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

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    The cheers and applause from the crowd rang in my ears as I shook my head, which was still reeling from my underground forays. Tryss seemed to notice my discomfort, and she extended her hand to cup my face. I nuzzled my cheek into her hand and closed my eyes as her thumb stroked small circles below my eye, but then my eyes flew open as I considered something.  
 
    “Wait, do I still have to pretend to be in Ozin-Na? If that’s the case, I shouldn’t be seen so publicly with you.” I shot a concerned glance at the crowd where the Matron Mothers and priestesses were still watching us.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Tryss said with a wicked grin. “There have been some, ah, updates since you’ve been busy with the maze and its preparations.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked with a curious lift of my eyebrows as I peered into the beautiful priestess’ coy face.  
 
    “Mother has a plan.” Tryss smiled.  
 
    “Of course, she does.” I grinned back as I shot another look at Mother in the stands. I could see the glamoured Nodrin whispering into her ear, though they both held their gazes steady on me. “What are they plotting?” 
 
    “Well, after Daria-Zephyr traded you to Kun-Valdar in exchange for Nodrin, Mother approached Kun-Valdar herself,” Tryss explained.  
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly as I tried to fit this new information in. It hadn’t been part of the original plan, but I could see how it made sense. If Sevahtra wanted Kun-Valdar to believe the rivalry between House Claden’Du and House Ozin-Na was alive and well, then it made sense she would approach Kun-Valdar about the fate of her beloved wizard that her enemy had sold off. I recalled how Kun-Valdar told Daria-Zephyr of her attempts to train Nodrin for the Blind Maze, and how the attempts ended with her breaking the wizard’s legs, so I knew the meeting with the Matron Mother of the Twenty-Eighth station wouldn’t have been easy for Mother Sevahtra. She would have wanted to slay Kun-Valdar right there. 
 
    “It’s a trap, of course,” Tryss said as her eyes searched my tired face.  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “Revenge for Nodrin, right?” 
 
    “And others,” Tryss said grimly, and when I gave her a curious look, she explained further. “Mother has recently learned of ongoing activities she was previously not aware of. When Claden’Du was thriving, there were over eleven hundred active duergar guards on duty at any moment.” 
 
    My mind flashed back to my first day in the drow realm when Belia Ozin-Na infiltrated the House of Claden’Du and slaughtered all of the duergar guards while she amplified the horrifying sounds to Mother Sevahtra. My jaw tightened at the memory, but I nodded for Tryss to continue explaining.  
 
    “Well, it’s not a stretch to imagine that not every single duergar guard was loyal to the House of Claden’Du, since the drow and duergar have a complicated history,” Tryss continued while she crossed her arms and drummed her long fingers against herself. “And Mother has been made aware of the dealings of the disloyal guards.” 
 
    “Uh-oh. What did they get up to?” Possibilities crossed my mind, I was learning that there were few limits in this realm. Interspecies crossbreeding? Now I knew how terribly that was regarded, so I knew it wouldn’t be a good look for the House of Claden’Du.  
 
    “Trafficking,” Tryss said as she pursed her lips. “There was one duergar guard in particular, Ganer’if, who was making a side profit by selling off workers into slavery after reporting them as having died on the job.” 
 
    “And Elviramosa Kun-Valdar of the Twenty-Eighth station was buying them,” I pieced together.  
 
    “Correct,” Tryss said. “Amongst others.” 
 
    “And of course, Mother Sevahtra doesn’t like her chattel being messed with.” 
 
    “No the fuck she does not,” Tryss confirmed with a grin.  
 
    “How long had this been going on?” I asked.  
 
    “Decades.” 
 
    “Oofttt,” I said as I sucked air in through my teeth. “That’s a lot of revenge to be had. But what about, what was it? Ganer’fi?” 
 
    “Ganer’if,” Tryss corrected gently. “He was killed in the raids, thank gods for him, otherwise he’d have to endure the wrath of Mother.” 
 
    “I wish I could’ve seen that,” I said with a wicked grin. Mother Sevahtra was a secret softy, but she was also ruthless when she needed to be.  
 
    “You may get to yet, if any of his descendants survived the raids.” Tryss returned my grin as her eyes flickered up to her mother in the stands again. “Her wrath will come down as if it was inflicted upon Ganer’if himself. And Kun-Valdar, in due time.” 
 
    “Excellent, so what’s the plan?” I asked, and I shook my head quickly to fight off the exhaustion that was creeping into my peripheral vision.  
 
    “There’s plenty of time for scheming yet.” Trissy reached her hand out to cup my face again. “You’re exhausted.” 
 
    “I am,” I agreed, and with the words, the exhaustion crept in more. I felt the muscles in my arms grow heavier as they tried to recover from the hours spent digging the rest of me by hand out of the death trap that was the Blind Maze. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    I wasn’t meant to survive that maze, and the realization that someone would be very upset that I had started to manifest itself in my brain. Everything had happened so suddenly, I hadn’t had much time to process anything.  
 
    One minute I’d been sitting and having tea with Kun-Valdar and Zephyr, an ally changeling who was disguised as Daria Ozin-Na. They’d been discussing the trade of, well, me as Kun-Valdar’s House representative for the celebration known as Qorin-Kai, where representatives competed in what was known as the Blind Maze. Each year, the racers were sent into a maze that was enchanted with a light spell to make the surroundings impossibly bright. Due to my mysterious background that I didn’t even have a hold on myself yet, I was blessed with what I referred to as my Dark Eye. The eyesight in my Dark Eye wasn’t normal, and it allowed me to see through the brightness of the light spell. But, shortly after my tea with Kun-Valdar that turned out to be spiked, I was taken to see Drogu, for the half-dozenth time in my short existence.  
 
    Drogu, the spider queen goddess of chaos, informed me that someone had changed the rules, and the Blind Maze would take place in darkness this year. She also warned me that the Maze was actually a trap, in which all contestants were sent to die. And, well, that meant I was shit out of luck. Luckily, Drogu had a soft spot for me, and she promised me I would make it out of that Maze alive.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I woke up in the middle of the Blind Maze.  
 
    No prep or anything. Goddess of Chaos indeed. 
 
    The gorgeous spider goddess didn’t just throw me to the… furry things that run fast. Dogs? No.  
 
    Wolves. 
 
    Oh, yeah, there were also the random memories of another life that punctuated my already confusing existence.  
 
    Anyway… 
 
    Thrown into the Blind Maze that was dark instead of light, with no preparation, and an army of soul-eaters intent on sucking my soul out, which was the cherry on top.  
 
    That phrase came to my mind easily, though gods only knew from where.  
 
    Speaking of gods, Drogu came through for me again. I didn’t know if it was my roguish charm, my well-endowed appendage between my thighs, or something else that I wasn’t privy to yet that kept her sweet on me. Only time would tell, I was sure of that much at least. But in my time of need in the maze, she’d sent me her spider friends who helped convey to me the need to dig through the ground. It was my only escape from the maze, and though I could barely stand now, it was worth it. Now I was freed, with my lover by my side.  
 
    For now.  
 
    I stretched my arms out and flexed my fingers back and forth. If I weren’t looking directly at them, I’d be worried they were about to fall off from all the digging.  
 
    “How long was I down there?” I asked as I shook out my weary muscles.  
 
    “About three hours,” Tryss said before she reached forward and grasped my right hand lightly. Then she started kneading slow, methodical circles into my tired hands.  
 
    “Hmmm, that feels nice,” I sighed, and I let my head fall back as I closed my eyes and enjoyed my lover’s deft fingers while they worked their magic on my hands.  
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable yet, my love,” Tryss said with a grin. “You have just become House Champion, there’s to be a celebratory feast in your honor.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” I groaned right as my stomach grumbled. The thought of a lively feast and excited chattering after hours of digging wasn’t appealing, but the thought of the food made my mouth water and my stomach grumble even louder, and I grinned. “I guess I could feast.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Tryss smirked as she gently dropped my hands from her grip and slid an arm through mine, and then we leaned on each other as we slowly walked away from the maze. “It is only halfway Kels’Rin-Kai, afterall, you had to assume there would be a feast.” 
 
    “It does make perfect sense.” I nodded.  
 
    Kels’Rin-Kai was an eight-day long celebration of the spider goddess Drogu. One day for each of her legs. A celebration without a feast during Kels’Rin-Kai would be like… 
 
    Christmas without presents. 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure where that came from, but I could picture a small green tree inside a cozy dwelling with boxed gifts wrapped in shiny paper displayed beneath it. It was a warm, happy memory, but the details eluded me, like they often did when I was hit with a wave of past memories from another life.  
 
    Whatever Christmas was, it wasn’t like drow celebrations. I was learning drow celebrations were more… carnal. Feasts were common, but so were orgies.  
 
    That sounded like the proper way to celebrate.  
 
    “The rules dictate that the House of the champion and all other Houses who placed a wager on the champion will get together in a House of their choosing,” Tryss pressed on as we continued our leisurely stroll. “Of course, Mother insisted that Elvy host, and she was more than happy to accept.” 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded as I recalled the pink-clad Matron Mother of the Twenty-Eighth station. She was like a peacock, eager to show off. “Ever the show-off. And she’s still convinced that both the Claden’Du and Ozin-Na Houses are alive and well?” 
 
    “Completely,” Tryss scoffed. “I’m surprised she’s not been usurped already.” 
 
    Matron Mothers were notoriously suspicious creatures, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill even their own daughters at the barest whiff of a betrayal or insurrection, but Elvy Kun-Valdar looked foolishly trustworthy compared to the likes of Mother Sevahtra or Mother Drindessa. Though it was also a testament to Mother Sevahtra and her priestess daughters’, and, well, my ability for deception. We had the rest of the Houses and Council convinced that both Houses were alive and well, through clever manipulation, glamour magick, and the help of our dark fae friends.  
 
    I looked up to the stands to see Elvy descending the high stadium steps, and her eyes were pointed hungrily in my direction when she wasn’t focused on not falling down the steep stone steps.  
 
    “Looks like she’s ready to meet her prized boy toy,” Tryss said dryly, and I watched as her crimson eyes followed the elaborately dressed Matron Mother.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin at the edge of jealousy in my lover’s voice. Tryskalan was uncharacteristically jealous for a female drow, but our connection was stronger than most. I’d even outright confessed my love for the beautiful warrior, to which she responded by promptly vomiting, but I tried not to take that too personally. She had ingested hyssop, to which she was particularly sensitive.  
 
    “Don’t worry, she won’t get far,” I said as I pulled my lover in by the waist so her body was tight against mine. She leaned into me more and sighed happily, and I couldn’t wait until the post-celebration celebrations with my lavender-skinned lover.  
 
    Before we could take another step, Tryss clutched her stomach and stumbled.  
 
    “Babe?” I reached for Tryss, who clutched onto me with a pained look on her face. Then all the color drained from her pretty visage. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked before I felt an unpleasant, yet familiar tugging in my own stomach.  
 
    “Anti-magick spell,” Tryss breathed out, and the small drow woman continued to clutch at her gut while my own stomach roiled. The powerful priestess was much more connected to her ether and therefore her magick, so she was much more affected by the spell than I was, though it was far from pleasant for me, either. 
 
    “From where?” I grunted as I cast a worried glance around. We hadn’t made it far from the maze, so I wondered if it was from some leftover soul-eaters, but that didn’t seem to fit within the parameters of the contest. 
 
    Then I looked back toward the maze to see shadowy figures approaching us.  
 
    “Looks like we’ve got company,” I said and jerked my head toward the approaching figures.  
 
    “Fuck,” Tryss cursed as she straightened her posture to face our attackers. “This really isn’t your best introduction to Kels’Rin-Kai.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I chuckled. “Life as a drow is nothing if not exciting.” 
 
    “You speak the truth,” Tryss said, and we both fell into easy fighting stances, with our backs pressed together and our weapons drawn as the group of unknown assassins circled us. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked as I searched for some signs of identity on the six approaching figures. An insignia on their cloaks, House colors, distinguishing scars, anything. But their cloaks were plain black, and their faces were obscured, though the assailants came in a variety of sizes.  
 
    “I can’t tell,” Tryss shot back, and I could feel her head on a swivel as she took in the surrounding assassins.  
 
    “They’re here for me,” I said through gritted teeth. “I wasn’t meant to survive that.” 
 
    “Well, you did,” Tryss said. “And you’re going to survive this, too.” 
 
    “I know.” I grinned as I fought off the mild claustrophobia I was getting from the assailants closing in. I’d only just escaped my underground hellscape, I needed my space.  
 
    And if I needed to take these unknown cloaked killers with me, then so be it.  
 
    They continued to press closer, but their attention was all on me. It was clear they were here to finish the job. 
 
    “It’s go time,” I hissed. 
 
    “Let’s go, then!” Tryss cried out as she lunged forward.  
 
    I followed her example, and as I lunged forward, a darkened assassin shot out to meet me. I crossed my dual daggers in an X above my head to block his sword as it swung down above me, and the force was heavy against my weary arms, but I summoned the strength to prevent any serious injury. Then I jumped back and reached for my ether, only to be painfully reminded of the anti-magick spell that had been cast over us.  
 
    Damn. I could really use some levitating powers right about now. 
 
    I guess I’d just need to get by without them. 
 
    The cloaked assailant took a lunge at me, and I spun out of the way as I felt my instincts of unknown origins take over. My stance widened into what I knew to be the prime fighting stance, and my arms were at the ready in front of my chest, with my elbows tight to my body. I could hear the phantom voice of the one I used to call Drill Sergeant in my mind, and he was telling me to keep my elbows tight, soldier, and eyes on the prize.  
 
    I spun back toward the assailant as he recovered from his previous miss, and the large male figure raised his sword above his head and swung it down haphazardly, in a way that made me think he wasn’t all that familiar with the weapon. I blocked his blow again that, while clumsy, still had some weight behind it, and my arm protested against the struggle. I twisted my two daggers so the blade of the assailant’s sword got caught in between them, and then I swung a foot up to kick the cloaked assassin in the chest. Next, I lowered my arms as he fell backward onto the ground, and I shot forward and buried a dagger into his heart before he could recover.  
 
    To my left, I heard clanging metal, and I looked up to see Tryss pull off a sexy maneuver with her sword that caused her opponent’s head to roll right off its neck.” 
 
    “Damn.” I whistled, and Tryss shot me a toothy grin over her shoulder before we were both distracted by more assailants.  
 
    The next cloaked figure approached from my right, and I could tell it was a male figure, but he was shorter and stouter than the one I pulled my dagger from. He also carried a scythe that he looked more than comfortable with. The short assassin gripped the weapon tightly with both hands, and I could make out narrowed blue eyes from beneath his shaggy fringe, but a strip of ragged cloth covered the rest of his face before it tucked down into his plain black cloak. 
 
    “Hrrnngg,” the male grunted as he suddenly jumped forward and swung the scythe like a… baseball bat.  
 
    I stumbled backward and nearly tripped over the inert body of the recently slain assassin, but I recovered quickly as the sharp blade of the scythe missed me by mere inches.  
 
    I instinctively reached for my ether again, but I was quickly reminded it still wasn’t usable, so I crouched down and rolled to the left in one quick movement. The stocky scythe-wielding assassin spun to find me, but I was already on my feet and lunging toward him, and my dagger met his eye with a satisfying squelch. I twisted the blade for good measure, and the male’s strangled cry weakened as he fell to the ground for the last time.  
 
    I barely had time to pull my dagger from the dead man’s eye before I felt a blow across the back of my knees. I fell forward, and instinct told me to keep falling until my head was flat against the ground, in case my attacker took a swing while I was on my knees.  
 
    Sure enough, I felt a rush of wind above my head as a heavy object cut through the air where my head had been milliseconds before, so I continued to roll until I was on my back and could see my assailant.  
 
    Another male figure, midsized, with a long, dark ponytail hanging down his back, and dressed in the same type of unmarked cloak as the others. The ponytailed male spun to face me while he pulled his sword back above his head, but I was renewed with a burst of adrenaline, so I jumped to my feet and readied my daggers.  
 
    These fuckers were interrupting my already shitty day, and I was ready to get them over with.  
 
    “Hmph,” the assailant muttered as he stepped forward. He was less sure-footed than his colleagues, and he seemed to be internally debating with himself if he wanted to risk going head to head with me.  
 
    Too bad for him.  
 
    I took advantage of his hesitation and started forward. The amateur assassin startled and raised his sword instinctively, but I had faked the forward movement. Then I stepped forward, when his sword was raised halfway above his head, and crouched beneath him while I swung my dagger up into his soft belly. I felt the blood gush out of the open wound and down the shaft of my dagger until my hand was drenched in the warm, coppery liquid, and I slid the blade down the soft skin and then felt a splattering of organs as they tumbled out of the man’s belly.  
 
    “Oh,” he whispered, and his eyes went wide at the sight of his guts literally spilling onto the floor. Then his eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell on top of his spilled organs while I stepped back and wiped the blood onto the back of his black tunic.  
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss shrieked from behind me, and I spun around to see the last two standing assassins pressing in on her. 
 
    “Tryss!” I shouted as I bounded over the dead bodies and inserted myself between the bigger assailant and Tryss.  
 
    This guy seemed less like a guy and more like a beast. His black cloak could hardly contain his hulking shoulders, and his sword looked more like a dagger in his wide, hairy hands.  
 
    The thought of this beast threatening my lover had me shaking.  
 
    “Hey, shithead,” I seethed as I pointed a dagger at his heart. “Why don’t you fuck with someone your own size?” 
 
    “Rrrrrggggghh,” the beast growled as he pawed the ground with his bare, clawed feet that stuck out below his cloak. 
 
    “Here boy, here,” I said, and I whistled like he was a dog. I had the vague recollection of people house-training dogs with whistles and treats, so I dangled my dagger in front of me like it was a tasty treat the beast could take. “Be a good boy, sit.” 
 
    “Raaaaahhhh!” the beast roared as he leaned back on his powerful haunches and then pounced, but I was expecting him to do exactly that, and I spun my dagger so the pointy side was up as the beast landed in front of me. I didn’t expect his hands… paws?... to be as fast as they were, though, and I’d admit I was caught off guard as he batted the dagger out of my hand.  
 
    A large, yellow claw narrowly missed slicing open my wrist, and I jumped backward to avoid another swat by the beast’s freakish claws while I swapped the dagger in my left hand over to my strong hand. The handle was slick against my blood-soaked skin, but I got a good grip on it and eyed my large opponent as he snarled at me. 
 
    I didn’t have much time to formulate a plan before the beast struck again, his lightning fast movements almost catching me off guard again, but I was a fast learner, like Mother Sevahtra said. The beast reached his hairy arms out toward me, and I used that opportunity to slice my dagger through the air and create deep slices in the beast’s wrists.  
 
    He’d given me the idea, after all.  
 
    The beast whimpered as blood streamed steadily out of the two gaping slices and spilled onto the ground beneath us, but his legs continued to propel him forward, and I tucked and rolled underneath him as he sailed through the air. The beast stumbled forward when he landed, so I shot forward to sink my dagger into his back, and the beast howled in pain as he tried to claw at me. The slices in his wrists prevented him from getting any purchase on his grip, so I pulled the knife out and jabbed it three more times into his broad back until he crumpled and fell forward with a pathetic whimper.  
 
    I could still hear Tryss fighting with the final opponent behind me, so I jumped to my feet and spun toward the sounds of the battle. As I spun, I spotted Dagwyn running toward the edge of the maze, with the others in hot pursuit behind her.  
 
    “Fynn!” Dagwyn shouted as she sprinted and waved her hands above her head. “Fynn, leave one alive! We need to question them!” 
 
    “Got it!” I shouted back, and I turned and ran toward Tryss, where she was locked in a fierce sword battle. She was holding her own, but I could tell the small priestess was physically exhausted without the help of her magic to fall back on. “I’m tapping in, Tryss!” 
 
    I launched myself at her cloaked male opponent, and while I didn’t have magic, I did have the element of surprise. I wrapped my arms around the assassin’s waist, and I felt the breath leave his lungs as I tackled him to the ground.  
 
    Like I used to do in football. An image of a strange ball with pointed ends flying through the air flashed across my mind, and I knew that it was a football, even though I wasn’t sure what that meant exactly. 
 
    I hit the ground hard, even with the cloaked male’s body to break my fall. I felt his head snap against the ground, and I sprang up and put a foot on his chest to keep him down, while I felt the others gather around me. Then Tryss dashed forward and kicked the assailant’s sword out of arm’s reach. 
 
    “Well done, male,” Dagwyn said, but she shot me a quick wink.  
 
    Mother Sevahtra joined her side, along with Elvy, Helera, Nodrin in his glamour, Fespius, and Zephyr. 
 
    “Anytime,” I gasped as I caught my breath, and I leaned heavily on my foot while the captive struggled against it. 
 
    “Damn, you can really fight,” Helera commented, and she cast her gaze over the dead bodies scattered across the ground before she turned her appraising eyes on me.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as her gaze fell and raked over my whole body. Dagwyn tutted, and I turned to see the woman’s twin glaring at her. I chuckled at the sibling rivalry, but Dagwyn had nothing to be jealous of. After all, the middle sister and I had enjoyed some fun together not long ago, which left Helera as the only sister unbedded by me yet. Yet.  
 
    But with the way Helera was drinking in the sight of me, bloodied and out of breath from battle, I knew I’d get the chance to fill her with my seed eventually. I felt a stir in my gut at the thought of impregnating all three sisters at the same time, but then I shook my head before the blood could rush to the wrong place.  
 
    Hey, battle was intense. I guess my body liked intense activity. 
 
    “What is the meaning of all this?” Elvy asked primly as she fussed with her elaborate pink outfit. She clearly hadn’t intended to get this close to the maze, she preferred to torture her chattel into doing all the dirty work for her.  
 
    “Well, it would appear someone is trying to kill your champion, Elvy,” Mother Sevahtra said in a dangerously sweet voice.  
 
    Elvy didn’t pick up on Mother’s tone, she merely continued to fuss with her shiny belt and fixed her wide eyes on me.  
 
    “Why is someone trying to kill you now? The Maze is over.” 
 
    “Beats me,” I said with a shrug. Then I pressed my foot into my captive’s chest again, and I enjoyed the sensation of him struggling beneath me.  
 
    “Let’s find out,” Dagwyn said, and the warrior woman stepped forward and dragged the would-be assassin to his knees. The way she moved him so forcefully, I could tell she was a little jealous of having missed out on the action, and the middle sister hated that feeling. Then Dag ripped the assailant’s face mask down to reveal an ugly, squat-faced duergar male. “Who sent you? What is your purpose here? Speak, male.” 
 
    The duergar male let his eyes slide over each of our faces as his face grew into a slow, creepy grin. The grin grew even wider into what could only be described as a maniacal smile while he continued to meet each of our gazes. Soon, the captive threw his head back and began to laugh hysterically. He barely stopped for breath, he just continued to laugh, and I shifted on my feet uncomfortably while Tryss and I exchanged a troubled glance.  
 
    Then the duergar male stopped laughing suddenly, and he tilted his head upright and looked me dead in the eye before his head exploded into bloody chunks.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    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 House of Kun-Valdar (where this novel takes place). You can find it for free in my Facebook group (Search for ‘Fans of Logan Jacobs’ in Facebook Groups), or if you pledge at least $1 on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    “Uhhh,” I said as I looked around at the others. “Is that, um, normal?” 
 
    “What the fuck? No.” Helera’s hand had instinctively reached for her sword, and she rested her palm on the hilt while she studied the bloody scene before us. 
 
    “Eeeeeek!” Elvy screeched as she backed away from the body and furiously wiped at the blood that had spattered across her pink hooped skirt.  
 
    “Oh, dear, do shut up,” Sevahtra said sweetly, but Elvy didn’t hear her over her own shrieks. 
 
    The sight of the exploding head must have been visible to the rest of the crowd as well, because I heard the fanfare behind us fall silent as a hushed murmur rippled through the crowd.  
 
    “Ohh,” I said as I peered around at the crowd. There were huddles of heads pressed together as they whispered and pointed, and some looked curious, but most looked scared. “So, this really isn’t normal, huh?” 
 
    “Fuck, no,” Tryss said with her eyes fixated on the body. “I’ve never seen anything like that, especially under an anti-magic spell.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, what was with that, by the way?” I asked as I rubbed my gut. I could feel the spell had been lifted, and when I reached out for my ether, it greeted me like a warm embrace. 
 
    “No idea,” Tryss said as her hand found her own stomach and rubbed slow circles over it. “Hate that feeling so much.” 
 
    “Same,” I mumbled, and then I reached my hand out to my lover, who curled her fingers around mine and squeezed.  
 
    “No identifying insignias or anything,” Dagwyn remarked as she knelt down next to the headless body to study the black cloak. 
 
    “Thanks, we hadn’t noticed,” Tryss said wryly, and Dagwyn shot her a dark look.  
 
    “We couldn’t see anything obvious,” I added quickly.  
 
    I knew Tryss was tired, and she’d been worried about me during the race, so she was feeling a bit on edge, but I didn’t want her to fight with her sister right now. Especially when the younger twin was itching for some action after missing out on the surprise assassin attack.  
 
    “Mother must get to safety, methinks.” Fespius suddenly started wringing his hands and hopping on his feet as he looked around nervously.  
 
    “The hobgoblin has a point,” Dagwyn said as she stood and wiped a bit of blood off her hand. “Since we don’t know where these are coming from, we should get the important figures to safety and figure it out from there.” 
 
    “You mean we’re still in danger?” Elvy hissed, and she shot her own nervous glance around us.  
 
    “No, I’m sure whoever sent these assassins is completely fine with their failure, no need to follow up at all,” Tryss deadpanned, and I tugged at her hand while Mother Sevahtra looked down her nose at the youngest daughter.  
 
    “My, my, someone gets tetchy without access to their ether,” Mother Sevahtra said coolly.  
 
    “More like ‘turns into a raging bitch,’” Dagwyn muttered under her breath, and Helera covered her mouth to hide her grin while Tryss rounded on her sisters.  
 
    “Enough,” Mother Sevahtra said as she lifted a hand, and I felt the familiar rush of air that she sent out to temporarily silence her mouthy daughters. Then she turned to Elvy with another one of those dangerously sweet smiles. “Though Fespius does bring up a good point, it’s probably best we seek safety, in case they do come back to finish the job. Can the Twenty-Eighth House offer us shelter while we celebrate our victory?” 
 
    “Of course,” Elvy sniffled as she straightened her dress and pursed her lips, and the fear in her eyes slipped away at the thought of taking on the hostess role.  
 
    I looked up to the spectator stands to see a lot of others also had the same idea. Matron Mothers were being huddled and escorted to the nearest exits, while their offspring glared at anyone who crossed their paths, like they were daring someone to try something. Then I took a moment to observe the surroundings, since I’d been dumped unceremoniously into the middle of the maze while I was unconscious.  
 
    Thanks again, Drogu.  
 
    The Maze appeared to be set in a valley between the spired mountains and just to the south of the citadel, with the VIP guests sitting in the raised stands that circled the maze, where Mother Sevahtra and the others had been sitting to watch the competition. On the ground level were the lower-level spectators, and while many had fled when the fighting started, there were still a fair few spectators hanging around hoping to catch another bit of action, or a good look at one of the several bloodied bodies scattered around the ground. 
 
    Rubberneckers.  
 
    “Let’s move,” I said as I eyed a particularly excited duergar male, who was salivating at the mouth at the sight of the dead bodies.  
 
    I wanted to put as much space between that creep and my House.  
 
    “Come on, the Citadel is this way,” Helera said as she led us through the throng of people.  
 
    Most folk were heading in that direction anyway, so we fell into the flow of the foot traffic easily enough. The three sisters were on high-alert, and they kept their heads on a swivel to watch out for any other surprise attacks as they flanked their mother. I fell back to the rear with the intent to keep an eye out for attackers as well, but I also didn’t want the others to see how exhausted I truly was.  
 
    Because, by the gods, I could barely keep my eyes open.  
 
    I gave myself a little slap on the face and jumped up and down a few times to jolt my senses awake, but the adrenaline from the second round of fighting was fading fast, and I didn’t want the others to worry, or worse, pity me. 
 
    “You look tired,” a voice suddenly said from behind me, and I jumped a little when I saw the wizard Nodrin standing next to me.  
 
    It was like he’d appeared out of nowhere, but he was a wizard, after all. His glamour spell was slipping, and I could finally start to see his usual features. I was struck again by how much he looked like his brother, Norrin, which I only knew because I’d come face to face with his brother in a deadly showdown, which ended in his brother, well, dead.  
 
    The elder wizard must’ve read the look on my face because he chuckled lightly and reached out to pat my shoulder.  
 
    “Fear not, young one. Sevahtra has filled me in on the goings-on since I’ve been enslaved, and I want you to know I harbor no ill will toward you. You did what had to be done to save your House, and for that I am eternally grateful. As is Mother Sevahtra. She has quite a lot to say about you, actually.” 
 
    “Oh, umm, thank you,” I said awkwardly. “All good things, I hope.” 
 
    “All great things,” Nodrin confirmed with a nod. Then the old wizard reached a hand out to grab my wrist, but he stopped just short of it and looked me in the eyes. “Do you mind?”  
 
    “I…” 
 
    “It’s just a quick Rejuvenating spell,” the wizard explained as he held out his long fingers, and I dutifully placed my wrist in his outstretched hand as the elder shot me a wink. “Like I said, you look tired.” 
 
    “I am,” I conceded, and I watched as the wizard placed one long finger on my wrist and uttered a series of words I couldn’t understand. As he spoke, I felt my fatigue slip away and be replaced with a renewed sense of energy.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to fight a full battle, but it made the walk back to the Citadel a lot easier.  
 
    “There you go,” Nodrin said with a satisfied grin as he gently released my hand. “Now you can enjoy the feast of celebration.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gratefully, and I rubbed the warm spot where the wizard’s finger had just been as I felt my senses become more alert with the effect of the Rejuvenating Spell.  
 
    The Citadel began to appear in front of us, and as I watched the crowd from the Maze start to disappear into the crowd of the city, I could feel the air growing thick with excitement. Between the new Maze champion, the celebratory feast, the attempted assassination after the race, and being in the middle of the week-long festival anyway, the Citadel and its inhabitants were buzzing. It made me even more grateful for Nodrin’s spell. It would have been a long night without it, and I didn’t want to miss anything during my first Kels’Rin-Kai.  
 
    I suddenly felt the wizened wizard’s eyes on me again, so I turned back to find him studying my face.  
 
    “I wonder if I could request your aid,” the wizard said.  
 
    “Oh, I, um, of course,” I stuttered. It wasn’t like I could really say no to the wizard, could I? Especially after his helpful little spell.  
 
    Also, how did our ranks compare? I was the First Son of House Claden’du, but Nodrin was Sevahtra’s consort, which meant… something, I was sure.  
 
    “Nothing terribly dangerous or taxing, don’t worry, Fynn,” the wizard said with a grin, and he drew me out of my musings as he shot a pointed look at my eyepatch. “Fynn. What an apt name.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Mother Sevahtra said.” I returned his grin. “Speaking of, you said she said great things about me?” 
 
    “Yes, the first great thing she mentioned about you was your humility,” the wizard quipped. 
 
    “One of my most valuable traits,” I chuckled.  
 
    “She also expressed your aptitude for adapting and scheming,” the wizard went on as he gave me an appreciative look. “Very valuable traits in our world.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” I said reflexively, and the wizard tilted his head.  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I’m not exactly sure, but I get these random flashes of memories from another life, not this one,” I admitted, and I gestured around. “It’s a life I don’t recognize.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother Sevahtra mentioned something about that as well,” the wizard said as he stroked his beard sagely. “There was also talk that you could be a mage.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there hasn’t been one with my powers in a long time,” I said automatically as I remembered Drindessa’s words. 
 
    “True, but that doesn’t mean there can’t be one again,” the wizard said. 
 
    “Do you think--” My question was cut off when the elder raised his hand.  
 
    “It is not for me to judge. Yet. Though someone wishes I would.” The wizard shot me a wink as he gestured to Mother Sevahtra ahead of us.  
 
    I took a moment to admire the fierce woman’s wide hips that had bore her many beautiful children, three of whom surrounded her now. Instinctively, my gaze slid to Tryss’ backside, and I was mesmerized by the way it swung. I thought about my seed filling her until her own hips expanded and bore my children, and I had to look away as my thoughts turned carnal. Then I realized the wizard had been watching me again, with a twinkle in his eyes, and a rush of heat flooded my face.  
 
    “Umm, I…” 
 
    “Sevvy has also informed me of those plans, and I must say, from what I’ve seen and heard about you so far, I commend their choice,” Nodrin said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Th-thank you, that means a tremendous amount coming from you,” I said as I felt my ears flatten in bashful pride. Then I saw the wizard’s eyes flick back to the group of women, and I followed his gaze to see him looking at Dagwyn with a curious expression before he turned back to me.  
 
    “I also heard of your little foray in the vault,” the wizard said in a serious tone.  
 
    “Ahh, yeah, I didn’t realize that…” I stammered, and I was certain I was about to get a tongue-lashing for desecrating something I wasn’t aware I was desecrating while I was doing the desecration.  
 
    “I’m not concerned with that.” Nodrin waved a hand in my direction. “I am interested in what you saw inside the vault.” 
 
    Before I could answer, we were interrupted by Tryss as she slid in next to me with a light nudge to my elbow.  
 
    “We’re heading straight to the Twenty-Eighth with Elvy, unless you need anything?” Tryss purred as she leaned in close and rubbed her cheek against my shoulder.  
 
    Like one of those house cats.  
 
    “Actually, Fynn is going to grace me with his presence while I run some errands in the Citadel Center,” Nodrin interjected with a stroke of his beard and a sly smirk directed at me.  
 
    “Oh? What sort of errands?” Tryss asked innocently.  
 
    “You are your mother’s daughter,” Nodrin chuckled as he wagged a finger at the youngest sister.  
 
    “Shh, don’t let her hear you say that,” Tryss teased, but Nodrin’s happy expression darkened, and he turned serious eyes on the young priestess.  
 
    “You should be lucky to be compared to a woman as powerful and fierce as your mother,” the wizard said in a warning tone.  
 
    “Oh, no, I only meant, um,” Tryss stammered as she clutched me for support.  
 
    I laid a hand on top of hers as her fingernails dug into my skin, but I could tell by Nodrin’s pointed look that I was not to interfere.  
 
    “Yes, go on,” the wizard said, and he crossed his arms to show he was willing to wait for his answer. 
 
    “I only meant that she might be embarrassed to be compared to me,” Tryss said quietly.  
 
    At these words, the wizard changed his tune again as a fatherly demeanor took over his wizened face.  
 
    “Oh, dear child, she should be equally proud to be compared to you, the talented sorceress that you are.” 
 
    Tryss blushed a deep purple at the wizard’s compliment, and her ears pinned themselves against her head, but I caught the tips of them fluttering in joy.  
 
    “Oh, um, wow, I, uh, thank you,” Tryss stuttered, and I squeezed her hand as she clutched my arm harder in excitement.  
 
    “Well-earned, dear child, well-earned. As I was saying, I hope you don’t mind me borrowing your male here to help me run a few mundane errands. He will carry my shopping, negotiate with the vendors, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Of-Of course.” Tryss nodded before she straightened her posture and released her grip on my arm. “Will I tell Mother you’ll be joining us at the Twenty-Eighth after?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nodrin said with a dismissive nod, and Tryss took her cue to leave, but not before she reached up to kiss me goodbye and give my hand a last squeeze.  
 
    I returned the gesture and mouthed that I would see her soon, and then I enjoyed the sight of her supple ass as she rushed forward to rejoin the rest of the group.  
 
    The wizard slowed his pace, so I dropped back to walk beside him, and we watched as the others drifted farther away from us and disappeared into the crowd. When our comrades were completely out of sight, the older man continued our conversation from earlier. 
 
    “So,” Nodrin prompted. “Do you remember what you saw in the vault?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the glowy thing?” I asked as I recalled the image of the floor with the lamp-like staff that stood alone in the vault and emanated a weak, pulsing white light.  
 
    “Indeed,” the wizard chuckled as he cast a sidelong, curious glance at me, and I noticed his gaze lingered on my patch, so I gave it a wiggle for effect. “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    “Norrin’s wizard staff?” I posited as I recalled the conversation outside of the vault after my, ah, foray with Dagwyn. I couldn’t help but picture the muscular woman naked and screaming as I brought her to ecstasy, but I shook the thought out of my head and focused on the wizard again. 
 
    “That’s right.” Nodrin nodded. “And do you know why Daria Ozin-Na kept his staff?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I know there was talk of trying to channel her own magick through it, but that sounded like it didn’t make sense in terms of the laws of magick, so I don’t really know why she kept it.” 
 
    “You’re not far off,” the wizard said with another nod. “While it’s unusual for a priestess to use a tool for her magick, it’s not impossible. Daria was attempting to create a powerful, but illegal, specter with the staff she stole from Norrin. I always wondered why my brother remained so faithful to Daria, despite not being one of her consorts. I had no idea she was holding his Wizard Lyte captive, now it makes sense why he never left her House.” 
 
    “Err, sorry, his what? Wizard Lyte? Is that what the staff is called?” 
 
    “Not the staff, but the… glowy thing,” Nodrin chuckled.  
 
    “Oh, right, the… glowy… Lyte thing,” I said with a grimace. The others were used to my gaps in knowledge, but I felt more conscious of it in the presence of the powerful wizard, but the old bearded man merely chuckled.  
 
    “Wizard Lyte,” the older man said. “Do you know how it’s made?” 
 
    “I do not,” I conceded. 
 
    “Starlight,” Nodrin deadpanned, and I studied his face to figure out if he was lying. When he didn’t falter, I raised my eyebrows, and he continued. “Or rather, the essence of trapped starlight. You see, a wizard’s ultimate test to become a full-fledged wizard in path, not just in title, is to capture a falling star.” 
 
    “R-Really?” I asked as I heard a tune jingle in the far depths of my mind.  
 
    Catch a falling star and put it in your pocket… 
 
    Just then, Nodrin reached up to his collar, pulled out a chain, and tugged on the chain until it revealed a star-shaped pendant that glowed white.  
 
    …never let it fade away. 
 
    “Whoaa,” I said as I reached for the glowing pendant, but Nodrin pulled it away and tucked it back into his collar before he patted it through the fabric.  
 
    “How does one… catch a falling star?” I asked as I continued to admire the shape of the pendant through the wizard’s tunic. I pictured myself climbing to the tallest mountain around, maybe Greenie could give me a ride up, and then hanging precariously from the tip of it while I held out a vial and captured the bright, dying star. I pictured the look of pride and awe on Mother’s, Tryss’, and the twins’ faces as I showed them my bottled gold that would launch me into full wizard status. Then I pictured the women advancing toward me to celebrate my success, and I had to give my head a shake before I got too deep in that mental fantasy. 
 
    “Catching one is the most sacred thing a wizard could do, there’s no use for me to explain it to you. The knowledge of how to do it is only revealed to you when you’re ready for the task.” 
 
    “Ahh, I see,” I said, but I tried to hide my disappointment.  
 
    We pushed into the center of the Citadel, and I took in the sight of the city in the midst of a festival. The food carts that lined the streets were decorated lavishly as their patrons lined up while decorated in their own face paint, masks, and costumes. Everything looked amazing, but after the glimpse of starlight that I now knew Nodrin kept hanging around his neck, everything seemed a little duller in comparison. Maybe it was my light powers that had me so drawn to the light, but I sensed something I didn’t recognize in my gut, and I felt like the starlight was the answer to the gnawing question I couldn’t put into words.  
 
    Nodrin must’ve seen my sullen look, and he gave me a little nudge.  
 
    “You’re really enamored with the idea of catching a falling star, young Fynn, aren’t you?” The twinkle had returned to his eyes.  
 
    “I do enjoy the thought,” I admitted with a grin, and I felt a jolt of excitement as Nodrin reached for his collar again and began pulling the chain out until it was all the way out, and the pendant hung halfway down the wizard’s chest. Then he took the star-shaped pendant in his palm and held it out so I could examine it closer.  
 
    I could see the stone inside had been split into two and mended back together, much like the one Sevahtra had shown us outside the vault. I leaned in closer for a better look, but before I could see anything else, the ground before us cracked in two, and a huge beanstalk started to grow out of the ground.  
 
    I watched in wonder as the stalk grew rapidly and stretched into the cavern while it sprouted long, trailing branches and huge, deep green leaves. 
 
    “What the fuck…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    “Fynn, you seem to be enjoying this,” Nodrin said, and I tore my eyes away from the growing structure to look at the wizard, who was smiling at me widely.  
 
    “Uhh, yeah? That’s the coolest thing ever.” I couldn’t help but turn my head to stare at the huge organic matter before us, and as if the beanstalk knew I couldn’t be more impressed, a spiraling staircase started to descend from the top of the tree-like structure and continued down until it landed in front of the wizard. “What is this?” 
 
    “This,” the wizard said as he gestured for me to start ascending the staircase before us, and I wasted no time complying. I rushed forward and gripped the smooth stone handrails and angled my feet so I could better climb the steep, slick staircase, and I barely noticed the wizard was following me until he spoke again. “This is the stairway to the Wizards’ Market.” 
 
    “Wizards’ Market?” I asked as I half-turned to look at Nodrin, but I was wary of losing my footing, so I didn’t want to look away for long. 
 
    “The Wizards’ Market is a magickal space that is specially reserved for only those possessing a certain status,” he explained as I turned my head back to the staircase so I didn’t lose my footing, but I kept my ears pricked so I could hear the old man’s words. “We have access to things that, in the hands of others, would be either outrageously dangerous or completely useless.” 
 
    “What are the status conditions?” I asked as we continued to climb the steep stairs. I was quickly becoming winded, but I still reveled in the sight of the magickal beanstalk as we climbed higher up into the thick, pronged trunk. The leaves grew in width in relation to how much the stalk grew in circumference, and the higher we climbed, the more I felt like… what was his name? 
 
    Jack. 
 
    Jack and the beanstalk. I instinctively cupped my fist as if it contained beans and shook them. Then I motioned as if I was tossing them out in front of me, and I felt the wizard’s curious gaze boring into me, so I half-turned and shot him a grin.  
 
    “Flash of another life?” he posited, with his eyebrows raised in amusement.  
 
    “You’ll get used to it.” I smirked. 
 
    “I hope I do.” The wizard smiled serenely as I turned my attention back to not falling down and shattering my neck. 
 
    “So, what are those status conditions?” I said as I got the conversation back on track.  
 
    “Well, firstly, you must possess a Wizard Lyte,” the wizard chuckled, and I heard him tap his pendant with his fingernail. “And you must be part of your House’s Inner Circle.” 
 
    “Inner Circle? What’s that?” I asked as I tried to silently suck air in through my teeth. The elderly wizard didn’t seem to be winded at all, while I felt like I… like I smoked a pack a day.  
 
    A pack of what? 
 
    I pondered this memory for a second, but I quickly gave it up when I started accidentally talking myself into feeling lightheaded and dizzy on the narrow steps.  
 
     “Once a House establishes over one thousand residents, like Claden’Du once had, then the House establishes its own intricate inner hierarchy,” the wizard explained.  
 
    “I guess the name did give it away,” I snorted as I tried to cover my distress. “It’s an inner circle. I take it the Matron Mother is the head of the Inner Circle? So Mother Sevahtra was the head of Claden’Du’s Inner Circle?” 
 
    “The Matron Mothers and their first-generation offspring.” The wizard nodded.  
 
    “But now there are only the three sisters left,” I said slowly. “Tryss, Helly, and Dagwyen. What about the kinship? Are Drindessa and her daughters part of the Inner Circle now that the Houses have joined alliances?” 
 
    “My, my, Sevvy was right, you are a quick one, aren’t you?” the wizard quipped, and I couldn’t help but grin.  
 
    “I have to be to keep up with those women,” I said with a playful shake of my head, and the wizard laughed jovially.  
 
    “They are a handful, aren’t they?” 
 
    “To say the least.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” the wizened wizard chuckled.  
 
    “Same.” I grinned.  
 
    “But, yes, young Fynn, you are correct. With the alliance between the two Houses, Drindessa and her daughters are part of the Inner Circle now. I believe you’re, ah, well acquainted with the twins?” The wizard grinned again.  
 
    “I am.” I smirked. 
 
    “Everyone wants a piece of the male with the light powers,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “I’m just a lowly male doing what I’m told,” I said as I spread my hands wide, but my growing smirk gave me away.  
 
    “What a well-behaved male you are,” the wizard chuckled.  
 
    “Who else is in the Inner Circle?” I asked as I nearly slipped off a particularly narrow step. “You, I assume?” 
 
    “Correct, the Matron Mother’s consort is almost always part of a House’s Inner Circle. There are rare exceptions, but not for Sevahtra. And, the last accepted members of the Inner Circle would be the Matron Mother’s choice of Named Sons.”  
 
    I turned to see him giving me a pointed look, and I felt my stomach do a little flip. I hadn’t been around long, but I knew Mother and the others were impressed with my work here so far. I was already honored with the privilege of being a Named Son of Claden’Du, and I didn’t want to get ahead of myself, but I was willing to bet I’d have a good shot at being in the Inner Circle one day. 
 
    “You said when a House reaches a thousand residents,” I prompted the wizard to continue explaining the inner workings of the House.  
 
    “That’s right, which of course, was no problem for Claden’Du before that tart Daria Ozin-Na sent her slag daughter Belia to wipe out our House.” Nodrin scowled.  
 
    “Attempted to wipe out our House,” I corrected the wizard, who chuckled.  
 
    “Attempted, thanks to you,” he agreed. “Do tell me, how did it feel to end that bitch’s life?” 
 
    “Amazing.” I grinned.  
 
    “I knew it,” Nodrin said with a small shake of his head, like he was sad to have missed out on the action. “So, the way it works is that there are usually three basic ‘classes’ in a House. There’s the Inner Circle, which is the top, of course. The sort of mid-level class would be where the Matron Mother’s other children would be, along with any of her preferred servants and guards, any male that catches her fancy, you know the deal.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with an understanding nod. I was still sucking in air, and I couldn’t help but notice that the wizard still wasn’t. I would be annoyed, except I was fairly certain there was some sort of magick involved to aid the elder wizard on his walk. I was just lucky he did that Rejuvenating spell on me earlier. Otherwise, there’d be no chance I could’ve made it up these never-ending stairs.  
 
    “Then there’s a lower class that makes up about six hundred souls, filled with the rest of the chattel and some more guards,” the wizard continued. “Then, eventually, the Houses tend to gain more chattel, which leads to more lower classes, and that’s when the Named Sons in the Inner Circle step up and take charge of the lower classes. They are referred to as Overseers, each assigned their own field, if there are enough Sons and chattel to warrant it.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I intoned as I took in the information. I knew most of Claden’Du’s residents had been wiped out in the raid, but I had faith in Mother’s ability to rally, and I knew it wouldn’t take her long to replenish her House’s ranks. It was a devastating loss to have the entire lower House members wiped out in one go, and as much as the women of the House put on a tough front, I had seen firsthand when they let the grief take over, and my heart ached at the memory. I also knew that Sevahtra had her own vaults that contained her wealth, but they were presently unreachable. I knew once she accessed it, though, she’d be able to replenish her House. I was also certain the powerful woman would be able to convince others to defect from their own Houses to join her ranks, especially if she had a plan in the works to rise up through the Noble Tower.  
 
    Which meant, eventually, she’d have extra lower classes that would need Overseers, made from Named Sons. Of which I was the only one. My heart flipped again in excitement, and I was beginning to realize that my presence in the Inner Circle was less of a possibility and more of a certainty, especially with the House’s depleted resources.  
 
    I took a moment to ponder over this while we climbed in silence for a few moments, and I watched as a wisp of cloud floated past a broad leaf. The leaf swayed gently at the touch, then stilled, and it looked like a large platform that stuck out over the Citadel Center below us. I pictured myself standing on a platform above a sea of workers, with Tryss by my side while I shouted orders at my own assistant. Maybe I’d get a hobgoblin for an assistant as well, Fespius really wasn’t that bad once you got past the annoying beyond comprehension part of his personality.  
 
    It looked like things were looking up for the House of Claden’Du and, well, me. 
 
    I glanced over the handrail to the ground below us, but we were so high up that clouds of mist covered any visibility of the Citadel below us. I took a moment to study the beanstalk structure we continued to climb, and I became fascinated all over again. Then I reached out to touch the thick stalk that the staircase spiraled around. It felt real. So did the leaf I grazed my fingers over as I passed it, and I couldn’t contain my curiosity anymore.  
 
    “What is this thing?” I asked as I gestured to the magickal beanstalk and the space above us. “And what’s with this Wizards’ Market? A magickal market above a… different magickal market? And how come I’m allowed up if I don’t meet the requirements? I don’t have a Wizard Lyte, and I’m not part of the Inner Circle… yet.”  
 
    “Trust me, my son, this walk would’ve gone a lot faster if you did have a Wizard Lyte,” Nodrin chuckled, and my hunch that magick was involved in the old man’s ascension on the staircase was proven correct.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, but the old man waved his hand.  
 
    “Don’t be, dear son, I’m happy to stretch my legs after being held captive like I was. But the answer to your question is, you don’t need a Wizard’s Lyte to ascend the staircase if… you are the Apprentice of a Wizard.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks so suddenly, Nodrin almost ran right into me, which would have sent us both toppling ass over heels down the stairs we’d just so laboriously climbed.  
 
    “Seriously?” I asked as I turned my wide eyes to the wizard, and I was too shocked to continue up the steep steps. “You want me to be your Apprentice?” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of ‘want,’ dear Fynn, it’s simply a matter of what is,” the wizard explained. “But before this discussion can go any further, you must pass a test.” 
 
    “A test? What kind of test?” I asked as I felt my stomach drop a little bit. If it was anything like Mother Sevahtra or Drindessa’s tests, I was in for one hell of a ride. One I wasn’t sure I could stay on for.  
 
    “Have a look,” the wizard said, and he motioned behind me.  
 
    I spun around to see the top of the staircase had come into view, and I could just make out the edge of a fence.  
 
    I hurried up the short remainder of the staircase that led to a large landing with an intricate stone gate with the words ‘Wizards’ Market’ carved into the beautiful arch, which was also embedded with colorful crystals that caught the light just right. The gate appeared to be made of the same smooth, white stone the staircase was, and it was guarded by a doorman who looked familiar. I studied the ogre male’s face for a moment and realized he looked strikingly similar to the guard at the Nils Dorei, the inn run by an Unhoused Kinship, where all business was welcome, dodgy or legitimate. Behind the gate, I could make out figures moving around, but the sound from the magickal market was muffled, probably by magick. 
 
    I heard the wizard step onto the landing behind me, and I spun around to face him again. I must have looked out of my depth, because he gave me a sympathetic look before he spoke.  
 
    “The test is given by the Gatekeeper,” Nodrin explained, and he nodded to the familiar looking guard, who nodded back at him. “It’s a test of logic, you are not required to perform an activity or use magick in any sense. You must pass this test in order to be considered worthy of beginning the long, dangerous path to becoming a Wizard, and should you fail, your journey ends here.” 
 
    “O-Oh, okay,” I said as I felt a lump form in my throat.  
 
    In all of my other ‘tests’ of abilities since I’d been here, I usually had some external help. Mother Sevahtra tested me by forcing me to cross a dangerous path most wouldn’t risk with just Greenie and Fespius for company, but both of them proved to be valuable companions. Without them, I wasn’t sure I could’ve made it out alive. Drindessa and Mother Sevahtra had also both tested me physically before, but I was often able to tap into my ether to help me, and those instincts came naturally. A test of logic, while I was confident in my intelligence, seemed to be much easier to fail. There were still a lot of nuances to this world that I didn’t understand. What if the test was about something that I had no idea about? Would my recently acquired desire to be a wizard be destroyed so soon after I got it? That didn’t seem fair.  
 
    But, as I was quickly learning, life as a drow wasn’t always fair. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous, my child,” the wizard reassured me as he laid a comforting hand on my elbow. “A Wizard must learn to clear his mind when the situation calls for it. Let me show you a breathing technique to help you accomplish this.” 
 
    “Please,” I said eagerly. 
 
    “It’s very simple, but it calms the mind so that one may think clearer,” Nodrin explained as he gestured to his face. “Simply inhale through your nose quickly two times, then slowly exhale through your mouth. Do this three times, then focus on your task in front of you. Give it a try.” 
 
    I followed the wizard’s instructions, but when I finished, he shook his head at me.  
 
    “Too slow on the inhale, and too fast on the exhale. Like this.” The bearded sage closed his eyes and demonstrated how he drew in two quick, sharp breaths through his nose before he formed a small O with his mouth and very slowly blew that air out. Then he opened his eyes and motioned for me to try again, so I followed his example, and the wizard smiled.  
 
    “That’s better. Whenever you’re unsure about a task ahead of you, and your head is spinning with options, try this to center your mind.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said sincerely. The trick did lower my heart rate, until I looked back at the shiny gates and realized I still had a logic test to pass, and I felt the nerves creeping up again. 
 
    “I trust you’ll do well, son,” Nodrin said in that reassuring way, and he gave me a small smile and nodded to indicate I should approach the gates.  
 
    I took his cue and cautiously approached the intimidatingly large ogre by the gates, and as I drew closer to the gatekeeper, he switched positions from parade rest to attention. I didn’t know how I knew the names of his standing positions, I just did. Then I wondered if Nodrin would help me be able to get to the bottom of this whole two worlds colliding thing. 
 
    Or maybe, if I passed the test and eventually became a Wizard, I could get to the bottom of it myself.  
 
    The ogre didn’t move from his attention position as I got closer to him, not even when I stopped in front of him. I looked up at his wide, rather ugly face, but the Gatekeeper kept his gaze forward and didn’t even spare me a glance.  
 
    “Uh, hello?” I asked, but the ogre responded with silence. I waited a beat to see if this was some sort of test, but the ogre continued to stare ahead.  
 
    Maybe there was something specific I was supposed to say? I turned to Nodrin for his advice, but the wizard simply shrugged at me.  
 
    When I turned back to the ogre, I found his face only inches away from mine, and I jumped back in shock.  
 
    “Gahhh!” I cried out, and I stumbled over my own feet trying to back away from the large, smelly face.  
 
    The Gatekeeper simply howled in laughter, he even clutched his stomach and bent over. I looked back at Nodrin in shock, but the wizard was chuckling.  
 
    “What the…” I muttered, and the ogre straightened himself up and wiped a tear from his eye.  
 
    “Ahh, that never gets old,” the ogre said between giggles.  
 
    “Maybe not for you,” I grumbled as I straightened myself and tried not to glare at the ogre who held the keys to my future as a wizard in his hands.  
 
    “Well, I’m the only one that matters right now,” the ogre said as he puffed out his chest, and I couldn’t disagree with him. 
 
    “Yes, Gatekeeper,” I said humbly and bowed my head. 
 
    “What’s with the eyepatch?” the ogre asked, and he stuck out a stubby finger to point at it.  
 
    “Oh, um,” I stalled. I wasn’t sure how much information to give away from the start, and I was learning less was more in this world, so I knew I had to choose my words carefully. “Old injury.” 
 
    “Nice,” the ogre said with a nod of approval.  
 
    Of course, his race would value physical aggression over all else, which made me wonder why he was the one giving me the test of logic.  
 
