t get a grip on anything substantial. 
 
    Because of this, there was only one place it could go, which happened to be out through the gaping hole in my back. 
 
    If I was in pain before, nothing compared to the feeling of that essence tearing its way through my wound, and for the first time, I actually regretted my existence if there was such a thing as this to feel. 
 
    Just when I thought I would go permanently insane from the pain, the invading force finally left my body and evaporated like fog. 
 
    “Unh,” I breathed and immediately started to tip forward, but before I could hit the ground, I was caught and then lowered by a pair of gentle hands. 
 
    “Fynn… Fynn… hold on…” Tryss said, and her beautiful tear-filled eyes were the last thing I saw before I was taken by blissful unconsciousness… 
 
    I didn’t know how long I was a slave to the darkness because there was literally nothing in between the feeling of dying and the sharp intense alertness of coming awake again all at once. 
 
    And when I didn’t recognize where I was, or who was in the room around me, I may or may not have lost my shit. 
 
    Just a little. 
 
    Only two tables and a chair lost their lives until Dagwyn came into the room and calmed me down. 
 
    “Relax, Light Boy, you’re safe!” the Second Daughter of Claden’Du said and rolled her eyes. “Get your ass back in bed before you tear open your stitches, idiot.” 
 
    The relief I felt at seeing her familiar face outweighed anything and everything, to the point that even her bitchy insults were like music to my ears, and I did as she asked. 
 
    “Sorry about the mess, you guys,” I said, and I leaned carefully back against the pillows as the servants cleaned up all the broken furniture. “I’ll make it up to you by being a model patient from now on, I promise.” 
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss barreled into the room a moment later and basically cannonballed into my side. 
 
    “Tryss,” I grunted as the pain jarred my wound, but I didn’t care and pulled her closer. “Fuck, what happened?” 
 
    “You did it, Fynn,” she mumbled into my bare chest as I held her against me. “Not only did you kill Daria, but you fulfilled Mother’s Fidelity Spell by bringing honor to Claden’Du with your act of selflessness.” 
 
    “Oh, good, that’s… why do I feel like death?” I asked. “Some details are a little foggy.” 
 
    “Do you remember what happened after you killed Daria?” She lifted her head so she could look at me. “About how the Transfer tried to take place after the Challenge?” 
 
    “Drogu’s beautiful tits, I don’t ever want to remember that again,” I said and shuddered at the memory of that mist trying to take over my mind, body, and soul. 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t have lived through that,” Tryss said as she laid her head back down and then swirled idle patterns around a scar on my chest. 
 
    Wait, what scar? 
 
    I looked down at what she was doing and saw the evidence of what appeared to be teeth marks. 
 
    “Did… Drogu bite me?” I asked as I remembered a few detail moments before I woke up in the Belia Disguise. 
 
    “She must have, because that’s not my handiwork,” the priestess murmured. “Drindessa thinks this is what kept you from burning alive on this inside. That and the fact you had an open wound so close to your heart. It gave the Knowledge somewhere to go because you can’t physically handle what is meant for a priestess.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said as I shifted to get more comfortable. My eyes were growing heavy again even though I’d just been asleep, and I tried to fight it, but to no avail. 
 
    I slept and for the first time… there was something… 
 
    A Dream. 
 
    I had a dream for the first time, and even though everything was vague and hazy, I knew the dream was warm and… good, and when something brought me to the surface, I was sad to see the dream end. 
 
    “Shhh,” someone said as they continued to run their gentle fingers through my hair. 
 
    “M-Mother?” I whispered in my raspy voice. 
 
    Tryss was still curled up in a ball next to me sound asleep, and when I blinked my eyes open, I could see Sevahtra had taken a seat on my other side while Hel and Dag had wound up sharing, and then sleeping, in a large armchair next to the fireplace. 
 
    “Go back to sleep, Fynn,” Sevahtra said in a low voice as she continued to stroke my hair. “You have brought me much joy, and much honor to Claden’Du. Rest, now, my Son. When you wake up, we will talk about our futures.” 
 
    And with the sounds of a haunting lullaby easing my heavy eyelids closed once more, I slept. 
 
    And I dreamed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Resurrected as a Drow! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
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