    “I am merely the vessel,” the ogre added as if he’d read my mind. 
 
    “The… vessel?” 
 
    “Yes. Your test will come to me, I will repeat it, you will get thirty seconds to answer, and if your answer is correct, then the doors will open.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I pondered this new information. “So… do you know the answer?” 
 
    “Nope,” the ogre said simply. “We can begin whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Then he positioned himself exactly in front of the gates, and he motioned with his baseball glove-sized hand, whatever that was, for me to stand in front of him.  
 
    I quickly shuffled over and stood directly in front of him, and I tried not to look too nervous. 
 
    “O-Okay,” I stammered as I shot one last look back at Nodrin, who gave me a reassuring smile.  
 
    Then I finally turned back to the ogre, closed my eyes, and did the breathing trick Nodrin had just taught me. If I only had thirty seconds to answer the riddle, I figured it was best to get my mind cleared immediately. Once I was finished, I opened my eyes and looked up at the ogre, who was waiting for my cue.  
 
    “Okay, let’s do this,” I said, with more confidence than I felt.  
 
    The ogre nodded at me once, and then he slowly closed his eyes and let his chin fall to his chest. He began to mutter things, and I leaned in closer to hear.  
 
    I hoped this wasn’t the test. Would I get docked off my time if I needed him to repeat it? 
 
    “Eye,” the ogre suddenly muttered, and my hand instinctively flew to my eyepatch. I wondered if I should have been truthful with the ogre about the powers of my Dark Eye. Or rather, truthful with whoever was on the other side of this vessel. I considered interrupting the Gatekeeper’s quiet ramblings, but before I could, his eyes flew open and penetrated me with an intense stare.  
 
    “Ahh,” I said as I cleared my throat. I wish I could do the breathing thing again, but I didn’t want to risk missing anything, so I just stared right back at the ogre. Then the Gatekeeper opened his mouth and spoke in a voice that wasn’t his own. This voice was much deeper and sounded knowledgeable in a way the ogre’s voice didn’t.  
 
    “They follow and lead, but only as you pass. 
 
    Dress yourself in darkest black, 
 
    And they are darker still. 
 
    Always they flee the light, 
 
    Though without it, there would be none.” 
 
    When the ogre finished speaking, his eyes snapped shut again, and his head fell to his chest. Then, in his normal voice, the ogre began to count down.  
 
    “Thirty, twenty-nine, twenty-eight…” 
 
    “Shit,” I said as the words he said whipped around my head. What were they again? Follow and lead, but only as you pass. Fuck, was this something unique to this world that I didn’t know about? Or would that have been taken into account by whoever gave me the riddle? But how would they know?  
 
    “Twenty-four…” 
 
    “Shit,” I said again, but then I pushed away the worrying thoughts and focused on the riddle. Follow, lead, as you pass. Okay. Dress in black and then they’re black? No, that’s not right. They’re darker. Right? I chanced a glance up at the Gatekeeper, whose eyes were still shut as he continued to count. “Umm, can you repeat the question?” 
 
    “Twenty-one…” 
 
    Guess not.  
 
    “Shit,” I repeated like it was my mantra, but then I shook my head and focused. If I’d known the logic test was just going to be a riddle, I’d have been less nervous. But if I’d known I only got to hear it once and only had thirty seconds to solve it, then I’d have been nervous again. And I didn’t know any of it, so I was already nervous, and great, I’d just made myself twice as nervous. 
 
    “Nineteen…” 
 
    “SHIT!” I cursed for the last time, and I forced myself to shut my eyes and focus.  
 
    Follow the lead, only as you pass, dress in black and they’re still dark, something about a light. Going away from? Yeah, that was it, they fly from the light? Flee. They flee the light, but without light they wouldn’t exist.  
 
    Was this a reference to my eye? Or my powers? 
 
    “Fifteen…” 
 
    But if it was a reference to my eye or my powers, the answer would be more magick based, and not logic based, and Nodrin had said this was a logic test. Or was magick considered basic logic here, something everyone should know? 
 
    “Twelve…” 
 
    The ogre’s voice rang in my ears and added to my already noisy thoughts. I knew it was a risk, but I decided to try Nodrin’s breathing technique again, so I shut my eyes and breathed as he instructed. Two quick inhales, one deep exhale. And again. And again.  
 
    “Seven…” 
 
    Okay, that took longer than I thought. But my mind was clear, and the words of the puzzle started to take shape in my mind. They felt real for the first time, and I could see the whole riddle clearly in my mind.  
 
    “Four…” 
 
    “Shadows,” I said in a calm voice, even though I had to squeeze my hands together to stop them from shaking.  
 
    The ogre opened his eyes and stepped aside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four  
 
    My heart sank as the gates remained closed, and dread filled me at the thought that I’d answered wrong and I’d never be a wizard. 
 
    But my fears were quickly assuaged as the wide gates embedded with crystals silently slid open, and I snapped my head around to Nodrin, who grinned at me widely.  
 
    “Well done, Fynn,” the wizard cheered as he clapped my back.  
 
    I felt as if the weight of the entire world had been lifted off my shoulders, and a rush of joy swept through my chest.  
 
    “Does this mean that I’m a… a…” 
 
    “An Apprentice,” Nodrin said, with his wide grin still in place. “Not quite yet, dear son, but it’s a very good start.” 
 
    “Oh.” I was a little disappointed I couldn’t immediately call myself a Wizard’s Apprentice, but I was still riding high from solving the ogre’s riddle. Then a sudden question jumped to mind, and before we crossed the gates and entered the market, I turned to the ogre again. “Hey, you don’t happen to have a brother or other male relative who works at the Nils Dorei, do you?” 
 
    “Is he still working there? Tell him I said he’s a chump,” the ogre grunted, and he swept his arm in front of him to indicate that we should enter the market.  
 
    “Will do,” I chuckled, and I wasted no time in crossing through the gate, with Nodrin hot on my heels. My heart was still pounding from the encounter with the Gatekeeper, and I was happy to be on the other side of it.  
 
    “So, what was it?” Nodrin asked as he silently slid next to me. 
 
    “What was what?” I asked as I practiced an abridged version of Nodrin’s breathing technique to calm myself down. The breaths weren’t as big, but I followed the pattern.  
 
    Nodrin raised his eyebrows in recognition, but he answered my question.  
 
    “Your Magick Word.” 
 
    “My Magick Word? The answer to my riddle?” A smile formed on my lips when I understood what he meant.  
 
    “That’s the one,” the wizard said, and he returned my grin.  
 
    “Shadows,” I replied, and I knew what the elder meant. I’d never say the word the same way again because it would always hold a special place in my heart as the word that got me into this place.  
 
    I looked around in wonder at the magickal shops that lined the streets of the Wizards’ Market. The streets of the Citadel below us were impressive, but this was something else. Everything seemed to glisten and sparkle, it was like walking through the… 
 
    Stars. 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    I rushed to the nearest shop and laid a hand on the wall that glowed with a soft, white light through the sandstone. Then I turned to Nodrin with my eyes wide and ears twitching. 
 
    “Is this… starlight?” I asked in a whisper, and I turned back to examine the glowing walls. 
 
    “Imitation starlight,” the wizard chuckled. “But it’s as close to the real thing as you’ll ever see. And one can buy genuine starlight here, for a price.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and I turned back to the wizened man again since I was interested to hear more.  
 
    “One can, you cannot, son. In time, don’t you worry.” Nodrin grinned at my disappointed expression, and then he wagged a friendly finger in my face. “Don’t rush it. Your first real experience with starlight is special. Magickal. You’ll want to cherish it, don’t wish for it before you’re ready.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed, and I followed Nodrin back onto the main path. I didn’t know how I was going to put the starlight out of my mind when the streets were literally lined with it, but that actually proved to be not too difficult when I was close enough to examine the contents of the shops.  
 
    The first shop we passed was called Pytrawl’s Staffs, and I peered in the windows to see the most finely intricate carvings I’d ever seen detailing the sides of the glorious wooden staffs.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I leaned in, but I bumped my head against the glass, and it made a dramatic smacking sound, which caused Nodrin to chuckle.  
 
    “Come, let’s go inside,” Nodrin said, and he pulled open the heavy wooden door and glided through, so I hurried to follow him.  
 
    “Nodrin!” A jovial voice came from the back of the shop after the bell above the door rang out.  
 
    “Pytrawl!” Nodrin replied happily. 
 
    A tall, skinny wizard with a long, black beard rounded the desk and hurried forward to greet Nodrin, with his hand already outstretched. Nodrin grasped the shop owner’s hand, and they shook enthusiastically. I noticed there was something strange about the shop owner’s beard, and as I leaned in, I realized there were intricate patterns shaved into the long, thick facial hair, and it looked similar to the patterns carved into the staffs that surrounded us. Once the two wizards released each other’s arms, the tall, dark haired man turned to look at me, and his manicured eyebrows raised to the middle of his forehead.  
 
    “And who is this? Do you have a new Apprentice you haven’t told me about? He looks like a tall glass of ambrosia.” The shop owner grinned, and he looked me up and down like he hadn’t had a drink in days.  
 
    “Not yet, but things are looking promising for young Fynn here,” Nodrin said, and then he leaned in close to his friend. “However, I don’t think he’s one for your proclivities.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Pytrawl stroked his intricate beard delicately as he continued to eye me up and down. “Have you asked him?” 
 
    “You can ask me, if you’d like,” I piped up, but I didn’t want to piss off anyone in this magickal place, so I softened my words with a smile. “Unfortunately, Nodrin is right, and there are certain, ah, women who already have a hold of my heart. And… other pieces of me.” 
 
    “Ah, well, I can’t say I’m surprised, but what lucky women,” Pytrawl tittered as he straightened his glasses and slipped back into business mode. “What brings you into the shop today, then, Nodrin? Your Apprentice-to-be can’t be in the market yet, so are you in need of a new staff?” 
 
    “I will be,” Nodrin said vaguely. “But we’re just browsing for now. It’s Fynn’s first trip to the Wizards’ Market.” 
 
    “And your gorgeous staffs caught my eye, of course,” I said with a flirty wink to the shopkeeper, who blushed at the attention. I wasn’t physically interested in him, but I knew how to work my charm when I needed to, and I figured that having an established wizard wrapped around my finger could be a good thing for me in the future.  
 
    “I am quite proud of my beautiful staff… s,” the shopkeeper flirted back, and I caught Nodrin rolling his eyes behind his friend’s back.  
 
    “I can see why, they’re so intricate.” I nodded enthusiastically as I turned to study the nearest staff that hung on the wall. I was fine with flirting, but I didn’t want Pytrawl to get too friendly. His craftsmanship was stellar, though, and I didn’t have to pretend to admire the beautiful staff that had a whole battle scene carved into it.  
 
    “I know one that you would like,” Nodrin said, and I turned to see him gesturing me toward the back of the shop.  
 
    I followed dutifully, and as soon as I rounded the corner into a smaller room, I knew which staff he was talking about.  
 
    The long, mahogany staff was hanging on the wall behind a glass case. It looked like it would be the exact right size for me. The thick wood was glittering with embedded starlight, which glowed a soft white and gave the staff a shimmering effect, and as I got closer to the staff, I realized that it was as intricately carved as the rest of them, with delicate falling stars and other celestial bodies.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as Nodrin and I leaned in to examine it more closely. 
 
    “My pride,” Pytrawl sighed as he joined us by the glass case.  
 
    “It’s stunning,” I said with a nod at the talented shop owner.  
 
    “Thank you,” the dark-haired wizard said as he placed a hand over his heart. “The idea came to me in a dream, and as soon as I woke that day, I started carving and didn’t stop until she was finished.” 
 
    “Is it real starlight?” I asked as my eyes glided over the beautiful piece of woodwork.  
 
    “Some,” Pytrawl said. “Mixed with some artificial, just to keep her affordable. I finished her off about six months ago, and the right wizard just hasn’t been through here. Yet.” 
 
    I noticed a leading tone in the woodworker’s voice, and I glanced over to see him eyeing me up and down, like he was determining if I was worthy of his masterpiece. Instinctively, I stood up straighter and felt my ears twitch with excitement.  
 
    “Maybe there will be a worthy wizard soon,” Nodrin said with a mysterious smile. “Unfortunately, Pytrawl, we have a lot to get done today, so we’re going to have to take our leave.” 
 
    “Humph,” Pytrawl pouted as he crossed his arms over his chest and shot Nodrin an irritated look. 
 
    “Don’t worry, if everything goes according to plan, young Fynn here will be back shopping for staffs in no time,” Nodrin chuckled as he led us back to the front door.  
 
    “I certainly look forward to the day,” the shopkeeper said as he followed us out of the shop and waved after us.  
 
    “Pytrawl can be enthusiastic, but the quality of his work is second to none,” Nodrin explained as we put distance between ourselves and the shop.  
 
    “It certainly looks incredible, even if I can’t speak for the quality,” I said.  
 
    “Yet,” Nodrin said with that mysterious smile again.  
 
    “What do you--” Before I could finish my question, Nodrin had raised his hand to silence me again and was pointing to a shop, so I followed the direction of his finger to a storefront that was filled with armor and weapons.  
 
    “I need some things, care to join me?” the wizard asked.  
 
    “Uh, yes, please,” I said, and I followed the old wizard without hesitation. Then we entered the armory-like shop, and I had to physically close my jaw after it fell open from the sight of the weapons.  
 
    Of course, the Citadel Center had a weapons shop which I’d been in, but these weapons were different. Some of them were embedded with starlight, and they glowed white in that beautiful way. Others were as intricately carved as the staffs, and I wondered what that was about.  
 
    I turned to Nodrin, who was leaning forward to examine an unidentifiable piece of metal.  
 
    “Wizards really like to carve stuff, huh? 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Nodrin straightened with a smile as he gestured around. “Wizards take great pride in their physical work. It’s so easy to lose sight of the benefits of handiwork when we can rely on magick for most things, you see. A few centuries ago, there was a renaissance, essentially. Wizardkind realized they had lost their way a bit and decided to reconnect with art forms of their ancestors’ pasts. Magick at its core comes from connection to nature and drawing power from the inherent energy of life. Our kind had become too wrapped up in the ease and convenience of magick, that the elders at the time realized our power was weaker than in previous years. Hence the move to prioritize and value physical handiwork again, where we were able to slow down and take time to connect to the magic that is life.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said as I turned back to the sword that was carved with a beautiful nature scene. The details were immaculate, and if this was done without any magick, it must have taken an age to complete.  
 
    “Also, we make a killing selling to the very wealthy,” Nodrin said with a twinkle in his eyes. “The drow do love their beauty.” 
 
    I thought about the beautiful female drow women and all of the care they went through to adorn themselves with little ornaments to look even more beautiful. They certainly did love their beauty, and my breathing quickened at the thought of my lover Tryss with trinkets in her hair and nothing else on.  
 
    I shook myself out of my fantasy and tried to slow my breathing. Then something occurred to me, and I turned back to Nodrin to satisfy my curiosity.  
 
    “Is that where the breathing technique comes from? The Wizard Renaissance?” 
 
    “Good connection, and yes, you are correct,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
     “What is that thing?” I asked as I gestured to the piece of metal Nodrin kept studying.  
 
    “You’ll find out in due time,” Nodrin said vaguely, and he pressed further into the shop.  
 
    I decided to ignore the wizard’s mysterious musings for now and take in the kick-ass weapons that surrounded me. There was a display stand with about twenty different variations of arrows, and I thought of Helera’s affinity for archery, so I stopped to study them. One of them caught my eye, and I tugged it gently out of its resting place to study it. It was heavy, and the arrow point was flayed out like a flower about to bloom, and the end of it was made to look like leaves unfurling. I kept hold of the arrow while I continued to browse the shop, but if I could get a set for Helera, I was going to.  
 
    My eyes wandered to a display case of armor filled with a mix of male and female drow armor of varying intensities. There was one set in particular that looked like it was made for Tryss. The fitted armor was forged from some silvery metal that was, of course, intricately and beautifully carved. The carving displayed a drow priestess in the center of the silver plate, with her arms raised and swirls of magick encircling the beautiful priestess. The plate would protect her inner organs, but also show off her sexy curves, and I could picture her pert cleavage bulging out from the top of the plate.  
 
    I’d be asking the shopkeeper about taking this one home, too.  
 
    But, if I got something for Helera and Tryss, I’d need to get something for Daggy, as well. 
 
    To the left of the armor, there was a row of spears. The wooden shafts were, of course, carved, and the sharp, silver tips had the soft white glow of starlight. I turned to see Nodrin on the other side of the shop, and I sidled over to him with the arrow still in my hand.  
 
    “Hey, what does starlight do in a weapon?” I asked the wizard as I noticed a sword that hung above his head, also glimmering in white light.  
 
    “Makes it pretty,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Really?” I snorted, and then I cleared my throat because I didn’t want to seem like I was mocking this newfound world when I was doing anything but. I was just trying to figure it out.  
 
    “No, it serves a purpose, my child, one that will become apparent…” 
 
    “Eventually,” I finished the old man’s sentence with a sigh. Clearly, starlight held some sort of magick that I wouldn’t be able to grasp until I captured my own, so I decided to put any more questions about it on hold for now. “That is the difference between the weapons up here and the ones in the Citadel Center, though, right?” 
 
    “Not the only difference,” Nodrin explained, as he raised an eyebrow at the arrow in my hand. “Wizard-forged weapons are imbued with a bit more magick than regular drow-forged weapons, so they’re able to propel faster or farther, or can be charmed for easy carrying. What’s that you’re holding?”  
 
    “For Helera,” I explained as I lifted the arrow for him to see. “Is that okay? Can I gift the girls some wizard weapons?” 
 
    “Of course. Very nice set,” the wizard said with a nod of approval. “You can get the rest of the set from the shopkeeper when we make our purchases.” 
 
    “What are you purchasing?” I asked as I peered over his shoulder to see what he was looking at.  
 
    “This,” the wizard said, and he raised up a black obsidian blade, which for some reason I knew was callen an athame. The stone knife had a deeply carved hilt and a lightly carved blade. I could make out some stars, and there was an inscription in a language I couldn’t understand. 
 
    “What’s that for?” I asked, even though I didn’t expect a straight answer.  
 
    “It’s for a spell for Sevvy,” the wizard said, which was more explanation than I expected.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said.  
 
    “Most wizard-made things are,” Nodrin chuckled, and we continued to browse the shop.  
 
    I picked up a cool set of daggers with stars carved into them, and I added a scythe to the pile to keep Daggy happy. Then I checked out the athames again and picked up one for myself made of what was labeled as “moonstone.”  
 
    Once we were done browsing, we made our way to the counter, and the shopkeeper helped me get the set of armor for Tryss. Then Nodrin paid the shopkeeper, and the two wizards came to a deal that we would collect the large items when we passed back by the shop later. Then we stepped back into the busy street, and I was grateful we weren’t weighted down with the weapons.  
 
    “Where to next?” I asked the elder wizard. 
 
    “Follow me,” Nodrin said, and I grinned because what else was I going to do? It wasn’t like I knew my own way around this magickal market. 
 
    “Yes, boss,” I said and fell into step behind him as he led us farther into the bustling market.  
 
    We walked for about ten minutes, and I kept trying to venture into cool looking shops, but Nodrin kept pulling me back. 
 
    “We have a feast to get to,” Nodrin said after the third time he tugged my tunic to prevent me from wandering off. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. Not that I wasn’t looking forward to the feast, because of course, I was, but I also wanted to see as much cool shit in this place as I could since I wasn’t sure when I’d be back.  
 
    “You will be back,” Nodrin said, as if he’d read my mind.  
 
    “Okay,” I said with a smile, and his words reassured me. I figured I would be since I had at least passed the test, but given Nodrin’s tendency toward evasion, I decided not to push the issue. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t get some information out of the old wizard. “So, is this place always here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nodrin said. “The market is always live, most of the shopkeepers live above their shops. And there are more than just shops.” 
 
    “Oh?” I prompted. “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, there’s the wizard hospital,” Nodrin said, and he gestured to a large, black building in the distance. I noticed the windows of the building sparkled, and I wondered if the starlight in them was real. “For injuries only wizards can treat or inflict.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I said, and I cringed to think of the magickal injuries during a drow face off.  
 
    “And the library.” Nodrin gestured to a building that was much closer, just across the road from where we were. The white building had a tall, sparkling entryway, and the steps were designed to look like books.  
 
    “Helera would love that,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes, she would, I always wished I could take her here, especially when she was younger. Her older siblings used to give her a hard time, you know.”  
 
    “I didn’t know,” I said, and I could hear the surprise in my tone. “For what?” 
 
    “Oh, anything, you know what siblings are like,” Nodrin said with a wave of the hand. “She took refuge in the library often.” 
 
    “The others do tease her for her bookish ways,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes, well, there’s a reason for everything.” Nodrin nodded wisely.  
 
    “Indeed,” I said as I took in the sight of the beautiful building.  
 
    “We’re here,” Nodrin said suddenly, and he tugged me into a small, dark shop front. Once we passed the threshold, we were plunged into darkness, so it took a second for my one normal eye to adjust and realize we weren’t in total darkness, just mostly darkness.  
 
    There was a soft yellow glow coming from the back of the cramped shop, but it wasn’t starlight because I’d seen enough of that by now to know the difference.  
 
    “What is this place?” I asked Nodrin in a whisper. Whatever it was, it just seemed to warrant hushed voices.  
 
    “This is your next step to becoming an Apprentice,” Nodrin answered in a low voice. 
 
    “Oh?” I perked up, and I felt my ears twitching in anticipation. My eyes had adjusted to the low light, and I looked around the small space for clues about what my next step was, but there was so much stuff around me, it was hard to tell. I saw a couple weapons, some trinkets, a whole lot of books, and bottles filled with various liquids, and I wondered if this was like the practical portion of the worthiness test or something. Then I noticed a scary, blackfaced alarm clock with backwards-moving arms, and the button that would be used to turn the ringing alarm off was a deadly spike, but the device was small, no bigger than the palm of my hand. I nudged Nodrin and pointed to the wizard’s clock. “What is that?” 
 
    “A Time Trap,” Nodrin said darkly. 
 
    “Okay?” I asked. 
 
    “It is how it sounds,” the old wizard said with a shake of his head. “It can be used to imprison others for a set amount of time. And that set amount of time can even be… forever.” 
 
    “Oh, damn,” I whispered as I studied the small device, but I didn’t dare touch it in case I set it off. 
 
    “A common threat used against lower classes,” the wizard said as he continued toward the light at the back of the room. “Time is the most valuable asset we have. Once it’s gone, it doesn’t come back, and if you’re stuck with no exit, just sitting around and wasting time, it’ll drive even the strongest of warriors mad. Entire Houses have been caught in Time Traps and eliminated from the ranks as a result.  
 
    “Ooft,” I said, and I sucked in air through my teeth at the thought of it.  
 
    Well, I wouldn’t mind being stuck with the three sexy sisters for a while, but I knew we were all too restless and headstrong to stay trapped anywhere for any significant amount of time. I briefly wondered how that would go, and I got the image of Dagwyn absolutely losing her shit and killing us all in a rampage. I chuckled at the thought, but I was distracted when a steady stream of smoky mist started to rise from the floor, and the dim yellow light flickered in the back of the room. A low humming sound started to emanate from the walls, and I whipped my head around the room to see where all this was coming from. Then I glanced at Nodrin, but the old wizard just looked annoyed. 
 
    “Always one for the theatrics, Dumnorix.” Nodrin rolled his eyes and held up three fingers. Then he silently put them down one by one, and when the last one fell, a wizard appeared in the middle of the room.  
 
    “You are such a ray of darkness,” Dumnorix snorted as he wagged a finger at Nodrin.  
 
    “I do try, I do,” Nodrin said coolly, but then the two wizards broke into wide smiles and embraced each other warmly. “Rixy, my dear friend, how have you been?” 
 
    “Worse off without you, Nodrin,” Dumnorix said as they broke their embrace. Then he turned a curious eye on me and looked me up and down. “But I knew you were coming in for a reading.” 
 
    “Reading?” I asked as I took in the sight of the eccentric wizard. The drow wizard had long, white hair that was typical of our kind, but his shone with starlight that I couldn’t tell whether it was artificial or real. He wore a large monocle, his beard was teased into tight curls, and he had thin lines tattooed across his face that looked like they glimmered, and I wondered if it was possible to be tattooed with starlight.  
 
    “Reading,” Dumnorix confirmed with a nod, and I turned to Nodrin for clarification.  
 
    “Wizards have a form of divination through cartomancy, do you know what that is?” Nodrin asked as he held my gaze. 
 
    “Cartomancy is divination through cards,” I said as I looked between the two wizards. Innately, I knew what it meant, but I hadn’t seen it performed in my short drow life, so I wasn’t sure what it entailed. “What do I have to do for a reading?” 
 
    “Dumnorix does the work,” Nodrin said. “This process is called the Gan’evh Tiio, it’s a traditional card reading that will reveal which attributes your magick is naturally attuned to. This will help guide you on your journey to becoming an Apprentice, and gods willing, eventually a full-fledged Wizard.” 
 
    Dumnorix waved his hand, and a table and chairs appeared in the middle of the room. The table was covered in an iridescent fabric, and Dumnorix rounded the table to take a seat and gestured for me to take the seat across from him.  
 
    I did as I was instructed while Nodrin crossed his arms in front of himself and stood quietly behind me. Once Dumnorix was seated, he twisted his hand, and a deck of cards appeared. The wizard studied me as he began to shuffle, and as he did, I felt my ether deep within me start to stir.  
 
    I shifted in my seat since I was unfamiliar with this particular tickle at my ether.  
 
    “You’re not from here,” the wizard said, which caused me to freeze. Would I finally learn my origins from this slightly kooky wizard? I leaned forward, but the wizard continued to shuffle. “But that’s a story for another time. Today, we’re here to find your magick.” 
 
    “O-Okay,” I said as I turned my attention to the deck of cards in his hands. I could still feel my ether buzzing, but I was curious enough about the cards to ignore it. The cards were black and shimmering with starlight, and the wizard shuffled them expertly. Sometimes, he only used one hand, and I was impressed by the way his long fingers could grasp a pile of cards from the middle of the deck and shift it to the top or bottom. When he used both hands, he created long, quickly moving bridges with the cards, and at one point he even threw a few up in the air and caught them.  
 
    “Theatrics,” Nodrin drawled, but I could hear the grin in his voice.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Dumorix chuckled, and he resumed shuffling normally before he placed the deck on the table in front of me and tapped the top of the deck. “Cut the deck, please.”  
 
    I reached a hand forward and hoped the two wizards didn’t see how much I was shaking with excitement. I grabbed the top half of the deck and placed it on the table next to the bottom half, and I suddenly got a flash of an image in my mind. I was cutting a different, smaller set of cards, and there were a bunch of people around me while there was the sound of something clattering and smoke filled the air. It was a familiar movement somewhere in the depths of my mind.  
 
    Dumnorix placed the bottom half of the deck on to the top half of the deck and then looked me in the eye while he turned over the first card.  
 
    While the back of the cards were all black with a slight glimmering, the front of this card was completely white, with a cutout of an eye in the middle of it.  
 
    My hand flew up to my eyepatch, and the wizard nodded.  
 
    “Light powers. Didn’t need the cards to tell me that one.” Dumnorix chuckled. Then he flipped another card over and placed it next to the first card, and this one had a shimmering spider on it. “Hmm… Have you had any interesting interactions with any spiders lately?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly as I remembered the helpful spiders in the Maze, and the conversation I had with Drogu-ani shortly before then. “A big one, too.” 
 
    “Interesting indeed,” the wizard said as he flipped another card and laid it next to the other two. He raised an eyebrow at the card with a symbol I didn’t recognize, but didn’t look up at me this time. Instead, he flipped another card from his deck, but he laid it atop the first two cards instead of in the same row. This card had three wavy lines inside an oval, and the wizard doing my reading shot a quick glance at Nodrin.  
 
    I looked back at my companion as well, but he just continued to stare at the cards, so Dumnorix turned back, flipped another card, and laid it atop the second and third. When he saw the image of the scroll, he abruptly pushed his chair back, and it clattered across the cobbled floor as the wizard looked up at me with wide, scarlet eyes.  
 
    “Gods above…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    “What?” I could feel my own eyes widen with panic as I studied the cards in front of me, but I had no idea what they meant. I could also still feel my ether awakened inside me, so I turned to look at Nodrin, who gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder.  
 
    “Dumnorix, quit the theatrics,” Nodrin scolded his friend lightly, but I noticed Nodrin had a crease between his eyebrows as he studied the cards. “Although, this is quite the reading.” 
 
    “Can someone please explain to me what it means?” I asked, and I tried to keep the edge out of my voice. 
 
    “I hope to explain a lot to you,” Dumnorix said as he dragged his chair closer to the table and leaned forward to study me. He was particularly interested in the eyepatch, and he even made a move to reach for it, but he seemed to stop himself. Then he glanced up at Nodrin before he turned back to me and studied me some more, but when he spoke, he addressed the other wizard. “I’d like some time with the boy, if it pleases you. There is something very interesting about his ether. Like I said before, he’s not from here, and his soul seems to be… troubled.” 
 
    “Troubled?” I echoed.  
 
    “Confounded might be a better word,” Dumnorix amended, and his gaze lingered on my eyepatch. “It reminds me of mage magick.” 
 
    “Mage,” I repeated as my ears fluttered. “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that.” 
 
    “No, I would imagine it’s not,” Dumnorix said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll be back around plenty, but we can’t stay much longer, I’m afraid,” Nodrin sighed. “Fynn here was the champion of the Blind Maze, we must get back for his celebratory feast.”  
 
    “Okay, but is anyone going to explain the cards to me?” I asked as Nodrin tugged at my elbow, but I crossed my arms and settled in to show I would wait for answers.  
 
    Luckily for me, the two wizards chuckled instead of taking offense.  
 
    “Your cards show that you have an affinity for several different types of magick, which is rare,” Nodrin explained. “This means you could master all of the schools of wizardry, if you were so inclined.” 
 
    “This is extremely rare,” Dumnorix said, and he looked as serious as I’d seen him yet. “Very, very rare. Most Apprentices show an affinity for one or two paths, I have seen three, but it’s rare. But you, young Fynn, this is something I’ve never seen. You have an affinity for all of them. Light powers, arachnomancy, psionics, divination, arcane magick. All of it. It’s incredible.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” I said as I looked back down at the cards, but the images swam in front of me as I took in this information.  
 
    What did it mean? If I could master all of the schools of wizardry, and this was a rare occurrence, I mean, that sounded like it made me pretty special. I knew it would be work, but the prospect of becoming such a powerful wizard was an exciting one. I didn’t want to get too ahead of myself, though, there was still a lot of work to be done, and I wasn’t even an Apprentice yet. But, maybe if I really was a mage, then I’d have an easier time with my studies. It sounded like a lot of studying, and some of it I wasn’t even sure what it meant.  
 
    I thought of the three sisters back at the Tower. I pictured Dagwyn learning that I was naturally gifted at literally every type of magick, and I could imagine the rage and jealousy of the sister with the particularly weak ether. I cringed at the thought of her reaction, and Dumnorix must have noticed my troubled face, because he gave me a sympathetic look. 
 
    “It’s a lot to take in, especially for your… confounded soul, but rest assured, Fynn, this is a good thing,” the card reader said kindly. 
 
    “I think I should… keep this to myself for a while,” I said as I looked up at Nodrin. “I’ve realized that most drows are rather, ah, conniving, and it’s best not to reveal your full hand.” 
 
    “I agree,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “Cleverness is a highly underrated magick,” Dumnorix added, and then his eyes suddenly lit up. “Fynn, what was your Magick Word, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Shadows,” I said, and I grinned at the way the word formed in my mouth. 
 
    “Ahh, very appropriate.” Dumnorix smirked. 
 
    “What was yours?” I asked as I cocked my head curiously. “If that’s okay to ask?” 
 
    “Generally speaking, wizards only reveal their Magick Words to other wizards, but for you, dear Fynn, I will make an exception, because I expect I’ll be seeing a lot of you in the future. My Magick Word was ‘rice.” 
 
    “Oh, well, that’s, ah, that’s…” I stammered. 
 
    “Yours is better,” Dumnorix chuckled.  
 
    “What about yours?” I asked Nodrin as I turned in my seat to look at him. “Er, I mean, if you don’t mind…” 
 
    “I don’t,” Nodrin said with a patient smile. “My Magick Word was ‘solstice.’” 
 
    “That’s a good one,” Dumnorix said, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Come, we must be going,” Nodrin said as he motioned for me to rise, and this time I did. “Just a few things to grab from you, Dumnorix, if you’d be so kind?” 
 
    “Be my guest,” the card reader said as he magicked away the table and chairs and gestured to the crammed shop around him. Then the wizard himself disappeared behind a door, which left Nodrin and I alone.  
 
    I turned to face the older wizard, and he was already studying me with his crimson eyes.  
 
    “This is something special,” Nodrin said in a soft voice as his eyes took in every detail of my face.  
 
    “G-Good special though, right?” I stammered, because I wasn’t sure how to react.  
 
    Drow females were a proud, obnoxious bunch, and if one of the sisters ever got a card reading as overwhelmingly different as that one, it would come up in most conversations. It was hard for me to be too proud of my newfound magick potential when I didn’t fully understand it yet, but I knew Nodrin would help me come into my full power, because I was sure that’s what Mother would want. Especially since I would be the one siring her grandchildren from at least one of her daughters. My mind wandered to the thought of Tryss with a belly swollen from my seed, carrying her First Born Daughter. Then I felt myself stand up straighter, and I realized I was proud because I knew Tryss would be. 
 
    “Very good,” Nodrin said, and his face softened into a smile. “Unusual, and we’ll have our work cut out for us, but it is a good special. I can’t wait to tell Sevvy.” 
 
    “Same,” I said, and I pictured the fierce Matron Mother’s face and how it would light up in delight at having a potentially extremely powerful wizard in her House.  
 
    Nodrin suddenly turned on his heels, hurried to a nearby shelf, and started pulling out various thick, dusty tomes. He motioned me forward, and I held out my arms so the wizard could dump the books in my arms. Then I followed him around the shop while he continued to pile the books high. I read the titles as fast as I could, but it wasn’t long until I couldn’t keep up with the speed with which Nodrin was piling the books. I did see a few titles though, like Ancient Rune Magick, A Beginner’s Guide to Arachnomancy, Psionics, an Introduction to Mind Magick, and Pathli’ri Arcania.  
 
    “Are these all for me?” I asked as I staggered under the weight of another added book. 
 
    Damn, it really was going to be a lot of studying. I couldn’t believe I used to think all someone had to do to become a wizard was memorize a bunch of spells. I realized it was so much more to it than that. There were things I needed to learn that I hadn’t even heard of yet, especially considering I’d only been around for like a week.  
 
    “Mostly,” Nodrin said as he flipped open the page of another book. “Our first order of business will be finding out which attributes come to you easiest. From there, we will discern where your strengths and preferences lie and choose an ordained branch for you.” 
 
    “G-Great,” I said uncertainly as Nodrin added a particularly thick book to the pile. There was something peculiar about the book, but I couldn’t tell what. I couldn’t see a title on the sizable tome, but there was a splattering of stars across the cover, and I felt drawn to the book, like there was something more to it.  
 
    I got the sudden urge to lift my eyepatch, but my arms were full of books. Nodrin was still browsing the shelves, so I leaned against the doorjamb, raised a knee, and balanced the pile of books on the knee. I leaned hard against the doorframe to keep my balance and used one hand to keep the pile of books steady on my knee, and then I lifted my eyepatch with the other hand.  
 
    Suddenly, I could see a rune shining from the middle of the cover. I couldn’t translate the rune, but I understood I could only see it with the help of my Dark Eye.  
 
    “Fynn?” Nodrin called out when he saw I wasn’t by his side, so I lowered my eyepatch and hurried over to the wizard. He was holding out another book, and I ducked down so he could add it to the pile. Then I stuck to his side as he continued to browse, and I pondered what other things I was missing by keeping my Dark Eye covered. 
 
    At one point, Nodrin spotted something on the shelf that made him do a double take. I watched as he picked up the mysterious item, turned it over in his hands a few times, and then placed it precariously on top of the pile in my arms.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Something that will come in handy, I think,” Nodrin said in his mysterious way, and then he studied the pile in my arms with a satisfied nod. “That will do for now, but we’ll probably need another trip here in the near future.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ll come here anytime you want to take me,” I said with a wide grin.  
 
    “I figured as much. Dumnorix, where have you gone?” Nodrin called out, and his kooky wizard friend appeared at his side moments later.  
 
    “Have you successfully ravaged my shelves, Nodry?” Dumnorix asked as he eyed the tower of books in my arms and rubbed his hands together. “My, my, you’ve got your work cut out for you, young Fynn.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I said with a smile, and I meant it, too.  
 
    Sure, it was going to be hard work, but the thought of coming into my powers and moving up in the ranks of the Claden’Du House, with Tryss and the others by my side, had me practically vibrating with excitement.  
 
    “We appreciate your help today, Rixy,” Nodrin said as he paid his old friend.  
 
    “Trust me, the pleasure was all mine.” The card reader smiled as he accepted the money and studied my face. “I hope to see you again soon, young Fynn.” 
 
    “You will, you have my word,” Nodrin said. “But we must take our leave now. Fynn, we have to pick up the weapons before we head back down to the Tower for the feast.”  
 
    “Got it, thanks again, for everything,” I said to Dumnorix, who bowed deeply and waved us out of the small, cramped shop and back onto the busy street.  
 
    The tomes were heavy in my arms, but I managed to dodge all the bustling pedestrians. Then, as we walked, and I struggled to carry all of the thick books, a question niggled at my mind.  
 
    “Nodrin, is it common for a House to have more than one wizard?” 
 
    “Are you angling for my spot, young Fynn?” Nodrin asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “No, no, gods, no, I didn’t mean--” 
 
    “Relax, I’m just pulling your ears,” Nodrin chuckled. “It’s not the most common occurrence, but it’s not unheard of, either. Most Houses have a wizard in the Inner Circle who is the Matron Mother’s consort. A Named Son may become a wizard, like I said before, it’s not a matter of want, it just simply is what it is. A House only needs one wizard, and sometimes the wizard consorts can become hostile to other wizards in the Inner Circle, out of jealousy or spite, I suppose.” 
 
    “Oh…” I said uncertainly, but the wizard shot me a wink.  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that, young Fynn. You are tremendously talented, but I am not worried about Sevvy replacing me with you. Not when Tryss is so taken with you, and Sevvy so taken with me.”  
 
    “True.” I smiled, but my curiosity wasn’t satisfied yet. “What if Claden’Du expands to huge numbers again? The Inner Circle is so much smaller than it was before, how would we manage? Will Mother name more sons? Or recruit more wizards?” 
 
    “Your position within the House is safe,” Nodrin said firmly. “Mother Sevahtra has assured me of that. But to answer your question, Sevvy may name more sons, and there may be more male officers in the future, which is common, though none will surpass you in status. These male officers could be weapons masters or militaristic strategists, or duties can be combined. All males are below any female drow, you know this, of course, and males hold no authority unless specifically given it by their Matron Mother.” 
 
    “Right,” I acknowledged as I recalled my first moments in this world when I was faced with the sexy drow warriors who very seriously considered killing me for the crime of being a lowly male. 
 
    “If Claden’Du is to expand, I’d imagine Sevvy will want to keep the Inner Circle a tight one, considering recent events,” the wizard pointed out. “And we already have an alliance with Drindessa, which wasn’t Sevvy’s ideal situation, but sometimes things are necessary. Anyway, if our lower classes expand, we’ll take stock of our chattel and organize them as needed. Sevvy has no qualms about culling those who would hold us back, and she’s well-respected in the trading and selling community for slaves and assets, so it’s not difficult for her to get good stock, but sometimes the lower classes fight amongst themselves and cause problems. Hence the need for the Overseer.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said, and I could feel myself standing a little straighter at the thought of becoming an Overseer in the near future.  
 
    “Drindessa may want to bring in some of her own people to the Inner Circle, or some male officers, but Sevvy will have the ultimate say, as I’m sure you could imagine,” Nodrin added. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” I smirked, and I pictured Mother Sevahtra in all her power as she went head to head with her dominatrix ally Drindessa. Both of them were forces of nature, but there was just something about Sevahtra that dominated even the toughest dominatrix. I knew the final say would remain with Mother, and I felt even more excited at the prospect of becoming a Wizard. Then I’d be even more valuable to Mother and Claden’Du.  
 
    “We are a ways off of all of this, anyway,” Nodrin said. “Depending on what Sevvy’s plan is with Elvy, she hasn’t filled me in on all of the details just yet. But we could be coming into a sizable portion of chattel soon, anyway, so your promotion may be coming sooner than you think.” 
 
    “On top of my studies?” I asked with a pointed look at all of the books in my hands. 
 
    “No one said the path to wizardry would be easy, Apprentice,” Nodrin chuckled, but I froze at the sound of the word.  
 
    “Apprentice? So, is that it? I’m an Apprentice now?” I asked, and I could feel my eyes widen and my heartbeat quicken.  
 
    Nodrin stopped and turned to me with a smile. 
 
    “We’ll have the official ceremony after Kels’Rin-Kai, but you passed the test to get into the market, and your reading has given us some direction,” Nodrin said, but then he frowned slightly. “A rather interesting direction, but direction nonetheless. Those are the main components to beginning your apprenticeship, but I want you to enjoy your first Kels’Rin-Kai. Focus on that for now, and we’ll start your formal training next week.” 
 
    “T-Thank you, Nodrin, truly,” I said as I began to follow the wizard again. Then I looked up to notice we were back at the weapons shop. 
 
    I followed Nodrin into the shop, and the shopkeeper spotted us instantly and hurried off to the back to retrieve our purchases. I plonked down the wares in my arms on the counter for a breather and admired the fine weaponry again while we waited for the shopkeeper, who returned shortly after.  
 
    Nodrin thanked him and then whispered something in his ear. The shopkeeper nodded, and Nodrin and I distributed the shopping between us before the wizard motioned for me to follow him toward the back of the shop.  
 
    I tilted my head in confusion, but the old wizard hadn’t led me astray yet, so I kept my mouth shut and followed him through the back of the narrow storeroom and through a door that led to the back alley. Then Nodrin pulled out a small, flat disc and pressed the center of it, which prompted what looked like a flat tree stump to grow from the ground in front of us.  
 
    “This will take us back to the Tower. Save us a trip down that staircase.” Nodrin shot me a wink, stepped onto the stump, and then turned to face me. “Just open up your ether enough to feel it. See you soon, young Fynn.” 
 
    The wizard grinned at me and then slowly evaporated until he and the shopping bags in his arms were gone.  
 
    Ugh, this was just like when Tryss ‘taught’ me things and only half-explained them. I hadn’t used a portal that just grew out of the ground before, so was I supposed to picture the destination or what? 
 
    Ah, fuck it. 
 
    I decided to just do what Nodrin said, and my arms were getting tired from the armor, so I hopped onto the portal and spun around like Nodrin had. As I was spinning, I realized I probably didn’t need to, and the wizard had just done that so he could see me. But, it was too late, and I was facing the other direction already, so I just sighed and opened up my ether a bit, like the wizard said. I felt a light tugging sensation at my ether, and then I felt my body becoming lighter and lighter, until suddenly I was floating through space. The world around me went dark for a moment, but when the light came back, I found myself in the family sitting room in the noble wing of the Tower.  
 
    Nodrin was standing just off the portal pad, and he motioned me off when I appeared. I looked down at the portal pad and realized that it had been there all along, I’d just overlooked it as some interesting decorative choice.  
 
    “I set up that portal to use between the Wizard Market and the Tower,” Nodrin explained when he saw me looking at the portal.  
 
    “Are there others?” I asked, and I cast a glance around the room for anything else I’d overlooked before, but I didn’t see any other portals.  
 
    “Of course, there are.” Nodrin grinned. Then he plopped the wares we’d purchased from the Wizards’ Market onto the plush couch, and we divided them up.  
 
    My pile was significantly larger and heavier, and I gathered them up in my arms with a sigh.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll drop my stuff off in my room,” I grunted.  
 
    “Don’t be long,” Nodrin said. 
 
    “Definitely not. I’ll be ready for the dinner bell. I definitely don’t want to miss this feast.” I smirked.  
 
    This feast was to celebrate my victory, after all, and now that I knew how drows celebrated, well, I was pretty sure I was in for a good night.  
 
    I hurried out of the sitting room and up the spiral stairs until I found my chambers. Then I pushed into the room, unloaded the parcels onto the bed, and sighed a deep sigh of relief. Between the weapons and armor and the heavy study materials, I felt like I’d just gone a round in the boxing ring.  
 
    I raised my hands to my face and balled them in fists while I staggered my stance, and I heard a bell ring in the deep crevices of my mind.  
 
    Then I lowered my hands and cast a glance at the pile of books I would be studying in the weeks, months, hell, years to come. I wondered if there was something in there that would explain these glimpses of whatever past life was rattling around in my brain up there.  
 
    Before I could ponder this further, or better, reach for a book, I heard a faint rattling sound coming from behind me, and I froze.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    There was someone hiding in the wardrobe.

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    Could it be more assassins sent by the unknown psycho who wanted me and the other maze participants dead?  
 
    Well, they were all dead, so I guess I was the only remaining target.  
 
    I slowly reached a hand out to the package that contained the weapons I’d bought at the Wizards’ Market, and my hand found the hilt of one of the star carved daggers I’d gotten for Dagwyn. I silently pulled the dagger out of the bag and began to work the paper packaging off the blade while I turned so my back wasn’t to the wardrobe.  
 
    I paused for a moment to wait for another noise. Sure enough, there was a rustling noise, and I kept my eyes glued to the wardrobe. Finally, I finished freeing the blade from the paper packaging, and I tossed the paper on the bed as I took slow steps toward the wardrobe.  
 
    I crept quietly to the door of the wardrobe and readied my dagger, but before I could reach for the handle, I heard a giggle, and I sighed and lowered my weapon.  
 
    There was no threat, it was just Esodri. If she was hiding in here, that probably meant she had slipped away from a caretaker and was out to cause trouble. 
 
    I decided to have a little fun with the tiny terror. 
 
    First, I hurried back to the bed and put the daggers away. Then I returned to the wardrobe, and when I heard the rustling noises again, I gave the door three sharp raps and did my best impression of Mother Sevahtra.  
 
    “Esodri, come out at once, you are in deep trouble.” 
 
    The scuffling inside the wardrobe stopped suddenly, and I could imagine the adorable toddler frozen in fear. I waited a beat, and then the door slowly swung open, and the toddler revealed herself.  
 
    Essie’s golden curls covered her face like a curtain, and the toddler hung her head as she stepped down from the wardrobe and shuffled her tiny feet until she was standing in front of me. Essie was twisting the hem of her blue dress nervously, and the poor thing hadn’t even looked up and realized that I wasn’t Sevahtra.  
 
    Then, the young one opened her eyes fully, and I watched her face cloud with confusion when she caught sight of my feet. Essie cocked her head, and her eyes traveled up from my feet to the rest of me and widened when she realized it was me.  
 
    “Fynn, you twicked me!” the toddler cried out as she lunged forward and hammered her tiny fists into my legs. 
 
    “That’s right, I did,” I said as I reached down to scoop up the toddler. Then I tickled her while she squealed and squirmed in an attempt to escape, but I spared no mercy for the bairn just because of her small stature. 
 
    “Fynn, no!” Essie squealed, but her face was lit up in delight. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re supposed to be here,” I teased between tickles as the toddler continued to squirm and pummel me with her ineffective fists.  
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m sowwy,” Essie pouted, so I lowered her to the ground and placed her on her feet, but the toddler fell to her knees with the giggles, and I had to pick her up twice before she could stand on her own.  
 
    Once she had settled down, I decided to put on my stern face.  
 
    “Seriously, little missy, what were you doing in my wardrobe?” I asked as I crossed my arms across my chest.  
 
    “Hiding,” the toddler said as she puffed out her chest and raised her chin.  
 
    “Why are you hiding?” I asked, but the toddler remained silent in defiance. I cocked my head at the young girl, ready to play her game, before I frowned and put on a deep, serious voice. “Essie. Are you playing hide-and-seek?”  
 
    “N-No,” the toddler faltered.  
 
    “Does your minder know you’re hiding?” I raised an eyebrow to show her she couldn’t kid a kidder.  
 
    “I-I think so,” she said as she avoided eye contact.  
 
    “Essie,” I said lightly.  
 
    “Fynn, they’re so bowing,” Essie sighed dramatically as she clapped her hands against her sides and screwed up her face in a pout. “No one ever wants to play with me.” 
 
    “Aw, are you feeling cooped up?” I asked, and I felt a wave of sympathy for the young female. She’d spent her whole life trapped in a world inside a mirror with only her speechless mother for company. Then she finally escapes that world, only to enter a world where she must still be kept secret until her existence could be used as a weapon to maximize our House’s strategic potential to overpower other Houses and ascend in rank and power, so she was closely minded by those who didn’t care to foster her imagination, because they only cared to keep her quiet and compliant. 
 
    No wonder she ran away. I would have, too. 
 
    “Hey, I know who would want to play with you,” I said with a wide grin as an idea came to me suddenly.  
 
    “Really? Who?” Essie asked, and the toddler’s frown disappeared as her excitement matched mine.  
 
    “Hmm, I’m not sure if there’s time,” I yawned as I scratched my head, even though I’d already decided to take the girl to the stables to see Greenie. It had been a while since I’d seen my lizard girl, and I needed to take my mind off the bombardment of information from today. Truthfully, I didn’t have much time to spare for this field trip, but I figured Essie and I both needed it enough to risk it. I’d make it quick and still be ready for the beginning of the feast.  
 
    “Pwease, Fynn, pwease!” The toddler threw herself at me again, but this time she wrapped her arms around my shins and hugged my legs in an attempt to sway me.  
 
    If my mind hadn’t already been made up, it would’ve been after that adorable display. 
 
    “Okay, I guess we can squeeze it in,” I pretended to relent, and the little girl squealed in delight while she hopped around in a circle.  
 
    “Shhh,” I whispered, and I indicated for her to keep it down, but I winked so she knew I still wanted her to enjoy herself. Then I leaned down close to her, and the young one mirrored me like she was ready to follow orders. “Okay, we need to get down the stairs without anyone hearing or seeing us. Think you can pull that off?” 
 
    “Yes,” Essie said, and she’d clearly found her confidence again, because she stomped her feet lightly and jerked her head to the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You’ve got it, kid,” I said before I led the way out the door.  
 
    Esodri stuck to me like glue, and I chuckled at the toddler’s enthusiasm, considering she didn’t even know where we were going, she just wanted to meet a new friend, whoever that may be. I amped up the drama and stuck my head theatrically out of the door, and then I looked right and left with exaggerated movements. I glanced back at the toddler to see her watching me seriously, and my heart melted at the little warrior’s fierce personality.  
 
    She’d fit in around here just fine, as long as she was given the room to grow.  
 
    Once I’d ascertained the hallways were clear, I ducked out and descended the spiral staircase until the curve was just about to take me out of the door’s eyeline. Then I stopped and motioned for Essie to follow me, and the young female slid out of the room and carefully shut the door behind her before she darted to my side and skidded to a stop right behind me. Unfortunately, her tiny body’s velocity couldn’t stop in time with her feet, and she crashed into my crouched back.  
 
    “Sowwy, Fynn,” the toddler whispered as she righted herself and then crouched down next to me. The little one strained her neck to see around the curve, and I chuckled at her attempt before I took a step forward and motioned for her to follow me again.  
 
    And that’s how we made our way all the way down the stairs and into the stables. We didn’t run into anyone along the way, which Essie enjoyed pointing out.  
 
    “Phew,” the little one said, and she wiped the back of her hand across her forehead but kept peeking up at me to make sure I was watching her.  
 
    “Close one, huh?” I grinned. I enjoyed appeasing the young girl, she definitely deserved it.  
 
    “Yeah, good thing you were here to lead the way, Fynn,” the young girl said as she looked up at me with adoring eyes.  
 
    I smiled down at the girl, and I realized how much I enjoyed the toddler’s adoration. I bet I’d enjoy it even more with my own offspring, and the urge to impregnate the three sisters and teach our offspring how to sneak around the Tower arose again. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” I said, and I turned my attention back to the stable entrance in front of us. I wasn’t sure exactly where Greenie was, the keepers often shifted them around in their quarters to keep them from getting restless and bored, but I knew it wouldn’t take me long to find my trusty gal.  
 
    Esodri followed me into the stables as I led us down the row of riding lizards. They seemed particularly restless tonight, and some were emitting high-pitched shrieks to each other across the hall, while others circled in their stalls repeatedly before stopping suddenly, jerking their heads around, and circling again.  
 
    I glanced back to see Essie looking between the stalls with wide eyes, and I could tell she was putting on a brave face, so I bent down and put a reassuring arm around her shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything bad happen to you,” I said to the young girl. “Trust me?” 
 
    “Twust you,” Essie said adorably. 
 
    “Good” I said, and then I straightened up and made exaggerated head movements. “Now, where is Greenie?” 
 
    “Gweenie?” Essie perked up, and even though we were in the stables, it only just occurred to her that the new friend she was about to meet was one of the riding lizards around us. Her eyes grew wide, and her face broke out into a big smile. Then she followed me down the rows and called out Greenie’s name urgently.  
 
    Finally, when we were at the end of the third row of stalls, I heard a distinct sound.  
 
    “Mrreeee.” 
 
    I spun around to see Greenie’s snout pressing between the bars in an attempt to get to me.  
 
    “Reeeeeeeeeeeee,” she squealed when she saw me looking at her.  
 
    “Hey, girl,” I said softly as I hurried to the stall and stuck my hands through the bars. Greenie threw herself against my outstretched arms and circled between them both while she rubbed her body against me, and I petted the enthusiastic lizard and laughed. “I know, girl, it’s been too long, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Rrrrrr,” Greenie said as she nuzzled into my hand. Then I felt a light tugging sensation, and I looked down to see Essie pulling at my trousers and pointing to Greenie. 
 
    “Oh, right, Greenie, I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve brought you a new friend,” I said as I stepped back so Greenie could see Essie. “Now, I know she’s small, but I know you know size isn’t all that important.” 
 
    “Mrrrrreee,” Greenie said as her unnaturally small arm twitched in acknowledgment.  
 
    “I thought you two would get along,” I chuckled, and then I stepped back to open the door to Greenie’s stall. The lizard rushed out to greet me properly, but she was careful not to knock over her tiny visitor, so I knew the two would become good friends.  
 
    The lizard threw herself at my face for more nuzzling while Essie watched on and squealed with joy.  
 
    “I missed you, too, girl,” I said while Greenie playfully attacked my face, and when she was close, I leaned in and whispered to her. “The little one, Essie, needs some love, she’s been pretty down lately. Think you can help her out?” 
 
    “Mrrrrr,” Greenie said like she could understand me, and she nuzzled my face again. Then she turned and fixed her eyes on Essie, and the lizard lowered herself to the toddler’s level and made eye contact while she slowly crept forward, so she didn’t scare the tiny toddler. 
 
    Essie wasn’t one to scare easily, though, and when the lizard met her on her level, the toddler reached her hands out to her and started taking excited steps toward her. Greenie took the encouragement and rushed forward to wrap Essie up in a full-body hug, and the toddler squealed in delight as she squeezed whatever part of Greenie’s body she could get a hold of.  
 
    I watched the two girls playing, and it brought a smile to my face. They’d both needed this, and I needed to make more time for them to get together in the future. I would soon have a lot more stress in my life with my Wizard training, so it would be even more important for me to carve out the time for things like this.  
 
    Essie and Greenie became involved in an intense game of tag, and it wasn’t long until I became a victim of the dreaded tag. I had fun chasing both of the girls around the stalls for a while, but after some time, we flopped down in Greenie’s stall, and we were all panting from the effort of the chase. It had been a fun distraction, but I knew we needed to wrap things up here, and I needed to get ready for the feast. 
 
    “Alright, you two, it’s time to start thinking about heading back,” I sighed, and the two girls immediately started to protest.  
 
    “Fynn, no, pwease,” Essie begged as she crawled onto my lap and appealed to me with her wide eyes. Then she began to negotiate. “Just one more hour.” 
 
    Greenie snorted in agreement. 
 
    “A whole hour?” I laughed at the toddler’s complete inability to conceptualize time. “I don’t think we have enough time for that. How about five more minutes?” 
 
    “Okay,” Essie said in a defeated tone, even though she didn’t know the difference between an hour and five minutes. Then the adorable toddler pointed to Greenie. “Can I wide her?” 
 
    I looked over at Greenie to see her reaction, and the lizard nuzzled her face into Essie’s tiny body, so I figured she was okay with it.  
 
    “Okay, but you have to be very careful and listen to what Greenie tells you,” I said as Greenie readied herself to be mounted, and Essie reached her arms up for me to pick her up.  
 
    “I pwomise,” the toddler said, and she started to jump up and down with her arms still in the air. 
 
    “Alright, alright, hold your horses,” I said, and I leaned down to pick her up, but Essie gave me a curious look. 
 
    “Howses?” the toddler asked with her head cocked.  
 
    I placed Essie onto Greenie’s back and made sure she was holding on tight, and then I took a step back and shrugged. “Horses, lizards, close enough. You ready?” 
 
    “Weady!” Essie giggled as she kicked her heels up and down, which caused Greenie to panic and lurch forward. I watched Essie’s eyes go wide and fear clouded her face as she cried out and fell forward while clutching Greenie hard, so I stepped forward and reached for Greenie, who calmed down instantly at my touch.  
 
    “Easy, girl,” I said as I gave her some nose pats.  
 
    “Mrrrr,” Greenie said, and then she shot me a look as if to tell me to get the toddler under control. 
 
    “I know, girl, I’m sorry, she’s new to it, but be patient with her, like you weren’t with me,” I teased the lizard.  
 
    Greenie responded by giving me an affectionate but messy lick on the back of the hand.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” I said as I wiped my hand on my trousers, and then I turned to the toddler on the lizard’s back. “Okay, Essie, let’s let Greenie take the lead here.” 
 
    “Okay, Fynn,” the toddler said in a serious voice, and she watched carefully as I explained the best way to sit and hold onto the lizard.  
 
    Then I made my way back to Greenie’s face and whispered in her ear one last time. “Let’s take it slow.” 
 
    “Mrreeeeee,” Greenie said, and she nuzzled my face before she took off in slow strides down the corridor between the stalls.  
 
    “Weeeeee,” Essie squealed as the lizard moved, but she was careful to follow my riding instructions. I could see the toddler was trying to contain her excitement and be a good rider by tightening her legs around Greenie only just enough not to fall off, but not so much that Greenie would be uncomfortable, and the young drow was leaning forward enough to keep her balance.  
 
    “Well done, Essie,” I called out, and she shot me a quick smile before she turned her focus back to riding. “You could maybe even go a little bit faster.” 
 
    Greenie took the hint and picked up her pace just a touch, and Essie adjusted her stance on the back of the lizard. I couldn’t help but swell with pride. The young girl was a fast learner and a damn decent rider. If her mother allowed me to train her, I could probably make her into quite the little champion rider.  
 
    I watched the two girls ride around for a bit, but then I decided it really was time to be getting back to the Tower to get ready for the feast, so I stood up and whistled.  
 
    Greenie turned to find me, and then she spun her body around and headed back to my side.  
 
    “Fynn, five more minutes, pwease,” Essie begged even as I was lifting her off the lizard and placing her onto the ground.  
 
    “You’ve had your five more minutes,” I chuckled. “In fact, you’ve had five extra, which brings it up to ten, which means you’ve had twice as long as we agreed.” 
 
    “Fiiiiine,” Esodri said, and she crossed her arms in front of her and pouted for a second, but then her face lit up with an idea. “Can we come back tomorrow?” 
 
    “We can come back soon, I promise,” I said as I patted Greenie down and gave her treats for being such a good girl with the tiny toddler.  
 
    Greenie enjoyed the attention and the treats, and Essie and I led her back to her stall. We said our goodbyes to the lizard, gave her some extra treats before we left, and closed the door gently behind us. Then I led us down the rows of lizards as I made my way back to the exit.  
 
    Before we got very far, I heard the faint sound of voices, so I paused, and Esodri followed my lead. Sure enough, I could hear a conversation being carried out in the next row of stalls, so I motioned for Essie to stay quiet, then crept closer to the edge of the stables. As I drew closer, I realized I recognized the voices. It was Helera and Sashti, and it sounded heated.  
 
    Essie recognized the sound of her mother’s voice, and the toddler opened her mouth to say something, but I lifted a finger to my mouth urgently, so Esodri took my cue and clamped her mouth shut. Then I made a zipping motion over my mouth, and the drowling nodded seriously, mimicked my movement, and hunkered down next to me as we settled in to do a little eavesdropping.  
 
    “But how can you be sure?” Helera was demanding of her old friend in an exasperated tone.  
 
    “Helly, I was a spy, you think I can’t tell when I’ve been cursed?” Sashti hissed in return. The words were still a little clunky in her mouth considering her tongue and gift of speech had only recently been returned to her.  
 
    “Of course, I’m not doubting your experience,” Helera said quickly. “It’s just… I thought Dessa had healed you.” 
 
    “She did as much as she could, but I’m not sure that was enough. But trust me, I know my mother, and I know this is something she would have done, just like…” 
 
    Sashti’s voice trailed off as a sniffling sound rang out, and I looked down to see Essie rubbing her nose with the hand we had just used to feed Greenie. Seconds later, the toddler screwed up her face, and I knew a sneeze was coming. 
 
    “Essie,” I whispered, and I lunged over in an attempt to cover her mouth, but I was too late.  
 
    The toddler let out an epic sneeze, which caused the lizards in the nearby stall to start kicking and circling, and it felt like all hell had broken loose.  
 
    “Who’s there?” Helera’s voice demanded, and I knew we had no choice but to reveal ourselves.  
 
    “It’s just us, don’t shoot,” I said, and I stepped out into the open with my hands raised and Essie clinging onto my leg.  
 
    Helera’s tall, willowy frame towered over Sashti, who was sitting cross-legged on an upturned bucket. The pale aseni woman had been braiding her white-blonde hair, but my appearance had interrupted her, and now she just held two sections of hair while she glared at me. 
 
    “What are you doing down here?” Sashti hissed, then the pale woman shot an accusing look at Helera. “Did you send him to spy on us?” 
 
    “What? Of course not!” Helera’s face darkened at the accusation before she rounded on me full of fury. “Frankly, I’d like to know what the fuuu… n loving hell you’re doing down here myself.” 
 
    I grinned at Helera’s last-minute change of words when she spotted the toddler, but I quickly made the grin disappear because Helera looked absolutely murderous.  
 
    But that was nothing compared to how Sashti looked.  
 
    The aseni, or “Moon Blessed,” woman looked like she was ready to blast me to smithereens. Her hands were already raised and pointed at me, and I gulped at the look of determination on her face. 
 
    Luckily, Essie was still clutching onto my leg, and she noticed her mother’s angry face and decided to defend me.  
 
    “Mama, no!” the toddler cried out, and then she climbed my frame like she was a small monkey and I was a tree with a tasty banana at the top. When she reached my torso, she clutched me tighter and turned her defiant face to her mother. “Fynn keeps me safe.” 
 
     “Essie, not now,” Sashti said, but I could see her daughter’s words had affected her, and she lowered her hands slightly.  
 
    “Actually, I think Fynn could help here,” Helera jumped in as she picked up on her friend’s hesitation and studied me up and down. “As long as he’s willing to do a little sneaking around for us.” 
 
    “Oh, you know you don’t have to ask me twice to sneak around anywhere.” I grinned. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Sashti hummed as she continued to glare at me, but Essie wagged her tiny finger at her mother and then threw her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Fynn, Fynn, Fynn,” the toddler chanted, and Sashti’s face finally broke into a begrudging smile. 
 
    “Fine,” Sashti said with an eye roll. “Fynn can stay and help, if he has anything of value to add.” 
 
    “He will,” Essie said confidently, and then she climbed back down my body and scurried over to her mother, who welcomed her with open arms.  
 
    “So, what’s the situation?” I asked as I joined the ladies in their little circle and crossed my arms across my chest.  
 
    “We need to make an antidote to break the curse that Daria inflicted on Sashti and Essie,” Helera explained. “The thing is, we’re missing the key ingredient to make the antidote work, and whenever we try to do a locator spell to find the source of the curse, we’re blocked for reasons we can’t identify.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “So that means…” 
 
    “That means we need to figure out why the locator spell isn’t working, make it work, and then find what we need,” Sashti snapped, and I could tell I was going to need to do a little work to make sure the pale woman trusted me. “If we could just find the cursed object, we could determine if there’s even any hope left at all.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “What kind of curse is it? Maybe that will help us narrow it down.” 
 
    “Pfft, the male thinks he knows more than us,” Sashti said with a dismissive wave of her hand.  
 
    “Not at all,” I rushed to explain. “I’m the first to admit I’m still learning. Please, help me understand.” 
 
    “Sashti,” Helera said in a soft voice, which caused her friend to roll her eyes, but then the beautiful aseni woman turned to me and began to explain.  
 
    “Now that I’m healed, I’ve been able to make a timeline of what happened to me,” Sashti said. “I’ve been able to determine when Essie and I were trapped in the mirror chamber. It’s been just over a year. Daria cursed me during the last Kels’Rin-Kai, during a full moon, so her powers were enhanced. Which is especially effective against an aseni.” 
 
    “Gammy cursed mommy’s tummy,” Essie added as she pointed at her mother’s stomach, and Sashti reacted by pulling her daughter in close for a hug and then nodding over her head at me.  
 
    “Do you remember the lore about Luxcernas?” Sashti asked me in a grave tone.  
 
    “The Light King, sure,” I said, and I frowned, since I was unsure where this was going. “He manufactured the Blind Maze for Anissanti to fail, and he was furious when she tricked him again.” 
 
    “Correct, but do you know what he did to her after she defeated his maze?” Sashti asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He finally realized he could control her by poisoning her womb,” Sashti said with a grim expression. “And then that perverted… pervert made it so the goddess Anissanti had to have sex with him every three days for the antidote, otherwise she’d never be able to bear children, and she would eventually die.” 
 
    “That ba-aaad man,” I said as I caught myself before I swore in front of the little one.  
 
    “Bad, bad man!” Essie echoed, but she was distracted as she played with her mother’s hair.  
 
    “That’s right, he is a bad, bad man,” Sashti said as she gave her daughter an affectionate shake before she turned back to me.  
 
    “And that’s what your mother did to you?” My frown deepened.  
 
    “Do you know what Blessings are?” Sashti asked suddenly as her gaze bored into me.  
 
    “I-I do,” I said.  
 
    I remembered Tryss explaining them to me after our first roll in the hay, which was actually a roll in Drogu’s sacred cleansing pools. I knew a Blessing came after the spider goddess accepted an offering. Tryss and I had accidentally sent a sexual offering to Drogu, who accepted the offering and gifted us with a Blessing in the form of a crimson-red orb that passed powers onto us. Of course, Drogu was the goddess of chaos, so it was difficult to tell if her Blessings were good things or if they would stir things up to satisfy the goddess’ love of chaos.  
 
    I also recalled Tryss’ explanation that Blessings could be saved up so one could ask Drogu-ani for something specific, but that could only occur on the last day of Kels’Rin-Kai. That day was rapidly approaching, so I made a mental note to keep that in mind.  
 
    “Well, my loving mother figured out she could obtain Blessings by re-enacting the goddess Drogu’s origin story, and in the process, she could kill off her First Born without incurring the goddess’ wrath,” Sashti said bitterly, and I felt for her. I knew firsthand what a bitch Daria was, but I knew Sashti’s pain was layered with betrayal and a fierce protectiveness over her daughter.  
 
    “Wow,” I said as I shook my head in disbelief. “But how does that work? I mean, if Daria used magick to obtain these Blessings for the sole purpose of killing you off, wouldn’t Drogu recognize that and refuse the Blessings?” 
 
    “There are some workings of magickal theory you haven’t been exposed to yet,” Helera said, as if I needed that pointed out after my trip to the Wizards’ Market today. “But a brief explanation is that magick can cancel out other magick depending on the intent behind it.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, and I still wasn’t sure how that fit into the story, but I figured I’d get to that point in my studies soon enough. “And what exactly can a Blessing do?” 
 
    “Ooh, there are too many possibilities to list,” Hel said with a wave of her hand. “For example, Drogu could bless you with enhanced powers for a particular battle, She could curse your enemies for you, She could curse you because in her mind it’s a Blessing. Basically, She can do whatever the fu… n she wants. Which is why it’s always important to be explicitly clear in your words when you ask Drogu for anything.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said. Then I turned my attention back to the issue at hand. “So, how do we break this curse?” 
 
    “Like I said, we have to finish the locator spell, then locate the missing ingredient,” Sashti said again. “I have made the antidote to the best of my abilities, it’s just missing the key ingredient, so we need to find it, finish the antidote, and administer it to Essie immediately, then me. And we need to do it fast, I’m worried about the effects of the curse now that we’ve escaped from the mirror chamber.” 
 
    That made sense, but before I could respond with a query as to how we locate the key ingredient to the antidote if the women’s locator spells weren’t working, Essie began to cough loudly.  
 
    The toddler covered her mouth with a tiny fist until the fit passed, but when she pulled her hand away from her face, I was shocked to see a gush of blood pouring from her nose. 
 
    “Essie!” I cried out, and I instinctively lunged for the toddler to comfort her, but her mother pulled her away gently and started to wipe away the blood.  
 
    Then Sashti turned her sad eyes on me.  
 
    “Daria cursed Esodri, too,” Sashti said solemnly as she worked to clean the blood from her daughter’s face.  
 
    “That… how dare she…” I growled, and I felt myself shaking in rage at the thought of that bitch Daria cursing such a tiny treasure. If I could use a Blessing to bring that bitch back to life just so I could kill her again, I would, and I made a mental note to ask Drogu about that during our next unexpected meeting.  
 
    Then Sashti looked up at me again, and I felt my stomach curl with dread.  
 
    There was a trickle of blood coming from the aseni woman’s nose, too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “Goddesses,” I whispered as I watched Sashti try to stem the flow of blood from her and her daughter’s noses, and the gravity of the situation hit me full force. There was probably something magickal keeping them alive in the mirror chamber, but now that they were free and cured, the effects of the curse would be taking their toll even harder.  
 
    “Come on,” Helera said as she took charge of the situation. The warrior helped her friend and daughter to their feet and then led the way out of the stables.  
 
    I followed them closely since I didn’t want to let any of the women out of my sight now that I knew the severity of the curse.  
 
    Helly led us through the twisting corridors and brought us to an area I didn’t recognize. We pushed in through a door, and I realized it was Sashti and Essie’s new quarters now that Sashti had been released from the healing rooms. Once we were through the doors, we all joined in on the task of helping Sashti and Essie get cleaned up.  
 
    After all the blood was cleaned away, Sashti informed Essie it was time for her nap. 
 
    “Mama, noooo,” Essie said as she fought back a yawn. “I want to stay up with you and Fynn.” 
 
    “You can see Fynn and me later,” Sashti said as she attempted to put the toddler in her bed, but Essie resisted her attempts and launched herself into my arms.  
 
    “Hey, little one,” I said with a smile, and I traded places with her mother at the top of her bed. I attempted to lay the toddler down again, but she squirmed, so I stopped, gave her a big hug, and then held her back and looked into her eyes. “I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted from playing tag earlier. You must be even more tired, since you also rode Greenie.” 
 
    “A-A little bit,” the toddler mumbled before she succumbed to a giant yawn.  
 
    “Ahhhh,” I said as I mirrored her big yawn. “I think I need a nap, too. Do you think we can nap at the same time so we’re both refreshed when we wake up? And then maybe we can play some more?” 
 
    “Okay, Fynn,” Essie acquiesced. “Can we go play with Gweenie after naptime?” 
 
    “We’ll have to ask your mother that one, but let’s get our rest first,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Okayyyy,” Essie said with another yawn, and this time, the toddler let me lower her to the bed. Then she climbed under the covers, curled up in a ball, and stuck her thumb in her mouth. Within seconds, the toddler’s eyes were shut, and her breathing had slowed, so the two women and I slowly crept out of her room. 
 
    “Impressive,” Sashti admitted in a whisper as she graced me with a quick, appreciative look. “She’s always so fussy at naptime, thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I whispered back, and I meant it. The little kid and I were really getting on well, and I enjoyed showing her new things and seeing such excitement in her tiny body that she could barely contain it sometimes.  
 
    “Now that she’s down, we can show you the spell we’re working on,” Helera said once we were clear of Essie’s room and we could speak at normal volume. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, and I followed the women to a corner of the sitting room, where there were various magickal materials strewn across a small three-legged table. I didn’t recognize a lot of the items, but I could make out little vials filled with things like herbs and eyeballs. I also recognized a crystal athame and a crude-looking wand, but the rest was lost on me, and I was again struck with the urge to begin my studies as soon as I could. I wanted to be able to identify it all and know how, why, and what all of the different components were used for. 
 
    “Well, as you can see, we have all the components of the locator spell, it’s just not working for us,” Sashti said as she looked down at the haphazard pile of magickal items and sighed sadly. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said, and I hoped Sashti couldn’t tell that I didn’t know what half of the objects were. 
 
    “And then there’s this,” Helly said, and she walked over to a shelf that was carved into the wall and pulled out a small leather satchel. She passed the satchel to me, and I opened it to find a small glass vial that was half-full of a dark purple liquid. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I shook the vial gently and watched the contents swirl around the glass with a shimmer.  
 
    “That’s the antidote, so far,” Helly explained.  
 
    “Once we find the final missing ingredient, it’ll turn pink,” Sashti said, but then she sighed. “If we ever find it, that is.” 
 
    “At least we’re headed in the right direction,” Helera said in an attempt to lighten the mood, but I could tell Sashti couldn’t be cheered up. Not when she had to endure the sight of her young daughter gushing out blood, and she knew she was currently powerless to stop the curse from becoming stronger and eventually killing both mother and daughter.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I gently placed a hand on Sashti’s shoulder. “We’re going to find it, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” Sashti sniffed as she shrugged off my hand. I didn’t take it personally, the aseni woman had spent over a year by herself with just her toddler, she probably felt like she couldn’t rely on anyone else for help, or at least that she didn’t need anyone’s help because she’d managed so far without it. But I could tell the weight of her daughter’s condition was getting to her. “I don’t understand. I thought for sure my mother Daria would keep the key ingredient for the counterspell or antidote close by, you know, in case she needed or wanted to reverse the curse. I guess she really never intended to reverse it.” 
 
    “We’ve searched all of the vaults that Daria left behind,” Helera told me, and I could tell she was jumping in before her friend became overwhelmed with sadness or anger at the realization her mother really had left her to die in the mirror chamber. “But there’s no trace of the missing ingredient.” 
 
    “We figured she sold it to replenish her depleted coffers,” Sashti said with a new edge to her voice.  
 
    I found anger to be a better motivator than sadness, so I hoped the aseni woman held onto that anger while we got to the bottom of this.  
 
    “What is ‘it’ exactly?” I asked. “Like, how do you know it wasn’t in the vaults and you just overlooked it?” 
 
    “I just know,” Sashti said with a shrug. “I’ll know what we need when it’s nearby, I can’t explain it better than that.” 
 
    “Magick,” I said with a grin. “But okay, say it’s not in the vaults, and Daria did sell it. Do we have any idea who or where she could have sold it to?” 
 
    “Well,” Helera began, and I knew I was in for a lengthy explanation. “Dagywn has gone over all of Ozin-Na’s reports with a fine-toothed comb, and I’ve double, then triple-checked her notes. It seemed Daria had been in the hole for a while, and there were a lot of shady deals going on to keep her afloat. Which is where the locating spell comes in. Daria sold her relics all over the place, but with a locator spell, we can hopefully direct our search better.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed as I mulled over this new piece of information. “But we’re sure it’s out there somewhere?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sashti said, and it was the most confident I’d heard her yet, even if she was still getting used to her healed tongue, and her words sounded a little clunky. “Even if Mother never intended to use it, she always perfected the counterspell to any spell, or curse, she cast before she ever cast it. She had the unfortunate experience when she was younger of practicing a spell on her younger sister and turning her into a small lizard. She hadn’t practiced the counterspell, though, and her younger sister scurried away before she could capture her. Her sister ended up being trampled to death before Mother could counteract the spell, and her own mother punished her so severely that Mother would never even give me the details of the punishment. From then on, she always made sure she had the counterspell down perfectly before she cast anything.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. I was surprised Daria had that much capacity to feel, and yet she could still lock her First Born Daughter and granddaughter away to die.  
 
    “So, yes, I’m sure it’s out there,” Sashti said coolly. “Mother always did this. She would share the antidote or countercurse with me, minus one ingredient, so she’d always hold the power.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” I said as I bowed my head to the aseni woman. Sashti wasn’t quite sold on me yet, and I didn’t want to give her more reasons to distrust me.  
 
    “Actually, I thought that’s where you could help us, Fynn,” Helera chimed in, and Sashti and I both turned to look at the First Born Daughter.  
 
    “Oh?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “How could he help?” Sashti hissed at her old friend while her eyes shot daggers in my direction.  
 
    I tried not to take it too personally. Sashti had been royally fucked over by people she used to trust, so I didn’t blame her for being wary of my presence. I probably would be, too. 
 
    “Fynn, remember when Mother was hurt?” Helly asked, with a glance at Sashti. “And my sisters and I were too drained to help her? And we couldn’t even agree on how to help her?”  
 
    “I do,” I said.  
 
    “And do you remember what you did?” she asked pointedly as she glanced at Sashti again. 
 
    “I used my light powers to restore power to one of the relics that helped to save her,” I said, and Sashti turned to gape at me while Helera tried to hide her satisfied grin. 
 
    “Did he really?” Sashti asked Helera while she kept her eyes on me.  
 
    “Yes, he did, I saw it, it was something incredible,” Helly said. “And now, I’m hoping he can do that for us, too, and then maybe we’ll get past this block with the locator spell. Do you think you could do that for us, Fynn?” 
 
    “You know I’d love to help,” I said as I broke Sashti’s gaze and turned to face the tall, beautiful sister. “I’m not sure I can, though. I didn’t really have much control over that, it just sorta happened. My eye started itching and burning like crazy, and then the rest just came.” 
 
    “Psht,” Sashti scoffed. “Some help you are.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m sure you could try,” Helera pressed. “Try to recall some of that energy?” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll try,” I said quickly as I could feel Sashti glaring at me from the corner of my eye.  
 
    “Great, well, let’s see what you can do,” Helera said, and she pulled the small table covered in relics and spell ingredients out so it was farther away from the wall and I had more room to work. She spaced the objects out on the table away from each other, and I took a moment to examine the relics and ingredients. I couldn’t tell what sort of eyeballs were in the vials, but I felt like they were all looking at me and waiting for me to perform, just like the women. 
 
    “O-Okay,” I said as I stood up straighter to exude a confidence I didn’t really feel. I could feel the two women’s eyes boring into me, and I felt a prick of nervous energy run down my spine. I wanted more than anything to help so we could reverse this curse. Sashti didn’t deserve it, and Essie sure as hell didn’t, and I would do whatever I could to help them lift it.  
 
    But how? 
 
    When Mother was knocking at death’s door and her daughters were arguing over how to save her, I’d been watching on and feeling helpless until my Dark Eye had suddenly started itching out of control. I even had to step away from the others so I could remove my eyepatch to investigate the source of the itching. When I had, I was compelled to follow an invisible path until I came across a pile of relics. Using my Dark Eye, I was able to locate the necessary relic, and then, suddenly, a powerful stream of light power had poured from my hands and supercharged the relic that they used to help save Mother’s life.  
 
    It was pretty cool, I wasn’t going to deny it.  
 
    But I wasn’t sure how to replicate it, either. That overwhelming itching sensation had appeared out of nowhere, and I had genuinely considered gouging my Dark Eye out to get rid of it. I didn’t, obviously, but my Dark Eye wasn’t itching now, and it wasn’t like I could really force it to itch. But Helera seemed so determined that I didn’t want to disappoint her, so I studied the relics in front of me and hoped something would happen.  
 
    Suddenly, I remembered Nodrin’s breathing trick, and I decided now was a good time to try it. I closed my eyes and took two quick inhales in through my nose, then one slow exhale through my mouth. I repeated that three times, paused, and then did it twice more for good measure. When I opened my eyes, the array of items on the table looked somehow more real and less intimidating than they had before, but nothing jumped out at me, and there was no itching sensation in my eye.  
 
    “Oh, duh.” I suddenly slapped my hand to my forehead, shook my head, and chuckled at myself.  
 
    I still had my eyepatch on. 
 
    It was a silly oversight since I was so used to operating with it on. I reached up and flipped it up so I could see clearly with both eyes. Then I turned my sight to the relics in front of me again, and I hoped something would jump out at me this time.  
 
    Sure enough, just like what had happened when I’d found the relic Mother needed, thin curls of light began emanating from a few of the objects.  
 
    Huh. I guess I didn’t need the itching. I briefly wondered if the itching was my magick leading me to where I didn’t know I needed to go, and I didn’t need that now when the relics were all in front of me. Not that I was complaining about not being tormented by that awful itching sensation on my eyeball, of course. That was hell, and I was grateful the relics were already in front of me, so I didn’t need to be led to them. I filed that thought away to ask Nodrin about later, since I still had so much magickal theory to learn. 
 
    I turned my attention to the objects that the light curls were coming from. It looked like three objects needed a power boost from my light powers, and then hopefully the women could complete the locator spell. Without really knowing what I was doing, I raised my hands and pointed them at the first object, the crystal athame. Last time, the light had just started to pour from my hands, and it directed itself to the necessary relic, so I hoped the same would happen again.  
 
    But nothing happened.  
 
    “Wow,” Sashti scoffed. “Very impressive.” 
 
    “Give him a minute, Sash,” Helly said in an irritated tone.  
 
    “Ahem.” I cleared my throat, rubbed my hands together, and then pointed them at the objects again, because I didn’t know what else to do. When nothing happened again, I figured I should try to tap into my ether to see if that made a difference, so I located my ether and eased it open a tiny bit.  
 
    As soon as I did, I knew that was the right thing to do.  
 
    A slow, weak spark of light shot out from my palms and toward the relics, but it fizzled out before it had any effect.  
 
    “What the…” I heard Sashti whisper behind me. 
 
    “That’s it, Fynn,” Helera said encouragingly, but I kept my focus on the task in front of me.  
 
    I opened up my ether a little bit more, and another stream of light began pouring from my hands, this time much stronger, but still not as much as I needed. Now that I knew what I needed to do, I took a step back from the table, lifted and braced my hands, and then opened up my ether even more. Finally, a blast of powerful light was emitted from my palms, and the light split into three and flowed into the relics that required it.  
 
    “Tsssaaaaahhhh,” I heard one of the women hiss through their teeth at the blinding white light, and I felt them shift to avoid the brunt of it, but my magickal eye processed the light just fine.  
 
    After a few moments, the stream of light weakened a little bit and then disappeared, and I was left panting from the effort and staring down at the newly-charged relics that now glowed brightly. The athame, a vial of herbs, and a flat disc-like object that I didn’t recognize were supercharged and ready to complete the spell, so I turned to face the two women behind me with a big smile on my face.  
 
    “I think I figured it out,” I said. 
 
    “Fucking yes! Well done, Fynn.” Helly rushed forward and flung her arms around my neck.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around the beautiful drow woman’s waist, lifted her up, and spun her around before I placed her back on the ground and took a step back from her. My body was painfully aware that Helera was the only sister I hadn’t bedded yet, and having her tight body so close to mine only made me want it more, but we had a locator spell to cast. 
 
    “That was… unexpected,” Sashti said as she took a step toward me, and I could see she was regarding me in a new light. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Not sure.” I shrugged. “But it’s pretty cool, huh?” 
 
    “Pretty cool,” Sashti said as she graced me with a beautiful smile. “I had no idea you had that in you.” 
 
    I watched as her eyes traveled up and down my body, and I couldn’t help but puff my chest out a little bit 
 
    “That and a lot more,” I said with a wink, and to my surprise, the pale aseni woman actually blushed, and I knew I’d finally won her over.  
 
    “I guess I understand what Helly and the others see in you now,” Sashti said in a flirty tone as she continued to drink in my appearance.  
 
    Future note to self: light powers get the ladies going. 
 
    “Sash, should we try the spell again now?” Helera asked as she picked up the glowing athame and turned it over in her hands to study it.  
 
    “Yes, let’s do it before Essie wakes up from her nap,” Sashti said as she made her way over to the table. 
 
    “Will you be requiring any more assistance from me?” I asked.  
 
    “Mmmm, I’m not sure,” Helera said as she looked between the relics on the table and me. “We’ll try it again with the relics charged, and if that doesn’t work, we may need to add your ether to the spell, too.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I took a step back to let the women work.  
 
    I watched as the two friends worked together methodically, and it was easy to see the two women shared a deep bond. As they worked, they handed each other things silently, like they were anticipating what the other would need without even having to ask. It looked like a choreographed dance between them, and after a few minutes of preparing, they seemed satisfied with their work. Then they stepped back from the table, took each other’s hand, and chanted something in a language I didn’t understand.  
 
    As they began to chant, I noticed something on the table moving, and I peered down to see the still glowing crystal athame was in the middle of the table, but now it was spinning. Slowly at first, but then the athame picked up speed until it was spinning so fast, it was a blur without any real shape. The athame continued to spin until the women stopped chanting. As soon as they fell silent, the athame froze in place, and a warm gust of wind blew through the room and disappeared within seconds.  
 
    The women dropped their hands and exchanged a knowing look.  
 
    “Well?” I prompted. “Did it work?” 
 
    “It did,” Helera said, and she finally tore her eyes away from Sashti’s to look at me. “The object we need is in House Twenty-Nine.” 
 
    “You mean the one…” 
 
    “That shares the base of the Tower with House Twenty-Eight, that’s right,” Helly said with a sigh.  
 
    “Convenient,” I scoffed. House Twenty-Eight belonged to Elvy Kun-Valdar, where we were due to hold the celebratory feast soon, which meant we wouldn’t be that far from Twenty-Nine, where our mystery object was located. “And do we know what we’re looking for now?” 
 
    “Still no, but now that we know where it is, we can get close by and do another locator spell,” Helera said. “We could use your help with that, too, if you’re up for it. Just in case we need another blast of some of your light powers to help us.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I was excited at the thought of helping even more to reverse this curse against Sashti and Esodri. 
 
    “And what in the goddess’ name is going on here?” a male voice asked from behind us.  
 
    The women and I whipped around to see Nodrin standing at the doorway, and his face was darkened with a dangerous fury.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said when I saw Nodrin’s expression, and I turned to face Helera again. I noticed Sashti had stepped behind Helly, and she was looking at Nodrin suspiciously. “What have you dragged me into this time, Helly?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Helera said, and I could see the surprise on her face as she turned to address Nodrin. “We’ve just done a simple locator spell, there was nothing nefarious about it.” 
 
    Huh. I turned back to Nodrin, and the wizard was still glowering at us disapprovingly, and I wondered why if the spell wasn’t anything all that bad. I was about to ask Nodrin what the problem was, but Helera beat me to it.  
 
    “So, we really weren’t doing anything wrong,” Helera challenged Nodrin with a determined look on her face, and then she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back. “Unless you think performing a simple locator spell to locate the last necessary ingredient to reverse the curse on Sashti and Esodri is wrong.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Nodrin seethed as he bored his gaze into Helera. Even his long beard twitched in anger as he addressed the eldest of his daughters. “But I know you, First Daughter of mine. Tell me you weren’t planning to bully your way into House Twenty-Nine without a proper plan.” 
 
    “I-- what? No, I was, um…” Helera faltered as her face blushed a deep mulberry color.  
 
    “Mhmm, as I suspected,” Nodrin said, and his face still displayed his anger, which he rounded on me. “And you…” 
 
    “Hey, I was just doing what Helly asked me to do, she didn’t say anything about busting into House Twenty-Nine,” I said as I raised my hands to show my innocence.  
 
    “Well, you are going to have to learn to choose your battles, and understand that my Daughters don’t always have the foresight their mother is gifted with,” Nodrin sniffed, but his expression softened as he probably realized I hadn’t meant to do anything he would disapprove of.  
 
    “I wasn’t even doing anything!” Helera protested, but Nodrin silenced her with a withering glare.  
 
    “Do not try to fool me, Daughter, I know exactly what you would’ve done,” Nodrin said. “You would have grabbed your weapons, marched down to the base of the Tower, and threatened and connived your way into House Twenty-Nine without making a proper plan…” 
 
    “N-No…” Helera interjected unconvincingly. 
 
    “Instead of waiting to hear my plan,” Nodrin finished.  
 
    “Wait,” Helera said as she blinked. “Your plan?” 
 
    “Yes, my plan,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “O-Oh,” Helera faltered as she lost steam in her argument. “You want to… help us?” 
 
    “Child, you need my help more than you know.” Nodrin shook his head, and then he approached the table and glanced over the magickal objects with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “So… what’s your plan?” Helera asked timidly. 
 
    The wizard continued to study the spell for a moment, and then he slowly raised his head and looked at his First Born with searching eyes.  
 
    “I happen to be intimately acquainted with some of the secret passageways that Elvy Kun-Valdar uses to infiltrate the lower Houses,” Nodrin said in an even tone.  
 
    “Is that so?” Helly said, and I could tell from her tone that her interest was piqued. 
 
    “Indeed,” Nodrin sniffed.  
 
    Sashti slowly stepped out from behind Helera, and the aseni woman looked like she was starting to come around to the idea of the wizard helping us. I understood her hesitancy, since Nodrin’s brother, Norrin, was part of the party that had put Sashti and her daughter in that mirror chamber to rot and die. I couldn’t blame her for being distrustful of a direct relative of one of her torturers. 
 
    “How do you know about them?” Sashti asked as she narrowed her eyes suspiciously.  
 
    “It is a wizard’s job, when he is within the Inner Circle, to be aware of any possible attempts at a coup, as I’m sure you know, Sash’ti-aseni,” Nodrin said with a respectful nod. “And Elvy’s forays into lower Houses to inflict upon them her torture and misery were well-known in our circles. I made it my duty to seek out all the secret tunnels I could and keep them under surveillance, in case Elvy ever got too confident and thought about coming after my Sevvy.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the way the wizard’s eyes softened when he spoke of the Matron Mother. For a brief period of time, Sevvy and the others had believed Nodrin to have been killed by Daria, and it was a time of celebration when we’d rescued the wizard and returned him to Sevvy’s side.  
 
    “Okay, so you know some of the tunnels, how does that help us?” Sashti continued to challenge the wizard, but he didn’t seem to mind the hostility because he answered the aseni woman’s questions patiently.  
 
    “Well, I just happen to know that the tunnel with the easiest access to obtain, and one that leads directly into the lower levels of House Twenty-Nine, is located in Kun-Valdar’s Temple, right behind the effigy of Drogu-ani,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Ahhh,” Helly said with a wide smile and a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    “I see.” Sashti smirked, and then all three of them glanced at me.  
 
    “Wait, did I miss something?” I asked as I looked between the wizard and the two women. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well, we know how we’re getting access to the tunnels now, obviously,” Helera said in a teasing tone, but I was still lost.  
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “You, Fynn,” Helly sighed.  
 
    “Me?” I asked, because still nothing was clicking.  
 
    “It’s kind of amusing how you can be so great at things like fighting and riding and harnessing your powers, but you can’t even tell when someone wants to fuck you.” Helera smirked. 
 
    “I-- wants to… Elvy?” I blinked.  
 
    “Uh… duh,” Sashti said as she clutched onto Helera’s elbow, and the two women leaned their heads together and giggled. Eventually, their giggling subsided, and they turned back to me.  
 
    “Elvy has A Thing for you, big time,” Helera explained when she saw me still looking confused. “It was pretty obvious before the maze, but when you won, she was practically salivating at the thought of getting you alone afterward.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” I said. Sure, I’d noticed the Matron Mother of the Twenty-Eighth House checking me out here and there, but most drow females did, it was just in their nature, and I wasn’t too shy to admit that I was a good-looking drow, so it wasn’t entirely a surprise. But if Elvy really did want me that badly, I could definitely find a way to use that to our advantage.  
 
    Though, judging by the way the others were looking at me, they were a step ahead in their scheming.  
 
    “So, that’s our in. Fynn, you’ll have to seduce Elvy so you can get into her Temple.” Helly grinned as she wagged her eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Joy,” I said joylessly.  
 
    Mother and the rest of us were currently trying to take down Elviramosa Kun-Valdar as revenge for torturing Nodrin and fucking with Mother’s chattel by selling them into an illegal trafficking ring. The thought of bedding the horrible Matron Mother wasn’t a fun one, but I would do it if it would help my House and my girls.  
 
    “And then,” Helera began confidently but quickly realized she didn’t have an end to that sentence, so she stumbled over her words and looked to Nodrin. “Um, then we, well…” 
 
    “You see, child,” Nodrin said as he shot the First Daughter a withering look. “This is what I was concerned with. You were ready to run in there with no plan and no backup, and who knows how that would have ended.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s come up with a plan, then,” Helera said quickly, and I could tell she didn’t want to be scolded again, but she was in no position to be bitchy since Nodrin had just called her ass out. Helera looked to me, and I figured she could use some help, so I decided to throw her… something.  
 
    Rope.  
 
    I’d throw her some rope. An image of a large transportation device in the middle of a vast body of water came to me, and I knew the phrase was related to it somehow, but I needed to come up with a plan before I could wonder about the origins of the phrase or the image.  
 
    “Um, okay, well, I’m sure I can get into the Temple if Elvy is as into me as you say she is,” I said to Helly. 
 
    “She is,” Helly assured me with a nod. 
 
    “Okay, so I can get us into her Temple, and, I don’t know, knock her out or something? Poison? Just wait until she’s asleep and sneak into the tunnel?” I asked as I looked between the group to see if anyone reacted to an idea.  
 
    “You won’t be able to simply sneak into the tunnel,” Nodrin pointed out. “They are heavily enchanted to prevent entry by intruders.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and another image came to mind of the seafaring device. This one had billowing white sails, and in the image, the sails suddenly became flat, which was exactly how I felt. Like the wind had gone out of my sails. 
 
    “Luckily for you all, I have this,” Nodrin said, and he pulled something out of his folded wizard’s robes.  
 
    I leaned closer to see the device that Nodrin had picked up from Dumnorix’s shop earlier. The wizard hadn’t told me at the time what it was for, he’d just said it might come in handy later. It seemed he was right. 
 
    “Oooohhh,” Helera said as she reached out, took the rod-like device in her own hands, and turned it over a few times. She tossed it between both of her hands, and then she weighed it with one and handed it back to Nodrin. 
 
    “Ahh, yes, that,” I said with a nod. “I know exactly what that is, mhmm. That will definitely help, yup.” 
 
    “Sorry, Fynn,” Helera chuckled as she passed me the device to look at.  
 
    I turned it over in my hands, but that was just for show while I waited for an explanation.  
 
    “It’s a muffler device,” Nodrin explained as I continued to turn it over. “If you can place this on the effigy and activate it, the device will darken the room and muffle all sounds to everyone except the user. If we all imbue it with a touch of magick beforehand, then we will be impervious to its powers. It can also be programmed to activate itself at a later time. It’s likely you’ll be unable to leave the Temple immediately after your forays, so we can set it up to activate later. ” 
 
    “So, get Elvy into bed, then when she passes out, place this on the effigy and activate it for later,” I repeated as I raised the muffler device in my hand. 
 
    “Correct,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Sounds like a pretty perfect plan.” Helera grinned, and then she took the device from my hands to study it again.  
 
    “Yeahhhh…” I said as I shot her a look. “Maybe to us. I’m not too sure how well Tryss is going to handle it.” 
 
    “Leave that to me,” Helera said with an eye roll. “I know how much my hormonal sister values her little fuckpet, but that little brat is just going to have to get over it.” 
 
    “Hey, now, don’t be too hard on her,” I said with a grin as I thought about my sexy lover. “Jealousy is kinda hot.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Helera scoffed. “Jealousy is for the weak. My sister should be proud that everyone wants to fuck her favorite little male.” 
 
    “I don’t think ‘little’ is the word you were looking for.” I smirked, and the First Daughter reached out and smacked me across the shoulder playfully.  
 
    “Anyway, don’t you worry about Tryss, I’ll make sure she’s on board with you making sweet, sweet love to our rival,” Helera giggled.  
 
    “It might not be Elvy, you know,” Nodrin pointed out. “She may want you to herself, or she may want you for one of her daughters.” 
 
    “Ohh, yes, she’ll probably want to spread that seed of yours in her own House,” Helera agreed, and she used the muffler device to point to my crotch. 
 
    “Good point,” I said with a wicked grin.  
 
    My seed was a premium product around here. I’d already impregnated the two daughters of Drindessa, so it wasn’t out of the question that Elvy would want me to impregnate one of hers, too.  
 
    “Okay, that gets us in the room, but how do we get into the secret tunnel?” Sashti asked, and I looked at the pale aseni woman and saw her brow knitted in deep concentration.  
 
    This mission meant more to her than anyone else. 
 
    “As I said before, I am intimately acquainted with these tunnels, and I know just the spell to get us in, so leave that to me,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Okay,” Sashti said uncertainly. “And then?” 
 
    “And then…” I said as a plan slowly started to form in my mind. “Once the device is activated, we’ll need to get back down to the base where the Temple is without getting caught.” 
 
    “I know the perfect hiding place,” Nodrin said. “There’s a storage room just down the hall from the Temple, we can sneak down there after the feast and wait.” 
 
    “Great,” I said as I studied the group. “I think we should bring Zephyr in, too.” 
 
    “It never hurts to have a changeling on board,” Helera agreed. 
 
    “Nodrin, what can you tell us about the secret tunnels?” I asked the wizard, who began to slowly stroke his beard.  
 
    “It’s been more than a minute since I’ve been in the tunnels,” Nodrin began. “But from my recollections, once I get us past the enchantments into the passageways, they wind down to the lower houses. Along the way are vaults to store stolen wares, and some rooms that Elvy’s circle refer to as ‘torture chambers.’” 
 
    “Ugh.” I shuddered.  
 
    Drow culture wasn’t known for their loving ways, in fact, it wouldn’t be a stretch to use words like ‘cruel’ and ‘heartless’ to describe some of the things I’d seen in my short time as a drow. But that was the thing. I’d only been a drow for a short period of time, and with the whispers of a different life in my head, I knew I wasn’t drow through and through, so some things that seemed normal to them, seemed downright evil to me.  
 
    “That bitch,” Helera seethed.  
 
    I glanced at the First Daughter to see her face twisted in fury, but I knew it wasn’t the torturing itself that bothered her. What bothered her was the fact that Elvy had been torturing Mother Sevahtra’s chattel instead of her own, and no one fucked with Mother’s stuff. 
 
    Unless they wanted to feel the wrath of her daughters.  
 
    “This particular tunnel leads into the guardroom of House Twenty-Nine, where Elvy paid off the guards to look the other way while she plundered their lower classes,” Nodrin said. “From the guardroom, there is a direct route to House Twenty-Nine’s vaults. I suspect what you’re looking for will be in the vaults, where there will be more guards present, no doubt.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’ll need some stealth gear, oooor,” I said as my mind kicked into high gear, and I turned to Nodrin. “You said we need to get through the guards to get to Twenty-Nine’s vaults, correct?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “And the tunnel from Elvy’s Temple leads right to the guardhouse in Twenty-Nine, where Elvy had the guards paid off,” I thought out loud. “So, if we can get Zephyr to changeling himself into Elvy, then he can get us past the guards and into the vaults.” 
 
    “That could work,” Helera said with a thoughtful expression. “But what about us?” 
 
    “Disguise ourselves as her torture buddies?” I suggested, and then I turned to gauge Nodrin’s reaction. “Slip the guards some silver and be on our way, what do you think?” 
 
    “Unless the duergar guards have suddenly developed morals, that plan should work out favorably,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “Excellent.” I grinned.  
 
    “Great,” Helera said, and I could see the excitement in her eyes growing. “Then we can do another locator spell to find what we need, right, Sashti?” 
 
    “Right,” the pale woman said with a tight-lipped smile.  
 
    I could tell she didn’t want to get her hopes up too high yet, and I felt for her. This was literally a life-or-death mission not only for her, but her precious young daughter, too.  
 
    I decided then and there that I would do whatever it took to get the antidote for them. And I meant whatever it took. They’d suffered enough, and I was making it my personal mission to end their suffering. I mulled the plan over in my head, and I realized I had no idea who ruled the House we were about to raid, so I turned to Nodrin again.  
 
    “Who is the Matron Mother of the Twenty-Ninth House?” I asked the wizard. 
 
    “The House of Yatzek’Ra is ruled by Belarbreena Yatzek’Ra,” Nodrin said. “Breena is currently the youngest sitting Matron Mother, and she was unwillingly thrust into the role after Elvy eliminated the rest of her family.” 
 
    “But her House is still standing? That’s actually kind of impressive,” Helera said with a nod.  
 
    “Elvy executed a series of stealth attacks over the course of years to slowly dwindle the House’s power,” Nodrin explained. “There was no one coordinated attack, so she couldn’t claim to have taken down the House, therefore she can’t claim it for herself.” 
 
    “I see,” I said as I stroked my own chin. “That bitch Elvy does like to play mind games.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Good thing she’s not as good at them as we are,” Helera boasted, but Nodrin shot her a withering look. 
 
    “Mind games require planning,” the wizard said coolly, and then he reached out, took the muffler device that was still in Helly’s hands, and shook it at her.  
 
    “And we just made a plan,” Helera said defensively as she crossed her arms over her chest again. 
 
    “After I stepped in,” Nodrin retorted. 
 
    “I would have come up with one on my own,” Helera argued. 
 
    “It’s called the Helly Method,” I teased. “Figure it out on the way… or die trying.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Helera said as she jutted her chin out, but Nodrin simply shook his head.  
 
    “And then the day comes where you die instead, then what?” Nodrin asked. “Dagwyn becomes the First Born Daughter.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, that’s true,” Helly said with an exaggerated grimace. “Damn, guess I’m going to have to start planning more. Can’t let that bitch take my spot.” 
 
    “I trust you’ll put more time into planning your future endeavors, then,” Nodrin said with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “I will,” Hel grumbled, but I could tell the sister was annoyed at the criticism, even if it was accurate.  
 
    “Good.” Nodrin nodded, then he held up the muffler device. “Let me show you all how this works.” 
 
    The wizard held out the device and showed us all of the components. To activate it, I was to turn a small knob near the center of the rod that would release the magick we were about to imbue in it. In order to imbue it, Nodrin passed it around the circle, and each of us opened up our ether enough to allow a small portion of our magick to flow into the device. This would prevent the muffler device from working on us, and allow us to sneak through the tunnels unnoticed. Once we were done, Nodrin took the device back and whispered some more into it.  
 
    “What about Zephyr?” I asked suddenly. “If he’s coming with us, doesn’t he need to imbue the device, as well?” 
 
    “He’s a changeling,” Helly said with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “Ohh,” I said. I guess that made sense, since changelings were unbound, it probably made it harder to muffle them. He also had that anti-magick relic because he couldn’t use magic.  
 
    “Sashti, how are you feeling about the plan?” Helly asked her friend, and I turned to see Sashti wearing a forlorn expression on her face.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Sashi said with a shrug, but I could tell she was forcing herself to appear nonchalant. “If everyone can do what they say they can do, then maybe we’ll have a chance.” 
 
    “We can, and I promise you we’re going to get what you need,” I told the pale woman.  
 
    “Okay,” Sashti responded noncommittally. 
 
    “Aw, come on, Sash, trust us a little bit, we did get you out of that mirror chamber,” Helly said as she put a reassuring hand on her friend’s shoulder.  
 
    “Helly, I’d love for you to spend a year in that mirror chamber and then come out with your trust and your hope intact on the other side,” Sashti said, but her tone wasn’t mean.  
 
    The fire had seemed to go out of her some since the stables, and I wondered why, but then something occurred to me. I cast a glance at the wizard who looked astoundingly similar to his now-deceased brother, and then I turned back to the pale woman.  
 
    “Nodrin is on our side, and we trust him completely,” I told Sashti.  
 
    She looked back at me with uncertain eyes, but Helly picked up on what I was saying, and she wrapped her whole arm around her friend’s shoulder.  
 
    “Seriously, Sashti, you don’t have to worry about that,” Helly reassured her friend. 
 
    “I am not my brother,” Nodrin added. “It pains me to think of what he put you through, and I assure you I will do everything in my power to set it right. In fact, why don’t you take this so you know what my word means to me.” 
 
    Nodrin reached into his robes and pulled out a small crystal. He held it out to the beautiful aseni, and she took it with wide eyes.  
 
    “Really?” she whispered.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as I tried to get a better look at the smooth green crystal with a rune carved into the surface.  
 
    “A pledge stone,” Helera answered in a strange voice, and I looked at the eldest sister to see her staring at Nodrin with a confused expression. “Usually, wizards only give them to other wizards to indicate their word is bond. If the pledge is broken, the recipient of the stone is permitted to challenge the giver to a duel on their terms. They pick the weapons, location, the stakes. It’s a pretty big deal for a wizard to give a pledge stone to anyone, let alone someone who isn’t a wizard.” 
 
    “Wizards take their word very seriously,” Nodrin confirmed. 
 
    “As do the aseni,” Sashti whispered as she looked up at Nodrin with wide eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now that we’ve got that sorted, we should probably start getting ready for the feast,” Helera said. 
 
    “Mmm, the feast,” I said as my stomach rumbled as if on cue. Then a thought occurred to me, and I turned to Nodrin. “Will Sevahtra be there? Tryss said something about Mother approaching Elvy after Zephyr-slash-Daria traded me to her and setting up a trap for her, but she didn’t give me many details.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, quite a lot went down while you were in the maze,” Nodrin said with a grin. “Sevvy will be there, yes, she’s convinced Elvy to have her as a distinguished guest of honor.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said, and I was amused at the turn of events. “How did she pull that one off?” 
 
    “Well, Sevvy did approach Elvy,” Nodrin said. “Sevvy told Elvy that she had heard about her new Maze champion and that she was distraught over the loss of her own wizard, so she wasn’t able to compete in the Maze. Then Sevvy let it slip how she had an excellent strategy for Baka-Kai.” 
 
    “The Seventh Deception,” I said automatically, even though I’d never heard the words before.  
 
    “That’s right,” Nodrin continued. “And Sevvy also mentioned how much she wanted to stick it to Daria for her crimes against Claden’Du.” 
 
    “And obviously, Elvy wanted in on the drama,” I said as I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Exactly.” Helly nodded.  
 
    “So, what was the deal?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, Elvy wouldn’t agree to any deal without solid proof first, as I’m sure you know,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “I do know,” I said as I recalled when Elvy wanted proof of my Dark Eye powers, so they turned up the lights, and I threw some knives that popped all of the glass baubles the Matron Mother had in her hair. That was all the proof she’d needed to put me in the Maze for the House of Kun-Valdar.  
 
    Unfortunately, that was also the last memory I had before I woke up in the Blind Maze, with a sneaky visit with the goddess Drogu in between.  
 
    “But she would get close to Sevvy in order to play her own angles, of course,” Nodrin said. “So Elvy agreed to join forces with Sevvy to win the Baka-Kai. It was Elvy’s idea to have Sevvy as a guest of honor, just to, as you put it, ‘stir the pot.’” 
 
    “Ohhh, does that mean Zephyr will be there in Daria’s meatsuit?” I asked. 
 
    “He should be,” Helera interjected. “He’s been pretty miserable occupying that body this whole time, but he’s going to try to keep it on at least until the end of Kels’Rin-Kai, since we don’t have access to any more clones.” 
 
    “Ohh, fingers crossed for him, I’d hate to be stuck in that bitch’s body for this long,” I said and shook my head. 
 
    “What? Why would you cross your fingers?” Sashti asked me with a curious look. 
 
    I raised my hands and crossed my long middle finger over my forefinger as my other fingers naturally curled down. The others continued to look at me with confused expressions, but I just shrugged.  
 
    “Just one of those memories from another life,” I said. “I guess it’s meant to signify hope.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Helera said as she mimicked the gesture.  
 
    “Anyway, what is Mother’s plan in all of this?” I asked. “She’s convinced Elvy to join forces for the next challenge to stick to Daria, but what’s Mother’s angle?” 
 
    “Well, Sevvy intends to get close to Elvy, really turn up the bitchy dial.” Nodrin grinned. “And then we’re going to infiltrate Kun-Valdar from the inside. Elvy fucked with Sevvy’s chattel, Sevvy will respond tenfold. She’s still working out the details, but I’m sure we’ll need your help with that at some point, Fynn.” 
 
    Before I could comment, a crackling sound suddenly sounded, and the room was filled by the applause of an unseen crowd and a detached voice announcing the feast would begin momentarily. The invisible announcement was over in seconds, but the sounds of the crowd remained in the room, although at a lower volume.  
 
    I turned to the others and grinned.  
 
    “Well, I guess it’s go-time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    The muffled sounds of the crowd’s cheers continued as the sound spurred the group into action.  
 
    “Take care with this,” Nodrin said as he handed me back the muffler device. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I tucked it safely into my tunic. Then I looked down at my haphazard and messy outfit and realized I’d forgotten to get ready for the feast. I’d meant to return to my chambers after the stables with Essie and Greenie, but that didn’t quite go according to plan.  
 
    “Yeahhhh,” Helera said, and I looked up to see her watching me judge my outfit. “You’ll need to go get cleaned up if you’re to have any hope of seducing Elvy… or anyone, really.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not that bad,” I said, but as I glanced down at my trousers and tunic that were streaked with mud, lizard feed, blood, and more, I grimaced. “Okay, it’s a little bad. I should go.” 
 
    “Wash up here,” Sashti said as she gestured to the cleaning area, and I couldn’t help but notice that she was in a better mood since Nodrin had given her his binding word that he wouldn’t betray her. 
 
    “Ohh, yes, Sashti and I can throw something together for you to wear,” Helera said as she linked arms with her friend and smirked. “We’ll make it sexy, don’t worry.” 
 
    “That’s the one thing I’m definitely not worried about.” I grinned. “Thanks, Sashti, I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “I must get back to Sevvy and accompany her to the feast, so I’ll see you all there,” Nodrin said before he bowed out of the room. 
 
    I hurried to the washing room while Helera and Sashti disappeared down the corridor to procure my outfit for the feast. I kept my word and washed quickly, but I was thorough in anticipation of the debauchery I’d be getting up to later that evening.  
 
    Once I’d finished, I emerged from the steamy washroom with just a piece of cloth tied around my waist and went to find my two co-conspirators. I didn’t have to look for long, since the women were waiting for me in the sitting room with a pile of clothes between them and talking excitedly, but when I entered the room, they fell silent and gaped at me.  
 
    “What?” I smirked as I subtly flexed my muscles.  
 
    “Maybe you should just go to the feast like that,” Helera said with a wicked smile while Sashti looked at me like I was a juicy piece of meat and she hadn’t eaten in months.  
 
    Which, I suppose, she hadn’t.  
 
    “That might bring more attention to us than we want,” I said as I made my way to the women, plopped down on a chair next to them, and gestured to the pile of clothing between them. “What have you got for me?” 
 
    “Well, it’s about as revealing as what you’re already wearing,” Helera giggled, and she held up a thick leather waistband that had a long piece of cloth hanging in the middle of the front and back. The waistband was adorned with large crystals, with a star pattern carved into it, and the cloth was a deep crimson color. It was a beautiful ceremonial loincloth that didn’t leave much to the imagination.  
 
    “Wow,” I laughed. “That sure is something.” 
 
    “Try it on,” Helly said as she pushed the loincloth into my hands.  
 
    I took the loincloth and for a moment considered going back to the washing room to change, but then I remembered that modesty wasn’t one of the drowkind’s strong suits, so I reached down and whipped off the tiny towel that was covering my manhood. Then I enjoyed the reactions of the women. Sashti gasped at the sight of my extra-large appendage, while Helly giggled at her friend’s reaction.  
 
    “Oh, yes, Fynn has quite the reputation for his… size,” Helera told her friend. “And I have it on good authority that he knows exactly how to use it.” 
 
    “Anytime you ladies want a demonstration, all you have to do is ask,” I said as I slipped the ceremonial loincloth over my legs and pulled it up to my waist. It fit perfectly, and the fabric draped beautifully, so I graced the two women with a spin and struck a pose while they clapped and cheered.  
 
    “Looks good to me,” I said, and then I stopped posing as I remembered the device Nodrin had given me. I told the women I’d be right back, hurried to the washroom where I’d left the pile of dirty clothes, and rooted around in them until I found the muffler device before I hurried back to the sitting room. I slipped the device into the narrow hidden pocket in the front piece of fabric, and Helera and Sashti gave me an approving nod. Then I put my hands on my hips and smiled at the two women. “Okay, so are we ready to go?” 
 
    “Wait, we have some more to add,” Helera said, and she patted the space between her and Sashti.  
 
    I followed the First Daughter’s directions and sat between them, and the two sexy women quickly went to work. They tied silver rings and gems throughout my hair and then painted sexy swirls across my bare chest, arms, and legs, and when they were finished, I stood up and struck another pose as they clapped and cheered again.  
 
    “Okay, now are we good to go?” I asked. “We’re already late.”  
 
    “You two, go, I’ll wake Essie and meet you up there,” Sashti said as she stood and made her way toward the toddler’s room, but when Helera and I didn’t immediately move for the door, Sashti turned and shooed us out. “Go, before they notice you’re not there.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said as the pale woman pushed me out of the room. 
 
    “See you soon, Sash,” Helly said, and the two women gave each other an affectionate kiss on the cheek. Then Helly grabbed my hand, and we booked it out of Sashti’s chambers.  
 
    It had taken longer to get ready than I’d anticipated, so we really did need to get down to that feast. Helera took the lead and navigated us through the twisted corridors and up the spiraling stairs, and eventually, we made it to the banquet hall of House Twenty-Eight.  
 
    We pushed in through the large carved double doors that led to the huge, gaudily-decorated banquet hall. Apparently, Kun-Valdar tended to go all out with their decor, to match the Matron Mother’s fashion sense, so the hall was decked out in large bouquets of colorful lichen and other plants, flickering candles that levitated in the air, and colorful drapery with images of Drogu-ani hung everywhere. The table was decorated with similar linens and a giant ice sculpture in the shape of a spider. Luckily, it seemed other guests were still streaming in, so our presence hadn’t been missed yet.  
 
    We were spotted immediately, though. 
 
    “There he iiiiiiiiiis!” Elvy shouted as she spotted me from the top of the table and made her way over to us.  
 
    The woman’s dark hair was piled high on top of her head and decorated with little fake light-up spiders. She wore her signature pink dress, but this one had a lace overlay with a spider web detail. The Matron Mother also wore elbow-length pink gloves, and she traced a satin-clad finger over my face when she reached us.  
 
    “My champion,” Elvy cooed, and I caught Helera holding back a gag from the corner of my eye. Elvy leaned in to kiss my cheek, and I could tell the celebrations had already started as the scent of wine emanated from her breath. Then the Matron Mother rounded on the First Daughter of Claden’Du and shot her a sickly sweet smile. “How kind of you to deliver my champion. Now, off you pop. Why don’t you go find those sisters of yours? I’ve heard Tryss is quite the priestess, that must be so embarrassing for the First Born Daughter, hmm? A younger sister so much more powerful? There, there, I’m sure you’ve got your strengths. Now, I must be off with my champion, dear, ta ta.” 
 
    Helera caught my gaze and rolled her eyes as Elvy dragged me away from the First Daughter. Elvy’s lame attempt to pit Helera against her sisters wasn’t going to work, but that’s just what Elvy liked to do. Stir the pot. 
 
    “My gods, Fynn, watching you compete in that maze today, phew,” Elvy said as she clutched my elbow and pulled me closer to her, and then she used her other hand to fan herself while she leaned against me to keep herself upright. “What a display! How did you do it? What’s your secret?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, I think I just got lucky, mistress,” I said as I demurely lowered my gaze and played the part of the lowly drow male servant.  
 
    “Well, it was a pleasure to watch,” Elvy simpered, and then she hiccupped. “Especially after the maze, when you fought off all of those assassins, Drogu’s tits, that was sexy.” 
 
    Elvy fanned herself while I gave what I hoped was a shy smile and tried not to roll my eyes. I remembered the aftermath of the fight, and Elvy screeching her head off because she was worried about getting blood on her dress. But I was here to play a part, and if I wanted to help Sashti and Essie get that cure, then I needed to play my part well, so I let Elvy drag me to the head of the table.  
 
    Sevahtra was sitting near the head of the table, with Nodrin in his glamour at her side, and I couldn’t help but grin as I recalled Mother’s conniving plan. Next to Nodrin was Drindessa, and I assumed she had been extended an invite due to her house’s recent alliance with Claden’Du, but I noticed the dominatrix’s impregnated daughters were not by her side.  
 
    Daria Ozin-Na sat on the other side of the table, and I almost did a double take when I saw her, but then my mind remembered that Daria was, in fact, dead, and this was just Zephyr flexing his changeling powers.  
 
    “Daria, I can’t thank you enough for trading me my wonderful champion,” Elvy cried out, and she raised her glass to the fake Matron Mother.  
 
    “I’m only mildly surprised that he managed to be useful,” Daria-Zephyr sniffed, but his fire opal eyes flashed in my direction with the most subtle of winks, and I had to hide my grin.  
 
    “And Fynn, you must meet Sevahtra Claden’Du, Matron Mother of the Claden’Du House, she will be helping us with the next task,” Elvy tittered, while Daria-Zephyr shot an appropriately reproachful glare at Sevvy.  
 
    I tried to hide my grin at the situation. Elvy would have invited them both to be guests of honor just to stir up the drama between the Houses, but what Elvy didn’t know was that this was all an elaborate ruse, and she was the butt of the joke.  
 
    “Male,” Sevvy said with a nod in my direction. I knew she was playing aloof to give Elvy the illusion of control, but I wished I could fill Mother in on all that had happened since I’d last seen her.  
 
    “Matron,” I said as I returned the nod.  
 
    A quick glance from Nodrin let me know that he had spoken to Mother about our plans, so I stayed in character and took a seat between Elvy and Sevahtra, and I was sure to keep my gaze respectfully lowered.  
 
    “Now that you’re here, Fynn, we can get started,” Elvy giggled as she grabbed a crystal glass and a knife, and she stood at the head of the enormous banquet table. The Matron Mother tapped the knife sharply against the crystal glass, and the sound rang out and caused the crowd to hush and turn their eyes to Elvy.  
 
    “Thank you all for being here to celebrate my championship at this year’s Blind Maze!” Elvy cried out as she threw her arms in the air.  
 
    The crowd erupted in applause, and Elvy lapped up every second of it. I took a look around the crowd and noticed some were as tipsy as Elvy, but then again, there were carafes of wine dotted about the tables, and many were empty or near empty. 
 
    I caught Mother Sevvy discreetly rolling her eyes before she leaned in to whisper something to Nodrin, and the two put their heads together and giggled. I couldn’t help but smile at the pair. Nodrin brought something out in Mother that no one else could.  
 
    “First, may I present to you, my champion, Fynn,” Elvy announced, and then she shot me a look that made it clear I was to stand by her side.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet and joined her, and the Matron Mother grabbed my fist and thrust it into the air. 
 
    And the crowd went wild.  
 
    I couldn’t deny it felt great to be standing in front of the packed dining hall while they chanted my name and cheered. To hell with the demure male attitude, right now I was being celebrated.  
 
    I thrust my other fist in the air with a giant smile on my face, and the hundreds of guests cheered even louder. I even heard a few wolf whistles directed at me. Elvy also lapped it up as if the praise was hers because, technically, it was. I was champion for the House of Kun-Valdar, thanks to the sneaky deal the Claden’Du House had clandestinely brokered.  
 
    “And don’t worry, ladies, The Champion is still on duty and will be present at the Blessing Ceremony,” Elvy said, and there were more cheers and a few whooping cries. Then Elvy shooed me away to my seat so that she was the main focus of attention again.  
 
    “Thank you all, thank you, thank you, but before we begin the feast, we will hear from the Sgartil’an,” Elvy said, and the crowd cheered again.  
 
    I shot a confused look at Sevvy, and my real Matron Mother leaned in close so only I could hear her.  
 
    “Storytellers,” Sevvy explained. “Customary before the feast.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said curiously, and I turned to the front of the room, where the lights had just darkened to create a makeshift stage.  
 
    I was a little surprised there was no big speech from the Matron Mother of the Champion House, but I figured Elvy was saving the speech for before the Blessing Ceremony. Plus, she was already pretty tipsy. She probably just wanted to eat. 
 
    Elvy took her seat next to me as two male drow appeared in the darkened area. The Sgartil’an were dressed in what appeared to be ceremonial armor, and every move they made was in unison. When they spoke, it was like two voices melded into one booming one that carried across the whole room. I looked around at the room to see everyone watching excitedly, so I settled in to enjoy the show.  
 
    “The Qorin-Kai,” the two-in-one booming voice sounded. “The Fourth Deception.” 
 
    The two drow males did an elaborate dance move that involved one of them acting as the deceiver and the other the deceived. The crowd ate it up, and many were on their feet cheering. The storytellers continued with their elaborate interpretive dance about the Qorin-Kai as their two-in-one voice narrated the story, and I felt myself enthralled by their hypnotic voices and movements.  
 
    “The Blind Maze is created,” the voice narrated as the males twisted their bodies into odd angles to the delight of the crowd. 
 
    “Anissanti of the Darkness defeats the evil King Luxcernas.” Another dance move where one defeated the other. As they danced, the two males slowly stripped their ceremonial armor to reveal strappy undergarments and decorated skin, and I could tell the drow women were loving it. 
 
     Suddenly, I heard a tiny squeal, and I cast a glance to the back of the room, where I saw Essie sitting on her mother’s lap and clapping her hands. The Moon Blessed mother and daughter were in a glamour disguise, since their existence would cause quite the commotion. They were glamoured to look like basic middle-class drow, and they were wearing a House insignia I recognized as one of the lower Twenty’s, but I was glad they were out to enjoy the feast. The toddler noticed me looking, and she waved at me enthusiastically, so I returned a wink before I twisted to face the storytellers again. The pair were now doing a coordinated, explicit dance, and the drow women in the crowd were on their feet and cheering wildly. I even saw some undergarments being tossed at the dancers as their hips gyrated, and their faces gleamed with sweat.  
 
    Then the dancers suddenly stopped, and a surprised hush fell over the crowd. The two storytellers spun to face the crowd and spread their hands wide and above their heads as their two-in-one narrator voice boomed out again.  
 
    “Baka-Kai! The Seventh Deception!” 
 
    Then the two storytellers turned to each other, clasped their hands together above their heads, and when they lowered them, they disappeared with a flash and a puff of smoke.  
 
    The crowd went wild. 
 
    Everyone stood, cheered, clapped, all of it. The energy was contagious, and I couldn’t help but leap to my feet and join in on the celebrations, even if the interpretive dance was a bit weird for my tastes. I could see why it was appealing to the crowd, though, and as I turned to observe the drow women again, to my surprise, I saw most of them looking at me hungrily while they cheered.  
 
    Elvy grabbed her crystal glass and knife again and rapped in until the crowd fell silent and returned to their seats. I couldn’t help but notice I was still getting the longing looks, and Elvy must have noticed, too, because she turned to me then and motioned me to my feet.  
 
    I obliged and stood so I was next to the Matron Mother of Kun-Valdar, and Elvy wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close to her again. Then she put her glass and knife down, grabbed both sides of my face, and pulled me in for a kiss with plenty of sloppy, drunken tongue. The crowd continued to cheer as Elvy pulled away from the kiss and pushed me back into my seat, and then she turned back to her guests while I discreetly wiped her saliva from my mouth. 
 
    “The Blessing Ceremony will take place after the feast, as always, but first…” 
 
    Elvy clapped her hands together, and the tables in front of us were suddenly filled with dozens and dozens of plates heaped high with various foods. My mouth salivated instantly, and I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until that moment. Even with Nodrin’s rejuvenating spell earlier, it had been a long ass day, and I was looking forward to sinking my sharp teeth into whatever I could get onto my plate.  
 
    Elvy clinked her glass one more time to let us know it was time to eat, and eat we did.  
 
    Before I loaded my plate with piles of food, I took a moment to appreciate all of the dishes laid out in front of me, and I tried to identify as many as I could. There were dozens of plates loaded with piles and piles of all types of meat from all types of animals. I also recognized the thick slices of marinated mushroom caps that I’d tried at the market before, along with some other juicy looking vegetables. One dish in particular caught my eye, it looked like a mushroom cap stuffed with savory meats and gravies, and there were dozens of carafes of mead and potato wine interspersed between every plate on the table.  
 
    I decided not to deny myself the pleasure for another moment, and I reached forward and began piling the incredible food onto my plate.  
 
    Elvy noticed my enthusiasm, and she leaned over with a smile.  
 
    “Eat up, my champion, I still have a lot of work for you to do tonight,” Elvy trilled.  
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I said as I shot what I hoped was a sexy smile at the Matron Mother and sat back in my seat with a full plate. I decided I should turn up the charm to make sure I could get my way into the Temple, even though I was pretty sure my presence at Elvy’s celebratory orgy was already guaranteed. 
 
    “Oooh, is that right?” Elvy tittered as she leaned into me with a drunken smile.  
 
    “Of course, anything you’d like, mistress,” I flirted back, but then we were interrupted by Sevahtra.  
 
    “Excuse me, Elvy, do you mind if I have a quick word with your champion, here?” Sevvy asked in that sickly sweet voice she put on.  
 
    “About what?” Elvy slurred as her hand snaked over and started to stroke my knee under the table. 
 
    “I’m just curious about his strategy during the maze,” Sevvy said casually. “In case I want to send my own champion next year.” 
 
    “Oh, do be quick, because I’m sure my champion here doesn’t want to be bothered by the boring details of the maze anymore,” Elvy purred as she rubbed her hand higher up my knee. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Sevahtra said with a tight smile. “Turn to me, male.” 
 
    I obliged Mother Sevvy’s demand, and Elvy tutted as I pulled my knee away to face Sevvy, but the Kun-Valdar Matron Mother was quickly distracted when Daria-Zephyr handed her a carafe full of wine and then leaned in to engage her in conversation. I caught Daria-Zephyr glancing over at us, and I could tell he was trying to give me some time alone with Mother. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered as I leaned in closer to Sevvy and Nodrin. “She’s a handful.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m all too aware,” Sevvy sniffed as she glared at Elvy behind my head, but she quickly turned her attention back to me. “Nodrin has filled me in on your mission to help Helera with Sashti and Essie’s curse. That’s very noble of you, Fynn. It’s not your fight, but you are willing to risk your life for those who aren’t family.” 
 
    “They feel like family to me,” I said, and I pictured Essie’s adorable little arms wrapped around my neck while I swung her around the room as if she was flying. I couldn’t understand why anyone would hurt the tiny toddler, or refuse to help when they could. There was no question for me. Instinctively, my eyes flicked across the room and searched for my lover Tryss as I had the sudden urge to impregnate her and make a little toddler of our own, but I couldn’t find her, so I turned back to Mother. “Where’s Tryss? And Dagwyn?” 
 
    “Helly sent word ahead to Dagwyn to, ah, remove Tryss from the situation,” Sevvy said with a knowing smile. “Daggy has taken Tryss to the Thoroughfare for the duration of the feast.” 
 
    “Aww,” I said, and I was a little disappointed that my lover wasn’t able to enjoy the feast, but ultimately I knew it was probably for the best she wasn’t around when Elvy started getting handsy. 
 
     “Nodrin has also filled me in on your trip to the Wizards’ Market,” Sevvy said with a lifted eyebrow. “I heard about your reading.” 
 
    “O-Oh, yeah,” I said, and I felt suddenly exposed. So much had happened since the trip to the Market, I’d pushed the card reading to the back of my mind, but now Mother had catapulted it back to the forefront. 
 
    “This is fantastic news, Fynn,” Sevahtra said, but her face didn’t betray any joy, and instead she studied me with serious eyes. 
 
    “Is it?” I asked as I faltered under her gaze, and the fierce woman graced me with a smile.  
 
    “Yes,” she responded. “You’ll have your work cut out for you, but this is very promising for the future of Claden’Du.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I said as I returned the smile.  
 
    Just then, Elvy rubbed her shoulder against my back, which caused my upper body to bend forward slightly, and Sevahtra rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Go back to your feast, we’ll talk more later,” Mother said as she waved her hands toward my plate.  
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. I hadn’t gotten a bite of food in yet, so when Sevvy dismissed me, I turned to my plate and shoved one of the meat and mushroom parcels into my mouth before anyone else could talk to me. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” I moaned, and I shut my eyes to fully enjoy the sensations of the food. The flavors and textures were perfect, and I felt my teeth shredding apart the parcel vigorously. I’d barely swallowed the first one before I shoved a second one into my mouth. I chased the two parcels down with a swig of mead, but I wasn’t even close to satisfied, so I leaned toward my plate and shoveled more food into my open mouth.  
 
    “Mmm, I love a male with a good appetite,” Elvy suddenly purred in my ear. 
 
    “I’m practically insatiable,” I said with a grin, and I could feel a trickle of meat juice sliding down my chin. I watched Elvy’s eyes find the trail of meat juice, so I slowly wiped the juice off with one finger, pushed that finger into my mouth, and sucked slowly while I maintained eye contact with the gaudily dressed Matron Mother. 
 
    “Ohh, deary meeee,” Elvy breathed when I popped my finger out of my mouth and shot her a wicked grin, and the woman began to fan herself.  
 
    “What, mistress?” I teased the woman as I licked the tip of each finger slowly.  
 
    “Ohhh, Fynn, you,” Elvy giggled while she kept her eyes glued to my mouth. 
 
    “The Blind Maze was hard work,” I said as I put on an affected face. “I need to find a way to relax.” 
 
    “I have just the thing for you, don’t you worry,” Elvy said with a hiccup so strong she almost sloshed the rest of her wine out of her glass. “Eat up, the Ceremony will start soon.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grin. Then I turned back to my plate and shoveled as much food in my mouth as I could before Elvy ended the feast and began the Ceremony. 
 
    It turned out that I really didn’t have much time, because Elvy stood up moments later and rapped her crystal glass with the knife again. The crowd in the hall fell silent as all eyes turned to her, and the Matron Mother had a glint in her eyes.  
 
    “And nowwww, what you have all truly been waiting for,” Elvy slurred as she swung her arms wide and nearly took my regular eye out with the knife in her hand. “The Blessing Ceremony!” 
 
    Upon her words, the tables in front of us, and all the food on them, disappeared. I still had a meat and mushroom parcel in my mouth, and I was glad that didn’t disappear, too. I finished chewing and swallowed hard as I continued to watch the drunken Matron Mother run the show.  
 
    Here came the speech. 
 
    “I’ve spent the last year training intensely with my champion, as you all know how dedicated I am to the celebration of the Qorin-Kai, and of course, Drogu-ani,” Elvy continued, and she raised her glass at the goddess’ name. 
 
    “Drogu-ani,” the crowd murmured as they raised their own glasses and sipped their wine and mead to the goddess.  
 
    “It was unforgiving work, as we all know how hard it is to train a male to do anything, but at least this one was fun to look at while I broke him,” Elvy giggled as she lied with ease, and the crowd ate it up. There were whoops and whistles and cries for more, but Elvy pressed on. “But I knew that winning the Maze would please Drogu-ani, so I took on the difficult task. I have prayed and offered to the Goddess every day for the past year, and tonight will be my biggest offering yet. And not just the championship…” 
 
    Elvy waved her arms again, and a gust of wind blew everyone to their feet and swept the chairs away so now everyone was standing and facing the front of the room, where a giant tapestry slowly peeled back to reveal a row of gorgeous female drows. I realized these were likely Elvy’s daughters. There were six of them, and they were all stunning, so I took a moment to appreciate their long, muscular legs and beautiful lavender skin, and I was suddenly glad that my jealous lover Tryss wasn’t in the audience, because I could tell I was going to enjoy this.  
 
    The crowd oohed and ahhed as the women put on a sexy dance for them, and Elvy clutched my hand and half-leaned and half-dragged me toward the row of sexy daughters. I shot a quick look back to Sevahtra, and she gave me a discreet nod, so I turned back ahead and took that as permission to enjoy myself.  
 
    With my free hand, I discreetly reached down to make sure the muffler device was still safely tucked away in my loincloth. It was, so now I could focus on convincing Elvy to let me pour my seed into one of her daughters inside her sacred Temple.  
 
    Elvy came to a stop at the end of the row, and the daughters did some hand signal that Elvy understood and returned before she turned back to the crowd. 
 
    “Tonight, I will offer to Drogu-ani, the impregnation of my eldest daughter Sinafay by my champion Fynn,” Elvy announced, and the crowd cheered. Again, I was glad Tryss wasn’t in the audience since she’d gotten so jealous when I was instructed to impregnate Drindessa’s daughters.  
 
    Sinafay Kun-Valdar stepped forward, and I couldn’t help but grin. The tall, lean First Daughter wore a dress that barely covered her hard nipples over her more than sizable breasts, and I could see the indentation of her pussy through the thin fabric covering her crotch. She wore the same hairstyle as Helera, being a First Daughter, but Sinafay had a longer, more pointed face than Helly. Sinafay was also wearing a look that said she was about to fuck every last drop of sperm out of me, and that look was sexy on any woman. 
 
    A chair appeared in the middle of the makeshift stage, and Sinafay grabbed me by the wrist, led me to the chair, and pushed me down onto it. A sexy, sultry tune began playing, and my chosen lover for the evening suddenly lifted her heel and placed it on the seat at my crotch. I had to scootch back to avoid a stamp on my member, but then she dipped her hips down low and slowly rolled them up my body, and I realized what was happening.  
 
    I was getting a lap dance.  
 
    Fuck, yes.  
 
    Sinafay kept a hand on my chest while she circled the chair seductively, and when she was standing behind me, she spread her legs wide and bent down to nibble on my ear. Then she dragged the side of her tongue up the side of my face, from my chin to my forehead, before she stood, crossed the back of the chair, did a sexy spin, and flung herself across my lap.  
 
    My cock pitched a tent in my loincloth, and I gripped the sexy seductress tightly as she spun to push her crotch against mine and spread her legs wide while she gyrated her hips. The spectators cheered, but I could barely hear it over the sound of my blood pounding in my ears as my cock grew harder.  
 
    The First Daughter slid her body down my legs until her mouth was at my cock, and she looked up at me with dark, hooded eyes as she pushed my loincloth to the side and exposed my raging erection to the crowd. I heard a collective gasp, which usually happened when someone saw my larger than above average member, and it grew even more at the attention. The tall, lavender-skinned woman dragged herself up and straddled me again, and she pushed her wet pussy against my erection through the thin fabric of her undergarments.  
 
    I heard Elvy shout something, and I felt sudden movement around me. Then I looked up to see a line of male drows emerging from the back of the room. They paired up with the remaining daughters of Kun-Valdar, and the rest of them dispersed into the crowd as the orgy began. Plush couches and large pillows had appeared across the banquet hall, and partners or groups claimed their surfaces and started to fuck in the name of their goddess Drogu. 
 
    Elvy suddenly appeared at my side. She had a strapping young drow male attached to her hip, and she giggled and sloshed her wine in her glass as he nibbled at her neck. 
 
    “I’m so-- hic-- happy the champion is such a-- hic-- well-endowed stud,” Elvy hiccuped. “Just what I’ve been looking for for my daughter. Do good work, Fynn, I know you will.”  
 
    Elvy giggled again and began to walk away with her lover, but I stopped her.  
 
    “Mother Kun-Valdar, may I make a suggestion?” I asked as I held her daughter’s ass cheeks in both of my hands.  
 
    “What is it, Fynn?” Elvy purred as her lover licked her ear. 
 
    “Let me take Sinafay to your Temple and implant my seed in her in front of Drogu there to amplify your Offering,” I suggested with what I hoped was a charming look.  
 
    Even if it wasn’t, the Matron Mother was pretty drunk, anyway.  
 
    “Excellent idea, Fynn, this is why you’re the champion,” Elvy giggled. “Sinafay, take Fynn to the Temple and make me a granddaughter.  
 
    “Yes, Mother,” the First Daughter spoke for the first time, and I had to admit her deep, slow voice was sexy. Then she stood, grabbed my wrist again, and led me through the sea of writhing bodies, out the banquet hall, and down the corridor before she stopped in front of a set of beautifully carved wooden doors. She pushed them open and pulled me into the high-ceilinged Temple, and the doors shut behind us with a loud thunk.  
 
    I spotted the effigy instantly. It was a huge, black, spiky sculpture that was a very accurate representation of the half-spider, half-drow woman goddess. I knew the secret tunnel was around there somewhere, and my eyes scanned the surrounding area, but before I could get a good look, Sinafay spun to face me, and I was forced to turn my attention back to her. My sexy companion’s hips swung seductively as she reached me, and then she placed a hand on my chest and pushed me further into the large Temple and toward the effigy.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to fuck a Champion,” Sinafay growled in her sexy, deep voice. “Now I’m finally getting my wish, and his seed in the process.” 
 
    “I look forward to making your wishes come true.” I grinned. 
 
    “I want you to fuck me and fill me with your seed while Drogu-ani watches,” Sinafay said as she pulled me to a stop underneath the effigy, and I glanced up to see the sculpture’s very realistic eyes looking right at us.  
 
    “As you wish,” I said as I turned back to First Daughter, but my lavender-skinned mistress was already sliding down my body and pushing the cloth of my loincloth to the side to expose my hard cock.  
 
    The seductress flicked her tongue across the head of my cock, and it grew to its full power before she opened her mouth wide and slid it in all the way down to the base.  
 
    “Unnnnhhhh,” I moaned as her hot, wet mouth worked its way up and down my shaft. I grabbed her long braid and bobbed her head up and down faster on my length while she moaned into it and looked up at me with wide, pleading eyes.  
 
    Then I slid my hands down to the side of her face and face fucked her until tears streamed down her cheeks while she begged for more around my cock. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I moaned as I felt the beginnings of an orgasm brewing in my gut. I couldn’t finish yet, though. I still had to place the device, and my purpose was to impregnate the First Daughter.  
 
    I didn’t want to face Elvy’s wrath when her daughter told her I shot her future grandchild down the back of Sinafay’s pretty throat.  
 
    I pulled my cock out of the priestess’ mouth and enjoyed watching the dollop of saliva drip from the end of my knob.  
 
    “Come here.” I lifted the woman to her feet, spun her around, and pushed her down on her back underneath the large effigy. Then I pushed her knees apart and slid a finger deep into her red wine-colored pussy. 
 
    She was gushing like a river, and she let out a low moan when my finger rubbed against her walls. 
 
    I reached down to adjust my loincloth and discreetly slipped the muffling device out of the pocket. I kept the thin device close to my palm and held it in place with my thumb. I twisted the barely noticeable knob to activate it, like Nodrin had explained, and then I leaned forward, put that hand against the ground, and put my weight into it while I grabbed my throbbing cock with the other hand and guided it into Sinafay’s hungry pussy.  
 
    I thrusted into her wet channel, and the priestess cried out in pleasure. Then I leaned over so both hands were bracing myself against the ground, and I hammered into her hips while she grunted and groaned in pleasure.  
 
    While I fucked the First Daughter senseless, I discreetly leaned to the left and slipped the thin muffler device into a spike on one of Drogu’s legs. I looked down to make sure the priestess hadn’t noticed, but her eyes were screwed up in ecstasy as she took my large cock in her tight pussy.  
 
    Suddenly, she lurched forward and wrapped her hands around my neck. Then she pulled herself up, so I pushed myself off the ground, reached down to clasp onto her ass cheeks, and guided her ass up and down my erect shaft.  
 
    “Uuunnggh, give me that Champion sperm,” Sinafay moaned, and she let out a guttural groan as she ground her pussy against my hips.  
 
    “Fuck, yes, take my seed,” I hissed through my teeth as I felt my orgasm surge to the tip of my cock. I wanted to fill another womb with my fertile seed, and I’d completed my mission, so I had no more reason to wait.  
 
    “Now, now, now, nooooowwww,” Sinafay begged, so I let loose.  
 
    My whole body shuddered as I exploded inside her wet pussy, and I instinctively knew my seed had planted again. The priestess cried out as she crested over into her own orgasm, and she continued to grind her hips against mine for another moment before she slowed and the cries of pleasure faded away. 
 
    We laid there in a heap of panting, sweaty bodies for a moment before the priestess pushed me off her and spread her legs wide for me to see my seed buried inside her and slowly oozing out of her hole.  
 
    “Mmmm, I think Drogu-ani has answered my prayer and impregnated me with the Champion’s seed,” the priestess purred. 
 
    Suddenly, a ball of white light burst from the effigy’s mouth, and I recognized it from my time in the sacred caves with Tryss.  
 
    A Blessing.  
 
    The Blessing floated in place for a moment and then drifted down and out toward the door of the Temple. The ball of light passed through the door as if it wasn’t there, and I guessed it was going to find Elvy, the one it truly belonged to.  
 
    “Excellent, Mother will be most pleased.” Sinafay grinned as she closed her knees together and pushed herself to her feet, and then she looked down at me while I continued to kneel on the ground. “I’m already most pleased. You fucked me good, Champion, well done.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure to serve the House of Kun-Valdar,” I lied easily as I lowered my head in a respectful manner.  
 
    I had just fucked her brains out, but she was in charge here.  
 
    I resisted the urge to glance behind her at the muffler device I’d planted in Drogu’s leg. I wouldn’t know if it had worked until we tried to infiltrate the tunnel, but I wanted to ask Nodrin if I’d gotten the location right.  
 
    Sinafay stretched her arms high over her head and groaned in delight as her muscles stretched and relaxed. Then she shot me a sexy look and indicated for me to rise to my feet.  
 
    “Come, male,” she beckoned as she sauntered toward the doors. “Eat with me, and then you can fill me with your seed again.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I said, and I rose to my feet and hurried after the priestess. I followed her down the corridor and back to the banquet hall, where the orgy was in full swing.  
 
    As soon as I crossed the door, Helera caught my eye from a corner and motioned me over. I looked toward Sinafay, but she was already moving to the feasting table, so I slipped away to speak to Helly.  
 
    “Looks like you had fun,” Helly said and eyed me as I approached.  
 
    I looked down to see my erection was only half-gone, and the evidence of the sex had moistened my loincloth. 
 
    “Duty called,” I said with a shrug and a grin.  
 
    “Such a hard working male, that’s unusual,” Helly teased, so I decided to tease her right back. 
 
    “At least I’m working, you’re at an orgy, and you’re not even enjoying yourself,” I said, and I gave the woman’s ribs a tickle. 
 
    “Stooop,” Helly giggled as she swatted away my hands, but I felt a surge of heat between us as our flushed skin touched.  
 
    “Well?” I smirked as I dodged her hands and continued to tickle her gently. “Why aren’t you getting your brains fucked out by some hot Named Son from a rival house?” 
 
    “I, um, didn’t want to get distracted for the mission tonight,” Helera grunted. Then her eyes slid up and down my body before she looked away quickly. 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked with a raised eyebrow as Helly avoided eye contact, and I realized the eldest daughter of Claden’Du had other reasons for abstaining from the pleasure that might be my fault, so I suddenly stopped tickling, grabbed her waist, and pulled her close to my body. “Or were you thinking about the Named Son in your own house?” 
 
    The First Daughter’s eyes went wide, but her body melted into mine as I held her tight. Then Helly shook her head and pushed herself away from me, and her cheeks were three shades darker than when I’d entered the banquet hall. 
 
    “Fynn! Now’s not the time,” Helera said as she struggled to gain her composure.  
 
    “An orgy isn’t the right time?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    The eldest sister responded with a swift punch to my shoulder.  
 
    “Nodrin said to meet him outside in five minutes,” Helera said coolly. “So, no, not the time.” 
 
    “Psht, weak excuse,” I said, and then I dodged Helly’s fist again as I danced out of the way.  
 
    “He’s waiting by the suit of armor we passed to get in here,” Helera said as she pointed a finger at the doors. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ve got four minutes, babe,” I said, and I grabbed my erection. The banter with Helera had gotten it excited again. 
 
    But Helly wasn’t in the mood to play.  
 
    “Fynn, Sashti’s life is in danger,” Helera hissed as her next punch landed on my shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, alright, I’m going,” I said.  
 
    I hurried away from the angered priestess and made my way back to the doors, and I was reminded of the stakes of the situation. The point of the mission was to save Sashti and Essie, and while I’d enjoyed the sex, I needed to focus on the mission again. I quickly checked to make sure no one was watching, and then I slipped out the door and hurried to the suit of armor Helly had mentioned.  
 
    I saw the wizard in his glamour tucked into the alcove behind the armor, and he seemed to be whispering something into his hand. I looked closer to see a rune clutched between his fingers before he glanced up at me and nodded. Then he finished his whispering and lowered the rune.  
 
    “Well done, Fynn, the muffler device is set and activated,” Nodrin said as I joined him in the alcove. “The plan is to infiltrate the tunnels later tonight, when everyone is asleep.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said.  
 
    The host and the guests alike would be exhausted from their long night of feasting and fucking, which gave us the perfect opportunity to sneak through the secret tunnel in the Temple and infiltrate House Twenty-Nine to get the remaining ingredient for Sashti and Essie’s antidote.  
 
    “Excellent,” Nodrin said as he slipped the rune into a robe pocket and jerked his head toward the banquet hall. “Now, you’d better get back in there before someone notices the First Daughter returned without the Champion.” 
 
    “I think everyone is a little distracted,” I chuckled. “But you’re right, I’ll head back in.” 
 
    “Don’t fall asleep,” Nodrin warned. “Wait for my signal and get ready to go at a moment’s notice. Meet us right at the Temple.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” I said with a nod, and then I hurried back to the banquet hall. I slipped back through the doors unnoticed, since the orgy was still going on, and looked to the corner, but Helly was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    I made my way to the edge of the room, and I stuck close to the wall as I made slow circles around the room. I didn’t want to risk missing the signal by getting entangled with another beautiful drow priestess, but I needed to be seen, so I hoped I looked like I was on the prowl for my next companion. At one point, I passed Elvy, whose dress was wrinkled and stained. The Matron Mother was even more drunk than before, and she slurred out another congratulations directed at me before she teetered off into the crowd. I continued to circle around the orgy until the participants slowly started to file out of the banquet hall or found a flat surface to lie down or pass out on top of. It wasn’t long until there were only a handful of determined participants still going until, and eventually, they were spent and passed out where they were.  
 
    I’d found an unoccupied couch to settle into, and I waited for Nodrin’s signal. I didn’t have to wait long, because only moments after the last participant shut his eyes, I saw a row of sparks shoot into the air near the door, and I knew that was my signal.  
 
    It was time to infiltrate House Twenty-Nine.  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
 
    I stayed low in case there was anyone else awake that I hadn’t seen, and then I hurried to the banquet hall doors and slipped out. The corridor was empty, so I made my way down toward the Temple. When I got there, I saw the doors were slightly ajar, so I peeked in the crack before I entered. I could see Helera’s back as she faced the effigy, so I knew it was safe to enter.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I pushed the door open.  
 
    Everyone turned to look at me and wave, and I noticed everyone was wearing the same cloak. Nodrin was standing next to Helly, and he wasn’t in his glamour anymore. Next to him was Sashti, and next to her was Zephyr in the Daria meatsuit.  
 
    I did a double take when I saw the slain Matron Mother. “Drogu’s tits, that’s still freaky every time I see it.” 
 
    “Imagine embodying one,” Zephyr’s voice came from Daria’s mouth, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the juxtaposition.  
 
    “I’m surprised you’ve managed to stay inside that body,” I commented.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve got much more in me,” Zephyr-Daria said. “This might be the last mission as Daria.” 
 
    “I think we’re all fine with that,” I said.  
 
    “I certainly am,” Sashti sniffed as she side-eyed her evil mother’s cloned body.  
 
    “Sorry.” Zephyr-Daria cringed, but Sashti just shrugged as if to say ‘it is what it is.’ 
 
    “Here, Fynn,” Helera said, and she shoved a bundle of fabric into my arms.  
 
    I peeled the layers apart to reveal a cloak identical to the ones the others were wearing, along with a lightweight armor set. I looked at Helly with a lifted eyebrow. 
 
    “We figured you’d want some armor instead of cutting about the tunnels in your ceremonial loincloth, but maybe we were wrong.” Helera smirked. 
 
    “I’m just surprised you want me to cover myself up,” I teased Helly as I began to dress in the admittedly more practical outfit.  
 
    “I can see you naked whenever I want,” Helly said with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “Is that right?” I asked as I whipped my loincloth from my waist to expose my large member, and then I slowly slipped my armor over my most vulnerable body part. I enjoyed the way Helly’s eyes lingered on my extra-large appendage before it was covered with the armor. Then I pulled the chestplate over my head, but I made sure to extend my arms as far as they could so all the muscles rippled beneath my skin. When I pulled it down over my face, I was pleased to notice both Helly and Sashti were getting their fill.  
 
    I slipped a tunic over the armor in the name of discretion. And, finally, I picked up the black cloak and held it open to observe. I knew cloaks were coordinated to each House and decorated with the House Insignias so they may be used within the magickal boundaries of their House. I also noticed that where the House Insignia should go on this cloak was blank, and I looked up at Helly with a cocked head.  
 
    “Nodrin’s doing,” Helera explained as she shifted her gaze to the wizard and then back to me as I slipped the lightweight cloak over my shoulders. Then, the First Daughter pulled a dagger out and handed it to me. “Since we’ll be passing through the House of Kun-Valdar before we get to the Twenty-Ninth House, we needed something that would allow us to use the House Insignias in both, so Nodrin fashioned these for us with his wizardry.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said as I slid the dagger into a sheath already attached to my lower armor. 
 
    “Okay, since we’re all here, the muffler device will be activated any moment,” Nodrin said. 
 
    The words had barely left his mouth when the lights around us started to dim, and a low frequency humming sound began to emanate from the walls. The dim lights got darker, and the humming got louder for a moment before the darkness and the humming suddenly disappeared.  
 
    “Fuck, did I do it wrong?” I asked as I looked around in confusion. “Is it not working?” 
 
    “It’s working perfectly,” Nodrin said with a serene smile. “We are just immune to it, remember?” 
 
    “Ohh, yeah, right,” I said, and I rubbed my hand across my forehead to distract myself from forgetting that major detail. Then I decided to change the subject as quickly as I could. “So, where’s this secret tunnel entrance?”  
 
    “You’ll have to ask Drogu,” Nodrin said, and he gestured to the effigy behind me.  
 
    “I-- uhh, what?” I asked, and I turned to look at the effigy to see if the wizard was just messing with me. The effigy appeared the same, so I turned back to Nodrin with a confused look, and I pointed to the effigy. “You want me to… ask her?” 
 
    “If you could give us some space…” Nodrin said to Helly, Sashti, and Daria-Zephyr, and they obliged and backed off so the space in front of the effigy was clear. Then Nodrin motioned for me to follow him to the clearing, so I did, and we both faced the giant effigy of the goddess Drogu. “Now, Fynn, ask Drogu if we can get into the tunnel.” 
 
    “Okay, I feel like you’re fucking with me,” I said to the wizard, but I kept my eyes on the effigy in case some cool magick shit went down. 
 
    “Try,” Nodrin said patiently.  
 
    “Errr… Drogu, can we get into the tunnel?” I asked the lifeless effigy. I waited a moment, but nothing happened, so I turned to Nodrin with a frown. “You are fucking with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not, try again,” Nodrin said. “Take your time.” 
 
    I turned my head back to face the effigy, and I studied the sexy spider-woman for a moment. I was starting to get the feeling this was a test, and Nodrin was trying to help in his own frustrating way. I continued to look up at the goddess’ face for a moment before words started forming in my mind. I wasn’t sure where the words had come from, or even what they meant, but I somehow knew what to do.  
 
    I continued to gaze into the effigy’s eyes, and then I opened my mouth, and a series of clicking and hissing sounds escaped my throat. Somehow, I knew I was asking for passage into the tunnels in another language. A spider language. I finished my spider speak, but nothing happened, and I wondered if I’d just made that all up in my mind.  
 
    I quickly got my answer as the eight metal legs of the effigy screeched into action. The image of Drogu-ani scurried to the side as her legs carried her away from her resting place.  
 
    “Whaaaat the fuuuuuck,” Helly gasped behind me. 
 
    As Drogu’s effigy scuttled to the side, a door appeared on the ground where one of her legs had previously rested. I hurried over to the trapdoor and pulled it open to reveal a set of narrow winding stairs that led down into darkness.  
 
    “Come on.” I motioned everyone forward, and they filed down the narrow staircase. Helera went first, then Sashti, then Zephyr-Daria. Nodrin came last and rested a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Well done. Tell her to take her position again when we’re down, and that we’ll be back soon.” Nodrin grinned, and then he disappeared down into the staircase.  
 
    “Uhh, okay, I guess I’ll just do that, then,” I said, and I turned back to the effigy to see it was watching me patiently. “Ummm…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to speak spider really, it just came out, so I opened my mouth, and sure enough, it flowed out as if it was my native tongue. The effigy nodded in acknowledgement of my instructions, so I hoped that was enough. Then I hurried down after the others and pulled the trapdoor shut behind me. Sure enough, I heard a large metal leg place itself on top of the trapdoor seconds later, and I knew my instructions were followed.  
 
    I rushed down the remaining steps to find my team at the bottom waiting for me, and I had to activate my fae-fyre to see in the dim light. Helly spoke as soon as I joined them.  
 
    “Fynn, what the fuck was that?” Helly cried as she landed a playful punch on my shoulder. “You’re a fucking arachnomancer? Since when?” 
 
    “I don’t really know.” I shrugged as I rubbed where the priestess had punched me. Even her playful punches were powerful. “I guess it’s one of my many magickal abilities that I’m naturally gifted at.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” Helly asked with a raised eyebrow, and I realized what with all of the hullabaloo, I’d never filled her in on the trip to the Wizards’ Market.  
 
    Nodrin beat me to the punch, though.  
 
    “Fynn’s reading was, ah, very favorable,” Nodrin supplied, and Helly spun to look at him with wide eyes.  
 
    “How many? Three? Four?” Helera asked, and I knew she was talking about the schools of magick that the readings would show your affinity for. One or two was typical, three was a stretch, so I was flattered she went right for the high end of the scale for me.  
 
    “All of them.” Nodrin grinned.  
 
    “What?” Sashti asked sharply as Zephyr-Daria turned to look at me with a confused expression. 
 
    “Noooo,” Helly said as she spun back around to me, and her eyes were practically bulging out of her head at this point. “What do you mean by all of them? Is that even possible? Has that ever happened before?” 
 
    “Like all of them, and apparently, and I have no idea,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Arachnomancy is an invaluable school of magick,” Nodrin told me. “I wanted to see if you could tap into your powers without formal training, and I’m delighted to learn you can. That is another very impressive skill. It takes arachnomancers years to hone their skills, but you seem to have picked it up easily and without the need for rigorous training.” 
 
    “Cool, does that mean I can skip all the book learning bits?” I joked.  
 
    “What?” Helera demanded, and she looked shocked at the suggestion. “Why in the nelvar would you want to skip the book learning bits?” 
 
    “You always were such a bookfly,” Sashti teased her friend.  
 
    “Books are important,” Helly shot back, and I chuckled at her defensive reaction. 
 
    “Well, you can help me with my studies, then,” I said. “You should see all of the gigantic books I had to get. There’s a lot when you have to study every damned school of magick.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, wahhhhh, is someone epically gifted at every form of magick? How fucking tragic.” Helly pouted mockingly, but I could tell she was jealous. 
 
    “Children, please,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “You’re right, sorry,” Helera sighed. “Right, which way?” 
 
    “Fynn?” Nodrin asked.  
 
    “What? Me? I don’t know,” I said. “I thought you knew your way around the tunnels?” 
 
    “I do,” Nodrin said. “Which means I don’t need to learn to access my magick. You do.” 
 
    “Is this the best time for Fynn to be practicing?” Helera asked Nodrin with a pointed look at Sashti.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Sashti said when she noticed Helly’s face. The aseni woman turned to study me for a moment. “I trust Fynn.” 
 
    “O-Oh, um, thanks,” I said to Sashti, and I felt myself stand up a little straighter. It had taken the pale woman a while to warm up to me, and now that she had, I didn’t want to let her down.  
 
    “As do I,” Nodrin said. “So, Fynn, which way?” 
 
    I peered down both ends of the corridor. I could smell the damp organic matter around us, and the ground was soft and spongy. Both ends of the corridor looked exactly the same, and darkness was waiting for us no matter which side we took. Nothing immediately came to me, so I decided to open up my ether just a tiny bit. As soon as I did, I felt drawn to the left hand side of the path. I looked down that dark corridor, and then I shot a look back at Nodrin with raised eyebrows.  
 
    The wizard nodded at me once, and I knew my intuition was correct.  
 
    “This way,” I said, and I started down the left-hand side of the corridor while the others followed closely behind me. We walked in silence for a few minutes while I kept my ether open so I could follow my magickal directions. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Sashti suddenly let out a small cry.  
 
    I stopped and spun to see what was wrong. The pale woman was clutching Helly with one hand, and the other hand was over her heart as she was glaring daggers at Zephyr-Daria.  
 
    “I keep forgetting you’re here and thinking you’re her every time I catch sight of you,” she muttered. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Zephyr-Daria said, and he raised Daria’s hands in a display of innocence and apology. “Where do you want me to go?” 
 
    “Just go walk next to Fynn, and don’t be sneaking around anywhere,” Sashti said, and she pointed to me as Helly tried to comfort her.  
 
    “Sure,” Zephyr-Daria said, and the changeling walked over to my side.  
 
    “It is pretty creepy,” I said, and I looked him-slash-her up and down as we continued down the path. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Zephyr sighed. “Poor Sashti, what her mother did to her is beyond cruel. I never would’ve thought that even Daria could be that evil.” 
 
    “Yeah, that bitch was something else,” I muttered as I shook my head.  
 
    We came to another fork in the path, but my ether was already open, so I knew we had to take the right fork. I shot a glance back at Nodrin, who nodded his approval, so I forged ahead down the right hand side.  
 
    “At least this is the last time you have to wear that meatsuit,” I pointed out, and the changeling nodded.  
 
    “Thank fuck.” 
 
    We continued ahead in silence for a few minutes, and the tunnel suddenly narrowed so we were forced to walk in a single file line. Then the tunnel widened again, but we were met with a dramatic drop-off, and I quickly realized we would need to freefall. I stepped toward the edge of the empty shaft and peered down, where I knew we had to go. Then I saw something glimmer at my chest, and I looked down to see the Kun-Valdar insignia had appeared on my cloak. I knew that had to be some pretty powerful magick, and I shot Nodrin an appreciative glance.  
 
    He was going to be a great mentor. 
 
    “Okay, we need to freefall,” I said. “I’ll go first, and I’ll call out when you’re close.”  
 
    “How do you know all of this?” Sashti said as she narrowed her eyes suspiciously.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure,” I admitted with a shrug. 
 
    “Path magick,” Nodrin said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know what path magick is, but that takes years, and…” Sashti began, but then she turned back to me and shook her head. “You really are special, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I-I guess,” I said as I faltered under the aseni woman’s intense gaze. That was the downside of being new to this world and overly gifted, I didn’t fully grasp the extent of my abilities, but Sashti didn’t say anything else, just continued to stare at me, so I pressed on with the mission. “Okay, so I’ll go first, then let’s have Helly, then Sashti, then Zephyr, and Nodrin, you can bring up the rear since you know where we’re going.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “Okay, right,” I said, and I turned back to the abyss in front of me.  
 
    I remembered how nervous I was the first time Tryss had taken me to freefall, but I was more confident now than I was then. Tryss had a tendency to throw me in at the deep end and conveniently forget to tell me how to get back to the shallow end, but I’d been free-falling enough since then, and with the knowledge of my enhanced magickal powers, I was more confident than ever in my abilities.  
 
    “Freefall,” I said as I stepped out into the abyss.  
 
    My command worked instantly, and my body felt as light as air as I floated in place for a moment. Then I spun around in the air to face the others and shot them a smile before I shouted faster and disappeared down into the darkness. I enjoyed hurtling through the air, and I played around with some commands. My body slowed when I shouted slow and sped up when I shouted faster, as it should. Then I decided to try some silent commands. I’d seen Mother and the others float silently, and I finally felt confident enough to try it. I could tell I was approaching the platform I needed to disembark at, so I silently commanded my body to slow down, and when it did, I let out a whooping cheer.  
 
    The silent command had worked, and I felt like the magickal world really was at my fingertips.  
 
    The platform approached, and I used my silent commands to float effortlessly onto the platform. Once I landed, the insignia on my cloak flashed, disappeared, and was replaced with another Insignia I didn’t recognize, but I figured it was the Yatzek’Ra Insignia, and I knew we were now in the Twenty-Ninth House.  
 
    I waited on the platform until I saw a figure approaching from above.  
 
    “Here, Helly!” I shouted, and the priestess caught sight of me and floated herself down until she was standing next to me. She stumbled on the landing, and I reached out to her with a smile. “Nice trip?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” Helly said just as her insignia changed. “Well, that’s pretty cool.” 
 
    “I know, I’ve gotta learn how to do that,” I laughed. 
 
    “Same,” Helera said as she twisted her hand to produce her own fae-fyre so she could see in the darkness. Then a pale figure floated down from above, and we turned our faces up to watch. 
 
    “Sashti!” Helera cried out.  
 
    Sashti floated haltingly over to the platform, and I had to catch her to keep her from falling as she attempted to land less than gracefully. 
 
    “Sorry.” The aseni woman cringed as she straightened herself, and her insignia changed. “I guess being in the mirror chamber for so long made me a little bit rusty on certain things.” 
 
    Suddenly, Sashti coughed violently. The pale woman covered her mouth with her hand, and when she pulled it away, I could see blood splattered in her palm and on her lips.  
 
    “Sash,” Helly said as she gently reached forward to help her friend clean the blood off.  
 
    I felt a wrenching in my stomach as I was reminded of the stakes of the mission. This was literally life or death for Sashti and Essie, and the blood was a painful crimson reminder that we needed to reverse this curse as soon as possible.  
 
    Before I could comfort the woman myself, Daria-Zephyr came barreling down from above, and he was spinning in every direction. 
 
    “Over here!” I shouted, and I waved my arms so the changeling could see. For a moment, I worried he was going to whizz right past us, but he hurtled himself toward the platform at the last second and skidded to a stop next to Sashti.  
 
    “Wooo!” Zephyr pumped Daria’s fist into the air. “I’ve always loved free-falling in different bodies, they all feel so different.” 
 
    “I’m glad my evil mother’s body was so fun for you,” Sashti sniffled, and Zephyr suddenly began shaking his head. 
 
    “Nope, it was awful,” the changeling said. “Worst body I’ve ever been in, couldn’t freefall for shit. Didn’t you see me spinning all over the place? This bitch isn’t aerodynamic at all.” 
 
    “No, she never was,” Sashti said, and she graced us with a rare smile.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as everyone gathered around me. “We’re in Yatzek’Ra now, so the missing ingredient should be nearby.” 
 
    “We’ll keep our ether open,” Helly said with a glance at Sashti, who nodded. They were the ones who had performed the locator spell, so they were the ones who would be able to tell when we were nearby. 
 
    “Great,” I said as I motioned for them to follow me again.  
 
    I led us down the only path away from the platform, but the path soon split into two, and I was faced with another choice. This time, I took the left fork and followed the path as it slowly spiraled down deeper into the ground, and Zephyr-Daria walked next to me so he didn’t upset Sashti again. The pale woman and Helera had linked arms and walked in the middle of the group while Nodrin continued to bring up the rear as we pushed deeper into the tunnels.  
 
    A door appeared on the left wall as we walked, and I held up a hand to get everyone to stop behind me when I spotted it. The team obliged, and once we were all in a huddle, I stepped forward and pressed my ear to the door. I couldn’t hear any movement inside, so I tried the handle. It was unlocked, and I pushed the door open and slowly stepped inside.  
 
    The room was dark and damp with a faint coppery smell, and the first thing I noticed was an empty chair in the middle of the room, but it was facing away from the door. I also felt my mood dampen when I walked in the room, and I knew that whatever this place was, it wasn’t a good one. There was a small cupboard in the corner, but other than that, I was alone. 
 
    “It’s empty,” I called out to the others, and then I stepped in further to investigate, mostly because I wanted to know the purpose of the room, not because I expected the secret ingredient was in here.  
 
    As I pushed into the room, I noticed the ground around the chair was stained darker than the rest of the ground. Then I saw the chair was covered in blotchy stains as well, and it suddenly dawned on me.  
 
    “Ohhh, fuck,” I said, and I ran a finger delicately across the chair to check whether the blood was fresh or old. My finger came away clean, so I was relieved that it was old blood. 
 
    “One of Elvy’s torture chambers,” Nodrin said grimly as he joined my side and looked down at the blood-soaked chair.  
 
    “That bitch,” I said as I imagined the suffering that went on in this room. Then I turned around to see Zephyr-Daria standing in front of the cupboard before he opened it.  
 
    “Drogu’s eight hairy legs, that’s a lot of torture equipment,” Zephyr-Daria breathed.  
 
    My morbid curiosity took over, and I joined Zephyr-Daria’s side and peered into the cupboard to see he wasn’t lying. The cupboard was practically stuffed full of painful-looking metal tools and contraptions, and it was easy to see why there was so much blood. There was even still blood crusted onto some of the torture devices.  
 
    “Come on,” Helly said from near the door as she waved us out the room. “Let’s find what we need and get out of here so we can take that bitch down.” 
 
    “You’ve got the right idea,” I said, and I wasted no time following the First Daughter out of the depressing-as-fuck torture chamber.  
 
    Once everyone was back out of the room, I shut the door, and we continued down the path. We walked in silence for a few minutes until Sashti spoke. 
 
    “I’m picking something up,” the pale woman said as her hand went to her stomach.  
 
    “Really? I haven’t got-- ohh, wait,” Helly said, and her own hand went to her lower abdomen. “I’m getting it now. We’re close.” 
 
    “Up here and to the right?” I asked as I gestured in front of us. 
 
    “Exactly,” Sashti said with a tight smile.  
 
    I got the impression that the pale woman was trying not to get her hopes up too much, but she had more hope than ever now that the locator spell was starting to work.  
 
    “Let’s go.” I grinned, and I picked up the pace as I led us ahead and to the right.  
 
    Sure enough, we rounded the corner and came face to face with a large, heavy door that I knew had to lead to one of the vaults belonging to the House of Yatzek’Ra. 
 
    “It’s in there,” Sashti breathed as she pointed at the door.  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” Helera said, and she pumped a fist in the air and then wrapped an arm around her pale friend. “I told you we’d get you that ingredient.” 
 
    “We don’t have it yet,” Sashti pointed out in that buzzkill way she had about her. I couldn’t blame her, I’d be the same way if I’d been cursed, banished, and left to die. “Plus, we won’t know it works in the antidote until we get back.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, let’s just go get it and worry about that later,” Helly said as she unwrapped herself from Sashti and headed to the vault door with a clenched jaw.  
 
    I could see Helly’s frustration in her movements. She wanted to help her friend, but she also wanted to snap at Sashti’s negativity. If it was Dagwyn with a negative comment at every turn, Helly would’ve beaten the shit out of her by now.  
 
    Helly made it to the vault door first, and she stopped to wait for us. She tapped her foot impatiently while she waited, so I picked up the pace until I was standing next to her.  
 
    “It’s in here, I’m sure of it,” Helly said with her hand on the door, and the others finally caught up with us. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Helly pushed in the door, and I stepped into the large vault behind her to see… 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    It was completely empty.  
 
    “Oh, what the fuck!” Helly shouted, and she kicked the air in frustration before she looked back at me with wild, angry eyes. “Where the fuck is it? My ether is on fire, it should be in here.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, don’t blow a gasket,” I said as I raised my hands against the First Daughter’s wrath.  
 
    Then I turned to see Sashti looking disappointed but not surprised. Daria-Zephyr seemed confused, and even Nodrin looked a little puzzled as they filed into the empty vault.  
 
    “What the fuck is a gasket?” Helera hissed. 
 
    “No idea,” I said as I cast a glance around the large, empty vault. “But there’s got to be something in here. Come on.” 
 
    I pushed further into the damp vault and cast my fae-fyre further to get a better look. I wondered if there was a trapdoor like in Kun-Valdar’s Temple, or if there was some sort of spellwork going on to conceal the contents of the vault from us. The rest of the team followed my direction and began searching for something unusual in the barren room, and while we investigated, I sidled up next to Nodrin and hoped the wizard could give me some advice. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said to the wizard in a low voice. “The locator spell directed Helly and Sashti here. My… uh… path magick? Yeah, that says it should be in here, too.” 
 
    “The last time I was in this vault, it was being used as storage for rare herbs,” Nodrin said. “I also believed the missing ingredient would be in here. One of the Matron Mothers was obviously expecting visitors.” 
 
    “Okay, soooo,” I pondered as I watched the team continue to search and continue to come up empty. “The ingredient must have been here before, because its essence is still strong enough to draw the locator spell here.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s accurate,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    The wizard’s face suddenly seemed to glitter, and I did a double take. Then I watched as Nodrin’s glamour slowly fell away, and the wizard’s real face was revealed. Then I heard a strangled cry from the other side of the room, and I whipped my head around to see Zephyr-Daria’s frame contorting into odd shapes until the changeling returned to his natural form. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said as I turned back to Nodrin. “Something is messing with the magick in here.” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Nodrin said.  
 
    I felt a flash of annoyance at the old wizard’s cryptic responses, but I knew deep down that he was just trying to help me become the Wizard I could be by forcing me to come to these conclusions myself. And, I had to admit, it was helping me learn about my own magickal abilities and how to navigate them with more confidence.  
 
    “Hey, everyone, I think we should get out of here,” I said as I felt a sudden prickling at my ether. I didn’t know how, but I knew we were in danger if we stayed here much longer.  
 
    “But we haven’t checked back there,” Helly said as she pointed to a small alcove in the back of the vault.  
 
    “No time,” I said as I suddenly felt an impending sense of doom. Then I dashed to the vault door and gestured for everyone to get out.  
 
    Sashti simply shrugged, abandoned the search, and made her way to the door. Zephyr followed her, and then Nodrin followed Zephyr, but Helly was still in the back of the vault.  
 
    “I want to check it all,” the First Daughter said as she stubbornly planted her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Helly, I don’t think--” 
 
    Before I could finish my thought, the vault dimmed, and the ground suddenly started to shake. I saw Helly’s eyes go wide as her feet struggled to stay on the rumbling ground.  
 
    “Move, Helly, now!” I shouted.  
 
    The First Daughter listened to me this time, and she lurched toward the door as the ground shook again. Sashti, Nodrin, and Zephyr quickly hurried out the door while I waited for Helera, but once she got close, the ground tilted again, and she almost lost her balance, so I shot forward, grabbed her wrist, and then dragged her out of the vault. I slammed the door shut behind us, and I heard a loud crashing sound.  
 
    I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding and was grateful we’d gotten out of there.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Helly breathed as she found her footing in the corridor.  
 
    “Someone really didn’t want us looking around in there,” I grumbled as I straightened my cloak. “They must have had some kind of trap that got activated when we went inside.” 
 
    “I could’ve sworn the ingredient was in there,” Helly said as she looked longingly at the closed vault door.  
 
    “Looks like the locator spell didn’t work after all,” Sashti sighed.  
 
    Helly shuffled to her side and threw her arm around her again.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Sash. Fynn is going to find the missing ingredient.” Helera rounded on me with a flash of fury in her eyes. “Aren’t you, Fynn?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a kind look at Sashti. “I promise we’ll get that ingredient and finish the antidote.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sashti said, but she sounded like she didn’t really believe me, which only made me more determined.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I pushed past everyone and continued down the corridor. “I don’t care if we have to check every room in House Twenty-Nine, we’re finding that ingredient.” 
 
    “And, hey, at least I don’t look like that bitch anymore,” Zephyr said with a wink at Sashti, and that seemed to cheer her up a little bit.  
 
    I just hoped we didn’t run into a situation where being Daria would come in handy.  
 
    We continued down the corridor by the light of our fae-fyre. We came to another fork in the passage, and we took the left one. We passed a few more torture chambers, but luckily they were all empty. I kept my ether open to guide me, but the farther we got into the tunnels, the weaker it felt. I sidled up to Nodrin again to express my concern, and once I’d explained it to him in a low voice, the wizard simply nodded. 
 
    “Houses often anticipate sneak attacks and infiltration from other Houses,” Nodrin explained. “Matron Mothers often have their wizards throw up some powerful anti-magick spells to prevent this.” 
 
    “But our magick is still working, it’s just weaker,” I pointed out. “I guess the wizard of House Twenty-Nine isn’t very powerful.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Nodrin said.  
 
    Before I could push for more explanation, we came upon a small door, half the size of a normal door, like it was made exclusively for children. The others glanced at it and continued down the corridor, but I stopped in front of it as my ether did a weak flip deep in my gut.  
 
    “Hey,” I said to the group as they passed by.  
 
    “That’s just a service entrance,” Helera said with a glance back at me while she continued to walk, but something was telling me it was more.  
 
    I stepped forward and pushed the door with my foot, but it didn’t budge, so I crouched down until I could see it fully.  
 
    “Fynn,” Helera barked from further down the corridor.  
 
    I looked up, but something in my face must have told her I meant business, because she doubled back to join me next to the door. 
 
    “What is it?” Helera asked as she crouched down next to me.  
 
    “I think the ingredient is in here,” I said as I kept my eyes trained on the door. 
 
    “Really?” Helly scoffed as she skeptically eyed the half-sized door. “I’m not picking up on anything.” 
 
    “It’s faint, but it’s there,” I said as I crouch-walked closer to the door and put my hand on it. The door felt warm to the touch, and I somehow knew that confirmed my suspicions, and the missing ingredient was indeed just on the other side of this door.  
 
    The rest of the team joined us at the door, but they remained standing.  
 
    “Not sure I can fit through that,” Zephyr said as he shook his wiry frame.  
 
    “Change into a spider,” Helera said.  
 
    “Too many legs to control,” Zephyr sighed.  
 
    I turned the small handle on the half-door, and it swung open easily. Then I shot a look back at Nodrin to make sure I was doing the right thing, and the wizard nodded at me, so I crouch-walked further and stuck my head through the small doorway. I instantly noticed the room smelled delicious, and I wanted to get my whole body in there as soon as I could, so I squeezed my frame through the half-door and shouted for the others to follow me.  
 
    Once I was in the room, which turned out to be a vault, I stood fully and stretched as I inhaled the sweet, flowery scent that permeated the room. Then I lit my fae-fyre again to see the room was bursting with live plants.  
 
    “Whooooa,” Helly said as she stood up after crouching through the doorway.  
 
    “I know,” I responded, and I spun around the room taking in the beautiful greenery while the others filed into the room in a crouch.  
 
    “This is good, huh, Sash?” Helera said as she pulled her pale friend further into the fresh air of the vault.  
 
    Nodrin was the last to enter the room, and he stood and looked around with a look of surprise before he turned and nodded at me as if to say ‘well done.’  
 
    I smiled at the unspoken compliment, but before I could bask in its glory, the half-door suddenly slammed shut.  
 
    “What the…” I said as I turned to the half-door. I took a step toward it, and I noticed something had appeared on the ground in front of the closed door.  
 
    “What’s that?” Sashti asked, and I could hear the fear in voice.  
 
    As I stepped closer, I realized the aseni woman had a reason to be fearful because I recognized the black, spiky item immediately.  
 
    The timepiece let out a shriek, and the hands on the circular surface began to spin wildly. 
 
    It was a Time Trap, and if I didn’t deactivate it soon, we’d all be stuck in this vault… possibly forever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    “Shit,” I said as the face of the timepiece continued to spin wildly. 
 
    “What do we do?” Helera asked me in a panicked voice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, and I shot a look back to Nodrin, but the wizard was determined to carry on with forcing me to learn my lessons as I went, so I turned back to the Time Trap in a slight panic. I hesitated for a moment, but then I reached forward and picked up the spinning device.  
 
    Luckily, it didn’t explode when I picked it up, which could only be a good sign. It did whiz louder, and it kept spinning violently, so I knew I didn’t have much time to deactivate the trap before we were stuck here forever.  
 
    “Ummm,” I muttered as I turned the Time Trap over in my hands. By now, I was learning that most things like this were defeated by some sort of logic, and I figured that was the case here, too, otherwise Nodrin would step in to prevent us from being stuck in this vault for the rest of eternity.  
 
    “Fynn…” Helly said in a desperate voice as the Time Trap began to shriek louder and spin faster.  
 
    “I know, I know,” I said as I continued to search for a way to deactivate it. One of the spikes coming from the top of the time piece looked slightly shorter than the rest, and since I had no other leads to go on, I decided to fuck around with it and see if anything happened.  
 
    I touched the shorter spike with my finger and, to my surprise, the spike shifted.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” I said, and then I pinched the spike in between two fingers and twisted. The spike turned with my hands, so I tugged it gently, and the spike lifted out of the timepiece, but there was a thin cord that kept it tethered to the timepiece, like a root. Once the spike was removed from the trap, the shrieking noise quieted to a low hum, which was a relief to my long ears. The hands also stopped spinning so violently, but they did continue to spin.  
 
    At least now I could think without the incessant shrieking.  
 
    Before I could figure out what to do next, the spike launched itself from my hand and buried itself, tip-first, into the soft ground below me.  
 
    “What the fuuuuuck,” I said as I watched the black spike burrow.  
 
    Shit, what if that was the key to solving the puzzle?  
 
    I threw myself to the ground and made a mad dive for the spike, but it was already buried. I grabbed the cord that tethered it to the rest of the trap and tugged it gently, then more forcefully, but the spike remained buried.  
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I cursed as I began to panic.  
 
    Luckily, I didn’t have to panic for long, because something started to happen. A small green tendril sprouted from the ground where the spike had buried itself. The tendril began to grow taller and thicker, and I wondered if it was going to turn into a giant beanstalk like Nodrin’s device had done to get us up to the Wizards’ Market. Maybe the beanstalk would grow big enough that we could climb it and escape the room, and therefore, the trap.  
 
    My hopes of escaping through a giant beanstalk were crushed when the plant stopped growing as it reached my chest. The tendril had grown into a thick stalk with a few leaves sprouting off it, but once it stopped growing, a big, beautiful yellow flower suddenly unfurled from the top of the plant. One of the petals on the flower grew larger than the others, so I leaned forward to observe it, and I noticed there was writing on it.  
 
    I quickly realized it was a riddle. I suspected that if I solved the riddle before the timepiece stopped spinning, then I could deactivate the trap, and we could get out of here in our own time. The thought made my heart quicken, so I stopped for a moment and practiced Nodrin’s breathing technique. Two quick inhales through the nose, one slow exhale through the mouth, repeated twice. Once I was finished, I felt ready to face the riddle, and I pulled the petal closer to my face in order to read the small writing better.  
 
    A Matron Mother who bore no Sons nor Daughters 
 
    Must seek out the one to follow her. 
 
    She gathered three strong warrior priestesses 
 
    Then set them a challenge to prove their worthiness. 
 
    Each received a single seed 
 
    To nurture and to breed.  
 
    The priestess with the best plant is sure to win 
 
    The Matron Mother’s heart and become next of kin 
 
    At the end of the cycle, the priestesses return 
 
    To display all of the plants they had born 
 
    One priestess presented a beautiful bloom 
 
    And another presented a flower with lovely perfume 
 
    The third priestess presented an empty pot 
 
    And the Matron Mother claimed her on the spot  
 
    Instead of the plants, she chose nothing 
 
    Riddle me why and you escape without rushing. 
 
    I sucked air in through my teeth as I read the riddle over a few more times. The Time Trap continued to hum at my feet while the hands spun wildly, and I knew that I didn’t have long to work out this riddle before the trap activated.  
 
    Okay, I knew I could do this. If I could get into the Wizards’ Market, I could stop a funny looking timepiece from trapping us in this vault for the rest of eternity. The stakes were basically the same because failure to solve either riddle would alter the course of my life forever. 
 
    I went over the riddle again, line by line. I imagined a childless Matron Mother, who would of course be desperate for offspring, but is somehow unable to have any, so she needs someone she can trust. Of course, she would give them a bigger task than growing a plant, but the theme fit the vault, so I didn’t question that too much.  
 
    So, she gave three priestesses a seed each, and they each grew a plant…  
 
    Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz. 
 
    I looked down and realized that the Time Trap had started to spin furiously again and was now shaking against the ground.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I somehow knew that meant time was running out for me to solve the riddle.  
 
    Okay, think.  
 
    The priestesses returned with their pots. One had a beautiful flower, one had a plant that smelled really nice, and one didn’t have any plant.  
 
    Why would the Matron Mother choose the one without the plant? It couldn’t be something as arbitrary as she didn’t like flowers or something. Growing a successful plant in the Underdark was an impressive task, a Matron Mother would be happy to have a priestess who was particularly skilled at it in her Inner Circle, so why would she pick the one who demonstrated that she couldn’t grow one? 
 
    Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz. 
 
    That fucking sound wasn’t helping me to think.  
 
    I pictured Sevvy handing each of her daughters a seed and telling them to come back when they had a plant grown. I could just imagine the powerful Matron Mother placing the tiny, delicate seeds in each of her daughters hands, and I pictured her daughters wrapping their fingers around the seeds, carrying them to their quarters carefully, and then beginning the process of cultivating a plant.  
 
    Helera would read every horticulture book she could find. Dagwyn would get impatient and probably swap out the seed for a fully grown plant already. Tryss would spend time with the seed and talk to it sweetly until it grew. Of the three Daughters of Claden’Du, I felt like Tryss would be most successful at rearing a plant, but the winner in the riddle wasn’t the one with the most successful plant. Also, Dag would’ve swapped hers out for a pretty extravagant plant, so she probably would’ve had the most successful one anyway, even if it wasn’t her real work. 
 
    That’s when the answer hit me.  
 
    Drow were suspicious by nature, and the Matron Mothers especially so. It would take much more than a plant to convince a Matron Mother to allow someone into their Inner Circle. 
 
    I lowered the petal with the words and looked at the plant it came from. Then I looked at the rest of the screeching Time Trap on the ground. I wasn’t sure which one to address, so I went with the plant where the riddle was written.  
 
    “The seeds were fake,” I said into the center of the flower. “The first two priestesses swapped them out for other plants when they didn’t grow, and the third priestess was honest, so that’s why she was chosen.” 
 
    The hands of the timepiece suddenly stopped spinning, the screeching sound of the Time Trap was silenced, and I knew I’d done it.  
 
    I’d saved us all.  
 
    I turned to see Helly and Sashti gaping at me, while Nodrin was watching me with a pleased expression, and Zephyr was sitting cross-legged on the ground quietly applauding me.  
 
    “So, uhh, I guess we can take our time looking for that missing ingredient now.” I smirked. 
 
    “Fynn,” Helly breathed as she came to my side and put a strong hand on my shoulder. “You know we’d be fucked without you, right?” 
 
    “Nahhh,” I said as I rubbed the back of my head. “Nodrin was here to step in if I couldn’t figure it out, anyway.” 
 
    “But you did,” Sashti whispered as she joined Helly’s side in front of me. “You figured it out.” 
 
    The aseni woman surprised me by launching herself into my arms and squeezing me into a tight hug, and I didn’t hesitate to return the hug. I wrapped my arms around the beautiful woman’s slim waist, and then I lifted her and spun her around in a big circle. Sashti squealed as she spiraled around, and she had a huge smile on her face when I placed her back down. It was a beautiful sight, and I was glad I could make the melancholy woman smile.  
 
    “Now, let’s find what you need,” I said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Okay.” Sashti smiled up at me with bright eyes, and it was the most hopeful I think I’d ever seen her.  
 
    Then the pale woman coughed, and a spray of blood exploded from her mouth.  
 
    “Shit,” Helly said as she rushed to help her friend again, and the First Daughter shot me a serious look. “We need to find it now.” 
 
    “Okay, everyone, spread out and see what we can find. Open up your ether and see what you’re drawn to.” I directed everyone to different parts of the vault, and then we began our search.  
 
    I used the time to study the various plants in the room. There were all sorts of mosses and molds and fungi, all different colors and sizes. I felt an underlying buzzing sensation in the room, and I somehow knew that it was faerzress, a sort of magickal radiation that allowed plants to grow in the dim light of the Underdark. Without it, none of these plants in the room would exist.  
 
    I continued around the room slowly until a particular plant caught my eye. As I approached the fruit-filled plant, I felt my ether tug deep in my gut, and I knew this was the one we’d come for. It was a large, bushy plant dotted with a green fruit I’d never seen before, but I knew the plant was called luurden, and that it was used for magickal resistance spells and potions. I also somehow knew that the plant procured a lovely wine and a nice, thick cooking oil.  
 
    “That’s it,” a voice whispered behind me, and I turned to see Sashti staring at the plant. “I can feel it.” 
 
    Helly must’ve noticed we’d stopped, because she joined her friend’s side moments later. Then Helly took in the sight of the luurden plant and nodded. 
 
    “I felt my ether going a little crazy when I was coming over here,” the First Daughter said as she rested a hand on her lower abdomen. “That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I reached out and pulled a fruit from a branch. The branch snapped back, and a few leaves floated to the ground as the fruit was detached from it. I tossed the heavy green fruit to Helera, who caught it easily in one hand. Then she handed the fruit to Sashti, who took it in her hand and turned it over, before her face broke into a huge smile.  
 
    “This is definitely it,” the pale woman squealed before she rushed forward and started picking as many pieces of the green fruit as she could hold in her hands.  
 
    “Hang on, hang on,” I chuckled as I held up my hands. I quickly slipped my cloak off, then my tunic. Helera and Sashti sucked in air at the sight of my bare chest, and I smirked and flexed for their benefit. Then I tied my tunic in a way so that it was a makeshift bag and handed it to Sashti. “Try that instead.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Sashti said as I slipped my cloak back on. Then the Moon Blessed drow filled the bag with the green fruits, and even some branches and leaves from the luurden plant. Once she was finished, she slung the bag over her shoulder and staggered under the weight, but she shot me another wide smile. “I think I’ve got enough.” 
 
    “I hope so, you’re nearly falling over there, here, give it to me,” I said as I reached out and took the fruit-filled bag from Sashti. I slung it over my own shoulder, and then I jerked my head back toward the half-door of the vault. “Well, we should get back so you can finish the antidote before that cough of yours gets any worse.” 
 
    We headed back to the front of the vault to see Nodrin and Zephyr already waiting for us.  
 
    “Don’t worry you two, we found it, no need to help,” Helly teased as she linked arms with Sashti.  
 
    “It’s clear to me that our assistance wasn’t required,” Nodrin said with that peaceful grin of his as he nodded toward the bag slung across my shoulder.  
 
    “Fynn, don’t expect much help from this one when you start your official wizard training,” Helly said as she hooked her free thumb at Nodrin. “This has always been his style. Stand back and watch, and only step in if death is imminent.” 
 
    “Gotta say, it’s been working so far,” I said with a proud grin. I knew I had a long way to go when it came to my magick, but taking the lead on this mission, and knowing that Nodrin trusted me enough to do so, gave me more confidence about my training.  
 
    “Ahem,” Sashti said with an impatient jerk of her head toward the door, and I knew the pale woman was eager to get back to her chambers and finish the antidote.  
 
    “Alright, let’s move,” I said, and I stepped over to the half-door and pulled it open. I let the others crouch through first, and I brought up the rear. Once I was through the half-door, I pulled it shut behind me and stood to join the others. “Back the way we came then?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Helera said as she cheerfully joined elbows with her pale friend again. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice they were both in considerably better moods than they had been lately, and I grinned because I knew I’d helped them with that.  
 
    I led the way back down the corridor, and all was well for a few minutes, until I started noticing things.  
 
    “Hey…” I said slowly as we came upon a fork in the path. “This wasn’t here before, was it?” 
 
    “It must have been?” Helera asked with a frown as she broke away from her friend to join me at the front of the group. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” I said as I studied the two paths. It was a lot sooner than I remembered it being, but maybe our time in the vault had warped my sense of time and direction some. I pointed down the right hand side. “It’s this one if we’re at the right place.” 
 
    “We’re just retracing our steps, it has to be the right one,” Helly said as she confidently pushed down the path I’d indicated.  
 
    I sighed and followed the priestess, but something still felt wrong. We weren’t walking for long until we came to another fork in the corridor.  
 
    “Okay, see, that one definitely wasn’t there before,” I said with a pointed look at Helera.  
 
    “Ummm…” Helly looked between the two options uncomfortably. “I don’t remember this one, either.” 
 
    “Let’s go back,” I said, and I spun on my heels, pushed past everyone else, and retraced our steps back to the fork where we’d just come from.  
 
    But it didn’t take me long to realize that the fork wasn’t there anymore. The path we’d come from was now blocked off by an earthen wall that definitely wasn’t there before.  
 
    “What the fuck,” Helly breathed as she came up behind me.  
 
    “There must be some sort of enchantment to throw us off course,” I said as I handed Helly the bag of fruit and pushed against the wall with both hands, but it was solid. Damp, but solid. I stepped away from the wall and turned to Helly. “Let’s keep pushing ahead.” 
 
    “Okay,” Helera said, and she followed me back to the group with the bag of fruit tossed over her shoulder.  
 
    I faced the two options in front of me, so I opened up my ether some more, and I hoped that would help give me some direction, but I felt nothing.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. I didn’t want to commit to either, but I knew I needed to make a decision, so I looked back at Zephyr and jerked my head to indicate for him to join me.  
 
    “What’s up, boss?” the changeling asked as he mimicked my wide-legged stance and hands on my hips.  
 
    “I’m at an impasse… literally,” I sighed. “I need to check out the tunnels, but there’s some freaky magick going on down here. Soooo…” 
 
    “Soooo… you want me to come with you to use my anti-magick relic in case there’s something lurking in the shadows?” Zephyr finished, and the large orcish man wagged his thick eyebrows at me.  
 
    “Actually, I want you to go with Helly and Sashti and use your anti-magick relic for them in case there’s anything lurking in the shadows.” I grinned. “You three can check out the left fork, and Nodrin and I will check out the other one.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Zephyr said, and he swung his large frame back to the women as I followed closely behind.  
 
    “Helly, can you check out that one?” I asked and hooked a thumb down the left side of the tunnel. “Take Zephyr and Sashti. Nodrin and I will check out the other one. Meet back here in five turns of a timepiece, no more.” 
 
    “Okay, Fynn, see you back here,” Helly said, and the three took off down the left tunnel.  
 
    Nodrin and I watched them for a moment before we headed down the other tunnel.  
 
    “That was kind of you,” Nodrin said as we stepped deeper into the tunnel.  
 
    “What?” I asked as I opened my ether to strengthen my fae-fyre so I could see better in the dark tunnel.  
 
    “Sending Zephyr and his anti-magick relic with Helera and Sashti,” Nodrin replied.  
 
    “Oh, well, it’s the obvious thing to do,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Young Fynn, you still have so much to learn,” Nodrin chuckled. “For example, how that is not an obvious thing to do for many, especially male drow. Male drow are subservient to female drow by nature, but the drow are a selfish, greedy race. Sending your best protection off to protect someone else is not the obvious thing to do. In fact, some, probably most, would call it the foolish thing to do.” 
 
    “Well, I’d rather be foolish than be responsible for any harm that came upon Helly or Sashti,” I retorted as I felt my shoulders tense at the insinuation. “Helly is of my House, and Sashti has suffered long enough.” 
 
    “Of course, others would call it noble,” Nodrin said with a grin. 
 
    “Noble, I’ll take that,” I mused, and I felt myself relax.  
 
    Of course, the wizard wasn’t calling me foolish, he was just pointing out facts. I filed the conversation away in my mind, because it was an insight into drow culture that might just save my life one day. If I needed to blend in, I needed to be sure not to appear too selfless. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the tunnel as I sensed it was almost five turns gone, but we came across nothing. The tunnel was empty. No doors, no other forks in the path, so Nodrin and I silently agreed to turn and head back to meet the others.  
 
    Once we got back to where the tunnels split into two, only Sashti was waiting for us, and she looked nervous. The moment she saw us, she rushed to me and grabbed my wrist.  
 
    “Fynn, I got separated from the other two,” the beautiful aseni said with wide eyes, and I also noticed she had the bag of fruit slung over her narrow shoulders now. “I had a bad feeling, so I was hanging back from them some, and then a wall just appeared between us, and we couldn’t get through it. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I said to the shaking woman as I laid a comforting hand on her elbow. I made a move to take the bag of fruit from her, but the pale woman shook her head and clutched the bag tighter, so I abandoned that idea. “Come, take us to the wall, we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    Sashti wasted no time in pulling me into the tunnel to find our friends. Nodrin followed, but he couldn’t keep up due to the torture Elvy had put him through recently that slowed his weary body down. Soon, I spotted the dirt wall up ahead of us, and I turned back to let Nodrin know, but just as I turned and spotted the wizard, the ground grew up and the ceiling came down until another dirt wall formed and closed off my view of the wizard. 
 
    “Nodrin!” I shouted, and I hurried to the freshly manifested wall, just as the tunnel plunged further into a darkness that my fae-fyre couldn’t penetrate. I heard a rumbling behind me, and Sashti cried out, but her voice was soon muffled behind what I knew to be another earthen wall.  
 
    I turned around in a full circle, and to my relief, the darkness lifted enough for my fae-fyre to be effective again. I could still see the two dirt walls on either side of me, but a new tunnel had appeared on the wall in between them.  
 
    “Stay calm, everyone!” Nodrin’s voice rang out. “There’s a powerful Illusion spell at play here, but I’m working on breaking it.” 
 
    Illusion spell, that did sound powerful. Did that mean this tunnel in front of me now was an illusion? Or maybe the walls were, but that first one felt pretty solid. I peered down to the tunnel and wondered if I should risk a trip down it, or if I should stay here and wait for Nodrin to break the spell.  
 
    My decision was made for me when the lights suddenly dimmed again, until I was plunged into pure darkness once more.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I threw my arms out wildly, but then I reminded myself that I hadn’t moved, and I was alone.  
 
    Or was I? 
 
    I heard the distant patter of footsteps approaching me, and I felt my blood quicken as I froze and listened closely. Maybe it was Helera and Zephyr, or even Sashti or Nodrin. Then I heard the telltale sound of armor and weapons clinking with each step, and I understood what was happening.  
 
    I was under attack. 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” I muttered as I reached for the dagger tucked in my armor. I removed it from its sheath and reached my other hand out to feel for the wall. Maybe another tunnel had appeared that I could fall back through and escape my soon-to-be assailants.  
 
    My hand found the wall while I moved carefully, but I was blinded by the darkness, so I felt like a… 
 
    Like a chicken with its head cut off.  
 
    The phrase floated into my mind, and I could somehow picture the funny looking animal without a head as it scrambled around wildly on a green, green patch of land.  
 
    That was exactly how I felt, but in this dark, dark patch of tunnel instead, and with armed attackers coming right toward me.  
 
    I could hear the assailants getting closer, so I tried to control my panic. I shut my eyes, which made no difference against the bleak darkness, and practiced Nodrin’s breathing trick. I felt a moment of calm, until I opened my eyes and could see only blackness still.  
 
    It seemed like a cruel, chaotic form of relief when the first attacker lunged at me, because now I could only focus on defending myself instead of panicking about it.  
 
    We really did live in Drogu’s world.  
 
    I opened my ether a bit, which helped me enhance my other senses in lieu of my sight, but Drogu’s tits, I wished I had my sight. I could hear the attacker’s feet shuffling against the dirt ground, and I could hear his armor clinking. It only took me a few minutes to work out that this was a male attacker, on the shorter side, and he was throwing jabs from a sword in his right hand.  
 
    I moved with the sounds of his armor. I could tell when he swung his sword by the sound of his shoulder link shifting, and I ducked out of the way. 
 
    “Hmmphh,” the attacker grunted as I dodged another blow, and he stumbled.  
 
    I dashed around him and out of his reach, but I quickly realized he must have some way to see in the darkness, because he recovered quickly, spun to find me,  and then made a run right for me.  
 
    I dove wildly to the side and rolled on the ground away from the sword-wielding attacker, but I couldn’t see where I ended up in the pitch blackness. I jumped to my feet just as another two bodies joined the party in their clinky armor.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I muttered as I readied my dagger to attack. Fighting off three assailants at once was hard enough, I had no idea how I was going to pull it off in the darkness.  
 
    Helera’s face suddenly floated in my mind, and then Sashti’s, and I felt my stomach drop. Were they being attacked, too? Fuck. I couldn’t let that happen. I was suddenly energized by the pure rage of the two women being attacked, and I knew what I had to do.  
 
    The three attackers advanced on me at once, but before they could reach me, I jumped toward them and slashed my dagger through the air at what I hoped was face level for my attackers.  
 
    I connected to at least one face as one of the attackers let out a bellowing scream, and I heard his armor clang together as it crumpled to the ground. Then I jumped back to put space between me and the attackers, but I stumbled in the darkness and fell flat on my ass.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard the distinct rumbling sound that I now knew to associate with the earthen walls that kept popping up out of nowhere. This one sounded different, though. I realized it was the sound I was familiar with, but in reverse.  
 
    Did that mean the walls were coming down? 
 
    My question was answered when I heard a voice cry out.  
 
    “Fynn!” 
 
    It was Sashti, and she was close.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet as I heard another attacker approaching me by the sound of their clinky armor. I stumbled in the direction that I thought the wall was in, and I was relieved when my hand connected with the cool, damp partition.  
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have much time to enjoy my victory before I heard an attacker right behind me.  
 
    I spun and ducked at the same time, and I felt my attacker’s blow whizz over my head. I kicked out in the direction of his knees, and I felt the kick land as I heard the assailant grunt and fall. Once he was down, I jumped atop his back, felt for his head, and kicked it down into the ground until he stopped protesting. Then I jumped up and away before the other attacker could find me on top of his friend’s unconscious body.  
 
    I turned back in the direction of the wall, put one hand on it, and hurried around my small area of the tunnel while I called out.  
 
    “Sashti! Helly! Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Fynn! Over here!” I heard Helera’s voice behind me, so I whipped around, but I still couldn’t see anything in the total darkness.  
 
    “Helly, call out!” I shouted as I took a step toward her, but the third attacker found me first.  
 
    I heard his armor approaching from behind me, so I dove forward to avoid any imminent blows and then rolled so I was on my back, and my dagger was out in front of me. I could sense the attacker advancing on me, and I knew he had at least some sight, so I decided to use the element of surprise. Once I could sense and hear him within my reach, I planted my shoulders against the ground before I pushed myself up and into a backward roll, and then I dove away from the wall and roughly toward where I knew the other attacker’s inert body was. I almost tripped and face planted, but I caught myself before I threw myself at his side and used his body as a shield. 
 
    “What the…” I heard the attacker mutter.  
 
    “Fyyyyyynnnnn!” I heard Sashti cry out, and her voice was laced with fear.  
 
    “Sashti!” Helera shouted, but her voice sounded further away than before.  
 
    I could hear the sounds of weapons clashing in other areas of the tunnel, and I knew everyone was under attack, just like me. And now, the walls seemed to have fallen away so soon we’d all be forced together, and we’d become easy targets in the darkness against our assailants who could somehow still see.  
 
    The attacker was approaching me again, and I braced myself for another blind battle. I briefly considered lifting my eyepatch and using my light powers to blast this fucker away, but now that the walls had fallen, I realized using my light powers might affect my team, too.  
 
    My attacker was closer than ever, but before I could work out my game plan, I felt a pinch on the back of my hand.  
 
    “Ouch, fuck,” I grunted as my other hand instantly went to rub the pinched hand.  
 
    Before I could, a pain suddenly burst from behind my eyes. I shoved the heels of my hands into my eyes to stop the pain, but it had no effect. I suddenly realized this pain was familiar. I’d felt this pain in the maze, and if it was the same pain, then that meant… 
 
    I pulled my hands away and opened my eyes, and sure enough, my sight exploded into the Technicolor vision, just like in the maze. I cast a glance around and realized I could see the outline of objects clearly, and even right through them, like before.  
 
    “Thank fuck for Drogu’s sexy tits,” I groaned before I looked down at my hand where the pinching sensation still lingered, and I saw my little spider friend from the maze. “Oh, it’s you!” 
 
    The spider stood on its back legs and gave me a little wave with his raised front ones. It seemed like the little guy had been following me around since the maze, ready to bite me whenever I needed it. The spider suddenly went still and then pointed one leg behind me, and I turned my head to see the attacker seconds away from landing a deadly blow with his sword. I spun out of the way, waited until the attacker swung, and then plunged my blade under his rib cage.  
 
    “How the…” the attacker gurgled before a stream of blood spilled from his mouth, and he fell to his knees for the last time.  
 
    I pulled the dagger out of his body, and it made a loud squelching noise. Then I flung the blood off the blade and turned my Technicolor vision down the tunnel, in the direction of the Helera and Sashti’s voices. I couldn’t see my team, so I took off in a run down the corridor, and it didn’t take long until my newfound vision showed me the outline of two people locked in battle.  
 
    I quickly realized it was Helera, and the fight wasn’t going well for her. I watched the outline of her figure flail wildly in the dark as her attacker made calculated moves that she barely dodged, mostly through luck. I sprinted toward the pair and launched myself onto the attacker’s shoulders before he could get in another swing at Helera. The force of my leap sent the attacker and myself into Helera, who cried out in fear.  
 
    “Helly, it’s me,” I grunted as I wrestled the attacker to the ground.  
 
    “Fynn?” Helly said as she spun wildly around and then outstretched her arms to try to find me.  
 
    I slid my dagger into the attacker’s neck and pulled it out quickly, and I watched as the blood flowed from his neck in sparkling neon. Then I stood and went to Helera’s side, and the priestess jumped when I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Relax, it’s me,” I chuckled.  
 
    The First Daughter looked scared and angry, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. I could think of other ways I’d rather spend my celebratory evening other than being separated from my friends, blinded, and ambushed.  
 
    “Fynn, thank Drogu,” Helly said, and the relief in her voice was plain, but it was quickly replaced with confusion. “Wait, can you see?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned. “I think it has something to do with my light powers, or just Drogu’s good grace.” 
 
    “Fyyynnn! Hellyyyyy!” Sashti’s voice rang out in the tunnel.  
 
    I grabbed Helera’s wrist and took off down the tunnel toward Sashti’s voice.  
 
    “Sashti’s pinned down, two attackers advancing on her,” I said as the scene came into view.  
 
    The aseni woman was backed against the wall, and she was clutching the bag of fruit in front of her chest. There were two males in armor, one carried a short, stubby sword, and the other had a broadsword with a thick blade and thicker handle. Both of the attackers held their weapons over their heads as they advanced on their terrified prey, and they stomped and barked in her direction as she whipped her head around wildly and clawed at the air in front of her.  
 
    I was going to kill these fuckers for toying with her. 
 
    As we ran toward the scene, my mind flashed back to that unknown world that was buried deep, and I felt as though I was trudging through thick mud with a lot of heavy armor on for a split second before I was back in the tunnel and running easily on the earthen ground.  
 
    We reached the trio, and I let go of Helly’s hand.  
 
    “Helly, you stay here, I’ll get Sashti.” 
 
    The two attackers spun at the sound of us approaching, and a plan formed in my mind. These guys probably thought I couldn’t see, like the rest of them, so I decided to play with them like they’d played with Sashti.  
 
    I flailed my arms out and acted like I was feeling around for something, and I saw the two attackers smirk at each other as they turned their attention to me. They raised their weapons and advanced on me while I kept up my act, and I waited until they were just about to attack to call out.  
 
    “Sashti, stay low, move to your right until you find Helly,” I said in a calm, even tone.  
 
    The attackers shared a confused look, and I used that moment to attack. I shot forward, pushed the sword of the left side attacker away, and slammed my forehead into his nose. The fucker grunted and stumbled backward, so I helped him along with a giant shove until he was lying flat on his ass.  
 
    Then I wasted no time in spinning to face his attacker friend, who was staring at me with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “What, you think you’re the only one special enough to see?” I scoffed, and then I dove forward while the attacker was caught off guard. I bodyslammed into his chest, and our armor clinked together loudly as we both went down. I lost my dagger in the fall, but the other guy lost his sword, so we were even on the weapon front. We struggled on the ground for a moment, but I came up on top, so I drove an elbow into the attacker’s stomach.  
 
    “Ooooooft.” The assaliant’s breath was forced out of him, so I used that time to pummel his face with my fists until blood exploded from his shattered nose. Eventually, he stopped resisting, and his head fell back onto the blood-soaked ground.  
 
    I disentangled myself from his still body, and then I turned to find Helly and Sashti in a side embrace.  
 
    “Two more down,” I said as I walked over to the Technicolor pair. I chuckled as they both reached an arm out blindly, and I took their hands and gave them a light shake. “Shall we go find the others?” 
 
    “How?” Sashti breathed.  
 
    “Fynn can see,” Helly said with a note of annoyance in her voice.  
 
    “Is that a problem?” I teased.  
 
    “You always get all the fun shit,” Helly grumbled.  
 
    “Hey, I can’t help it that I’m Drogu’s answer to all of Mother’s prayers,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Helly said as she pulled her hand away from mine and attempted to punch me playfully, but she still couldn’t see, so her hit went wide.  
 
    “Anyway, should we go find the others?” I asked, and I looked down the tunnel. I couldn’t see anything, but I could just hear the faint sounds of more fighting, and I knew Nodrin and Zephyr must still be fighting off more attackers in the dark. “Come on.” 
 
    I started down the corridor, but I stopped to grab my dagger that had flown out of my hand during the last fight. Then I grabbed the swords that the two attackers had wielded and handed one of them to each woman.  
 
    “Follow my instructions,” I said. 
 
    “Got it, Mr. I-Can-See-In-The-Darkness,” Helly said snidely.  
 
    “Careful, or I’ll give you bad directions,” I teased, but I guided the women down the corridor by touch for a few moments before I broke away and took the lead. “Have you heard anything from the others?” 
 
    “I heard Zephyr fighting somewhere nearby,” Sashti said in a low voice. 
 
    We continued to press down the corridor, and it wasn’t long before I saw the Technicolor outline of a body lying on the ground. It was a long, built body, and it took me a second to realize.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Zephyr’s down!” I shouted as I rushed to his limp body. I turned him over so he was on his back, and I was surprised to see his eyes were open. “Zephyr? You good?” 
 
    “Fynn,” Zephyr croaked as he reached a hand up, and I grabbed his hand and gave it a small shake. “I’m okay, just had the wind knocked out of me.” 
 
    “Let’s get you up,” I said, and I pulled the changeling up so he was in a seated position.  
 
    “Thanks, Fynn.” My Technicolor vision was good enough that I could see that Zephyr winced every time he breathed, and I knew he wouldn’t be very useful in any more fights.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Helly asked as she looked around in the darkness.  
 
    I grabbed Zephyr under the armpits and hauled him to his feet while he wheezed and clutched at his side. Then I helped him over to the two women, and I situated him behind them.  
 
    “Zephyr’s injured,” I explained as I positioned one of Zephyr’s hands on Helly’s shoulder, and the other on Sashti’s shoulder. “You two make sure he stays behind you.” 
 
    “Got it,” Helly said and turned her face to where she thought mine was, but she was a few inches off, and I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go find Nodrin,” I said just as I heard the clash of swords against each other from further down the dark corridor, so I took off at a trot. “Follow my voice, there’s nothing in front of you.” 
 
    The other three followed my instructions, and we soon came upon the wizard locked in battle with three attackers. I paused before they could see us, and I doubled back to the group, where I led Zephyr away from the women and leaned him against the wall.  
 
    “We’ll be right back, big guy.” 
 
    “Take your time,” Zephyr sighed as he slid down against the wall until he was sitting on the ground. 
 
    I rushed back to the women to let them know what was going on.  
 
    “Okay, Nodrin’s fighting off three guys, and he’s doing alright, but it looks like he’s getting tired,” I said. “We need a distraction. Sashti, I want you to scream as loud as you can on my signal. Helly and I are going to sneak past the fight, and when they turn toward you, we’ll attack them from behind.” 
 
    “Got it.” Sashti nodded.  
 
    I reached out, grabbed Helly’s wrist, and navigated her to the far wall of the corridor, away from the fight.  
 
    “Stay low,” I hissed as I directed us past the battle Nodrin was locked in. Luckily, the three attackers didn’t notice us because Nodrin was giving them a run for their money, but I thought I saw Nodrin’s head twitch in our direction for a second.  
 
    Once we were past the fight, I turned us back around and saw Sashti’s frame down the corridor, with Nodrin and his assailants in between. I raised my palm and shot out the quickest burst of light I could. Luckily, Sashti saw and let out a blood curdling scream.  
 
    Just as I’d expected, Nodrin’s attackers turned in the direction of the scream, so their backs were to us.  
 
    “Go, now,” I said to Helly as I gave her a light push in the right direction. “Swing low, there’s a guy up ahead and to your left.” 
 
    “Got it,” Helly said as she dashed forward, and she was fearless in her blind attack.  
 
    I grinned and then quickly followed her with an attack of my own.  
 
    I took the attacker in the middle. I jumped on his back with my dagger raised and plunged the blade into the soft spot of his neck, and I realized that was my signature move during this battle. But it was quick and effective, and the attacker was on his knees bleeding out within seconds.  
 
    “Arrrrggghhhh!” another attacker shouted as he whipped around to see me standing over his friend’s dead body. Then the bastard flew at me in a rage, but I sidestepped him and watched as his body went sailing through the air past me. He landed on the ground with a thud, and I jumped over to him so I was straddling him. Then I grasped my dagger in both hands over my head and plunged it down into the assailant’s eyeball.  
 
    The man gurgled for a second, and then crumpled to the ground, already dead. 
 
    I spun around to see Helly in blind battle with the third attacker, but she was about to be overpowered. Nodrin stepped toward the pair with his sword raised, and he swung blindly, so I knew he couldn’t see, either.  
 
    I launched myself in between Helly and the attacker, and the assailant wasted no time turning his sword on me. He swung it in a calculated move aimed at my stomach, and I sidestepped it at the last moment and almost took out Helly in the process.  
 
    Luckily, the priestess knew to step out of the way, and she grabbed Nodrin and flung them both away from the fight.  
 
    I swung a hammer fist down on the attacker’s back while he recovered from the missed swing, and the blow knocked him off balance, but he didn’t fall down. Instead, he flung himself around so he was facing me and immediately launched another attack, this time swinging the sword from the side in an attempt to take off my head. I ducked the blow and threw myself at the attacker, whose sword flew out of his hand.  
 
    Before I could get a grip on my dagger, the attacker punched me right in the nose, and my already Technicolor vision exploded with tiny stars and dots of blackness.  
 
    “Ohhh, you fucked up,” I said as I sucked in air through my teeth and tasted the blood in the back of my throat. Then I pulled a fist back and pummeled the attacker in the face until I felt his blood soaking every crevice of my knuckles.  
 
    “Fynn!” Helly shouted out, and I stopped punching long enough to face her.  
 
    Then I realized I could hear more assailants approaching from behind.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. I held the guy on the ground with one hand and found the hilt of my dagger with the other, and I sunk it into his neck quickly and pulled it right back out, and the familiar stream of neon blood flowed from the wound.  
 
    I stood and made my way over to Nodrin and Helly before I guided them over to Sashti, and then Zephyr. Once we were in a group, I instructed everyone to crouch down so we were at Zephyr’s level.  
 
    “Well done, Fynn, I appreciate the help,” Nodrin said. “Spider bite?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Huh?” Helera asked as she turned her face in my direction, but she was off by a couple inches again. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, looks like we’ve still got some fighting to finish,” I said as the clink of armor and weapons drew closer. “Sashti, I want you to stay here with Zephyr. Nodrin and Helly, you’re with me, and we’ll fight these guys off.” 
 
    “You got it,” Helly said, and she reached for her sword that she’d laid on the ground next to her. She was inches off, so I pushed the sword into her path with my foot and grinned at her triumphant look as she connected with the hilt.  
 
     Nodrin, Helly, and I stood while Sashti and Zephyr remained on the ground leaning against the wall, but before I could direct Helly and Nodrin away from them, light suddenly flooded the corridor.  
 
    I blinked as my Technicolor vision slipped away and was replaced with normal vision, but the light was blinding to the point that I couldn’t keep my normal eye open. I reached up and slid my eyepatch down to cover my normal eye, so all of my vision came from my Dark Eye. Now my vision was in grayscale, but at least the light didn’t blind me, and now I could see a group of armored guards approaching us.  
 
    The pack was led by a Matron Mother. Their demeanor was undeniable. I realized this must be Belarbreena Yatzek’Ra, Matron Mother of the Twenty-Ninth House, and she looked pissed. The young drow woman had violet skin, and her silver hair was streaked with a violet to match her skin tone and braided into a crown on the top of her head. It seemed like our fighting had interrupted something, because the Matron Mother was wearing a slinky, revealing dress fit for an orgy, but she also carried a big ass sword, and its hilt swung rhythmically on her wide hips. 
 
    Instinctively, Nodrin, Helly, and I formed a protective semicircle around Sashti and Zephyr, and we raised our weapons in preparation for the oncoming attack.  
 
    Except the attack never came.  
 
    Belarbreena held up a hand and slowed her pace, and the dozen guards behind her stopped in their tracks. The Matron Mother continued to advance on us as she stepped over the bodies of her dead guards, but her eyes were fixed on me as she resheathed her sword and came to a stop a few feet in front of my team.  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” The beautiful woman glowered at me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “We’re, uhh…” I stalled as I tried to get a read on the furious woman.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter who you are,” Belarbreena snapped, and her hand rested on the hilt of her sword.  
 
    “But you just asked…” I lifted my hands to show my confusion.  
 
    “Shut up,” the Matron Mother hissed. “I don’t need to know who you are, I already know. You were sent by Elvy to carry out House Kun-Valdar’s edict, but that’s not going to fucking happen.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, and I tossed my dagger aside and raised my empty hands to show the violet-skinned woman I wasn’t who she thought I was.  
 
    “Fynn,” Helera hissed quietly as she raised her sword higher to compensate for my lack of weapon.  
 
    “Trust me,” I said, and then I addressed the Matron Mother. “We are not here under Elvy’s orders. Elviramosa Kun-Valdar is no ally of ours. In fact, quite the opposite. That bitch is the worst, and we’re on a mission to take her down.” 
 
    I saw Belarbreena’s brow furrow as she took in this information, and then I watched her eyes narrow as she stared at me suspiciously, so I decided to turn up the charm.  
 
    “It’s Belarbreena, isn’t it? Can I call you Breena?” I asked with a lopsided smile.  
 
    The Matron Mother’s eyes widened in shock, but I pressed on. I also saw her hand tighten on the grip of her sword and the hard look in her eyes behind the shock, so I didn’t let myself be fooled. I knew she’d kill me if she wanted to. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot about you, but no one told me you were so sexy.” I flexed my biceps as I raised my empty hands up higher and hoped I exuded innocence. 
 
    “I… wha… who…” Breena sputtered as she gaped at me. Then the beautiful Matron Mother snapped her mouth shut, shook her head, and glowered at me before she turned to face Helera. The violet-skinned Matron eyed Helera’s hair and the distinctive First Daughter braid, and then she glanced back at me before she addressed Helera. “Who the fuck is this insolent male who speaks to me as if we were equals?” 
 
    “Yeah, he does that sometimes,” Helly said, and she shot a look at me.  
 
    I nodded at her to continue, so Helly stood up straighter and lowered her sword.  
 
    “He’s telling the truth, though. We hate that bitch, and we’re definitely not here on her behalf. We’re of the House of Claden’Du, under the rule of Sevahtra Claden’Du, and we have no alliance with the House of Kun-Valdar. I’m Helera, First Daughter, and this is Fynn, Named Son.” 
 
    Helera didn’t introduce the other three, but Breena only seemed to be focused on Helly and me, anyway, but her suspicions seemed to be renewed.  
 
    “Claden’Du?” Breena demanded with narrowed eyes. “Lies. The House of Claden’Du has been toppled by Ozin-Na.” 
 
    “Uhhh, no, the fuck it hasn’t,” Helly said as she jutted her chin in the air. “That bitch Daria tried to take us down, but she failed. Who told you that? Elvy? Well, that bitch is lying, and she’d better watch her mouth.” 
 
    “What are you doing here then, if not under Kun-Valdar’s orders?” Breena asked, and I noticed her voice had less of an edge when she spoke to Helly, which made sense.  
 
    I was a lowly male, after all, but I was getting pretty used to fighting the prejudices against my gender. It had taken Sashti a minute to get used to me, but after she saw how useful I could be, she was firmly on Team Fynn. I knew I could win Breena over, too, I just might have to go through Helera or Sashti to get there.  
 
    “We came for this,” Sashti said in a soft voice.  
 
    We all turned to look at her as she slowly stood from the ground and extended a single fruit in Breena’s direction.  
 
    Breena’s eyes studied the fruit for a moment, and then a look of fury possessed her as she rounded on me again.  
 
    “So, you were here to steal from me?” Breena demanded as the grip on the hilt of her sword tightened.  
 
    Of course, she’ll talk to me if she wants to yell at me, ugh. Eye roll. 
 
    “In a sense,” I admitted while I raised my empty hands even higher. “But only because it was a life-or-death matter, and not Elvy’s.” 
 
    “Whose, then?” Breena demanded.  
 
    “Mine,” Sashti said in the same soft voice. “And my daughter’s. She’s just a babe, not even five full turns around the sun. My own Mother cursed us to our deaths, and this is our only chance to survive. I stole from you only to protect my child, you must understand.” 
 
    Breena’s eyes softened as she listened to Sashti’s words, though she continued to shoot suspicious glances my way.  
 
    “And who are you?” Breena asked Sashti but not unkindly. 
 
    “Sash’ti-aseni Ozin-Na,” Sashti answered. 
 
    “Ozin-Na?” Breena hissed as she unsheathed her sword half an inch. 
 
    “The House that formerly was Ozin-Na, anyway,” Sashti said with a bitter smile. “My Mother has been killed, and Ozin-Na has essentially fallen.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re working on that.” I grinned. “You don’t like Daria, either, huh? She was a raging cunt, I did enjoy killing her.” 
 
    “You killed Daria Ozin-Na?” Breena asked me, and there was even a hint of appreciation in her voice as she regarded me with raised eyebrows.  
 
    Ha, I knew I could win her over. 
 
    “Sure did. And Elvy is next.” I smirked.  
 
    It looked like there was a battle going on behind Breena’s eyes. She seemed to be fighting her suspicions about us while being gently swayed by our words. 
 
    “Do you have children?” Sashti asked gently.  
 
    Breena’s face flashed in something that looked like sadness, and the Matron Mother let her hand fall from the hilt of her sword. Then the violet woman let out a long sigh before she answered Sashti’s question.  
 
    “If you were here under Kun-Valdar’s orders, you would know the answer to that,” Breena said, and I noticed her demeanor had changed. She seemed deflated.  
 
    “What does that bitch want from you?” I asked, and I noticed the corner of Breena’s lips twitched up in a smile at the question, but there was still a sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “Elvy Kun-Valdar possesses an edict which allows her to harvest my own children,” Breena said, and the edge was back in her voice.  
 
    “What the fuck? How can she do that?” I asked.  
 
    Breena scoffed, but I pressed on with a pointed look at Helera.  
 
    “No, seriously, please explain it to me,” I said. “I’m, ah, new to these things, I was held captive for a suuuper long time.” 
 
    Helly let out the smallest of scoffs, but she was also watching Breena for an answer.  
 
    “Elviramosa Kun-Valdar has controlled and oppressed my House for years,” Breena sighed. “The bitch hasn’t extended the mercy of killing me and claiming my House, she just created an alliance with Ozin-Na, and they agreed to join forces to control me. They’ve decimated my resources and lied and bribed and bullied their way into complete control over, not only House Twenty-Nine, but House Thirty, as well, since we share the same station. We have been at Elvy and Daria’s mercy for years. So, the edict issued is not recognized by the Council, but an edict between two Houses in agreement is binding, as you know.” 
 
    “Ohhh, that fucking bitch,” Helly hissed. Breena nodded, and I could sense her trust in us growing. It was lucky for us, but admittedly it was naive of a Matron Mother. Belarbreena should have kept her guard up longer. I believed she’d have killed us at first, but I somehow felt like we were safe now. From being killed, at least. She might surprise me and kidnap us or something. Maybe some light maiming.  
 
    “But, if it’s not recognized by the Council, can’t you fight it?” I asked as I looked between Helly and Breena, but that seemed to be a silly question because both women shook their heads immediately.  
 
    “How? With what resources?” Breena demanded. “When I say she decimated my resources, I mean it. Their alliance is too strong, and they used their powers to bribe my guards and steal everything from my vaults. By the time I found out, they’d taken control of my guards and lower classes. They used them for experiments and slavery and fuck knows what else, and they cut off my ability to trade when they stole everything. Instead, they ‘allowed’ me to trade with them, while they stored their stolen resources in my own fucking vaults!” 
 
    Breena’s nostrils flared as she attempted to get her anger under control long enough to finish her explanation. In that time, Helly and I exchanged a look. If what Breena was saying was true, Elvy was far more nefarious than I’d given her credit for, which would make taking her down that much more satisfying.  
 
     “So, I had to trade my chattel for my own resources they stole from me, in order to feed my own people, half of whom they kidnapped and killed,” the Matron went on. “Once, when I couldn’t make payment because my chattel stock was decimated, Elvy issued an edict claiming rights to my own children and forced me into a blood oath. So, no, I have no way to fight it, and the Council wouldn’t side with the second-to-last House in the Tower, anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sorry they’ve done that to you and your House,” Sashti said in a gentle voice.  
 
    I caught a brief flash of sadness in Breena’s eyes, but the young Matron Mother seemed to push the sadness down, and she simply nodded. I almost wanted to reach out to her, the woman seemed to be screaming for comfort, despite her hard expression and the deadly sword at her hip.  
 
    Hmm, maybe I could use that. 
 
    “But, you haven’t let her take your children yet,” Helly said with a note of hope. “That’s a good thing, at least.” 
 
    “I don’t have any,” Breena said, and I could tell it was a sore spot for her by the way the edge came back in her voice. 
 
    Zephyr let out a sudden groan, and all eyes turned to him. I noticed he looked even weaker than before, and I knew we needed to get him out and healed as soon as possible.  
 
    Sashti bent down to tend to him, while an idea came to my mind.  
 
    “Maybe we could help you,” I suddenly suggested, and I felt all eyes turn to me instead.  
 
    “Help me… have children?” Breena asked, and the edge was replaced by confusion.  
 
    I noticed Breena’s eyes flick down to my crotch and then back at my face, and she tried to hide the blush across her cheeks. 
 
    “I mean, hey, if that’s what you want,” I said, and I wiggled my eyebrows. “But I actually meant we could help you and your House with your, ah, Elvy situation.” 
 
    “How could you possibly help me?” Breena sneered as she looked down her nose at me, but I noticed a flash of hope in her eyes, so I grinned wide.  
 
    “Well, my favorite pastime is destroying raging bitches, so maybe we could come to an agreement,” I said with what I hoped was a charming twinkle in my eye. “I wouldn’t mind chopping Elvy’s head off and liberating Houses Twenty-Nine and Thirty.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Breena said with a frown. “I have nothing to offer you, I cannot trade with you. Why would you help me?” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Breena’s hand suddenly went to the hilt of her sword again as she narrowed her eyes at me and then shot Helly a suspicious look. 
 
    “What is this? Some sort of trick?” Breena demanded as she looked between us.  
 
    “No, he really is this noble,” Helly said with an exaggerated sigh, and I could tell the First Daughter had picked up on my subtle manipulations. “Seriously, I keep telling him it’s going to get him into trouble one day, but you know males…” 
 
    “I know males, but he is not like most males.” Breena spoke to Helly, but she kept her eyes on me. 
 
    “Nah, this one is different,” Helly said affectionately, and Breena regarded me with curiosity.  
 
    “You would do that, male?” Breena asked me.  
 
    “Fynn.” I grinned. “And sure, why not?” 
 
    “It’s not standard practice to be interfering with the affairs of other Houses for nothing in return,” Breena said slowly, and I could tell she was starting to come around to me. 
 
    “Well, like Helly said, I’m not a standard male,” I said. “In fact, I wonder if, hmm… nah, it’s silly.” 
 
    “What?” Breena asked as she dropped her hand from the hilt of her sword again. When I didn’t answer immediately, Breena looked between me and Helly, and her eyes flashed in annoyance. “Speak, male!” 
 
    I tried to hide my grin. I could tell the young Matron Mother was trying to assert dominance in the situation, while also being very open to the help I was about to offer her. It must’ve been a funny one for her. Of course, she was also probably so desperate to get out from under Elvy and Daria’s thumbs that she’d take any lifeline she could get. Which was why I was about to offer her what she needed most.  
 
    An ally. 
 
    “Well, Mother Sevahtra is in the middle of her own plan to take down Elvy, like we said.” I spoke slowly and drummed my fingers across my chin, as if I was deep in thought. “She’s managed to get close to Elvy to gain her favor so we can take her down from the inside. I just had a thought. Maybe Sevahtra would be interested in joining an alliance with Yatzek’Ra. Maybe if we joined forces, we could flush out Kun-Valdar sooner.” 
 
    “I’d say Sevvy would agree to that,” Nodrin spoke for the first time.  
 
    Breena shot him one of her signature suspicious looks, and I noticed Nodrin’s eyes slide over to mine with the most discreet of winks.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am the Wizard Nodrin,” Nodrin said with a bow of his head. “I’m the Wizard of Claden’Du, and I’m in the Inner Circle. I have intimate knowledge of Sevvy’s plans, and I can say confidently that it’s very likely Mother Sevahtra will agree to an alliance with Yatzek’Ra in order to take down Kun-Valdar.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Breena asked, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked excited.  
 
    “It is so,” Nodrin said with a sage nod. “Of course, there’s no way for me to know for certain, as we would all need to return together. Sevvy will not broker any deals without the presence of all of us.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and I knew Nodrin was just trying to ensure we were all able to leave House Twenty-Nine’s tunnels. 
 
    “Great, let’s go, then,” Breena said. She clapped her hands together while she looked between us, and her excitement was becoming more noticeable.  
 
    I felt for the young Matron Mother. It sounded like Elvy and Daria had really done a number on her House and House Thirty. 
 
    “That’s not…” Helly began, but I held up a hand, and she trailed off. She shot me a contemptuous look for silencing her, and I knew I’d have to deal with that later, but right now I wanted to keep us on Breena’s good side in case she decided she suddenly didn’t trust us and slaughtered us all in her tunnels.  
 
    “Unheard of,” I finished for Helly. “I think that sounds like a great idea. It gives you a chance to explain everything that Elvy has done to your House, better than we could.” 
 
    “Good,” Breena said, and she shot me a dazzling smile.  
 
    I couldn’t help but notice how it transformed the beautiful woman’s face, and I took a moment to appreciate her slinky dress again. The beautiful Matron Mother raised her eyebrows playfully when she noticed me staring, and I saw her eyes slide up and down my body. Then she licked her lips slowly before she spoke again.  
 
    “Will you take me to Sevahtra?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a grin. Then I stepped toward Breena.  
 
    The guards behind Breena all made a move toward her, but the young Matron Mother held up a hand, and they stopped moving. Then she turned and shouted something I didn’t understand at them, and the guards all turned as one and returned the way they had come from, which left Breena alone in the tunnels with my team and me.  
 
    I closed the distance between us, and I held out my arm for Breena. The violet-skinned woman linked her arm in mine and smiled at me, and I knew my mission was accomplished.  
 
    I’d won her over with my wily charm. 
 
    And the chance to escape the hellhole situation she was in now. 
 
    “We had a little trouble getting out of here, maybe you could help us with that.” I grinned at Breena.  
 
    “Oh, yes, well, safety first, you know,” Breena said with a little giggle. She waved her hand, and I heard the rumbling sound that I knew was the sound of the temporary earthen walls being magickally dismantled. “Follow me.” 
 
    Breena took off down the corridor, and I had to shuffle my feet to keep up with her at first. I shot a look back at my team, and I saw they were helping Zephyr to his feet, so I tried to slow the pace to give them time to catch up.  
 
    “I like what you’ve done with the place,” I said as we stepped over a mound of dirt that had come from one of the temporary walls. Breena chuckled, so I continued to talk while I discreetly slowed my steps, and Breena slowed hers to match mine. “That’s a cool trick, though, great for getting rid of invaders.” 
 
    “Yeah, Elvy actually taught me that trick,” Breena said with a sigh. “It’s a shame I couldn’t use it against her, since she’s the one I need to get rid of.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” I grinned.  
 
    “I guess so,” Breena giggled again.  
 
    I looked back to see the others were up and moving, not far behind us. I shot them a quick nod, and then I turned my attention back to Breena just as we stepped over the body of a dead guard. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said as I shot a look at the large amount of blood that was soaking into the ground. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, those guards are on loan from Elvy,” Breena said as she rolled her eyes. “She needs someone to protect the stolen goods she keeps in my vaults.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fun taking her down,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, yes, tell me how you took down Daria,” Breena said. 
 
    “My pleasure.” I grinned, and I launched into a blow-by-blow story of taking down the bitchy Matron Mother of Ozin-Na. I even untangled myself from Breena’s arms and re-enacted the drow’s final moments, while Breena clapped in joy at the show.  
 
    When I was finished, I returned to her side and held my arm out again, and Breena slipped her arm into mine again and pulled me closer than before. 
 
    “I’d love to see you do that to Elvy,” Breena purred.  
 
    “You’ll get front row seats when I do,” I said with a wide smile and a light nudge, which caused Breena to giggle.  
 
    “Do you really think Sevahtra will go for it?” Breena asked seriously when her giggles faded away. 
 
    “I think so,” I said truthfully. I knew my Matron Mother probably wouldn’t be happy with me bringing another one into the mix, especially after she already had to make an alliance with Drindessa, but I also knew Sevahtra wanted to take that bitch Elvy down, and having access to Breena’s House just might help us accomplish that.  
 
    We walked in silence for a moment, and I noticed the confusing forks in the tunnels were no longer an option. The corridor seemed to be leading us in a straight path back to the shaft. It was some impressive illusion spellwork, but I decided not to comment on it, in case it was Elvy’s doing, as well.  
 
    It wasn’t long until we reached the end of the corridor that I knew led to the shaft. I spun around to see my team not far behind us, so I stalled Breena at the entrance. The young Matron Mother seemed pretty fixated on me since I’d offered to help, and I wouldn’t have been too surprised if she forged ahead without the rest of my team. Luckily, my crew caught up quickly, even with Zephyr leaning heavily against Nodrin for support. Breena tapped her feet impatiently while she waited, and then turned to me as she gestured to the shaft. 
 
    “So, where are we going? Claden’Du?” Breena asked.  
 
    “Actually, we’re going to House Twenty-Eight,” I said, and Breena’s eyes darkened.  
 
    “Is this some sort of trap?” she asked as she glared between us, and her hand went to the hilt of her sword again. 
 
    “No trap,” I said as I raised my empty hands again. “Remember, I told you Mother Sevahtra had gotten close to Elvy in order to carry out the plan to take her down.” 
 
    “Yes,” Breena said stiffly. 
 
    “Well, part of that plan involved becoming Elvy’s Guest of Honor during the festival,” I explained. “So, we’re all staying in the guest quarters at House Twenty-Eight, but you’ll be safe, don’t worry.” 
 
    “How?” Breena demanded with narrowed eyes, and her hand was still on the hilt of her sword.  
 
    “I can help with that,” Nodrin said with a grin.  
 
    The wizard shifted Zephyr’s weight onto Helera’s shoulders and stepped forward so he was standing between Breena and me. Breena eyed the wizard suspiciously, but she spun on her heels and made her way to the shaft. I quickly followed as my cloak flashed the Twenty-Nine Insignia, but this made Breena glare at me again, so I held up my hands and jerked my head toward Nodrin. 
 
    “Hey, don’t look at me, that’s some wizard magick,” I said with a grin. When Breena didn’t look impressed, I softened my voice and leaned in to lay a hand on her elbow. “Hey, we aren’t here to hurt you, I promise. My friend really just needed the fruit to break her curse.” 
 
    Breena glanced over at Sashti, who was still carrying the bag of fruit, and I noticed the young Matron Mother’s eyes fell to Sashti’s stomach before she shook her head slightly.  
 
    “I believe you,” Breena said, even though there was still a hardness to her eyes, but I could tell the hardness wasn’t directed at me. Then she gestured to the shaft. “You should go first, I’ll follow.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go up together?” I asked, and I held out my arm again.  
 
    Breena took it with a wide smile, and we stepped into the shaft together.  
 
    I shot a look back at the group, and I caught Helly rolling her eyes, which just made me grin.  
 
    “See you all up there.” I waved as Breena and I made it to the edge, and then I looked at Breena with a smile. “Ready?” 
 
    The young Matron Mother nodded, and we both stepped out into the empty space at the same time. I called out the commands and enjoyed the weightless feeling as we floated up the dark shaft and back to Elvy’s tunnels. I directed Breena to the landing, and we both called out the commands that would float us over to the ground safely.  
 
    “Phewww, I haven’t done that in ages,” Breena said with a wide grin when we landed. “Elvy hasn’t allowed me out of my House in months.” 
 
    “Well, it’s brave of you to fight back,” I said with a nod. “We’ll do everything we can to make sure she can’t control your House anymore.” 
 
    Before Breena could answer, Nodrin floated down next to us. He shot us a quick nod, and then he turned back to the shaft to wait. I joined his side as I saw Helera floating with Zephyr and struggling to keep his long limbs from floating everywhere, but once they were close, Nodrin and I grabbed Zephyr and pulled him to solid ground.  
 
    “How’re you doing there, Zephy?” I asked as the changeling steadied himself against me. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, just need a rest,” he answered with a tight smile.  
 
    Sashti floated up just then, and she landed gracefully on the ground while clutching the bag of fruit to her chest tightly as a small trickle of blood flowed from her nose.  
 
    I suddenly realized that Breena’s interruption had delayed Sashti and Helly from finishing the antidote for the curse, and I knew I needed to get this mission back on track, and fast. Once everyone had their legs back under them, I grabbed Breena’s hand and motioned for them to follow me.  
 
    From memory, I directed us back through the twisting tunnels and to the narrow corridor with the trapdoor that led us back to Elvy’s Temple, and once we reached the door, I shot a look back at Nodrin. I’d been the one to get us through the door, but getting us back was a different story. The wizard had been letting me take the lead, but I could tell he was reading the situation, and it was best for him to take over the magickal duties until we got the others to safety. 
 
    The wizard stepped forward to the door and muttered something, and it wasn’t long until I could hear the effigy of Drogu move away from the trapdoor. Then Nodrin pulled it open, and we all filed into the Temple.  
 
    The Temple was empty, and the animated effigy moved back to cover the door once we were all through. Helera slid across the room and cracked the Temple door so she could peer out into the hallway.  
 
    “It’s clear,” Helly said in a low voice as she made her way back over to us, and she left the Temple door open slightly. 
 
    “We’ve been gone for a while,” I pointed out. “Most people should still be sleeping, but others might be up to keep the party going. Nodrin, can you make Breena invisible, and we can take her back to the guest quarters?” 
 
    “Of course,” the wizard said with a nod.  
 
    “Wait, I’m not going with you?” Breena frowned and started to look suspicious again. 
 
    “Unfortunately, not for right now,” I said apologetically. “Maybe you can stay with Dagwyn, Claden’Du’s Second Daughter and fiercest warrior, until we can speak to Sevahtra and come up with a plan in the morning.” 
 
    “Promise?” Breena asked in a flirty tone, so I shot her a wink. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Come now, I’ll need to make myself invisible as well, since my glamour has faded,” Nodrin said as he motioned Breena to his side. 
 
    “Why do you need glamour?” Breena asked as she stepped over to the wizard.  
 
    “Oh, there’s a lot to fill you in on, let’s worry about the details when we get to our chambers,” Nodrin said with a chuckle. Then he reached for Breena’s hand. “You ready?” 
 
    “Sure,” the young Matron Mother said, but then she turned to me and shot me a wink. “See you soon.” 
 
    “Not soon enough,” I said.  
 
    Breena grinned as Nodrin began to mumble, and within seconds, they’d both disappeared from sight. I could still hear their footsteps across the stone tiles as they made their way over to the Temple doors, and I watched the crack in the door widen as Nodrin and Breena slipped out through it.  
 
    Once they were gone, I turned back to Helera and Sashti. Helera was giving me a dirty look while Sashti was examining her fruit for damage.  
 
    “Ugh,” Helera said as she looked me up and down. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a shrug. “I was just trying to get us out of there.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, you were thinking with your dick,” Helly said with a pointed look at my crotch. 
 
    “Hey, if another Matron Mother wants me to sire daughters and sons, who am I, as a lowly male, to protest?” I smirked. 
 
    “Well, let’s see what Tryss has to say about that,” Helly said with a grin as she stepped around me and toward the door.  
 
    Sashti followed closely behind her, and I brought up the rear as we made our way out of the Temple. 
 
    “Ohh, no, don’t tell her that,” I groaned as we slipped out the heavy double doors and pulled them closed behind us.  
 
    “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” Helly teased.  
 
    The three of us made our way through the corridor uninterrupted, which was good since Sashti’s glamour had fallen away, and the pallor of her skin would draw some looks. 
 
    Once we reached the guest chambers, I bade Helly and Sashti good night. They barely returned the nicety before they disappeared into Sashti’s quarters, and I knew they were in a rush to try to finish the antidote, so I just chuckled and headed back to my chamber. 
 
    I pushed the wooden door of my luxurious chamber open and sighed with relief. I had to admit, being a Champion wasn’t too shabby. Elvy had put me up in large, well-decorated quarters complete with a sitting room, bedroom, kitchen, and washing area. I made my way right to the washing area and washed quickly, and it felt good to get all the dirt and blood off my skin. I had to scrub under my fingernails for a while, but eventually, I felt clean enough to slip between the silk sheets.  
 
    I left the washing area with a towel wrapped around my waist, and I strode across my quarters into the bedroom. But as I stepped into the dark room, I felt the hair on the back of my neck raise up, and I knew instantly someone was in the room waiting for me. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “Who’s there?” I called out as I activated my fae-fyre to see into the dark room. Instinctively, I reached for my dagger at my waist, and I silently cursed when I realized I’d left it in the washing area with my armor.  
 
    Then I noticed a tall shape in the corner of the room start to move toward me, but I recognized the outline instantly. My beautiful lover waved her hand, and a fire appeared in the sealed fireplace, along with a dozen candles that were dotted along the wall, which gave the room a warm, romantic glow. Tryss was dressed in a sexy two-piece. The thin fabric of her tubular top barely concealed her hard, purple nipples, and the slit of her skirt exposed her juicy thighs as she sauntered over to me. 
 
    “Tryss! You scared the shit out of me.” I grinned as I whipped my towel off, crumpled it up, and threw it at her in one movement. 
 
    “That was the plan,” Tryss said as she caught the towel easily and tossed it over her shoulder, and she continued toward me while her hips swung seductively.  
 
    “Lucky me,” I said, and I reached out to wrap my arms around her waist as soon as she was close enough. Then I grabbed her and lifted her into the air as our mouths found each other’s, and we kissed deeply.  
 
    Tryss nibbled at my lip as we broke off the kiss.  
 
    “I missed you,” she purred as she nuzzled into my neck. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I said as I reached down and licked and kissed her long neck. “Especially at the feast, I’m not sure how much Helly and Daggy told you…” 
 
    “They told me enough,” Tryss said with a grin. “Daggy was pretty determined to get me to the Thoroughfare before the feast, and I eventually dragged the plan out of her.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a grimace. “I hope you’re not mad…” 
 
    “Not at all,” Tryss said as her hand slyly snaked down my naked waist toward my rapidly growing erection. “In fact, I ran into Tasi and Eli in the Thoroughfare…” 
 
    “Uh-huhhh…” I moaned as Tryss’ long fingers raked along the edge of my member, and I felt my whole body tense.  
 
    Tasi and Eli were Drindessa’s twin daughters that I’d recently impregnated, so I wasn’t sure if this was good news or bad news, but judging by the motion Tryss’ hands were now making up and down my shaft, it seemed to be good news.  
 
    “Mhhmmm, and guess what?” Tryss purred as she moved her mouth to my ear and started to nibble. 
 
    “What?” I breathed as my grip on her waist tightened.  
 
    “I could smell your seed inside them,” Tryss whispered into my ear, and then she followed the sentiment by licking my ear from the bottom all the way to its pointed tip, and my whole body shuddered. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I murmured as her hands continued to stroke me.  
 
    “Yes,” Tryss sighed. “I could smell your scent, and it drove me wild. I thought I’d go wild with jealousy, but all I felt was an intense maternal instinct.” 
 
    The stunning, lavender-skinned priestess stroked my throbbing member even faster. 
 
     “I felt protective of your seed even when I wasn’t the one carrying it.” Tryss’ voice was tight with desire, and I decided it was time to give her what she wanted.  
 
    I easily lifted the woman by her narrow waist, and she wrapped her long legs around me as I slammed her hips against my body.  
 
    “Fynnn,” Tryss squealed in delight and leaned down to suck my tongue. She gently nibbled on it as I carried her over to the gigantic bed, and then I pulled her away so she didn’t bite my tongue off when I slammed her down on the bed.  
 
    Tryss’ sexy body bounced up and down on the luxurious bed, and I leaned back to drink in the delicious sight of her form. The fabric of her skimpy dress was barely holding itself together, so I decided to help it along on its path to demise. I reached down with one finger and ripped the flimsy top in half, and I enjoyed the sight of her round tits bouncing up and down at the release. Then I grabbed a tit in each hand, squeezed, and pushed them together as I drove my face in between them.  
 
    Fuck, yes, tits in my face. 
 
    I just enjoyed the sensation of Tryss’ beautiful, soft breasts in my face for a moment, but then I lifted my face and guided a pert, purple nipple into my mouth. I sucked gently as Tryss moaned and bucked her hips underneath me, and I lowered my body onto hers to enjoy the feeling of her body squirming underneath mine while I continued to suck her hard nipple. 
 
    “Uhhhhh, Fynnnnn,” Tryss moaned as her hips continued to gyrate against me.  
 
    I could feel that her pussy was drenched, but there was still a thin layer of fabric between us, so I lowered my face and trailed kisses down her taut stomach until I reached her warm mound. Then I traced a finger down her dripping wet lips as my tongue flicked out at her pulsating clit. 
 
    “Fuuuuckkkk,” Tryss breathed as she bucked her hips.  
 
    Her body was begging for more.  
 
    “Mmmm, I’ve missed you,” I grumbled as I leaned into her pussy and took a deep breath so I could enjoy her feminine scent, and then I looked up so I could see her beautiful face. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits, I’ve missed you, Fynn,” Tryss said as she urgently thrust her hips up. “Please, I’ve missed feeling your huge cock inside me. I need your seed.” 
 
    “You’ll get it.” I grinned as I dove back down. “But not before this.” 
 
    I plunged a finger deep into her pussy as I covered her clit with my mouth and gently sucked on it.  
 
    “Arrgghhhhh,” Tryss groaned as she buried her hands in my hair and clenched her body around my finger.  
 
    I slipped another finger inside her, and she cried out again while my tongue danced around her sensitive clit. I could feel the tension in her body building as I slammed my fingers into her pussy, and I sucked on her sweet rosebud with the fervor of a starving man.  
 
    “Fuckkkk, Fynnnn,” the lavender-skinned woman moaned. 
 
    “Mmmmmmm,” I hummed into her pussy as I continued to suck on her clit.  
 
    Then her pussy clenched tight around my fingers as I felt the moistness increase.  
 
    “Uhhhh, Fyyynnn, I’m going to cummmm,” Tryss mewled.  
 
    “Mhhhmmm.” I kept the same rhythm with my fingers and increased the pressure with my tongue.  
 
    “Ahhhhhhhh!” Tryss cried out as a deluge of juices flowed over my fingers, and Tryss’ hips seemed to levitate in the air as she orgasmed hard. Her body continued to convulse as her hips lowered themselves back to the bed, and her breathing was ragged as I left a trail of kisses up her stomach.  
 
    “Mmm, Fynn, that was amazing,” Tryss breathed as I extracted my fingers from her pussy and directed my erect penis to her entrance. 
 
    “Glad you enjoyed it, my love,” I whispered into her ear as I pushed myself slowly into her channel. 
 
    “Hhhnnn,” Tryss groaned and dragged her nails down my back until it stung. “More, Fynn.” 
 
    “As you wish.” I grinned before I sank my throbbing cock deep into her soaking wet cavern. I pushed until my shaft was fully soaked, and then I pulled out with a wet, slurping sound before I slammed myself into her again.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuccckkk!” Tryss cried out in ecstasy as her head fell back.  
 
    I leaned up and licked her neck from the bottom up to the sexy angle of her jawline. Then I sank my sharp teeth into the delicate skin of her face while she continued to scream, and I continued to pump into her throbbing pussy. I felt a prick of blood on my tongue and pulled back, but I leaned up so I was whispering in her ear. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about fucking you all day,” I growled into her ear as I thrust harder. 
 
    “Yesss, I’ve been craving your seed,” Tryss moaned, and my beautiful lover lifted herself into her elbows so she could sink her sharp teeth into my neck. 
 
    “Mmm, yesss, I want to fill your womb, ahhhhhh,” I breathed as I slammed into her wet cavern harder, and Tryss sucked the bite wound on my neck.  
 
    I suddenly stopped pumping and pulled my cock out of Tryss’ pussy, and I enjoyed the sight of her eyes going wide in shock.  
 
    “Whaaa…” Tryss said in a confused tone.  
 
    I grabbed her by her waist and spun her around so her round ass was sticking up in the air. There was a satisfying smacking sound as my palm connected with the lavender skin of her taut cheeks, and my lover jolted from the impact. 
 
    “Unnnhhhh,” Tryss whimpered.  
 
    “Ohhh, someone likes that,” I said with a grin as I let my palm snap against her ass again.  
 
    “Fuck, yesss,” Tryss said, and she shook her ass at me to indicate she wanted more.  
 
    I wasn’t going to deny her.  
 
    I cocked my hand back and landed a satisfying smack on Tryss’ perfect ass, and then I grinned at the sight of a dark purple handprint blooming across her pale, lavender skin.  
 
    “Fynn, I need you inside me,” Tryss gasped, so I guided my throbbing cock to her entrance again and rubbed the tip at her moist lips as she moaned. “Please, fuck meeee…” 
 
    I slammed into her fully, and her body shook as her words turned into moans. Then I leaned down and grabbed her huge bouncing tits as her round ass bounced up and down on my cock, and her fragrant juices slid down my legs like a rushing river. 
 
    “You feel fucking fantastic,” I groaned as the tip of my extra-large member scraped Tryss’ insides, and I felt a huge orgasm brewing in my guts.  
 
    “Mmmm, Fyynnnnn, I need your hot cum inside me, I need your seed,” Tryss begged as she shoved her hips back into me. “Please, put a baby inside me, Fynn. Fill me uuuuup…” 
 
    Technically, my lover needed Sevhatra’s permission to become impregnated, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t try.  
 
    “Fuuuuucckk, yessss,” I grunted as I grabbed a fistful of Tryss’ hair and pulled her head back abruptly to expose her long, lavender neck. Then I leaned down and sank my teeth into her neck as I continued to thrust, and my orgasm grew closer to the surface. 
 
    “Fynn,” Tryss breathed, and she reached up, grabbed my face, and pulled it close to her mouth as she whispered in my ear. “Fynn, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you… uuunnhhhh…” I moaned as the words sent me over the edge, and I felt my cum explode into Tryss’ wet hole. My heart raced, and I laid down on top of Tryss’ back to catch my breath as I felt my seed pump into my beautiful lover. 
 
    Tryss squirmed underneath me, so I rolled off her and to the side, and Tryss spun around to face me. We wrapped our arms around each other, and Tryss nuzzled in close and covered my face in small kisses.  
 
    “Hmmmm,” I sighed. “This is nice.” 
 
    “I just missed you so much,” Tryss said with a grin between tiny kisses. “And the scent of your seed just drove me wild.” 
 
    “Mhhmmm, and what was that you said at the end there?” I said in a teasing tone. “You whaaaaaat me?” 
 
    “Shut it, male,” Tryss giggled before her lips found mine, and she gave me a slow, delicious kiss with a lot of slippery, sexy tongue. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moaned as we broke off the kiss, and I broke into a grin. “You said you looooove meeee.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Tryss blushed, but she couldn’t stop smiling, and it was fucking adorable. 
 
    “Maybe?” I grinned, and I leaned in to lick the divot at the base of her neck and chest. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Ahhhh, I mean, definitely,” Tryss moaned, and her hips pressed into mine when I nibbled on her neck. “I love you, Fynn, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and then I kissed her hard again as her hands snaked up my body. Once her hands reached my face, I grabbed one and kissed her fingertips gently in between words. “Because… I… Love… You…” 
 
    “I just knew as soon as I felt that maternal instinct over your seed.” Tryss grinned as she looked at me affectionately. “I knew that once your seed was planted in my womb, we’d be inseparable. There’s no one else’s essence I’d rather carry in my womb than yours, Fynn.” 
 
    “I’ll fill your womb anytime you want,” I said, and Tryss slapped me playfully. The lighthearted fight turned into another hot and heavy make out session, but Tryss eventually pulled away from the kiss with a laugh.  
 
    “Anyway, tell me what you’ve been up to, I want to know everything,” my lover said as her eyes grew wide with excitement, and I couldn’t help but grin at how adorable the powerful priestess looked when she was curled up in my arms after our lovemaking. “Daggy just told me you had a secret side mission with Nodrin and Helly, and I needed to make myself scarce.” 
 
    Tryss furrowed her brow and pouted her full lips, and I chuckled at her painfully cute expression. 
 
    “I know, my love, I’m sorry about that, I had some, ah, duties to fulfill,” I said.  
 
    “It’s fine, I know there’s an orgy after the feast,” Tryss sighed, and her grip around my neck tightened. “I’m not jealous, I know your seed is mine.” 
 
    “Anytime,” I said as I gave Tryss a quick peck. 
 
    “So, tell me about the mission,” Tryss pressed.  
 
    “Okay, okay, come here,” I chuckled, and I pulled Tryss to the head of the bed and flipped the covers back so we could settle into the large, cozy bed together.  
 
    Once Tryss had cuddled up under my arm, and we were comfortable under the thin covers, I began to explain what I’d been up to since I’d last seen her. I realized that had been a while, and I started my story all the way back at the Wizards’ Market. I explained about the riddle, my Magick Word, and my shopping trip in the magickal, starlit bazaar.  
 
    “Wowww,” Tryss said, and I loved the way she seemed to hang off my every word. I pulled her in tightly as I spoke, because I realized Tryss and I shared a special bond that not all drows were fortunate enough to experience. Such deep feelings were considered frivolous by most, like love was a hindrance on the path to power.  
 
    Maybe that was true, but as I looked down at Tryss’ smiling face, I knew I would choose love every time. I snaked a hand down to her abdomen and imagined her belly growing swollen as my seed grew inside her, but my fantasy was interrupted by Tryss nudging me with her knees.  
 
    “Then what?” Tryss asked, and she watched me intently as I described the reading I’d received by the Wizard Dumnorix. Her mouth fell open as I spoke, and when I was done, she stumbled over her own words. “Whaaa… that’s, are you… Drogu’s tits, Fynn, that’s incredible.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what they all said.” I grinned as I enjoyed the praise from my beautiful lover.  
 
    “And your mission with Helly, did that have something to do with your reading?” Tryss asked excitedly. “Did you need to find something special for your studies?” 
 
    “No, actually, that little side quest was for Sashti’s benefit,” I said.  
 
    When Tryss gave me a quizzical look, I gave her a brief rundown of Sashti and Essie’s curse situation, and how I had to charge up their locator spell, which led us to the vaults of House Twenty-Nine, and eventually led us right to Belarbreena Yatzek’Ra herself. 
 
    “Ohhh, what’s she like?” Tryss asked. “I’ve never met her, but she’s the youngest sitting Matron Mother in any House, so I’m curious.” 
 
    “You mean jealous,” I teased.  
 
    “Jealous, Drogu, no,” Tryss said with a shake of her head. “I’m not ready for that sort of responsibility, and to get there, I’d have to lose Mother, Helera, and Dagwyn.” 
 
    Tryss’ whole body shuddered at the thought of losing her family, so I pulled her in for a cuddle, and she sighed before she spoke again.  
 
    “I don’t envy Belarbreena at all,” Tryss continued. “But I’d be interested in how she conducts herself as the youngest Matron Mother.” 
 
    “She seemed…” I drummed my fingers against my chin as I searched for the right words. “Defensive.” 
 
    “Well, that’s normal for a Matron Mother,” Tryss chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah, but Breena has a greater reason to be,” I said, and then I launched into an explanation about how Elvy and Daria had spent their time oppressing Houses Twenty-Nine and Thirty. 
 
    “Ohhh, those bitches,” Tryss seethed. “Makes sense they were in on it together, twisted minds stick together.” 
 
    “Right, that’s what I said,” I sighed. “Anyway, I told Breena we could probably convince Sevvy to join forces, and we could take down Elvy together. I had to come up with something on the spot, but I just knew that we could get her on our side by offering her an ally. I haven’t thought about the plan in much depth, but I figured we could use Breena as a trap somehow, kinda like how we pulled the bait-and-switch with me. Breena and House Thirty really deserve this. Elvy has really done a number on those Houses, so now I’ve just got to convince Sevvy to form an alliance with another House, and I hope she doesn’t kill me.” 
 
    I chuckled at the last sentence, but Tryss didn’t, so I turned to see why, and I found her gaping at me. 
 
    “Whaa… Did I do something wrong?” I asked. “Oh, goddesses, she is going to kill me, isn’t she? Fuckity fuck, I already brought her here. I had to to get us all out. Maybe we can sneak her back before Mother notices she’s here.” 
 
    “No, Fynn, it’s not that at all,” Tryss said as she suddenly shot up so she was sitting upright, and her eyes were wide with excitement.  
 
    “Well, what, then?” I asked as I sat up myself and tried to match her excitement, but that was hard to do. I was tired after that erotic workout, plus the long day that had led up to it.  
 
    “I wonder iiiiif…” Tryss said as her eyes searched my face.  
 
    I waited for her to finish her thought, but her eyes just kept roving across my face.  
 
    “What? Wonder if what?” I asked, and I gave Tryss a gentle shake for her stalling tactics.  
 
    Tryss stared into my eyes intently while a smile played at her lips.  
 
    “You have incredible Insight, Fynn,” Tryss said as her smile grew wider.  
 
    “Umm, thanks, maybe it’s part of my magickal gifts or something,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    I innately knew that Insight was the elven gift of… innate… knowledge, but I suddenly felt a… lightbulb go on.  
 
    All of these tidbits of drow culture that I knew without ever being told, and the flashes of another life and strange phrases I used all the time… what the fuck was a light bulb… that was all my Insight. It seemed so obvious now, but I just needed to hear it to know that I knew it, but now it All Made Sense, and I couldn’t help but grin. It was nice to figure something out about my fucked up life, but it was good to know I was good at this Insight thing. 
 
    “No, Fynn, you don’t understand,” Tryss said as her eyes grew wider, and she clutched my arm as if the sharp stab of her nails would make me understand. “This sort of Insight is practically unheard of in male drows. Like, it’s just not a thing. Ever. And I wonder if Mother saw this in you from the beginning.” 
 
    “Ummm…” I said distractedly as Tryss flung the covers off and jumped up from the bed. I enjoyed the sight of her long, naked body as she flitted around the room gathering her clothes, but then she went to the wardrobe and pulled out some clothes for me while she talked.  
 
    “She did give you wayyyyy more power than she’s ever given another male, other than Nodrin, of course, but he’s her consort and wizard, so that makes sense. You, though, we all thought Mother was wayyy too sweet on you, right from the beginning.” 
 
    “Ehh, really?” I asked as I recalled the first time I’d met Sevahtra and her headstrong daughters. I was definitely fearful for my life then, and I wouldn’t have described Sevvy’s treatment of me as particularly sweet at that moment.  
 
    “Ohh, yes, Helly and Daggy would’ve killed you instantly,” Tryss giggled as she pulled a tunic out of my wardrobe for me.  
 
    “And you?” I teased. “Would you have killed me instantly?” 
 
    “Hmm, I would’ve kept you around, for a while, at least.” Tryss grinned with a pointed look at my exposed member, so I made it twitch for her benefit.  
 
    “Good to know.” I smirked. 
 
    “Anyway, enough of this chitchat,” Tryss said as she chucked a tunic and a pair of trousers at me. 
 
    Tryss pulled on her skimpy skirt, but since I’d ripped the fabric she’d tried to pass off as a shirt, she had to wear one of my tunics, and I paused to enjoy the sight of her elongated body stretching up as she pulled the shirt down over her head.  
 
    “Mmmm, do we have to go right now?” I asked, and I stood, crossed the room, and pulled her close to me. “Surely, it can wait until the morning. We could do something else instead…” 
 
    Tryss grinned and pulled me in for a deep kiss, but then she pushed me away and pointed at the pile of clothes I’d abandoned on the bed.  
 
    “Trust me, this can’t wait.” Tryss grinned. “Mother needs to know about this. Right now.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked, and I could feel my eyes bulging from their sockets a little bit. “Tryss, I appreciate the confidence, but do we really need to wake Mother up right now? She’d kill me for that alone.” 
 
    “She won’t,” Tryss said with a wave of her hand, and then she gently pushed me toward the bed and made a circular gesture with her finger to indicate I should hurry up. “She needs to hear it all, trust me, she won’t be mad.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I made my way over to the bed and pulled on the clothes Tryss had gathered for me. Then I pulled them on quickly and turned to find Tryss already standing at the door and tapping her foot impatiently as she waited for me. “Alright, alright, I’m ready.” 
 
    “Good, now let’s go,” Tryss said, and she grabbed my hand as soon as I was close enough and dragged us both out of the room.  
 
    The guest quarters were all near each other, and as honored guests, Sevahtra and company were granted the most luxurious ones. Mine happened to be right next to Sevvy’s, and they connected through a door that could be activated to open depending on whether you knew your neighbor.  
 
    Luckily, the door was activated. 
 
    I tried to slow our pace as we approached the door, because I figured Tryss would knock before entering, but I was wrong about that. Tryss just barged through the door as if she owned the place, and soon we were inside Sevahtra’s dark quarters.  
 
    I activated my fae-fyre instantly to see in the dark room, and I was happy with how natural that was becoming. Each time a power grew, I felt more like the drow I was resurrected as. 
 
    “Mother!” Tryss shouted as she made her way into the sleeping chamber.  
 
    The room illuminated immediately as Sevahtra rose from her supine position into a sitting one, and I couldn’t help but grin as I watched the fierce woman in this vulnerable position. She pushed an eye mask onto the top of her head, and a nipple slipped out of her silky nightgown as Nodrin reached a hand across her body.  
 
    “What is this, what’s wrong?” the Matron asked as she instinctively reached for the blade on the table next to her bed.  
 
    “Mother, your beauty sleep can wait,” Tryss announced as she swept her arms around the room dramatically. “You need to hear what Fynn has been up to.” 
 
    “I have filled her in on some things, you know, my insufferable spawn,” Nodrin grumbled as he dragged himself into a sitting position against the headboard next to Mother, but I could see a smile playing on his lips. “And I was hoping to fill her in on the rest in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not enough,” Tryss proclaimed as she crossed the room and plopped down on the foot of the bed while I stood awkwardly next to her. “If you’d told her enough, she would have been banging down our door to get to Fynn, and since she’s not, well, I’m afraid you didn’t fulfill your wizardly duties.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Nodrin asked with raised eyebrows, but the smile on his lips was getting bigger. “Well, apologies, my youngest, I’ll be sure to check with you in the future about my wizardly duties.” 
 
    “No need for apologies,” Tryss said with a diplomatic wave of her hand. “Since it sounds like we’ve got a new up-and-coming wizard in our ranks.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on in here?” a voice said from the door, and we all turned to see Drindessa standing at the doorway in a skimpy silken robe and messy hair.  
 
    The dominatrix was glaring at us all and blinking against the light. 
 
    “I’m sorry if we woke you, Drindy, my youngest has some boundary issues,” Nodrin said sympathetically.  
 
    “I can see that,” Drindessa said as she regarded Tryss with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “Apparently, it’s very important information, and I pray to Drogu it is, for her sake,” Sevahtra said pointedly.  
 
    “It is important,” Tryss insisted, and then she opened her mouth to explain, but before she could, we were interrupted by another voice from behind Drindessa.  
 
    “Ummm, everything okay?” Sashti asked as she peered around the shapely dominatrix, who stepped aside to let the aseni woman into the room.  
 
    “Yes, everything’s fine, I was just telling everyone about how Fynn…” Tryss began impatiently, before Drindessa cut her off with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “This had better not be about Sashti’s antidote,” Drindessa said as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve heard all about that, and if that’s all it is, then I’m going back to bed. Yes, yes, Fynn led them to the vaults with the secret ingredient and saved the day, we know.” 
 
    “No,” Tryss hissed. “Well, yes, that happened, and that’s part of it, but no, I’m talking about the rest of it.” 
 
    “Tryskaylan Claden’Du, I hope to Drogu’s tits you didn’t wake us up to brag about your fucktoy’s lovemaking abilities,” Drindessa groaned as she rubbed a hand over her tired face.  
 
    Tryss flew to her feet and faced Drindessa with an angry expression. 
 
    “No, but since you brought it up, right before we came here, Fynn was…” Tryss began, and it was Sevahtra who interrupted her this time.  
 
    “Just get on with it, child,” she demanded in a raised voice, but I caught the subtle grin she wore, and I could tell she didn’t mind Tryss winding up Drindy a little bit.  
 
    Tryss and Drindessa shared a contemptuous look before Tryss spun back toward Mother and plopped back down on the bed while I stood in between like the amused bystander I was at the moment.  
 
    “Anyway, like I’ve been trying to saaaaaayyyy,” Tryss huffed dramatically, and once she was sure all eyes were on her, she finally began to talk. “Fynn has displayed Insight beyond any males’ abilities I’ve ever seen. But that actually makes sense considering the ridiculous reading he got at the Wizards’ Market.” 
 
    Tryss paused, as if for dramatic effect, and she looked around at everyone with a furrowed brow, unimpressed with their reactions. 
 
    “Uhhh. Everyone knows about his reading?” Tryss demanded.  
 
    “It was favorable, I presume?” Dessa sighed in a bored voice. 
 
    “Fynn is gifted in every school of magick possible,” Tryss said in a strained voice, like she couldn’t understand why everyone wasn’t jumping for joy. 
 
    “Tryss,” I murmured. “Maybe this can wait until the morning.” 
 
    “No,” Tryss insisted as she whipped her head back around to Mother Sevahtra. “Did Nodrin tell you about Belarbreena?” 
 
    “Some,” Sevahtra said with raised eyebrows. “I know I now have an alliance with another House, one that doesn’t have much to offer in return.” 
 
    “Yes, but did Nodrin tell you how Fynn formed that alliance?” Tryss pressed.  
 
    “It’s my understanding he offered it to her,” Sevvy said as her eyes slid up and down my body.  
 
    I felt the blood rush to my cheeks, and I shifted my weight between my feet.  
 
    “Yeah, uhh, sorry about that.” I grinned as I rubbed the back of my neck. “But it sorta felt like that’s what she needed. Breena, I mean. She’s been so beaten down by Elvy and Daria, I knew that if we offered her a helping hand, she’d jump at the chance. Breena will have inside knowledge of how Elvy operates, plus a lot of Elvy’s resources are already at House Twenty-Nine, so they’d be easy to seize. I know another alliance wasn’t exactly the plan for Claden’Du, but I think we can really help each other out.” 
 
    Tryss jumped to her feet and waved her arms at me, and then she spun around to make sure everyone was observing my genius.  
 
    “See! See what I mean?” Tryss demanded to the room at large. “Males don’t think like this, this is outstanding!” 
 
    “It was impressive to see,” Sashti added with a grin.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” Drindessa said as she inspected her fingernails, and she seemed wholly unimpressed. “Your precious little penis completed a simple spy operation, like any First Son worth his mettle would do. I don’t understand why we’ve been woken up at Drogu knows what hour to listen to this.” 
 
    “Listen, you--” Tryss began as she flew to her feet again, but Sevahtra didn’t let her finish.  
 
    “Tryss,” our Matron Mother hissed, and her youngest daughter restrained herself from launching at Drindessa.  
 
    “Sorry, Mother,” Tryss said stiffly as she sat at the end of the bed again.  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” Sevahtra said as she flicked the covers off herself and strode across the bedroom to get a robe that was flung across a chair. She shrugged it over her shoulders as she spoke. “Actually, we should be thanking you. You were right to wake us up. We have a lot of planning to do.” 
 
    “I… really?” Tryss asked as her ears fluttered with excitement.  
 
    “Really,” Sevahtra said as she floated toward the door.  
 
    Sashti and Drindessa moved out of the way so Sevvy could pass, and we all watched her go. The room seemed dimmer without Sevahtra’s forceful presence inside it.  
 
    “Well? Are you all coming through?” Sevvy’s voice called from the other room, and it was like the alarm we’d been waiting for.  
 
    We all filed through the door to join Sevahtra at the large table in the dining chamber. We each took a seat around the table, but before we could get started, I heard a splatter of small footsteps approaching.  
 
    “Mistressss,” Fespius wheezed in a sleepy voice as he hobbled to the Matron Mother’s side. “Fespius didn’t knows you had a meeting.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Fespius, it was impromptu,” Sevahtra said. “Fetch us some tea.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Fespius said as he bowed his head and backed out of the room, and moments later, I could hear the sounds of tea preparation happening in the kitchen.  
 
    “Now, I was hoping to be back in Claden’Du by the end of the Kels’Rin-Kai,” Sevahtra said to kick off our impromptu middle-of-the-night meeting. “Drindessa has gracefully loaned us the resources and bodies we need to make that a reality, but there’s still some work to be done to recover from Daria’s attack. Until then, we will remain here as Elvy’s honored guests.” 
 
    “Even on Baka-Kai?” Tryss asked.  
 
    “Especially on Baka-Kai,” Sevahtra said with a nod. “We’ve teamed up with Elvy under the pretense that I can help her win the Seventh Deception.” 
 
    “And can you?” Drindessa sniffled as she rubbed her bleary eyes, and I could tell the Madame really did not enjoy being woken up in the middle of the night. 
 
    “He can,” Sevvy said with a pointed look at me. 
 
    “Me? Again?” I asked with a grin. “How?” 
 
    “That’s right!” Tryss said as she slapped her forehead and turned to me. “Fynn, you’re perfect for the Seventh Deception.” 
 
    “I… am?” I asked. “Has this got something to do with my eye again?” 
 
    “Fynn, no, it’s the Seventh Deception,” Tryss said with wide eyes, and she seemed to be silently begging me to understand.  
 
    “Riiiiight… which meeeeans…” I stalled as my mind drew a blank.  
 
    “Psht, some Insight,” Dessa scoffed.  
 
    “You know that he…” Tryss rounded on the dominatrix, but Sevahtra held up a hand, and the fight stopped instantly.  
 
    “We have no time for squabbling. Tryss, explain to Fynn about the Seventh Deception. Quickly.” Sevvy waved a hand in my direction, so Tryss spun to me and began explaining the origins of Baka-Kai quickly.  
 
    “So, after Anissanti escaped from the Blind Maze, Luxcernas was enraged, because he couldn’t figure out how she’d escaped,” my lover spoke quickly, so I leaned in to make sure I didn’t miss a single word. “So, he decided to give her a test that he thought there was no way for her to clever her way out of.” 
 
    “Foolish man, but go on.” I grinned.  
 
    “Right?” Tryss said and returned my grin, but then she pressed on with the story. “So, Luxcernas designed Baka-Kai as a task that seemed to rely on pure luck. Luxcernas presented Anissanti with three doors. Behind two of the doors, there was poison, and behind the third door, there was wine. Luxcernas vowed to release Anissanti if she successfully chose the nonpoisonous potion.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said. “So, is this like the maze, where each House sends a participant to compete?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Tryss said. “Houses are only allowed to send a competitor if they’ve won one of the other challenges throughout Kels’Rin-Kai, since it’s the last task of the Festival.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said and nodded to show I understood. “So, House Kun-Valdar is eligible.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, yes,” Tryss said.  
 
    “How did Anissanti beat it?” I asked.  
 
    “Same way she beat the Maze.” Tryss grinned.  
 
    “...Spiders?” I asked.  
 
    “Exactly,” Tryss said. “Luxcernas lined Anissanti up in front of the three doors and demanded she choose one and drink the contents of the bottle behind it. If the bottle was full of wine, she would live. If she chose the poison, well… you know.”  
 
    “So, where do the spiders come in?” I asked, but then I held up a hand. “Wait… let me work it out for myself. The spiders snuck behind the doors and tested the bottles for her first. Then they communicated to her in a way Luxcernas couldn’t understand which one was the wine and which ones were the poison.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tryss said as she shot a pointed look at everyone else around the table. “Great Insight, Fynn.” 
 
    Drindessa scoffed, and Tryss glared at her, but Sevahtra clapped her hands to indicate that Tryss should wrap the story up.  
 
    “Anyway, the spiders communicated to Anissanti that it was a trap and that all of the bottles were filled with poison,” Tryss continued.  
 
    “That Luxcernas was a real asshole,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yuuuup,” Tryss said with a sigh. “But Anissanti had the spiders on her side. She realized it didn’t matter which door she chose, so she chose the middle one. When Luxcernas opened the door to reveal the bottle, it was gone.” 
 
    “Spiders.” I smirked.  
 
    “Spiders,” Tryss said. “They’d carried away the bottle.” 
 
    “And the other two doors?” I asked.  
 
    “Same thing,” Tryss said with a grin. “All of the bottles were gone.” 
 
    “Ohhhh, I bet that pissed off the Light King,” I snorted.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah, it did,” Tryss said. 
 
    “Teeeeeaaaaaa!” Fespius announced as he barged back into the dining quarters and interrupted Tryss’ story. The hobgoblin was hobbling under the weight of the loaded tray, so Mother waved her hand, and the tray floated gracefully out of Fespiuis’ hands and over to the table.  
 
    Once it landed, Sevahtra waved her hand again, so the teacups floated across the table, and one landed perfectly in front of each of us. Then the two kettles rose up from the tray and methodically filled the cups on the table.  
 
    I watched the impressive display of magick unfold in front of us, but Tryss ignored it and carried on with her story.  
 
    “So, Luxcernas was Royally Pissed Off, and he tossed his new wife into one of his deepest, darkest prisons, after he’d tracked down some of that poison,” Tryss said solemnly.  
 
    “Goddesses,” I breathed, and then I reached a hand out and squeezed Tryss’ hand. “What a terrible way to treat his new wife, I would never do anything of the sort.” 
 
    “I would fucking hope not,” Tryss said as she pulled her hand out from under mind and swatted me on the shoulder playfully. Then her eyes flicked over to Sashti, and she became serious again at the sight of the pale woman’s sad expression. “Ahem, anyway, so the Light King forced Anissanti to drink the poison anyway, before he tossed her into the dark cell to succumb to the poison.” 
 
    I noticed Sashti wince at the last sentence, and it all clicked into place. Sashti had been cursed with the same affliction as Anissanti had been. And a cursed womb was one of the most devastating ailments for a drow woman. 
 
    “Then what?” I asked, and I mostly wanted the story to continue past the life-threatening curse that someone at this very table was suffering from.  
 
    “Anissanti felt helpless,” Tryss said. “She was alone in the pitch black cell, she could feel the poisonous curse eating away at her womb, and she knew she didn’t have much time left. The story goes that she threw herself onto the ground and begged the Darkness to save her or end her misery. She knew her husband would never stop, and the curse was proof that he didn’t care enough to keep her around and sire his sons.” 
 
    “And the Darkness heeded her call?” I asked.  
 
    “It did.” Tryss nodded. “In the best possible way. That’s when Anissanti became Drogu-ani, the Spider Goddess of Chaos that we love and worship today. Now, Drogu represents the oppressed and misunderstood, and she reigns in Chaos, because that’s how she lived out the last week of her life before she was turned into a Goddess.” 
 
    “Buuuut… she busted out of prison and killed Luxcernas, right?” I asked as I sipped my tea.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah, she did.” Tryss grinned.  
 
    “Are we done with the children’s bedtime stories now?” Drindessa said in a bored voice.  
 
    “I’m sure Drogu-ani would be thrilled to hear you refer to her life’s history as a children’s bedtime story,” Tryss said coolly. 
 
    “And I’m sure the Goddess of Chaos does not need you to speak on her behalf,” Dessa shot back. 
 
    “Enough,” Sevahtra snapped, and the two bickering women fell silent. Once Mother had established her dominance again, she spoke. “The Baka-Kai is in two days’ time. As you said, Fynn, Elvy is eligible to participate, which is why I approached her, since I knew you’d be victorious in the Blind Maze. I told her I had a changeling in my charge who could transform into a spider to mimic the original Baka-Kai and ensure her another championship. That was, of course, before we knew about your arachnomancer powers. Now that we know that, we may not even need Zephyr’s help.” 
 
    “So, the Baka-Kai is the same as the original?” I clarified. “Champions have to choose between three doors, one of them is wine, and the other two are poison?” 
 
    We were interrupted by Fespius as he hobbled back to the table to inquire if we needed more tea. Sevahtra magicked everything back onto the tray, and the hobgoblin hurried off to the kitchen to prepare more.  
 
    “Well, this is a Festival, so it’s not really poison,” Tryss said. “Just a sleeping potion, but a strong one. You’d miss the final feast.” 
 
    “We have to be extremely careful, though,” Sevahtra said in a warning tone, and I nodded.  
 
    “After the attack in the Blind Maze, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were all replaced by poison, a la King Luxcernas,” I said.  
 
    “A la? What is a la?” Tryss asked with a quizzical look, but I just shrugged, and Tryss grinned, because I’m sure she knew enough by now to realize it was just one of my weird phrases.  
 
    “And we have to remain in Elvy’s good graces until then,” Sevahtra pressed on.  
 
    “I think I can help with that.” I grinned. “That batty Elvy is sweet on me.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t do us any good,” Drindessa huffed. “Elvy already thinks you belong to her after that fake trade for Nodrin, so she doesn’t need a reason to keep you close by.” 
 
    “True,” I said. “But I could put in a good word.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fynn,” Sevahtra said. “Now that Zephyr has changed back into himself, and we don’t have access to any more Daria clones, it’ll be harder to ramp up the tension between the two Houses.” 
 
    “Tasi and Eli are brewing some morphing potion now,” Drindessa said, and she checked out her fingernails while pretending to be uninterested. “I can check on the progress of that, it might be useful.” 
 
    “Good.” Sevahtra nodded. 
 
    “Also, Elvy doesn’t know about my arachnomancer powers,” I said. “You can still use Zephyr to prove to Elvy that you can help her beat the Baka-Kai.” 
 
    “Good point, Fynn,” Tryss said with a smile and a subtle glare at Dessa.  
 
    The dominatrix noticed, rolled her eyes, and then went back to inspecting her fingernails. 
 
    “And what about your new alliance?” Drindessa sniffed. “I didn’t figure you  as one to cast me aside to look for someone younger, Sevvy.” 
 
    “And I didn’t figure you one for jealousy,” Sevahtra said sharply to Drindessa, and the tension in the air grew, but then both women smiled, and I knew it was just playful banter, which was good. 
 
    I’d seen the two Matron Mothers go at it before, and it was a force to behold. 
 
    “We do need to address Belarbreena Yatzek’Ra,” Mother Sevahtra continued. “You did the right thing bringing her to us, Fynn. We can keep her hidden in Dagwyn’s room for now, under a glamour, of course. We’ll get as much information as we can from her about the tunnels in the lower stations and what resources Elvy has stored in their vaults.” 
 
    “You know, Breena actually mentioned something about the tunnels,” I said as I drummed my fingers on the table. “She was able to manipulate the tunnels, change their directions by manifesting new walls and things like that. She said Elvy taught her how to do that.” 
 
    “It was impressive tunnel magick,” Nodrin said with a nod. 
 
    “Hmm, good to know, Fynn,” Sevahtra said thoughtfully. “We may need to employ her help. We could get Claden’Du back up and running sooner if we can use some tunnel magick. Then we can move Drindessa into Ozin-Na’s station to solidify our alliance.” 
 
    “And we can finally tell everyone that bitch is dead.” I grinned.  
 
    “After the final feast,” Mother Sevahtra said pointedly. “We need Elvy to believe she’s alive, and that the rivalry between Claden’Du and Ozin-Na is, too.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “I’ll ramp that up if I get the chance.” 
 
    Fespius returned with a fresh tray of tea, which Sevvy levitated out of his hands when he entered the room, but before we could enjoy it, there was a sudden burst of sound. 
 
    It sounded like the planetary calendar in the atrium that marked the sound of a new day.  
 
    “Is that…” Tryss asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “We’ve been up all night,” I groaned.  
 
    “Which means it’s now the Seventh day of Kels’Rin-Kai,” Mother said solemnly. “And we’ve got some work to do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “Time for conniving,” Tryss said cheerfully as she pushed her chair back and stood from the table, just as I was reaching for some tea.  
 
    “Aww, do we have to start right now?” I groaned, but judging by the look on Tryss’ face, that was a stupid question, so I stood like the dutiful male I was supposed to be.  
 
    If Tryss kept letting me fuck her like she did last night, I’d connive whenever she wanted me to.  
 
    “Fynn, you should go find Elvy and keep her sweet,” Sevahtra said as she rose from the table herself, and everyone else stood, too. “I think it’s time I spoke to Belarbreena.” 
 
    “I should go, too,” Sashti said quietly, and she winced as she cleared her throat.  
 
    “Sashti, goddesses, yes!” I said as I slapped my palm against my forehead. “Your antidote! You should’ve gone back to bed and got more rest so you and Helly could finish the antidote.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine, it’s in the making now,” Sashti said with a smile. “The luurden fruit needs to be charged by moonlight overnight, so it should be ready in the next few hours.” 
 
    “Still, you should get your rest,” I argued.  
 
    “Not to worry, I can help there,” Nodrin said with a small smile. “In fact, you could all probably use a little help, too.” 
 
    The wizard spent the next few minutes performing Rejuvenating spells on all of us, and when it was my turn, I felt the familiar rush of energy pump through every fiber of my being. I felt like I’d just taken three shots of espresso. 
 
    Whatever espresso was. Even as the thought formed, I could almost taste the bitter brown liquid, but why did I want to call it jitter juice? 
 
    Once we had all been Rejuvenated, we took our leave and returned to our own chambers to prepare for the day. I had another wash, and I put on something sexier than a tunic so I could flirt with Elvy over breakfast.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” Tryss’ voice said from behind me, and I turned to see her ogling me as I pulled on a silky loincloth. “Someone’s looking sexy as fuck.” 
 
    “Oooft, right back at you,” I said, and then I let out a long whistle. 
 
    Tryss was dressed to impress herself, with a skintight glittering bodysuit that accentuated every curve and crevice of her long, impressive body. I crossed the room and pulled her close to me, and we shared a deep kiss.  
 
    “Hmmm, think we have time?” Tryss asked with a pointed look at the bed.  
 
    “Tryskaylan!” Sevahtra’s voice called out from outside my chambers, and we both sighed.  
 
    “Guess not,” Tryss said, and she planted a quick kiss on my cheek before she broke our embrace.  
 
    “I’d better go while I can still catch Elvy at breakfast, anyway,” I said as I strode over to the small table and slipped my dagger into the ankle sheath I’d put on before my loincloth. “What has Mother got you doing this morning?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re going to go talk to Breena, see what she’s got for us,” Tryss said. “Then maybe see if Helly and Sashti need any help with their antidote.” 
 
    “Ohh, I hope they get it right,” I said as I made my way over to the door.  
 
    “Same,” Tryss said, and we exited our chambers together. Then Tryss took off down the corridor to find Mother, and I headed back to the dining hall to turn the charm on with Elvy.  
 
    I wound my way through Elvy’s corridors and made it back to the banquet hall where the feast and show had taken place last night. The hall was less busy than before, but there were some very hungover bodies squinting in the light while they shoveled fried mushrooms and juicy meat into the faces they could barely hold up.  
 
    I was glad I couldn’t partake in the drinking due to my secret mission. I wouldn’t want to be feeling that pain right now.  
 
    I glanced up at the head of the table, and I was actually glad to see Elvy there. The boisterous Matron Mother was wearing the same pink spider web dress as the night before, though it looked significantly worse for wear, just like her hair and makeup. She also had a flagon of what looked like mead in her hand that was dangerously close to sloshing out.  
 
    It seemed the party hadn’t stopped for the Matron Mother.  
 
    Which could be a good thing for me. A tipsy Elvy was easier to manipulate than a sober one, so I put on my most dazzling smile and sauntered over to the drunken bitch. 
 
    “Myyyy champiiiioooonnn!” Elvy cried out when she saw me, and she threw her arms wide and motioned me forward.  
 
    I obliged and leaned down for a hug, and then I took a seat next to the Matron Mother.  
 
    “Morning, Matron.” I grinned as I reached for a meat and mushroom parcel. “Good night?” 
 
    “Oh, just the best, Fynn, and call me Elvy,” she purred as she leaned in close. Then she clutched my arm suddenly and gasped. “Did you breed my daughter last night, Fynnyyyy? That would be just the best.” 
 
    “I gave it a good college try,” I said between bites.  
 
    “A whaaa…? You are a strange one, Fynny, it’s a good thing you’re so handsome,” Elvy tittered as she reached forward and squeezed my bicep.  
 
    I flexed for her, and the drunken Matron dissolved into a fit of giggles and hiccups. I had to keep myself from rolling my eyes because I needed to keep her sweet, after all.  
 
    And maybe even get some information out of her in her vulnerable state. 
 
    “I heard we’re teaming up with Claden’Du for Baka-Kai tomorrow,” I said as I casually reached for another meaty mushroom parcel. “I think that sounds like a good plan, that Sevahtra really seems to know her stuff. I spoke to her a little at the Feast last night.” 
 
    “Uggghhh, Sevvy is such a biiiiitch,” Elvy moaned as she sloshed the mead in her flagon again, and my hand instinctively formed into a fist at the slight against my Matron Mother, but I knew I had to play it cool. “But she might be useful. Plus, having her around pisses off Daria.” 
 
    Elvy let out a wicked laugh that startled a drow male who had passed out with his head on the table. The male grumbled something about appropriate noise levels, but then he turned his head the other way and passed out again.  
 
    “Ohh, and do we like to piss off Daria?” I asked as I leaned in conspiratorially, and Elvy mimicked my gesture and giggled.  
 
    “Of course, we do,” Elvy said, and then she hiccuped so forcefully, it shot her to the back of her chair. The Matron half laughed, half groaned, but her eyes went dark as she hiccuped again. “That bitch stole one of my favorite monsters and went and got it killed! Can you believe that, Fynny?” 
 
    “I mean, kinda, that Daria is a massive cunt, if I may be so bold as to say.” I laid a consoling hand on Elvy’s elbow while I wondered what the hell she was talking about. “We could… get you a new monster?” 
 
    “I have other monsters, but that one was my faaaaavouriiiiite,” Elvy wailed, and then she found solace in the form of a giant swig of mead. When she lowered the flagon, she hiccuped again and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “That’s why I’m fucking with that bitch and bringing Sevvy around here. I just know Daria hates it.” 
 
    Elvy giggled again and then fell into another hiccuping fit, and I had to move my arm away to avoid getting sloshed with whatever she was drinking. The movement caught Elvy’s eyes, and she looked at my bare chest with what she probably thought was a sexy grin.  
 
    “Anyway, Fynn, what do you say we go back and celebrate our victory?” Elvy hiccuped, and I had to force myself not to physically recoil from her alcohol soaked breath.  
 
    “Now?” I asked, and I stalled by taking a long look around the dining hall. There were still plenty of passed-out guests, but also a few couples in the corners still keeping the orgy going from last night. “Wouldn’t you like to go somewhere more private?” 
 
    I turned back to Elvy to see the Matron Mother’s eyes were nearly closed as she nodded off in her seat. I banged my fist against the table, and Elvy woke with a start.  
 
    “Wha-- who… what’s happening?” Elvy slurred. 
 
    “You mentioned something about a nap,” I said as I rose from the table and helped Elvy up by the elbow. 
 
    “Good idea, my champion,” Elvy said as her head bobbed up and down.  
 
    I began dragging her to the door of the banquet hall, but a hobgoblin appeared from nowhere and rushed to the Matron’s side.  
 
    “I will help Mother,” the hobgoblin hissed. The ugly little bastard grabbed Elvy’s hand and shooed me away, and I was happy to be freed from the responsibility of getting a drunk, horny Elvy to her bedchambers, so I shrugged and returned to the table for more of those meat and mushroom parcels I enjoyed.  
 
    Before I could sit down, I heard the door clatter open, and I looked over to see an angry Dagwyn storming right toward me.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, where’s the fire?” I asked as she approached me. 
 
    “The… wha… shut up, Fynn, Drogu’s tits, you say the strangest shit,” Dagwyn seethed, and I held up my hands.  
 
    “Okay, I’m sorry, what’s up?” I raised an eyebrow at her.  
 
    “Mother wants to see you,” Daggy said in a tight voice. “Because apparently I am not good enough to go on this mission, even though I’ve been left out of fucking everything the whole Kels’Rin-Kai.” 
 
    I could tell I wouldn’t be able to enjoy a peaceful breakfast, so I loaded up my arms with as many meaty parcels as I could and then followed Daggy as she stormed back to the door. 
 
    “Ohh, come on, now, that’s not true,” I said as I chewed a parcel. “I mean, we had some fun, didn’t we?” 
 
    Dagwyn shot me a glare, and I knew she wasn’t up for the jokes.  
 
    “Okay, sorry, what’s this mission?” I asked between bites.  
 
    “Something about tunnels,” Dagwyn said as she shrugged dramatically. “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, Daggy, I’m sure Mother has her reasons for not including you,” I said as I finished my last parcel and licked the dribble of juice that ran down my chin.  
 
    “Yeah, she says I’m on Elvy duty,” Dagwyn scoffed, and the contempt was clear in her voice. 
 
    “Well, your first shift is free, Elvy just went to her chambers to pass out,” I said as I struggled to keep up with Dagwyn’s long, angry strides.  
 
    “Lucky fucking me,” Daggy grumbled.  
 
    “Well, Mother must not be expecting to run into any trouble on this mission then, if she’s not bringing along her best warrior,” I said as I nudged Daggy with my elbow. “No way she’d walk into a dangerous mission without you.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Daggy said, but I could see her trying not to smile.  
 
    “And really, without any threats, there’s not much excitement,” I continued. “Sounds boring, really.” 
 
    “It can’t be more boring than babysitting Elvy,” Dagwyn complained.  
 
    “Haa, well, she’s pretty handsy, so you’re going to be busy dodging that,” I teased.  
 
    “Maybe she wants her hands all over you,” Dagwyn said, and she gave me a playful shove. “Everyone seems to want that, apparently that new Matron Mother you lot brought in was keen on you, too.” 
 
    “That’s because I offered her a way out of her situation,” I said dismissively, and then I grinned at the moody Second Daughter. “Plus, I seem to remember your hands all over me not that long ago.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.” Dagwyn shrugged, but she couldn’t contain her smirk anymore.  
 
    “I’m glad you decided to explore your curiosities,” I teased, and I reached out to pinch the sexy priestess’ ass.  
 
    “You are such a nuisance,” Daggy said, and she swatted my hand away playfully just as we reached the guests’ quarters.  
 
    “I should go put on something more appropriate,” I said, and I gestured to my skimpy loincloth.  
 
    “Nonsense, male, half the worth you provide is in the form of eye candy,” Daggy said with an indulgent glance at my torso, but I shooed her away.  
 
    “Exactly, I don’t want to be a distraction, so I’m going to go cover up,” I said as I pushed open the door to my chambers. “Tell Mother I’ll be over soon.” 
 
    “Fine, but it’s not my ass if she’s mad,” Daggy scoffed. “Which she will be, by the way.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it,” I said, and I waved as I shut the door behind me.  
 
    Once I was in my chambers, I hurried to my sleeping chamber and changed into some light armor. I tucked an extra blade in at my hip and then spotted something on my bed, so I crossed the room to see a small scroll of parchment.  
 
    Then I unfurled it carefully to see a beautifully written note.  
 
    I love you. 
 
    I smiled at the sweet gesture from Tryss, and I sat on my bed so I could admire it for a moment. Once I sat down, I realized how comfortable the bed was and how I’d left it so abruptly the night before, so I leaned against the soft pillow and thought it had to be made from Aspien’s fur or something. As I sank into the cozy bed, I pictured Mother Sevahtra’s familiar, the large black panther, and I imagined I was sinking into him instead. I sighed contentedly as I imagined Tryss curling up in my arms and us drifting off to sleep against Aspien’s floof… 
 
    “Fynn, what the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    I bolted upright and instantly realized I’d fallen asleep, and an angry Dagwyn was standing over me.  
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered as I jumped to my feet and straightened my armor. “I’m sorry, Daggy, how long was I out?” 
 
    “Three days,” Daggy said with a grim expression. 
 
    “What! Three fucking days? Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked in a panic, and I could feel my eyes bulging out of my skull as I rushed to Dagwyn and grabbed her wrists. “How mad is Mother? Fuck.” 
 
    Dagwyn’s face was screwed up in anger, but as she tugged her wrists away from my grip, her expression cracked, and a grin followed. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I asked as I dropped my hands, and I realized Daggy was fucking with me. “Ohh, you bitch. How long was I really out?” 
 
    “Like fifteen minutes,” the Second Daughter giggled, and she gestured for me to follow her out the door. “That was funny, you have to admit.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled as I fought back my own smirk, and I checked my weapons as we walked. “I’m surprised you didn’t take advantage of me while I was sleeping.” 
 
    “I will later.” Daggy grinned as we made the short journey to Sevvy’s quarters.  
 
    Before we reached the door, Sevahtra, Nodrin, and a female drow I didn’t recognize stepped out of Mother’s quarters. 
 
    “It seems you’ve adopted my daughters’ propensity for tardiness, First Son,” Sevahtra said coolly. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that, Mother, I guess I was so tired even the Rejuvenating spell couldn’t keep me awake, but I’m here now,” I said as I bowed my head.  
 
    “Hello, Fynn,” the female I didn’t recognize said cheerfully, and I turned to study her. She was wearing a Claden’Du cloak, and her face looked vaguely familiar from certain angles. 
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    “Breena?” I asked as I tried to squint through her glamour.  
 
    “Shhh,” Breena said with a wink.  
 
    “Nice.” I grinned. “But don’t worry, Elvy is passed the fuck out, so you should be safe.” 
 
    “Thanks, Fynn,” Breena purred, and I could see Dagwyn rolling her eyes out of the corner of my vision.  
 
    “You still have to report to your station, Dagwyn,” Sevahtra said as she breezed past us. 
 
    “But you heard Fynn, he just said she’s passed out,” Daggy whined as we followed the group.  
 
    “Then hang around outside her bedroom door, I don’t care,” Sevahtra said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Just make sure she stays out of our way.” 
 
    “Okay, great, grand, no problem at all, you lot have fun on your mission,” Dagwyn scoffed, and she broke away from the group.  
 
    I looked back to see her making a rude hand gesture at us, and I chuckled at the Second Daughter before I turned my attention back to the latest crew.  
 
    “So, I heard we’re off to--” I began, but Sevahtra cut me off with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “Not yet,” she said.  
 
    I obeyed my Matron Mother and stayed silent while she led us out of the guest quarters and through the twisting staircases to some put distance between ourselves and the Twenty-Eighth House.  
 
    Our group continued our way through the Tower, where the festivities were still in full swing. Members of all Houses mingled in the echoing atrium, and some were as drunk as Elvy, while others were just happily buzzed, but everyone seemed happily distracted. We snaked through the crowd until we made it to a levitating shaft, and then we levitated one by one away from Twenty-Eight and back to Twenty-Six, our own House of Claden’Du.  
 
    I hadn’t been back to the House since before the festival began, and that was mostly because Ozin-Na had fucking destroyed most of it. We levitated to one of the upper levels that was mostly unharmed, and then we regrouped.  
 
    I noticed how Mother’s face hardened as we made the journey, and I realized how difficult it was to be back here where most of her underlings had been slain in cold blood.  
 
    “Hey, just imagine Daria’s face if she knew we were about to tunnel our way into her House and take it over.” I sidled up to my Matron Mother and gave her a wink.  
 
    “That almost makes me wish she were still alive,” Sevahtra said with a dry chuckle. “And then I could watch you kill her again.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind seeing that for the first time, either,” Breena said, and I glanced over at the young, glamoured Matron Mother. She seemed less confident around Sevahtra, but I couldn’t blame her there.  
 
    Sevvy was practically a force of nature. 
 
    “I still say seizing her station and moving in an Unhoused Matron Mother is a pretty close second,” I said encouragingly as I stepped toward the spiraling staircase that would take us to the lower levels of House Twenty-Six, where we’d be able to tunnel through to House Twenty-Seven, formally of Ozin-Na. 
 
    “I agree with Fynn,” Nodrin said with a sage nod, and he followed me toward the path to the lower levels, which caused Sevvy to follow as Breena brought up the rear.  
 
    As we descended into our station, I could hear the undeniable sound of clinking metal, and I froze.  
 
    “Shhh,” I whispered as I waved for the others to stop behind me. “I think I can hear weapons.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I don’t think so,” Breena said, and she stepped around Nodrin and Sevvy to join me at the front. “Those are some of my workers, I got a message to the Head Guard and had some sent over. The best part is they’re actually Elvy’s loaner stock, and they got here using her tunnel magick.” 
 
    “Oh, the irony.” I grinned, and I continued down the levels until I came upon a dozen creatures hammering at the earthen walls with magick-infused tools that sparked as they struck and accelerated the rate of digging.  
 
    “But now that we’re here, we can help them along,” Breena said with a wink. 
 
    “Ahh, yes, the tunnel magick, I think you could teach us a lot,” Nodrin said to Breena with a nod.  
 
    “Thank you,” Breena said, and I could see the young Matron’s confidence grow with the wizard’s words.  
 
    Nodrin could be very encouraging when he wanted to be. 
 
    “Is there a trick to it?” Nodrin asked, and he gestured to Breena to indicate she should begin the instruction process.  
 
    “Ohh, right, okay,” Breena said, and she led us over to the tunnel her workers were digging at. “I just do something like this.” 
 
    The young violet-skinned priestess spread her arms wide and began to sway gently back and forth. As she swayed, a rumbling sound suddenly began while the wall in front of her where the hobgoblin workers had just been digging began to slowly fall away, then faster and faster until a new tunnel had formed where before there was once only a wall. 
 
    “Whoaaa,” I muttered, and I was impressed by the young Matron’s magick and the way her body moved while she performed it. Then I peered down the newly formed tunnel. “Where does it lead to?” 
 
    “Wherever I want,” Breena said with a grin.  
 
    “Really?” I glanced at Nodrin to make sure the young Matron wasn’t fucking with me. “Like anywhere?” 
 
    “It’s not a portal,” Nodrin stepped in to explain. “So it doesn’t transport you anywhere, it is confined by its physical limitations. But a gifted tunnel priestess, like Belarbreena here, can push those limitations beyond the norm. Very impressive.” 
 
    “Thanks, but it was sort of forced upon me,” Breena said, and there was a bitter sadness behind her eyes.  
 
    “And now you’ll get your retribution,” I said quickly so Breena’s mind didn’t spiral. “Think you can show me how to do that?” 
 
    I made a display of trying to mimic Breena’s hand motions and swaying, but I over exaggerated them and hoped the sad Matron Mother would be amused.  
 
    She was.  
 
    “Not quite, but close,” Breena giggled, and then she stood in front of me and helped pose my body. She kicked my feet apart so they were just slightly wider than shoulder width apart, and she used her long, delicate fingers as she raised each of my arms to a specific angle before she reached a finger up and tilted my chin upward. Then she stood back and nodded. “That’s about right, now just open up your ether and let it flow through you.” 
 
    “And this position is going to… help?” I asked uncertainly.  
 
    “Well… yes,” Breena said, and her tone was tinged with confusion.  
 
    “The body is merely a vessel for your ether,” Nodrin explained from behind me, and my ears twitched at the sound of his voice, like they were eager to hear what he had to say. “Certain types of magick benefit more if your body is positioned in a way to optimize your ether.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded as I took the information in and then glanced at Breena again. “So, just stay here and open my ether.” 
 
    Belarbreena nodded at me encouragingly, and I could feel Nodrin and Sevahtra’s eyes watching me closely. I followed Breena’s instructions, and I opened up my ether. I felt the energy flow from my gut all the way to the tips of my fingers and back, but I didn’t get the urge to suddenly start swaying, so I glanced at Breena uncertainly. 
 
    “That’s it,” Breena coaxed. “Just a bit more. Close your eyes and picture a tunnel forming if you have to.” 
 
    I did as the young Matron instructed, and I shut both my eyes, even though she could only see the normal eye. Then I opened up my ether a bit more and tried to picture a tunnel forming, but it turned out I didn’t need to, because my Dark Eye was way ahead of me.  
 
    With my ether open, and Breena’s instruction, my Dark Eye was acting strangely. Not only could I picture a tunnel behind the wall as if it were already there, my Dark vision seemed to be highlighting the area on the wall where I should direct my magick in order to form the tunnel.  
 
    “Whoaaa,” I murmured.  
 
    “Did that help?” Breena asked enthusiastically. 
 
    I nodded while my body started to gently sway, like Breena’s had, in a way that I couldn’t control. It was an odd sensation, my body was moving on its own accord, but I knew it was doing the right thing.  
 
    I felt magick start to flow from my fingertips, so I kept my eyes closed and directed my hands toward the highlighted areas in my vision. I could hear the rumbling sound, and I knew my tunnel magick was working. I followed the blueprint in my Dark Eye until I’d hit all of the highlighted areas, and then I opened my eyes to see my handiwork. In front of me, where the wall had been, was now a perfectly formed, if slightly small, tunnel.  
 
    “Not bad for a first try.” I grinned widely and turned to the young Matron, but Breena was looking at me with furrowed eyebrows, and I got the sudden feeling that I’d done something wrong. I turned to Nodrin and Sevahtra, who were also looking at me strangely. “Ohh, fuck, what did I do now?” 
 
    “That,” Nodrin said, and he pointed to the tunnel in front of me. 
 
    “I… thought that was what I was supposed to do?” I asked as I shifted my weight between my feet.  
 
    “You weren’t supposed to do it that well,” the wizard chuckled. 
 
    “It took me months to be able to create even a crawl space,” Breena said, and I could see her suspicions returning as she narrowed her eyes at me, then Nodrin and Sevahtra. “Who are you? Is this some sort of long con?” 
 
    “Breena, I thought we went over this,” Sevahtra said as she took a small step toward the young Matron. “Fynn is special, sent by Drogu-ani herself, you can’t expect him to act like a typical male drow.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said, but that sort of display of magick isn’t just special,” Breena said with her eyes still narrowed. “No one can learn that in minutes.” 
 
    “Hey, I can’t explain it.” I shrugged. “But I can promise you there’s no long con going on here. It’s this thing.” 
 
    I flipped my eyepatch up to reveal my Dark Eye, which was actually a lighter blue color than my normal eye, but I called it my Dark Eye since the vision out of it was darker.  
 
    Breena gasped when she saw the Dark Eye, and she leaned in closer to inspect it.  
 
    “What is that? Are you aseni? Not mage, surely?” Breena asked as she studied the pale iris of my wonky eye.  
 
    “No idea,” I said as I flipped my eyepatch back down, and Breena’s face fell with disappointment. “But I know it helps speed up my magick sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s something we’re still working out,” Nodrin said as he joined our side. “But we can assure you, we are not trying to trick you.” 
 
    “Void, no,” I chuckled. “We really do want to take down that bitch Elvy just as much as you do.” 
 
    “Okay…” Breena said slowly, and I could tell she was trying to shrug off her insecurities.  
 
    Maybe I could distract her from them.  
 
    I reached my arms up high to stretch, which caused my tunic armor to ride up just enough to display the deep V in my abdomen. Breena’s eyes went straight to my bare skin, and I could see her violet skin flush darker as she enjoyed the view. I held the pose for a few seconds, and then I made eye contact as I lowered my arms and shot the young Matron a wink.  
 
    “Anyway…” I said teasingly as Breena blushed darker.  
 
    “This is impressive work, from both of you,” Nodrin interjected, and I could tell the wizard was eager to get on with the task. “I think between all of us, we could make some good progress.” 
 
    “I want us to come in through Ozin-Na’s lower levels, where Daria kept her vaults,” Sevahtra said as she stepped forward to join us. “Breena, is that possible?” 
 
    Breena stepped into the small tunnel I had created, and then she laid a hand against the wall, shut her eyes, and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes again, she turned to Mother Sevahtra with a smile.  
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Breena said. Then she whistled and pointed down the small tunnel, and a stream of workers rushed over and began digging with their magick imbued tools.  
 
    I watched as my tunnel grew before my eyes.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get to work,” Sevahtra said as she clapped her hands together.  
 
    We spent the next several hours toiling away at the tunnels beneath Claden’Du. It took a lot of energy creating new tunnels and redirecting them through the thicket of space between Claden’Du and Ozin-Na, but with four of us performing magick and the workers helping, the time passed quickly. 
 
    We eventually broke through the last barrier to the House of Ozin-Na, and we all let out a triumphant cry, but there was still a lot of work to be done. My stomach grumbled loudly, it had been hours since I’d devoured those meat and mushroom parcels on the go, and I knew I’d need to replenish my energy soon. Mother must’ve noticed my dragging pace, because moments later, she whistled, and all the work came to a halt. Then Nodrin, Breena, and I gathered around Sevahtra while the workers paused their work and waited for their orders.  
 
    “It’s about time we get back to Twenty-Eight, make sure Elvy hasn’t missed us,” Mother said, and then she looked in my direction and grinned. “She might have a feast waiting for her champion.” 
 
    “Ohh, don’t tease me,” I moaned as my mouth salivated at the thought of another luxurious feast. My stomach grumbled loudly then, and we all chuckled.  
 
    “Breena, can we trust your workers to stay on and finish the tunneling through to Ozin-Na?” Sevvy asked the young Matron.  
 
    “Not a problem.” Breena nodded, and she broke away from the group to pass on the orders to her workers.  
 
    When the young Matron rejoined us, we made our way back out of the tunnels and retraced our steps through Claden’Du until we reached the levitation shaft, which took us back to Twenty-Eight. Then we all went our separate ways so we could wash off the dirt and sweat that came from the hours of tunnel manipulation.  
 
    Once I’d finished washing and dressing, I made my way back over to Sevahtra’s guest quarters, where we’d agreed to meet.  
 
    Since Mother and the rest were expecting me, I pushed in the door to the guest quarters without knocking, and to my surprise, I could smell the delicious scents of a veritable feast. I made my way over to the dining chamber, and there was already a group seated around the table, with heaps of delicious smelling food piled on platters in front of them.  
 
    The group consisted of a freshly groomed Sevahtra, Drindessa, Nodrin, Belarbreena, and Tryss. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I crossed the room to take a seat next to Tryss, and then I leaned down to give her a kiss.  
 
    I caught Belarbreena’s surprised expression, and then a flash of anger, but the young Matron didn’t say anything, she just subtly glared at Tryss.  
 
    “Apparently, Dagwyn convinced Elvy that you needed to dine in peace because you were recovering from the festivities still.” Tryss smirked. “So Elvy sent the feast to your room, but Mother intervened and had it sent here instead.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not complaining,” I said as I dove for a plate and started piling it high. “Daggy couldn’t get away from Elvy’s clutches long enough to enjoy it with us?” 
 
    “Nope, and she’s pissed,” Tryss said in a tone that suggested she was enjoying her middle sister’s plight.  
 
    “Ahh, well.” I grinned as I tore off a chunk of juicy meat with my sharp teeth and enjoyed the bloody juices that slid down my throat. “Mmmmmmm.” 
 
    “Elvy does know how to throw a feast, I’ll give her that,” Breena grumbled as she piled her own plate high and tucked in.  
 
    “Not for much longer.” I smirked at the violet-skinned Matron before I turned back to the others. “What about Helly and Sashti?” 
 
    “They’re busy,” Mother answered with a smile. “The antidote was completed not long ago, and I believe they’re off to collect Essie and administer it to them both.” 
 
    “That’s excellent news,” I said, and then I ripped off another piece of meat.  
 
    “All thanks to you,” Tryss said proudly, and she rubbed my forearm while Breena squinted between us.  
 
    “Some thanks to me, but definitely not all,” I deflected, but Tryss leaned over and kissed me anyway. “But at least that worry is out of the way. I’m sure Sashti’s sleep cycles will be a lot more restful now.” 
 
    “She seemed happy,” Tryss said with a wistful smile.  
 
    “Terrible thing that Daria did to her own daughter,” Breena interjected with a shake of her head, and I got the impression she was trying to take my attention away from Tryss.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin, drows weren’t jealous by nature, and Tryss’ sisters often teased her for her protective nature over me. Now it seemed like I had the power to make two women jealous, and that was a pretty fucking great feeling.  
 
     “Bitchiness of the highest degree,” Sevahtra agreed as she peeled the meat off a bone and popped it into her mouth.  
 
    “At least she doesn’t have to worry about any other curses at her mother’s hand.” I shrugged as I took a swig of fig juice.  
 
    “Speaking of worrying about curses… what exactly is the plan for our alliance?” Breena asked carefully as she reached for a thick slice of mushroom steak. “Twenty-Nine is willing to offer all of the reinforcements necessary to take down Elvy, but I’d like to know what comes after.” 
 
    “Of course, as any Matron Mother should,” Sevvy said graciously, and I watched the fierce Matron of my House carefully. Mother was not usually so diplomatic with guests. The suggestion of an alliance between her and Dessa ended in a floating, screaming match between the two headstrong leaders. Now, Mother seemed to be giving Breena the reins on this one, and I figured that had to be a calculated move. “Your reinforcements are much appreciated by House Twenty-Six, it’s our understanding that the House of Kun-Valdar has a considerable amount of hybrid beasts at their disposal, against which we’ll need all the help we can get.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I know all about Elvy’s ‘monsters,’” Breena scoffed in a disgusted tone. “She loves those things, you know she got Daria in on that nonsense, too?” 
 
    “She got…” Sevvy cocked her head in confusion. “The monsters are Elvy’s doing? Not Daria’s?” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s all Elvy,” Breena said as she ripped the meat off a rib bone. “She’s been experimenting with those things for years.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “We thought that was Daria’s niche, and she just shared it with Elvy.” 
 
    I recalled the first time I’d learned about the hybrid beasts, and how I didn’t realize what a crime against drowkind they were considered. Daria Ozin-Na had transformed her lower dungeons into experiment rooms to create, test, and torture crossbred creatures, everything from fae to nelvar to orc crossbreeding experiments. Truly awful stuff, especially when all hybrids were required by law to be killed. So, these bitches were illegally breeding creatures just to use them to torture others, then kill them off and breed more.  
 
    “Nah, it’s the other way around,” Breena said, and she sucked the bare bone in her hand while she maintained eye contact with me. Then she released the bone from her mouth with a pop, and I couldn’t help but watch as her tongue flicked out and slowly caressed her dark violet lips. “Elvy used to create new hybrids and set them loose on Houses Twenty-Nine and Thirty just to wreak havoc on us. She called it market research, claimed to be searching for the best hybrid monster to help her take over the Upper Houses.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fucked up. She really is an evil cunt.” I scowled as I recalled the horribly anguished cries that came from Ozin-Na’s dungeon levels where the hybrids were kept. Now I knew the creatures weren’t even Ozin-Na’s doing, they were Kun-Valdar’s, which meant there were probably more than we were expecting down there. 
 
    “It was pretty terrible, yes,” Breena said as she swirled a piece of mushroom in some thick gravy and then licked it off slowly before she popped the mushroom in her mouth. She chewed, swallowed quickly, and then waved her hand. “Before we learned to train them, of course.” 
 
    An eerie silence fell over the table, and Breena looked up at us in surprise. 
 
    “You can train them?” Mother asked sharply.

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen  
 
    “Well… yes,” Breena said shyly, and I noticed her violet skin darken at Mother’s tone. “I am actually a very gifted Soothsayer, you see.” 
 
    “Ohh, Goldentongue,” I said with an appreciative nod.  
 
    The word must have come from my Insight, because I’d never used or heard it before. 
 
    “A Blessing from Drogu-ani,” Breena said as she raised her glass to toast the Spider Goddess. 
 
    We all raised a glass in respect and sipped before Breena continued.  
 
    “It wasn’t easy at first,” Breena said, and I could see the corners of her mouth twitch upward, like the young Matron was proud of her work. “Some of them were a lot harder to train than others. Elvy’s methods were… ahh… aggressive, so a lot of them in the first few rounds of experimentation were culled, since they were just too insane to work with. We couldn’t even capture them. But, once Elvy and Daria had experimented more, and got their methods down, the hybrids became easier to manage.” 
 
    “Culled?” I asked with a frown. I knew this was standard practice with the drow race, since I’d watched Mother Sevahtra cull several flying lizards she’d deemed unfit. But I thought the practice was unnecessary, especially considering my precious girl Greenie was definitely on the cull list before I saved her. “How many were culled?” 
 
    “Pffftttt,” Breena breathed out as she waved her hand. “Hundreds. Thousands. I don’t know, I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Wow, I hate her even more now,” I said with a shake of my head. “I didn’t even think that was possible.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can tell you some stories that will make you hate her even more,” Breena scoffed as she reached for more mushrooms.  
 
    “Actually, I believe you, so let’s not test that theory.” I grinned at the violet-skinned Matron. “But back to these monsters. The ones who weren’t culled, you can control them, you said? To what extent? How many at one time?” 
 
    “Full extent, I guess.” Breena shrugged. “I only have about a dozen in my House, and I have total control over those little beasts. They follow my instructions, and they don’t complain. I think they’re probably easier to control than children.” 
 
    I noticed the young Matron spoke about the hybrid monsters affectionately, like I did with Greenie, and I couldn’t help but grin. Affection was in short supply in the drow world, so it was refreshing to see a Matron Mother being so open about it.  
 
    Of course, Breena was still young. 
 
    “You don’t actually like the beasts, do you?” Drindessa asked Breena sharply with narrowed eyes. Then the dominatrix turned to the rest of us, and her scarlet gaze flashed angrily. “Hybrids are an abomination, they should have all been culled, and we’d be doing all of our Houses a favor by disposing of the remaining ones.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” Breena growled as she slammed a fist on the table, which caused the plates to rattle while she glared at Drindessa. Then she spun her head to face Sevahtra, and the young, violet-skinned Matron stuck her chin in the air and spoke confidently. “If Houses Twenty-Six and Twenty-Nine are to come together in an alliance, I insist on the safety of my hybrids. No one from Twenty-Six may harm or cull any of my hybrids, that is nonnegotiable.” 
 
    “Done,” Sevahtra said simply, and as she said the word, a wisp of blue silvery light escaped her lips and floated toward Breena.  
 
    I looked over to see a wisp of fiery orange light escape from Breena’s lips, and the two wisps of light met in the middle of the table, merged into one, and then disappeared. I knew it was a word bond, and the deal could not be broken without consequences.  
 
    “Sevvy, how could you?” Drindessa asked in a disgusted tone. “Endorsing crossbreeding is low, even for you.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up, Dessy,” Sevahtra sighed. “I’m not endorsing it, the monsters have already been bred. If Breena doesn’t want me to kill them, then fine, they’re not mine to kill. But I do expect full access to them when needed. They can fight, yes?” 
 
    Sevahtra gave a pointed look to Breena, who nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    “Oh, yes, they’ll fight if I tell them to fight,” Breena rushed to assure Sevahtra.  
 
    “Ughhh,” Drindessa groaned.  
 
    “Yes, we get it, Drindy,” Sevahtra said in a bored tone. “You don’t like hybrids.” 
 
    “No one likes hybrids!” the dominatrix shrieked. “Dumb, dangerous creatures.” 
 
    “How would you know?” Breena fired back. “Have you spent any time with them at all?” 
 
    “Why the fuck would I do that?” Drindessa scoffed. “So I can be torn limb from limb by, what, an ugly orc-nelvar hybrid beast? No fucking thank you.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got one of those,” Breena said, and her tone suddenly changed to a happy, light one. Then she shot a wicked grin at the pissed off dominatrix. “I’d love to introduce you two.” 
 
    “Ohh, you little bitch,” Drindessa said with narrowed eyes, and she looked like was about to attack the young Matron, but Breena looked like she was ready for a fight.  
 
    “Enough,” Sevahtra said sharply, and the two bickering Matrons fell silent. “Dessy, shut the fuck up. We’ll use the hybrids if we need them.” 
 
    “Well, don’t expect me to go anywhere near them,” Drindessa huffed as she grabbed a meat and mushroom parcel and started angrily tearing it to shreds. 
 
    “Like I’d let you anywhere near my babies,” Breena grumbled.  
 
    “What was that, you little bitch?” Drindessa sneered.  
 
    “Drindy, I said that’s enough!” Mother Sevahtra slammed her fist on the table and rattled all the plates. “Go check on Sashti and Essie, I’m sick of seeing your face.” 
 
    “Well, fuck you, too,” Drindessa said, and the shapely dominatrix stood up so fast, her chair fell and slammed against the ground with a thud. Then she stormed out of the room with a rude hand gesture as she left.  
 
    “I apologize for Drindy,” Sevahtra said to Breena. “She’s been Unhoused for a while, sometimes she forgets her manners.” 
 
    An apology? Manners? I tried to hide my confused expression. Mother was never this diplomatic. I wondered if she was secretly afraid of the hybrid beasts, too, and she wanted to keep Breena happy so the young Matron didn’t sic her hybrids on Claden’Du. Or maybe she just recognized that the way to Breena was kindness, since the young Matron had been through the wringer at the hands of Elvy. 
 
    “I don’t want her near my hybrids,” Breena said with her chin raised.  
 
    “Not a problem,” Sevahtra assured her. 
 
    “What about me?” I interjected. 
 
    “You can see them, of course.” Breena grinned back at me. 
 
    “You only have about a dozen hybrids, you say?” I asked as I drummed my fingers against the table, and my mind was working out a plan for Breena’s beasts.  
 
    “That’s right.” Breena nodded.  
 
    “What if you had access to more?” I asked. 
 
    “More?” Breena frowned. “You mean Elvy’s? I don’t know if she has any left right now.” 
 
    “No, not Elvy’s.” I grinned. “Daria’s.” 
 
    “There are still hybrids at Ozin-Na?” Breena asked in a surprised tone.  
 
    “More than a few,” I said with a nod. “Think you could do something with them?” 
 
    “I could try,” Breena said as she shrugged. “It depends on how insane they are. Elvy was always better at the experimentations than Daria ever was, so the ones at Ozin-Na might be too insane to work with. But, if I can Soothsay them, then they’re ours. Hybrids show no loyalty to Houses. I’d need to see how far gone they are, though.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I declared, and I pushed my chair back. 
 
    “You want to go now?” Breena asked.  
 
    “No time like the present,” I said.  
 
    “What?” Breena asked with her head cocked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said with a wave of my hand as I stood up. Then I turned to Mother Sevahtra. “Is that okay? If I take Breena down to Ozin-Na’s vaults and see if we can control the beasts?” 
 
    “Good thinking, Fynn.” Sevahtra nodded as she stood herself. “I’ll accompany you both. Daggy has Elvy occupied, so we won’t run into any troubles there. 
 
    “Actually, the beasts don’t like it when there are a lot of new faces,” Breena said. “It’s best if Fynn and I go alone.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Sevahtra relented, but she shot me a pointed look as if to say ‘you’d better keep control of this situation, Named Son.’  
 
    I nodded back discreetly as if to say ‘I’ve got this, Mother.’ 
 
    Tryss stood and gave me a passionate kiss, complete with a wandering hand that grazed my crotch. When she broke the kiss, she shot a not so subtle glance at Breena, as if to say ‘back off, bitch, he’s mine.’ 
 
    “Ready?” Breena said brightly, and she seemed unfazed by all the looks laden with subtext.  
 
    “Ahem, I think you’re forgetting something,” Nodrin said, and we all turned to look at him.  
 
    Then he raised his eyebrows and looked Breena up and down.  
 
    “Oh, duh,” Breena said, and she slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand before she turned a sweet smile to the wizard. “You know, your glamour magick is stronger than mine…” 
 
    “I can assist,” the wizard said graciously as he stood from his seat and motioned for Breena to follow him out the room. 
 
    Once Breena was out of the room, Tryss turned to me. 
 
    “Ohhh, Fynn, take me to the beasts, but we have to go alooooone,” she said in a fakely sweet voice, and then she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I thought you’d gotten over that whole jealousy thing,” I teased my lavender-skinned lover.  
 
    “Guess not.” Tryss grinned. “Make sure you save some of your seed for me tonight. She can’t have all of it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, and then I leaned over and kissed my jealous lover.  
 
    “There are more important things to worry about than Breena’s desire for Fynn’s cock,” Sevahtra said sharply. 
 
    “I know, Mother,” Tryss said, but her ears drooped at the scolding. “But maybe Breena has some sort of plan to seduce Fynn and release the beasts or something.” 
 
    “Fynn can take care of himself,” our Matron Mother said with an eye roll, like she didn’t really believe Tryss’ excuse.  
 
    Neither did I. Tryss was full of it, she was just jealous.  
 
    Before Tryss could reply, Nodrin and Breena returned to the room, but Breena was disguised under Nodrin’s glamour magick. Her skin was a lighter shade of violet, and the features of her face were just distorted enough to hide her true identity.  
 
    “Looks better than the original,” Tryss said with a sickly sweet smile, and Breena glared at her in response.  
 
    “Well, we should get going,” I said before a brawl broke out between Tryss and Breena.  
 
    The young glamoured Matron and I made our goodbyes to the group, and we headed out of Mother Sevahtra’s quarters. Then we wound our way through Elvy’s tunnels until we made it back to the atrium, where we crossed and climbed and levitated until we were back at House Twenty-Six. Breena told me stories about the hybrid beasts while we traveled, and once we reached the House of Claden’Du, we followed the route we took before down to where Breena’s workers were still digging the last of the tunnels to connect us to Ozin-Na. 
 
    “Great progress here,” I said with a nod. “Mother will be happy, we’ll be able to move Drindy into Ozin-Na’s, well, former House, any day now.” 
 
    “Oh, joy,” Breena said sarcastically.  
 
    “Drindy can be a lot to handle,” I said with a grin. “You should’ve seen Sevvy and Drindy going at it before they agreed to their alliance.” 
 
    “Shame ‘Sevvy’ didn’t end her,” Breena said casually as we passed through the freshly made tunnels. “Then maybe I’d be the one moving into the Twenty-Seventh station instead.” 
 
    “Well, an alliance with Claden’Du is only going to help Yatzek’Ra,” I said. “Mother has big plans for our House, and if you’re in an alliance with us, then you’ll move up the ranks, too.” 
 
    “I’d hope so, that’s the whole point,” Breena said as we made our way through the tunnels and into the Twenty-Seventh station. “I’m not Soothsaying these beasts for nothing. Where are they, anyway?” 
 
    “They’re in the middle ring of Ozin’Na’s labyrinth,” I said. “Fully dedicated to Daria’s beasts, I know that from firsthand experience.” 
 
    “So, you’ve seen them,” Breena said as we continued through the tunnels.  
 
    “Only a few, and they were mostly already dead,” I said.  
 
    We’d reached the dungeon levels of Ozin-Na, and I knew we were getting close. I guided us from memory, but sometimes I flipped my eyepatch up and opened my ether up to let my Dark Eye’s magick show me that we were on the right path.  
 
    It wasn’t long before we started hearing the anguished wails of the hybrid beasts from their vaults. As we got closer, they became louder and more tortured, and I glanced over at Breena to see her face was pale, but determined. I couldn’t blame her. The last time I was down here with Dagwyn, the warrior priestess could barely keep her nerve, and I figured it was worse for Breena, who had an emotional attachment to the bizarre hybrids.  
 
    At least we’d managed to tunnel through to Ozin-Na so we could access the House, and the beasts, from another angle. Mother would be pleased about that, regardless of how our confrontation with the hybrids was about to go.  
 
    We wound our way deeper around the inner ring of Daria’s labyrinth until we came through to the large antechamber with a set of double doors, behind which I knew the beasts were kept.  
 
    At this point, the sound of their cries and gnashing and gnawing teeth and claws were almost deafening, and Breena almost looked like she was going to be sick.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked as we approached the double doors.  
 
    “F-Fine,” Breena said as she drew in a shaky breath. “I always hated how Elvy and Daria treated their hybrids, and I worry these ones might be too insane for me to tame.” 
 
    “It’s fine if you can’t control them,” I said gently. “But if we can get any on our side and control them, then we can use them against Elvy when we finally take over her station.” 
 
    “That’s all the motivation I need,” Breena said with a smile. 
 
    I stepped forward to the double doors and then looked back at the young Matron.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked.  
 
    “Let’s do this.” Breena gave me a determined nod.  
 
    Then I pushed the double doors open, and the wails became almost unbearable. Breena flinched, but we pressed through until we came to the long corridors that Helera and Dagwyn had marked off back when we’d first discovered the hybrids. 
 
    “They’re in the vaults down here,” I said, and I gestured to the door ahead of us. “You ready?” 
 
    “Let’s just get it over with,” Breena said with steely determination, so I led us to the door.  
 
    “Do you need me to do anything?” I asked before I opened the heavy door. “I’m not experienced in Soothsaying.” 
 
    “Keep your ether open some, but otherwise just stay out of my way,” Breena said, and her gaze was still fixed on the door behind me. “I’ll go through first. Don’t do anything to piss them off.” 
 
    “No problem there,” I said as I pulled my dagger out of its sheath and made sure I had a good grip on it. Then I finally pushed the door open and stepped aside to let Breena take the lead.  
 
    As soon as the doors opened, a large hybrid beast launched itself at us, but Breena began Soothsaying instantly.  
 
    Words spilled from the glamoured Matron’s mouth, but none of them made sense to me. They sounded beautiful, almost like a song, and the effect on the beast was immediate. It looked like some sort of goblin and orc mixture. It had the body of an orc, but it was smaller than a typical orc and bigger than a typical goblin. Its face was a weird mixture of the two, which resulted in crossed eyes and a large, protruding tongue between differently sized teeth.  
 
    As the sound of Breena’s Goldentongue reached its ears, the beast seemed to fall into a trance. It stopped a few inches short of Breena, and its crossed eyes seemed conflicted before they started rolling around in the brown creature’s skull. Then Breena continued to Soothsay while she nodded her head rhythmically.  
 
    I watched in wonder as the beast took on a docile demeanor and even sat down cross-legged right in front of Breena. Then the beast started clapping happily while it bounced in its seat, and Breena stopped singing before she turned and shot me a grin.  
 
    “Goblin hybrids are the easiest to control,” the Goldentongue said. 
 
    “Good to know.” I grinned back, and then I jerked my head to the hybrid sitting on the ground. It was kind of cute in a way, so I could see how Breena would get attached to them, like the way I became attached to Greenie. “So, he’s under your control now?” 
 
    “Yup, he’ll be coming with us,” Breena said proudly.  
 
    I looked around the small room, but there were no other hybrids, and I frowned.  
 
    “It sounded like there was a lot more than just one in here,” I said.  
 
    “One of Elvy’s tricks,” Breena said, and she nodded to a small cloth covered six-foot tall tower in the corner of the room I hadn’t noticed before. “The hybrids should be kept separate so they don’t tear each other apart, but Elvy liked to rig the echoing devices so it sounded like they were all together. But there shouldn’t be more than one or two together in a room, and you have to pull the cloth off them to use them.” 
 
    “I guess we’d better get on with it, then,” I sighed as I stepped out of the room and looked down the corridor at the Twenty-odd doors in front of us.  
 
    Breena joined my side while the hybrid stayed bouncing on his ass on the ground. Then she looked down the corridor at the doors and let out a whistle.  
 
    “Yeah, this is going to take a while, so let’s go,” she said.  
 
    The young Matron turned back to the hybrid and said something in the Soothsaying language I didn’t understand, and the hybrid bobbed his head enthusiastically while he clapped.  
 
    “What’d you tell him?” I asked.  
 
    “To stay put until we come back for him, so you can leave the door open,” Breena said. “Now, on to the next one.” 
 
    We stepped out of the room, and I left the door cracked behind us so the goblin-orc hybrid was alone again, but it was under Breena’s spell, so it just babbled to itself quietly. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t so bad,” I chuckled as we made our way down to the next door. 
 
    “They don’t always go so smoothly,” Breena warned as we reached the door, and I could hear the sounds of a hybrid thrashing around and wailing inside. “It heavily depends on the kind of crossbreed and what sort of things Daria or Elvy did to them, so don’t expect them all to be so easy.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said.  
 
    Then I positioned myself in front of the next door with my dagger ready, and I waited for Breena’s signal. When she nodded, I pushed open the heavy door and let her pass through first.  
 
    This hybrid was considerably larger and hairier than the last one, and it had long, filthy yellow claws that immediately slashed out in our direction as it dove for us.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” I mumbled as Breena began singing her Goldentongue magick, and I jumped aside to avoid the beast’s advances.  
 
    The hybrid stopped suddenly as Breena’s voice grew stronger, but its yellow eyes looked conflicted. The beast charged forward again, then stopped, then stumbled a few steps closer, all while Breena continued to Soothsay. I could see the young Matron’s jaw clench, and I could see this was a harder hybrid to control, even though I couldn’t really tell what sort of hybrid it was.  
 
    Nelvar, maybe? Crossed with something really hairy.  
 
    “Fynn, it’s not working,” Breena suddenly grunted in a panicked tone. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, because the beast had just spun around in a circle three times, then fallen over. It was now lumbering back to its feet, but it looked too dizzy to be dangerous. “It looks like you’ve got it under control.” 
 
    “I don’t, he’s about to attack, be ready,” Breena warned me, but she kept her eyes on the beast and switched back to her Goldentongue language as the hybrid found its feet.  
 
    Sure enough, the beast launched itself at Breena, but I was ready. I stepped in front of the young Matron and thrust my dagger up and into the beast’s soft stomach. I felt the warm blood pour over my hand before I yanked the dagger out, and the beast toppled to the ground. 
 
    “Sorry,” Breena sighed. “Bugbear hybrids are intense.” 
 
    “It’s fine, thanks for the warning,” I said as I shook my dagger free of blood and studied the hairy beast. I nudged it with my foot, and its dead body sighed as it released the last of the air trapped inside. “Shame, that’s a big one, too. Would’ve been a good soldier.” 
 
    “I’m sure there are others, let’s go,” Breena said, and she seemed to want to get away from the expired hybrid, so I hurried out of the room behind her.  
 
    The young Matron and I spent the next several hours going through the vaults room by room until we’d either controlled or culled almost every hybrid beast. Breena and I worked well together. Her Soothsaying skills were seriously impressive, but I was always there to step in with my dagger when needed. Luckily, we didn’t have to cull too many of the beasts, and I could tell it pained the young Matron every time we had to.  
 
    We finally reached the last door, and I wiped the sweat from my brow as we postured up in front of it.  
 
    “You ready?” I asked Breena, and she nodded a tired nod.  
 
    Like every other time, I pushed open the door and stepped aside to let Breena work her Soothsaying magick as I followed her into the small room.  
 
    I could tell instantly that this was going to be a difficult one.  
 
    The huge green hybrid was waiting for us right behind the door, but Breena shouted something immediately, which caused the large beast to stumble backwards. Then the young Matron kept speaking a steady stream of her Goldentongue language while I studied the beast. It looked to be an orc-nelvar hybrid, so it was massive, muscular, and extremely ugly. It had sickly green skin and a bald head except for a weak looking ponytail at the top of its skull. One eye was green, and the other was yellow, and they pointed in opposite directions above the beast’s prominent underbite that displayed its gnashing, yellow teeth.  
 
    “Hrrummppphhh,” the beast grunted. I could tell it was resisting the Matron’s magick, and it was doing a better job of it than its predecessors.  
 
    “Fyyyynn,” Breena said in a warning tone between her Soothsaying attempts.  
 
    “I’m ready,” I said, and I stepped forward with my dagger in case the beast got violent.  
 
    Breena continued her magickal song, and the beast continued to resist, so I took a step closer, but that turned out to be a mistake.  
 
    A big one.  
 
    I stepped into a crack in the ground I hadn’t noticed, which caused me to stumble forward, and I lost the grip on my dagger. It flew from my hand just as the beast spun to look at me. Breena raised her voice as she continued to Soothsay, but the beast’s eyes were fixed on me now. I froze as the beast watched me, and I shot a glance at my dagger lying on the ground a few feet away. If I was fast, I could make it. Maybe the crossbred beast would be slow on his feet.  
 
    I bent my knees, ready to launch myself forward to grab the dagger, but before I could move, the beast suddenly lunged forward with its claws extended.  
 
    It was coming right for me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “Ooooooft,” I grunted as the huge beast slammed into my chest, and I went flying backward. I landed with a hard thud on the ground as the beast landed on top of me, and I was even farther away from my dagger now.  
 
    The hybrid beast snarled and snapped its ugly mouth in my face, but I managed to keep him far enough away not to get a bite out. It was no easy feat, the beast was huge and strong, and I knew I had to act fast before it outmuscled me.  
 
    I spun my head and spat in the beast’s eye.  
 
    “Graaaaawwwwr,” the beast growled as it shook its head furiously, and I took the opportunity to wriggle away from its grasp and shot up to my feet.  
 
    The hybrid rubbed at its eyes angrily, and then it slashed out at me with long, yellow claws. I danced away from the attack while Breena continued her attempts to control the beast.  
 
    The hybrid paused for a second, and its eyes rolled around in its skull while it resisted Breena’s Soothsaying. Then the beast shook its head, launched itself in the air, and landed right in front of me. A huge arm with a malformed hand swung out at my face, and I ducked at the last second and narrowly avoided a concussion, or worse.  
 
    In one movement, I lunged forward and caught the giant beast around the middle with enough force to topple us both.  
 
    I landed on top of the huge fucker, who looked around in confusion, and Breena used the opportunity to rush forward and used her Goldentongue language directly into the beast’s ear. The large green hybrid stopped struggling for a moment and went into a trancelike state, but that only lasted for a couple of seconds before the beast snapped out of it and started to thrash around again. 
 
    Breena shot backwards as I avoided the hybrid’s claws. I managed to get in a sucker punch right to its nose, and the beast whined, snarled, and gnashed his teeth at me. It started to roll over on its side, so I jumped back before I got crushed under its weight. 
 
    “Fynn, I need it to stay still,” Breena said in a panicked voice as the beast launched itself at me again, and I dove out of the way at the last second. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” I panted as I grabbed my dagger from the floor.  
 
    I turned to face the giant green beast, who was in one of its trances. The yellow eye was roving back and forth while the green eye was staring straight ahead, and it was Fucking Strange. Then the bastard snapped out of the trance, and the beast’s yellow eye found me as it let out a ghastly howl that sent shivers up my spine.  
 
    This hybrid really was a nasty piece of work, but I needed to keep it still so it could succumb to Breena’s Goldentongue abilities.  
 
    The beast looked like it was gearing up for another attack, so I made the split second decision to try a new tactic.  
 
    I was going to try to confuse the dumb thing.  
 
    “Hey there, hey now,” I said in the tone of voice I’d use with Greenie or Essie as I took a small step toward the beast. “Hey there, big guy. You having a bad day?” 
 
    The beast stopped and looked around like it was confused. 
 
    Apparently, it didn’t like being confused.  
 
    The hybrid let out a roar so loud, the walls of the small circular room shook. I cringed at the feeling, but I continued with my plan and took another step toward it. The beast looked like it was ready to launch itself at me again, but then Breena stepped in front of me and said something firmly in her Goldentongue language, and the beast finally acquiesced to her power. I could tell by the way its eyes glazed over and its arms went limp at its sides. It even started babbling incoherently as Breena let out a loud sigh and wiped the sweat from her forehead.  
 
    “Drogu’s tits, that was the worst one,” I sighed. “Great job, I wasn’t sure if you could get through to him.” 
 
    “He resisted a lot,” Breena said with a frown. “It was different from him being too insane to control.” 
 
    “You mean they’re getting stronger?” I pieced together. 
 
    “This one, at least,” Breena said. “If Elvy’s experiments are farther along, they may be more intelligent than these ones.”  
 
    “So, Elvy may have an army of intelligent hybrids,” I sighed. “Wonderful.” 
 
    “Yes, but we have this,” Breena said with a grin.  
 
    She motioned me out into the corridor, and we stood in the center of it. Then the young Matron called out something in the Goldentongue magick language, and all of the hybrid beasts under her spell stepped out into the corridor at the same time. They moved in unison until they had formed a semicircle around the glamoured Matron, and I gaped at the scene in front of me.  
 
    “Whoaaa,” I muttered. “What’s this, some sort of hive mind control?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Breena grinned. “I can make them move as one, but I can also make them move individually, watch.” 
 
    Breena said something in that magickal language, and one of the hybrids closest to me stepped forward. It was a small fae-hobgoblin hybrid with a goofy face, and it was one of the ones that fell under Breena’s spells easily. It almost looked cute as it hobbled up to me and spun around my legs.  
 
    Like a puppy.  
 
    I could see why Breena was so fond of them.  
 
    Well, the cute ones, at least.  
 
    Breena said something in the magickal language again, and the hybrid fell back in line with the rest. Then the young Matron called out a command, and the hybrids turned in a full circle in unison and stamped their feet, one after the other, like they were ready for more commands.  
 
    A memory crept up from the depths of my mind. A formation of twelve men, commands being shouted, salutes being made.  
 
    Left, right. 
 
    Left, right, left. 
 
    “Fynn?” Breena asked, and I was snapped out of my thoughts.  
 
    “Sorry.” I grinned, and I swept my arms wide. “This is amazing, Breena!” 
 
    “Thanks.” The Matron smiled shyly.  
 
    “This will really help Claden’Du against Elvy,” I said with a nod. “We’re going to give that bitch everything she deserves.” 
 
    “Good,” Breena said with a nod, and then she jerked her head at her platoon of hybrids. “Where will I dispatch them?” 
 
    “Why don’t we take them back to Claden’Du for now, and then we’ll wait for Mother’s signal to move them,” I said.  
 
    “Okay, lead the way back,” Breena said.  
 
    The journey back was a lot more enjoyable without the wails of the untamed hybrids grating on my nerves. The stalactites on the ceiling of the large chamber trembled as the mass of large hybrid beasts passed underneath it to return through the tunnels, and I was glad to get away from the belly of the House of Ozin-Na. 
 
    The last time I’d been this far into Ozin-Na was when we’d pulled Sashti and Essie out of the mirror chamber, and that was Not Fun. I longed for the days when we finally destroyed every last trace of Ozin-Na, and the Twenty-Seventh station was occupied by Drindessa Bahna’Faar. Her children were carrying my seed, after all, and I wanted my offspring to be Housed.  
 
    We marched the hybrid troops back to Claden’Du, and we found a large, spare vault for them to await their next commands. Belarbreena assured me they’d remain under her spell while we were gone, and judging by the magick I’d seen her work getting them under control, I believed her.  
 
    Then Breena and I made our way back to House Twenty-Eight. Now that we had the hybrids rounded up and under control, we needed to form a plan of attack for Elvy. The Baka-Kai was tomorrow, so we didn’t have much time left.  
 
    The route went faster every time, and it wasn’t long until we were back at Elvy’s guest quarters. Then Breena and I split up, and I went back to my chambers, hoping to find Tryss. 
 
    Luckily for me, my sexy lavender-skinned lover was waiting for me in the living quarters. Her long, lean body was stretched out across the plush sofa, and the peaks of her perfect tits moved up and down in sync with her breaths as she dangled one leg off the couch while the other was stretched out in front of her.  
 
    I wanted to bury my face between those sexy, lavender thighs.  
 
    “Ohh, it’s so nice to see you after looking at those deformed hybrids all day,” I sighed as Tryss rose from the couch to greet me.  
 
    We embraced, and Tryss nibbled my neck playfully while my hands slid down to her ample ass. I gave her cheeks a squeeze and growled in her ear.  
 
    “Ugh, don’t make me wet, we’re supposed to go to Mother’s as soon as you return,” Tryss sighed as she pulled away from me.  
 
    “Aww, no time for my baby cream?” I teased.  
 
    “Ohh, you tempt me so,” Tryss giggled, and she punched me playfully. “How did the hybrid hypnotizing go, anyway?” 
 
    “Meh, it was fine.” I shrugged. I didn’t want Tryss to think I’d had too much fun with Breena. “They’re all under control now, at our disposal. We’ve got almost three dozen, a good amount to help us take down Kun-Valdar.” 
 
    “Good, Mother will be happy,” Tryss said with a nod. Then the priestess’ eyes suddenly went wide. “Oh! And we’ve got another surprise for you, come on.”  
 
    Tryss dragged me right back out of my guest chambers and next door to Sevahtra’s. She barged through the door like she owned the place, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as she dragged me so hard I practically had to skip to keep up. My lavender-skinned lover led us to the dining quarters, where there was already a crowd gathered around the table.  
 
    “Fyyyyyyyynnnnnnn!” a tiny voice cried out, and then Essie launched herself at my knees.  
 
    I reached down, scooped the toddler up, and tossed her in the air before I smothered my face in her squirming belly. The toddler giggled furiously as she pounded her tiny fists against the top of my head, so I lowered her until she was face level, and the pale toddler grabbed my face on both sides and planted a kiss right in the middle.  
 
    “Well, I’ve missed you, too, little one.” I grinned before I covered the toddler’s face in kisses while Essie squealed in delight. 
 
    “Fyynnn, no, stopppp,” Essie protested, and eventually I slowed my kisses long enough for her to speak.  
 
    “What…” Kiss. “Is…” Kiss. “It?”  
 
    “Mommy and Essie aren’t sick anymowe!” the toddler squealed, and I pulled her back again.  
 
    “Really? The antidote worked?” I looked over at the table to find Sashti.  
 
    The pale aseni mother was sitting close to the door, and she caught my eye and nodded with a huge smile on her face.  
 
    “It worked,” she said happily, and she rose from her seat and stepped in front of me. “The curse is broken. Essie and I are safe. We couldn’t have done it without you, Fynn, I can never thank you enough.” 
 
    Sashti surprisingly opened her arms, and I pulled her in for a group hug without delay. Then we just enjoyed the embrace before Sevahtra cleared her throat.  
 
    “Well, I’m happy for you both,” I said as Sashti took Essie from my arms and returned to her seat.  
 
    “Fynn,” Mother Sevahtra said, and she gestured for me to take the seat next to her.  
 
    I did what she asked, and there was a seat next to me for Tryss, too. Breena was already at the table, along with Drindessa, Helera, Dagwyn, and Nodrin.  
 
    It looked like serious business. 
 
    “Breena tells me you were successful in taming most of the beasts,” Mother said with an appreciative nod.  
 
    “Yup,” I said. “They’re ready and waiting for your command.”  
 
    “Excellent work, both of you,” Mother said, and she nodded between us. “We’ve just been finalizing the plans, so that’s good to know.” 
 
    “Great, so what’s the plan so far?” I asked, and I saw Helera gear up instantly to take over the meeting and catch me up to speed.  
 
    “Well, there’s been a huge development,” Helera said as she stood from her chair and looked around authoritatively. “The Council has made the decision to cancel the Baka-Kai task.” 
 
    “What?” Breena asked sharply. 
 
    “Whoaaa,” I said, and I held my hands out to brace myself against the edge of the table as I leaned forward. “Has that ever happened before?” 
 
    “There have been at least four Kels’Rin-Kai festivals canceled altogether due to war throughout the centuries,” Helera said. “But this is the first time that I know of where just one event was canceled.” 
 
    “Hmmm, there was one year, what, two hundred years ago or so?” Drindessa mused as she tapped her chin lightly. “The Blind Maze was canceled, some sort of malfunction.” 
 
    “It’s not common, anyway,” Helera pressed on, and I could tell the First Daughter wanted the attention back on her. “But after the slayings and assassination attempt on Fynn after this year’s Blind Maze, the Council decided to cancel it. They announced it while you and Breena were in the dungeons.” 
 
    “Can’t they just set up protection or something? An Anti-Magick Shield so no one can fuck with the bottles?” Breena asked, and the young Matron seemed distressed.  
 
    We had planned on attacking Elvy during Baka-Kai, so Breena was probably worried our plan had gone to shit now, but she didn’t know how conniving the sisters of Claden’Du are.  
 
    Not to mention our Matron Mother, Sevahtra, that fierce woman wasn’t one to ever give up so easily.  
 
    “They can’t put up an Anti-Magick Shield,” I said slowly. “All the spectators would be vulnerable to an attack without any magick to defend themselves. We’d all be sitting ducks.” 
 
    “Sitting what?” Breena asked as she looked at me curiously. 
 
    “Quack, quack,” I said, and I put my hands under my armpits and flapped my arms like they were wings. 
 
    Everyone just stared at me, and there was a silence around the table until Dagwyn finally broke it.  
 
    “Fynn, what the fuck?” the warrior daughter said as she tossed a crumpled-up piece of parchment at my face, but I batted it away at the last second and turned to the others at the table. 
 
    “You are all witnessing my superior Insight skills, so you should be impressed,” I said with a wide grin.  
 
    “Insight about our current mission would be nice,” Dagwyn scoffed. “Not your weird other life you only half remember.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Helera said pointedly.  
 
    “Oh, sorry, Helly, you were in the middle of being amused by our fucktoy, please, continue,” Dagwyn said with an eye roll.  
 
    “Thanks, I will,” the First Daughter said and didn’t take the bait. “Anyway, yes, Fynn is right, they considered all options, but ultimately decided to cancel it, since they’re not any closer to finding out who set up the killings at the Blind Maze.” 
 
    “So, where does that leave us with the plan?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, the final ceremony is still going to happen tomorrow night,” Helera said. “And we’ve got some ideas for that. Elvy will host the feast again in her Banquet Hall, so that’s where the plan starts. Daggy has been glued to Elvy’s hip lately to make sure she doesn’t try anything sneaky.” 
 
    “It’s been exhausting,” Dagwyn sighed. “That bitch does not ever shut up.” 
 
    “Yes, we thank you for your sacrifice of fulfilling your Second Daughter duties,” Helera said sarcastically, and Dagwyn threw a crumpled piece of parchment at her twin sister, but Helera caught it easily and tossed it back. “Yeah, well, fuck you, too.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with, come on,” Dagwyn complained as she made a hand gesture for Helera to speed it up.  
 
    Helera responded by thumping her sister on top of the head and shushing her when she cried out in pain.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up, then,” Helera said as Dagwyn rubbed the top of her head. “So, like I was saying. Elvy will have the Ceremony in her Banquet Hall again, where we need Fynn to activate a portal device and get Elvy on it, which will take them both to the Dungeons of Kun-Valdar, where Daggy has already set up the other end of the portal device.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Dagwyn said to the table, but Helera chose to ignore her.  
 
    “So, Fynn gets Elvy on the platform, and they’re both transported to the Dungeons, where we’ll be waiting for them,” the First Daughter reiterated. 
 
    “Who’s we?” I asked as I looked around the table. 
 
    “Well, Mother, of course,” Helera said. “And Daggy, Tryss, and me. Then Breena, Nodrin and Sashti, and Zephyr has offered his services if we need them. Oh, and the army of hybrids, along with whatever reinforcements Breena can offer us.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?” I asked Drindessa. 
 
    “I’ll be busy,” the dominatrix said with a wicked grin.  
 
    “We’ll be using this as a distraction to move Drindessa into Station Twenty-Seven,” Sevahtra explained. “She’ll be taking Essie with her, away from Kun-Valdar, for safety.” 
 
    “That’s right, cuz Essie loves her Aunty Drindy,” the dominatrix said as she tickled the toddler’s stomach.  
 
    “And when we get Elvy down to the dungeons?” I asked.  
 
    “We’ll have already started our way through her vaults with Breena’s reinforcements,” Helera continued.  
 
    “So, she’ll be walking into her House already being torn apart,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. I can’t wait to see that evil slut’s face when she realizes she’s already lost.” Helera grinned.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Breena said with an even bigger grin. 
 
    “The Ceremony always takes place in the Darkness,” Helera continued. “The Banquet Hall will be as dim as possible, so you’ve got to be exact when you activate the portal device, Fynn. And you have to make sure it’s just you and Elvy.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem.” I shrugged. “She’s been dying to get me alone for a while.” 
 
    “That whore,” Tryss mumbled, and I smirked at her.  
 
    “Good,” Helera said, still in her leadership mode. “Use your Dark Eye if you have to, but make sure she’s on the portal. Don’t fuck it up, Fynn, otherwise the whole plan will fail.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I get it,” I said with my hands raised. “I’ll get Elvy on the portal, relax. Where’s the portal device?” 
 
    “Here,” Nodrin said, and then he reached into his deep robe and pulled out a flat, round device.  
 
    The wizard passed the device around the table until it reached me, and I turned the device around in my hands. I could feel that the device was charged and activated just by the way it felt, but the glowing rune on the front of it was a dead giveaway, as well.  
 
    “Got it,” I said, and I tucked it into my armor for safekeeping. “And how are you all going to get down to the Dungeons?” 
 
    “Nodrin and I will sneak out during the opening of the Ceremony,” Mother said. “Elvy will expect us there at the beginning of the Ceremony since we’re her honored guests. But once the lights dim, we’ll slip out and use the tunnels under the effigy in Elvy’s Temple to get down to the dungeons.” 
 
    “But Daggy, Sashti, Breena, and I will be in place already,” Helera explained. “Nodrin is going to help us set up some portal devices between Claden’Du, Kun-Valdar, and Yatzek’Ra so we can get our hybrids and reinforcements into the Dungeons and start taking Kun-Valdar down from the inside out.” 
 
    “And I’m going to Soothsay Elvy’s hybrids and bring them over to my side,” Breena said proudly. “That’ll drive her mad.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I grinned.  
 
    “In fact, we need to get started on that,” Nodrin said matter-of-factly, and I saw Helera give him a business-like nod.  
 
    “Right, tomorrow is the last day of Kels’Rin-Kai, so there’s going to be plenty of activity and distraction, so let’s get working,” Helera said.  
 
    At the First Daughter’s command, the meeting ended, and everyone split up to complete their tasks and prepare for the upcoming Ceremony and attack.  
 
    The next day was a whirlwind of activity as we ran between and snuck around the Houses to set up the portal devices while also keeping the very needy Elvy entertained. Nodrin had me activate all the portals we placed, and I enjoyed the hands-on learning, which made me more comfortable with my portal magick than I was before, and I was excited to carry out the plan and see my portals working.  
 
    Right before the celebrations were to begin, Mother Sevahtra distracted Elvy while Breena, Helera, and Nodrin snuck into the dungeons below 
 
    Then it was finally time for the Ceremony, so Tryss and I took our time dressing for the occasion. I wore a fitted lightweight armor suit with a ceremonial loincloth, and Tryss wore one of her barely-there dresses that left nothing to the imagination. We painted each other’s bodies with glittering designs, and then we adorned our hair with glowing beads. 
 
    “Void below, we look fucking good,” I said when we were finished, and I stepped back to admire our work. 
 
    “Yeah, we do,” Tryss purred, and she let her eyes linger on my crotch while she looked me up and down.  
 
    “Keep it in your pants,” I teased. Then I made sure the portal device was safe and easily accessible in my bracer, and I took Tryss’ hand and led her out of my guest chambers. 
 
    “We have some time before the Feast, let’s go check out the celebrations in the atrium,” Tryss said as she pulled me closer to her.  
 
    “Whatever you’d like, lover.” I smiled, and we headed down to the busy atrium. 
 
    The celebrations were in full swing, and the atrium was full of folk dressed in their ceremonial attire and clutching flagons of mead and wine. Some were even dressed in cumbersome half-spider costumes to look like Drogu-ani. 
 
    “I bet Drogu loves that,” I said as I pointed to one particularly elaborate costume.  
 
    “Probably,” Tryss laughed. “You know, she didn’t ask to become a spider, but that was the Darkness’ solution to her problems, and now we view spiders in a totally different way. We used to consider them as just pests, now it’s extremely bad luck to kill a spider. It was even illegal for a while.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” I nodded. “I wouldn’t want to incur Drogu’s wrath because I accidentally stepped on her cousin.” 
 
    Tryss and I enjoyed the festivities for a while as we got jostled between the drunken crowd. We shared a flagon of mead and joined in on some impromptu dance parties, but it wasn’t long until an unseen timepiece rang out to indicate the Ceremony was starting, so Tryss and I made our way back to the upper levels of Kun-Valdar. Tryss split off to return to the guest quarters, where she’d meet up with the others to take their places for the plan, and I headed to the Banquet Hall.  
 
    Then I spotted Sevahtra, glamored Nodrin, and Elvy waiting for me by the door to the Banquet Hall. 
 
    “My champion!” Elvy called out. The Matron Mother was wearing a huge, frilly pink dress with a giant spider glittering across the skirt, and her hair was teased as high as it could go, with eight braids sticking out the side to look like spider legs. She rushed to my side and pulled me in for an aggressive hug while Sevahtra rolled her eyes. “You little sneak, have you been avoiding me? We haven’t spent enough time together, so I’m not letting you out of my sight for the whole Ceremony and feast.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds just perfect,” I said as I linked my arm with Elvy and shot Sevahtra and Nodrin a discreet wink.  
 
    Elvy had no idea how perfectly she was playing into our plan. 
 
    I let the Matron lead me into the Banquet Hall, where she situated us at the head of the table before the Ceremony began. Elvy cast a scornful look around the Hall, and then she turned back to me with a frown. 
 
    “Where has that stupid bitch Daria gone to now?” Elvy seethed. “I haven’t seen her in days, she’d better not be reneging on our deal.”  
 
    “Your deal?” I asked as my ears fluttered. “What deal?” 
 
    Of course, I knew Daria wouldn’t be making an appearance, because Daria was dead. And there would be no Daria-Zephyr since we’d run out of clone bodies, so Elvy was shit out of luck, but I was curious about this deal.  
 
    “Ohh, just something about some little friends of hers that I’d like to buy from her,” Elvy said with a mysterious grin, but the bitch didn’t know that I knew exactly what she was talking about.  
 
    She’d planned on buying Daria’s hybrids from her. Which meant she really was planning a bigger attack on the upper Houses.  
 
    But this bitch wasn’t going to get the chance.  
 
    Just then, the lights dimmed, and soft, melodic music began playing.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, we’re starting,” Elvy said as she clapped her hands together. She grabbed a flagon of wine from the table, and then with her other hand, she took hold of my wrist and led us to the front of the room as the lights kept dimming until it was almost total darkness.  
 
    It was dark enough that no one would notice my Dark Eye, so I reached up and flipped my eyepatch up. Instantly, my Dark Eye vision blended with my normal vision, and I could see the outline of objects that I knew no one else could see in the darkness. 
 
    I knew my part of the plan would be easy. 
 
    Elvy positioned us in the middle of the Banquet Hall, and I could feel all of the guests’ eyes pointed in our direction, even though they couldn’t fully see us in the darkness. I glanced over to where Sevahtra and Nodrin were sitting, but I saw the outlines of their bodies crouched over and heading to the door, and I knew they were sneaking off to the Temple.  
 
    Timing was everything. I needed to wait until I knew they’d made it down to the Dungeon, so I sat back on my heels to bide my time.  
 
    The music softened, and Elvy stepped forward, spread her arms wide, and began to address the crowd.  
 
    “Distinguished guests,” Elvy said in a sickly sweet voice. “While we are saddened by the cancellation of Baka-Kai, the House of Kun-Valdar was sure to be victorious, so I intend to celebrate this evening as if we’d won anyway!” 
 
    A huge cheer came from the crowd, and I heard flagons clinking together and their contents splashing over the tables.  
 
    Then I heard something else.  
 
    It sounded like a deep rumbling sound coming from below our feet, and I grinned in the darkness. The troops had arrived, and I could tell the Daughters of Claden’Du and their allies had started their attack on Kun-Valdar’s lower levels. There was a murmur amongst the crowd, but Elvy was too in her element to either notice or care.  
 
    It was time to do my part of the plan now and get Elvy down to the lower levels. I slipped the portal device out of my bracer so it was in my hand, ready to be thrown down and portal us below.  
 
    “First, a toast to Drogu-ani,” Elvy said, and she raised her flagon of wine. “To Drogu-ani, Spider Goddess of Chaos.” 
 
    “To Drogu,” the crowd echoed, and I watched the outline of everyone sipping or chugging their drinks before they turned their faces back in our direction and squinted into the darkness.  
 
    There was another distant rumble below, and I knew I had to act fast.  
 
    “And to our champion, Fynn!” Elvy cried out as she raised my fist into the air.  
 
    I enjoyed the applause for a moment, but then I lowered my arm and got ready to cast the portal device.  
 
    “May I say a few words?” I whispered as I leaned in close to Elvy. 
 
    “Be fast, male,” Elvy said sharply.  
 
    It seemed she didn’t like me as much when I was taking away her thunder, but I stepped forward anyway.  
 
    “And to our Blessed Matron Mother, Elvy Kun-Valdar!” I shouted.  
 
    The crowd went wild with cheers and applause, probably because they were afraid of the evil Matron’s reaction if they didn’t cheer loud enough.  
 
    “Oh, stop, please,” Elvy tittered, but I could see the outline of her huge smile. 
 
    “Drogu-ani has sent me a gift to impart upon our Blessed Mother,” I continued as I tossed the portal device onto the ground, and the flat disc expanded into a larger, glowing platform. Then I quickly lowered my eyepatch and relied on the light from the portal device. 
 
    “A gift? From Drogu Herself?” Elvy asked uncertainly, and her eyes grew wide in the glow of the platform.  
 
    I could see the Mother was conflicted. She was suspicious enough to consider it could be a trap, but also vain enough to think Drogu would give a personal teleportation device to her.  
 
    “Drogu-ani came to me and asked me to bring you to Her personally,” I said as I held a hand out.  
 
    The Mother still looked conflicted, so I leaned in close to Elvy and spoke in her ear.  
 
    “Drogu-ani is impressed with your hybrids,” I whispered, and Elvy’s eyes went even wider. “She wants to meet the mastermind behind them.” 
 
    “I knew they would please Drogu-ani,” Elvy whispered back excitedly, and she took my hand before she addressed the crowd. “In an unexpected turn of events, Drogu-ani has blessed us with her presence tonight. I must speak with our Goddess, I do apologize to my distinguished guests.”  
 
    Elvy spoke in a voice that sounded like she was Not Sorry At All, and then she practically dragged me onto the platform. As soon as we were on it, I shouted out the portal rune that Nodrin had taught me, and I felt the familiar tugging sensation deep in my gut behind my ether as the portal device worked its magick.  
 
    Moments later, we were standing on the portal in Elvy’s Dungeons, face to face with Sevahtra. Behind the Matron of Claden’Du was Helera, Dagwyn, an unglamoured Nodrin, Belarbreena, and Sashti. 
 
    “What the fuck…” Elvy said in a confused tone as she looked around the group in front of her.  
 
    But when her eyes fell on the unglamoured wizard, I could tell the pieces were starting to fall into place for Elvy. 
 
    I wasted no time throwing myself off the platform to join Mother Sevahtra’s side, and Elvy let out a strangled cry.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on? Fyyyynnnn? You betrayed me? How could you?” Elvy’s red eyes flashed angrily, but she quickly turned them on Sevahtra. “Is this all your doing, you fucking whore?” 
 
    “Ohh, not just me, we all played our roles,” Sevahtra said with a wicked grin. 
 
    Just then, there was the unmistakable sound of a fight breaking out somewhere in the vaults above us, and Elvy’s eyes went wide with fury again.  
 
    “What the fuck have you done?” she demanded.  
 
    Before Sevahtra could speak, Belarbreena stepped out in front of her, pulled her sword out of her sheath, and pointed it at Elvy.  
 
    “Exactly what you fucking deserve,” Breena spat at her oppressor. 
 
    “You! How did you-- what the-- Fuuuuuuuuck!” Elvy screamed as the final pieces of the puzzle clicked into place for her. She had the face of someone who’d just realized she’d been betrayed, duped, and beaten, but she wasn’t ready to give up without a fight. 
 
    Elvy lunged forward at Breena, but the young Matron swept her sword forward and sliced off one of the spider leg braids in Elvy’s hair, which caused the pink-clad Matron to freeze and let out an anguished wail.  
 
    “You’re all fucking dead,” Elvy seethed. “As soon as that bitch Daria shows up with her army of hybrids…” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the ones upstairs raiding your vaults right now?” Breena smirked as Elvy seethed more.  
 
    “And Daria?” I interjected, and Elvy turned her burning eyes on me. “Dead. Like, dead dead. I killed her myself.” 
 
    Elvy’s face twisted into an expression of fury as she made sputtering noises.  
 
    “Oh, Elvy, do control yourself,” Mother Sevahtra said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Really, you’re the idiot for not seeing this coming. You think you can crossbreed hybrids and oppress two whole fucking Houses below you with no consequences at all? And then take over the Upper Houses? Go fuck yourself, you stupid whore.” 
 
    “You’ll fucking pay,” Elvy said, and she suddenly reached up her sleeve. 
 
    “Hey, what do you think--” Dagwyn said as she took a step toward Elvy.  
 
    Before Dagwyn could finish, Elvy pulled out what appeared to be a double-ended dagger, and she flung it right at Dagwyn.  
 
    The dagger embedded itself in Dagwyn’s chest, and the Second Daughter looked down at it with a frown. Then her body shattered into thousands of pieces like it was made of glass, and then it disappeared. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “Noooooooo!” Helera screamed as she rushed forward to where Dagwyn had just been standing.  
 
    But Dagwyn was completely gone.  
 
    There were no pieces of her body laying around, no blood. Just no Dagwyn. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I shouted as I looked around in confusion. 
 
    “It’s a Disappearing Dagger,” Tryss explained quickly as she kept her eyes on the enraged Elvy. “Made to confuse the enemy, but not kill them. Dagwyn will be trapped somewhere.” 
 
    “Uhh, yeah, it’s pretty confusing,” I said.  
 
    Helera was still wailing like one of those captured hybrids, and she’d started to spin around in circles while she clutched her hair.  
 
    “Helly, calm down,” Sashti said to her friend as she tugged at the First Daughter’s arm. “You’re not helping. Come on, it was a Disappearing Dagger, she’s not dead.” 
 
    “How could you do this?” Helera shrieked at Elvy, who had a smug smile on her face. Helera launched herself toward the evil Matron Mother, but Sashti caught her and held her back just in time.  
 
    Tryss hurried to her sister’s side and helped Sashti restrain her, but the First Daughter was in anguish at the sudden disappearance of her twin. 
 
    “Fucking let me go, I’m going to kill that bitch!” Helera screamed as she fought against Sashti and Tryss, who struggled to contain the enraged First Daughter.  
 
    “Helera, control yourself!” Sevahtra barked. 
 
    Helera finally backed down at the sound of her Mother’s tone, but she continued to glare at Elvy while Tryss and Sashti stayed alert and ready to restrain Helly if needed. Meanwhile, Sevahtra turned back to Elvy, and the two Matron Mothers stared each other down. 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?” Sevahtra asked evenly. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” Elvy retorted.  
 
    Helera threw herself forward again, but the two other priestesses caught her and held her back. 
 
    “Tell me, you stupid cunt,” Mother Sevahtra growled as she took a threatening step forward. 
 
    “Tell you!” Elvy screeched hysterically. “Why the fuck would I do that?” 
 
     Above us, there was more rumbling, followed by the anguished screams of guards and soldiers being torn limb from limb by rabid hybrids, and Mother Sevahtra’s face broke into a wicked grin.  
 
    “Oh, my, that sounds like another vault of yours being raided,” Sevahtra said sweetly. “Those hybrids really do come in handy, don’t they? You can thank Breena for her help there.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Elvy seethed. “Using my own creations against me, I’ll have your head for that.” 
 
    “As if you could.” I grinned and then shrugged when all eyes turned toward me. 
 
    “I can’t believe you, Fynn,” Elvy whispered, and I could hear the hurt in her voice as the Matron Mother seemed to fight back tears. “I can’t believe I called you my champion.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” a pained cry from the vaults above pierced the air, and Elvy winced. 
 
    “I can call the hybrids off, limit the deaths of your chattel,” Mother reasoned. “But make no mistake, Kun-Valdar has fallen to Claden’Du.” 
 
    “Over my dead fucking body,” Elvy bristled.  
 
    “That can be arranged,” Helera snapped, but she was still being restrained, so she turned her head to me. “Fynn, could you do the honors since these two bitches won’t let me go?” 
 
    “Mother, may I?” I smirked at my Matron.  
 
    “You?” Elvy cried out before she began to cackle hysterically. “Getting a male slave to do your bidding, that’s low even for you, Sevvy.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not a--” I began, but Mother silenced me. 
 
    “Quiet, male,” Sevahtra said, and I kept my mouth shut and trusted the angle she was playing. “And no, you may not, Elvy doesn’t deserve an easy death.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to help there,” Breena interjected, and she swung her sword in the direction of Elvy’s chest. “I could start by chopping those tiny tits off and feeding them to her darling hybrids.” 
 
    “You insolent cunt!” Elvy screeched at Breena. “I should have killed you and taken your whole House when I had the chance.” 
 
    “Shoulda, coulda, woulda,” Breena sneered.  
 
    I shot the young Matron an approving wink. It was cool to see her gain confidence and stand up for herself against her oppressor, which was easier to do now that we had her oppressor surrounded and were currently toppling her entire House. 
 
    “Hello? Does no one else fucking care where Daggy is?” Helera cried out before she tried to throw herself at Elvy again. “Where’s my sister, you bitch?” 
 
    “My hybrids will be gnawing at her bones soon enough,” Elvy spat at Helera. “And all of yours, too. I’ll feed you to my monsters and watch them suck the eyeballs out of your skull.” 
 
    “Your hybrids?” Sevahtra sneered. “Look around you. Where do you think you are?” 
 
    Elvy froze, but her huge coiffed hair quivered as her eyes darted around the antechamber for the first time.  
 
    “You didn’t,” Elvy said in a quivering whisper. 
 
    “They’re mine now, bitch.” Breena smiled.  
 
     “I-- you’re--” Elvy sputtered. 
 
    “There it is,” Sevahtra said, and triumph glinted in her eyes. “You’re finally realizing it’s over for you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Elvy spat. “Not if you want to see your daughter alive again.” 
 
    “You think I won’t fucking torture that information out of you?” Sevahtra thundered as she rose into the air in a fury, and the air around her crackled. She shot forward and landed smoothly in front of Elvy, and then she grabbed her collar and pulled the bitch’s face close to hers. “I’ll let young Breena here cut off each part of your body and feed it to your beasts until you tell me where my fucking daughter is.” 
 
    “Are you sure your precious daughter has the time for that?” Elvy sneered. 
 
    Sevahtra let out a bellow and threw Elvy away from her. The pink-clad Matron stumbled backward over the now deactivated portal and fell on her ass, which made Team Claden’Du laugh, even Helera.  
 
    “Keep laughing,” Elvy huffed as she scrambled to her feet and glared daggers at us. “Your bitch spawn will be dead soon enough, see how much you whores will be laughing then.” 
 
    “Where’s my fucking sister!” Helera cried out and tried to launch herself at the haggard Matron again, but I suddenly had an idea.  
 
    “Elvy,” I blurted out, and everyone turned to look at me. “Take me instead.” 
 
    “Fynn,” Tryss said sharply, but I held a hand up to silence her.  
 
    Then I very slowly and deliberately lowered that hand and crossed my middle finger over my forefinger while I kept my eyes trained on Elvy. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Helera and Sashti freeze, and I knew they’d picked up on my signal. 
 
    Drogu’s tits, I was glad I’d taught them what that meant before the last feast. 
 
    “Come on, Elvy, I know that’s what you really want, isn’t it?” I asked the defeated Matron with a grin. “That’s what you’ve wanted since you traded me for Nodrin. You wanted my seed for your daughters, and you wanted my seed for yourself.” 
 
    “But you betrayed me, Fynn,” Elvy sniffed, but her crimson eyes roved up and down my body, and I knew I was what she really wanted. “You’ll do it again.” 
 
    “Not if you Bind me,” I said.  
 
    Tryss let out a sharp gasp, but Helera protested even louder, and I had to refrain from smirking at the First Daughter’s acting abilities.  
 
    “Fynn, no,” Helly said.  
 
    “What’s this, now?” Elvy asked, and there was a renewed glint in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m Unbound,” I said. “Release Helera, and I’ll let you Bind me, then I’m all yours.” 
 
    Drow custom states that all drow male slaves and servants were to be Bound to their masters. As far as Elvy knew, I was a Claden’Du servant, she didn’t know I was a Named Son. From the corner of my eye, I saw Mother nod at me discreetly, and I was glad she’d silenced me before I admitted my status earlier.  
 
    Elvy stared at me hard as she considered the deal, but then her face broke into a wide smile, and I knew I’d won.  
 
    “Fynn comes with me, no one follows,” Elvy said as she straightened her dress. “I’ll release Dagwyn once I’m clear of the Citadel.” 
 
    “Not a fucking chance,” Helera spat. “You tell us where Dagwyn is before you leave.” 
 
    “So you can just kill me? Get fucked, sweetheart,” Elvy scoffed, and I noticed the Matron was more confident than ever.  
 
    I wished I could smack her twisted smile off her face. But not yet. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll go. Helera, I’ll make sure word gets back to you,” I said.  
 
    I had to hide my grin, because I was never going to let this bitch get that far. 
 
    “Fine,” Helera grumbled. “Let’s get this over with so we can get Daggy back.”  
 
    “Elvy?” I prompted, and I stepped to the pink-clad Matron, who clutched my arm and dug her nails in deep. 
 
    “If you follow me, I’ll kill him and then kill your slut of a daughter,” Elvy said.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of here before I kill you right now,” Helera raged.  
 
    Elvy spat in Helera’s direction and then turned and strode for the door, with her claws still stuck inside my arm, so I had no choice but to follow her.  
 
    I shot a look back at Tryss and winked at her, but she frowned and mouthed at me to be careful. Then Elvy dragged me out through the door, and we were in the outer antechamber of the dungeon level of Kun-Valdar. From here, the sounds of the invasion were louder, but Elvy just seemed to ignore them. She just marched us up to the earthen walls of the dungeon and then raised her hand, and the dirt fell away easily to create a tunnel in front of us.  
 
    Of course, Elvy was gifted with tunnel magick, she was the one who’d taught Breena how to use it.  
 
    The determined Matron forged ahead into the dirt walls, and she muttered to herself under her breath as she worked. Eventually, a secret portal was revealed, and the disgraced Kun-Valdar Matron activated it with a wave of her hand and then turned to me angrily.  
 
    “You have really disappointed me, Fynn,” Elvy sniffed as she motioned me onto the platform. “But once we clear the Citadel, we’re going to start to repopulate the House of Kun-Valdar and rise again.” 
 
    “So, where are we going now?” I asked as I stepped forward as slowly as possible to stall the time. “Do you have a portal out of the Citadel?” 
 
    “Of course not, we’re going to the stables,” Elvy snapped. “We need riding lizards. Hurry up.” 
 
    I decided not to push the insane Matron’s buttons any more than necessary when she was so hysterical, so I hurried forward to join her on the portal, and I felt the familiar tugging sensation behind my ether after Elvy muttered the activation rune.  
 
    We materialized on a discreet portal platform in what I recognized as a corridor around the corner from the Lower House stables, and I scoffed at the Matron’s admittedly clever secret getaway plan.  
 
    Elvy dug her claws into me again and dragged me around the corner to the stables, but as we approached, I spotted a figure moving between the stables.  
 
    Unfortunately, so did Elvy. 
 
    “You there!” Elvy called out. “Stable boy. Get over here.” 
 
    The figure moved closer to the entrance of the stables, and I had to hide my smile as I recognized the outline of Zephyr approaching us. The changeling’s face remained passive, but his eyes flicked to meet my gaze before he smiled demurely at Elvy.  
 
    “Yes, Matron, how can I help you?” Zephyr asked, and he played the role of subservient male well. 
 
    “I need a riding lizard, obviously,” Elvy snapped. “Two. Fast ones. Rested and fed, go now.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Zephyr said with a nod, and he shot me the most discreet of winks as he turned back to the stables.  
 
    “Faster,” Elvy demanded, so the changeling picked up his pace and soon disappeared between the stalls.  
 
    The Matron tapped her foot impatiently until Zephyr reappeared moments later leading a lizard in each hand, and I almost had to cover my mouth with my hand as I noticed who one of the lizards was.  
 
    Greenie. 
 
    My prized riding lizard crawled closer, and she must have picked up on my scent, because her ears perked up, and her head whipped in my direction.  
 
    Before she could lunge for me, Elvy stepped forward. 
 
    “Finally!” Elvy bellowed, and Greenie bristled at the bitch’s tone, while the other lizard cowered.  
 
    I hurried forward and grabbed the reins from Zephyr, who stepped back to let the lizards step between Elvy and me. Then Greenie wrapped her tail around me protectively as Elvy attempted to snatch the reins from my hands.  
 
    “Rrrrreeeee,” Greenie grumbled, and I could tell my darling had picked up the bad vibes from this bitch.  
 
    “Shut that thing up,” Elvy snapped. “Do it now, male.” 
 
    That was the last straw for my Greenie.  
 
    My darling lizard reared her wide, spiked head back and slammed it square into Elvy’s face. Blood instantly spurted from the Matron’s nose as she let out a pained scream before she started scratching wildly at Greenie while aiming her sharp claws at my lizard’s eyes, and I felt my ether start to rumble deep in my gut.  
 
    “Enough!” I screamed as my whole body started to vibrate.  
 
    I felt the familiar feeling of my light powers coming to the surface, but this time it felt different.  
 
    More intense.  
 
    Sure enough, balls of light formed at my palms, but they were bigger and brighter than I’d ever seen them before. The force of them vibrated my body and the air around me, and I turned my burning eyes to this cunt who’d just tried to hurt my Greenie. 
 
    I raised my arms above my head, and the balls of light exploded like bolts of lightning as I felt the air crackle with electricity. Even my eyeballs felt like they were charged with the magickal light, and I levitated a few feet off the ground as I turned my thunderous expression on Elvy, who was staring at me with wide eyes while blood from her nose dripped down into her mouth.  
 
    “You fucked with my House, and you fucked with my riding lizard,” I growled as Elvy cowered in fear, but I floated down so I was right in front of her.  
 
    Then Greenie rushed ahead and spun in a semicircle around Elvy so she was trapped.  
 
    “Fynn…” the Matron said weakly, but I shot another light ball out of my hands, which caused her to flinch and shut up.  
 
    “Where the fuck is Dagwyn?” I demanded.  
 
    “She’s in Station Twenty-Eight still,” Elvy said quickly as her fearful eyes watched my dangerous hands. “In the Dungeons, in the walls, opposite of the portals.” 
 
    I looked over at Zephyr, who understood the gravity of the situation without me having to explain anything. He nodded at me, so I jerked my head as if to tell him to go, and the changeling took off in a run. I knew he was going to find Sevvy and tell her where Dagwyn was, and once I was sure he was away, I turned my full attention back to Elvy.  
 
    “Fynn, look, I’m sorry about Dagwyn, that was just a little game, but she’s safe, I promise,” Elvy babbled as her nose continued to drip her crimson blood all over her face and dress. “Let’s just get clear of the Citadel, and we can calm down.” 
 
    “You still think I’m going anywhere with you?” I sneered. “You really are a dumb bitch.” 
 
    “Fynn, no, please…” 
 
    “Greenie, move,” I commanded, and as soon as my riding lizard was out of harm’s way, I raised my hands again and shot a stream of my electrifying light power directly at Elvy’s face.  
 
    The Matron’s coiffed hair burst into flames, and Elvy screamed in agony as her body sizzled and burned to death. Her high pitched screams pierced the air, and I eventually had to cover my ears against them.  
 
    “Reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” Greenie screeched before she took a running dive at the burning Elvy, and I watched in amazement as the lizard pushed the Matron’s burning body off the side of the Egress Platform. 
 
    “Greenie!” I cried out as I rushed to the edge of the platform. I looked down to see Elvy’s body hurtling to the ground below, and then I turned to the lizard who nuzzled her nose into my neck. “Good girl, Greenie, I knew I picked you for a reason.” 
 
    “Mrrrrrppp,” Greenie purred as I covered her with kisses and pats.  
 
    “Okay, I’ve got to get back and help find Dagwyn,” I whispered in her ear. “I’ll be back for you soon, okay? Can you get you and your friend back to your stables?” 
 
    “Rrrrrrr,” Greenie agreed, and I knew I could trust the lizard, so I gave her one final pet before I hurried back to the portal.  
 
    I called out the same activation word I’d heard Elvy use, and I hoped the other end of the portal in Kun-Valdar was still active. Luckily, I felt the familiar tug behind my ether, and moments later, I was back at the Twenty-Eighth station. As soon as I materialized fully, I sprinted off the portal and through Elvy’s recently formed tunnels until I was back to the center of the dungeon, where Sevahtra, Helera, and Tryss were already searching. 
 
    “Elvy is dead,” I called out as I approached the group, and they all spun to look at me. 
 
    “Praise Drogu,” Sevahtra said with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, Fynn, you’re so fucking amazing,” Tryss said as she ran to meet me, and she threw her arms around my neck when I reached her.  
 
    “How’s the hunt for Dagwyn?” I asked.  
 
    “We haven’t found anything yet,” Helera said as she desperately continued to search the dungeon antechamber.  
 
    “You need to use tunnel magick,” I said as I broke free from Tryss and joined Helera at the wall. “Elvy hid her portal in the walls and then tunneled us there, that’s probably what she’s done with Daggy, too.” 
 
    I raised my arms and mimicked the movements that Breena had taught me, and I watched as the walls fell away into narrow tunnels. Then Mother Sevahtra joined my side and raised her hands, and we worked quickly together to burrow fresh tunnels until we came upon a solid structure.  
 
    “What is that?” Helera asked as she stepped to the structure and started to wipe the dirt away from it. “It’s cold… is this… Daggy!” 
 
    Helera wiped away more dirt to reveal her twin sister suspended in a block of ice. Dagwyn’s eyes were glaring at us, and her mouth was frozen open like she was trying to shout something.  
 
    “Step back,” Sevahtra said as she raised her hands, and I watched as a steady stream of scalding hot water poured from the Matron’s hands and melted away the ice.  
 
    Helera and Tryss quickly joined in, and it didn’t take long to free the Second Daughter. 
 
    “W-Where t-the f-fuck have you been?” Dagwyn chattered once her mouth was free of the ice. Her whole body was shivering as she ripped herself free from the last remnants of the ice block. 
 
    “Sorry it took so long, I had to make sure that bitch Elvy fell off the Egress platform,” I said as I helped Dagwyn down from the ice chunk. 
 
    “You what?” Dagwyn asked as a smile crept across her face, but then she threw herself into my arms, and I squeezed her shivering body close to mine. “That was almost worth being frozen for.” 
 
    “Oh, Daggy, I was so worried,” Helera said as she wrapped a cloak around her Twinborn and pulled her in for a hug.  
 
    “Awww, you do care about me,” Dagwyn teased.  
 
    “Shut up, bitch, or I’ll freeze you again myself,” Helera sobbed as she hugged her sister tighter.  
 
    Tryss joined in, and I smiled as the three sisters shared a rare tender moment. Even Mother Sevahtra joined in for a brief hug, but when she pulled back, she was back to business.  
 
    “We’ve been down here a while,” Mother said with a sigh. “But at least we got Daggy back.” 
 
    “And the bitch is dead.” I grinned.  
 
    There was another round of cheering cries, and then we began making our way up out of the Dungeons of the House that would soon belong to Belarbreena. 
 
    “Let’s go find the others,” Mother said, and she led us toward the spiral staircase that took us up to the vaults, where we ran into Nodrin, Breena, and Sashti, and about three dozen hybrids who were under Breena’s spell.  
 
    “Update?” Sevahtra asked in her most serious tone.  
 
    “All the vaults have been cleared, all guards and soldiers captured or killed,” Nodrin said seriously, but then his face broke into a smile. “It has proven a very successful mission, and Kun-Valdar has officially fallen to Claden’Du.” 
 
    “Also, we just got word that Drindy has successfully moved into Station Twenty-Seven,” Sashti said excitedly 
 
    “I think some celebrations are in order.” Mother smiled. “Let’s go enjoy the final feast.” 
 
    So, that’s exactly what we did.  
 
    Breena navigated the hybrids back down to the dungeons, and Nodrin updated Sevvy on official details like the number of troops seized and the contents of Elvy’s vaults. Since we still had our effects stored in the guest quarters at Station Twenty-Eight, and since Claden’Du wasn’t quite ready to move back into yet, it was decided we would stay in the guest quarters for the time being, so we returned to our chambers, prepared quickly, and together made our way over to the Noble Tower to catch the end of the celebrations.  
 
    We had missed the entire Baka-Kai Ceremony, but toppling Elvy Kun-Valdar’s House was worth that sacrifice. All that was left was the final feast of the Dawn of Drogu-ani to signify the end of Kels’Rin-Kai, in the form of a Masquerade Ball, which was about to begin in the Banquet Hall. 
 
    The whole crew made it out to the Ball, and now that both Ozin-Na and Kun-Valdar had fallen, there was no need for anyone to be glamoured or disguised in any way.  
 
    Sashti looked gorgeous in a deep purple gown that accentuated her pale skin, and Essie was dressed to match with the same color gown, complete with a hairbow. Nodrin wore his finest wizard robes, and he seemed happy to be able to appear in public unglamoured, and so did Mother Sevahtra, who was dressed equally elegantly, as if she hadn’t just orchestrated one of the biggest takedowns in recent drow history. 
 
    The three Daughters of Claden’Du looked stunning as ever in their ceremonial barely-there dresses, and even Belarbreena was dressed elaborately and moved with a newfound confidence.  
 
    I smiled around at our crew, and I was excited for the new future we had just secured for ourselves. 
 
    We descended the stairs that led to the Atrium of the Noble Tower, which was full of folk headed to the Ballroom, and most attendees were dressed in extravagant gowns or ceremonial attire. There were some elaborate spider costumes as well, though most partygoers just opted for a spider-shaped mask. We purchased a few masks for our group from a vendor, and Tryss placed mine over my eyes and eyepatch and gave me a sexy smile.  
 
    “My hero,” she purred.  
 
    I grabbed Tryss’ hand as we headed to the Ballroom, where the music grew louder, and the crowd began to sway along to the rhythm. 
 
    Then Sevahtra sidled up to me and graced me with a warm smile beneath her own spider mask.  
 
    “You did excellent work today, First Son,” she said. “We have you to thank for the future of not only our House, but Breena and Drindy and Sashti’s.” 
 
    “Sashti’s House?” I asked with a cocked head.  
 
    “Ahh, yes, about that,” Sevahtra said with a grin. “Drindy is going to formally adopt Sashti as her Zara, so Sashti will become the Third Daughter of Bahna’Faar.” 
 
    “That’s excellent news.” I smiled. “A two for one deal, Drindy loves Essie so much. 
 
    “She does,” Sevahtra conceded. “And we’re invited to the Ascension Ceremony, of course.” 
 
    “Well, we do love a good Ascension Ceremony, don’t we, Fynn?” Tryss giggled.  
 
    We pushed into the Ballroom, where a choreographed dance was already going on in the middle of the dance floor. Our group dispersed to enjoy the festivities, so I grabbed a flagon of wine for Tryss and myself as we found a cozy corner in the room to watch the dancing.  
 
    Before we got too cozy, Helera came thundering over to us.  
 
    “Tryss, I need to borrow Fynn,” the First Daughter said authoritatively, and to my surprise, Tryss simply nodded. 
 
    “Okay, be careful with him,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I was about to protest, but before I could, Helly had grabbed me by the elbow and started to drag me back out of the Ballroom. The First Daughter kept a firm grip on my elbow as she led me back through the Atrium and through the door that led up to the library, and when we reached the huge double doors, Helera pushed them open and then shoved me into the library.  
 
    Oh, for Drogu’s sake, Helly wasn’t really going to make me start studying the schools of magick right now, was she? 
 
    “Helly, what…” I started, but Helera threw me against the nearest book-lined wall and put a finger over my mouth, while her other hand snaked down the front of my chest. 
 
    “I specifically asked Tryss if I could thank you properly,” Helera purred. “You saved my Twinborn, Fynn. And my Soul Sister by helping Sashti with the antidote. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to thank you enough, but I have a pretty good idea of where to start.” 
 
    Ohhhhh, this was going to be much better than what I’d imagined. 
 
    Helera traced her finger over my lips before she pushed it into my mouth. Instinctively, I started to suck and nibble on her finger, and the sexy First Daughter closed her eyes and moaned gently. 
 
    Then the priestess snapped her eyes open, extracted her finger from my mouth with a pop, grabbed my face, and pulled me in for a deep kiss with a lot of tongue and teeth. 
 
    I returned the kiss from the gorgeous warrior priestess hungrily until she finally broke it.  
 
    “Fuuuuck, Fynn, you have no idea how long I’ve been wanting to do that,” Helera groaned.  
 
    “I have a pretty good idea,” I growled, and I pulled Helly close again so I could kiss and lick her long, pretty neck.  
 
    “Unnnhhh, fuuuuuck,” the blue-skinned beauty breathed, but she pushed me away again. “No, no, not so fast. I’m thanking you here.” 
 
    Then the pretty priestess dropped to her knees at my feet and batted her ruby eyes up at me. The sexy woman held my gaze as she reached out and released my cock from my armor, and after a moment charged with heavy anticipation, she leaned her head forward and took my erection in her mouth. 
 
    “Heeeelllllllyyyyyy,” I moaned as the cavern of her wet, hot mouth enveloped my whole cock. I felt the muscles of her throat constrict against the girth of my cock, and I watched the tears spring into her eyes as she struggled to take it all in, but the First Daughter was a fighter, so she bobbed her head up and down along my shaft as I felt my orgasm budding in my gut.  
 
    “Mmmmmmm,” Helera gurgled around my cock before she slurped and pulled away, and my cock released from her mouth a pop. Then Helly grinned up at me as she flicked her long, lavender tongue out and licked my cock from base to tip while she cupped my swollen balls in one hand.  
 
    She kept eye contact the whole time, and it was hot as fuck.  
 
    I reached down and ripped her skimpy bra top off to reveal her pert tits. As if she was reading my mind, Helera guided my gleaming cock over her breasts, and she made small circles with the tip of my cock around her nipples while she threw her head back and moaned.  
 
    “Ugghh, you are hot as fuuuuck,” I groaned. “And this is the best thank you ever.” 
 
    “Really?” Helera grinned as she looked up at me again, and she licked her swollen lips.  
 
    “This will make it even better,” I said, and I grabbed each side of the beautiful woman’s head and slammed my cock further down throat.  
 
    Helly gagged and spluttered, but she nodded up at me to keep going, so I thrust my hips forward again and again and face fucked the First Daughter as my orgasm built and built.  
 
    “Uuuunnnhh, I’m going to cuuummm,” I grunted, and Helly’s throat opened to receive my seed. I felt my warm cum shoot into the back of Helera’s bruised throat, and I held her head tight against my hips as my body spasmed from the strength of the orgasm.  
 
    After a moment, Helera pulled away, and I slid my cock out of her mouth. Then she tipped her head back so I could see the gleaming white pool of my orgasm in her mouth before she swallowed it down.  
 
    “Fuck,” I panted as my wet cock gave one last twitch.  
 
    Then the priestess rose to her feet, and I couldn’t help but grin at the large, dark bruises that were already forming on her knees.  
 
    “Well, you can thank me like that anytime,” I said as I tugged at my still-tingling cock.  
 
    “Mmm, my pleasure.” Helly grinned as she wiped away a dribble of my seed from her chin. “Although, I wouldn’t mind your seed going elsewhere inside me, either.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I wonder when Mother will give you three permission to breed,” I said thoughtfully as I tucked my receding erection back into my loincloth, then grinned. “Because I’m ready anytime.” 
 
    “Well, now that Claden’Du is making another alliance with House Twenty-Nine, you should expect to be fulfilling your First Son duties again soon enough,” Helera said casually. “You know, like how you did with Drindessa and the Bahna’Faar Blessed Eights.” 
 
    “You mean…” I stared at her as my brain processed the information, which was that I had a lot of breeding to do soon. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about anything, Fynn,” Helera said with a wicked grin as she reached forward and grasped my erection, which had grown again. “My sisters and I are here to help you practice as much as you need. After all, you’ll need to make sure we are all pregnant first.” 
 
      
 
    End of Book 3 
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