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

  

 
   
    Chapter 1  
 
    “Nice magick, Fynn,” Nodrin said in an impressed tone as he stepped up behind me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    The wizard and I were standing on a damp stalagmite just outside of Station Thirty to drain the lake water that continued to rise, despite the Matron Council’s insistence that the lake was fine. They were self-serving, lying bitches, of course, but I had even more motivation now to get the lake drained to make sure my family was safe and take down the evil bitches in the council.  
 
    Because Tryss was pregnant.  
 
    My heart swelled, and a smile escaped my lips as I thought about my impregnated lover. Then I noticed the magick streaming from my fingertips became stronger when I thought about Tryss and our growing baby.  
 
    Ah, the power of love.  
 
    There were actually quite a few of my babies I needed to protect these days. In addition to Tryss, I’d also managed to impregnate Sashti, along with her sisters, the Blessed Eights of Bahna’Faar. In a few months, there would be the pitter-patter of little feet in all of our Houses, so I needed to make sure they had a safe place to grow up.  
 
    As safe as they could be in the drow world.  
 
    I frowned as I recalled the frequent raids on Station Twenty-Six lately. The Council was determined to catch us in the act of harboring the escaped fugitive Imrae Teken’duis, Second Daughter of House Twenty. We were harboring her, of course, since we were the ones who helped her escape, but we’d managed to keep her hidden from the Council so far.  
 
    I could tell the Council was getting impatient, though. They’d raided Station Twenty-Six almost every second day since they tried to arrest Tryss last week. The Council had also searched Houses Twenty-Seven through Thirty, but we’d managed to keep Imrae hidden in the dungeons of Station Thirty without being found.  
 
    “You look troubled, young Fynn,” Nodrin commented as we continued to drain the lake water that lapped up against the stalagmite. 
 
    “I was just thinking about the Council raids. They’re getting more frequent and more intense.” I sighed as I magicked away a small puddle.  
 
    From my studies, I knew the water was being magicked away from here and would reappear in the Glimmersea, the main source of water for the drow world. I had an image of magicking away Vhondryl so she was flung into the middle of the Glimmersea to drown. That would solve a lot of my problems. 
 
    “Which means the Council is getting frustrated.” Nodrin’s long beard bobbed as he nodded.  
 
    “Vhondryl is going to get violent,” I said grimly.  
 
    Vhondryl was the Matron Mother of House One, and Head of the Matron Council. She was a vindictive bitch with a bone to pick with Sevahtra and our alliances, and I knew she would do what it took to recover Imrae. An Upper House Darnem defecting to a Lower House was almost unheard of, and very dangerous to the Upper Houses. Imrae possessed intimate knowledge of the Upper Houses and their workings, knowledge that would be dangerous in the hands of, oh, say, an illicit alliance of Lower Houses.  
 
    “Lucky for us, we have Drindy,” Nodrin said with a grin.  
 
    “True,” I muttered.  
 
    Drindessa Bahna’Faar was part of the alliance and Matron of House Twenty-Seven, and she happened to know the Council’s Creed inside and out, forward and backward. Drindessa had a long, complicated history with the Council that resulted in her being expelled and becoming Unhoused. Since then, she’d made it her mission to be prepared when it came to dealing with the Council.  
 
    Drow culture was cutthroat and dangerous, but there were still laws. Laws the Council had to follow. So, if the Council tried to deviate from those laws, Drindessa was there to recite the Council’s Creed to them, and they were forced to obey it, much to Vhondryl’s distress.  
 
    “Of course, as soon as we break through to Imrae, we can start to go on the offensive,” Nodrin said as he dried up another puddle. “We’re almost finished up here, then we can head down to the dungeons and give it another go.” 
 
    “I really think we’re getting close,” I said enthusiastically.  
 
    “Me, too,” Nodrin said with a grin.  
 
    Imrae had been captured by the Council, and we’d pulled off a pretty impressive rescue mission to get the young Darnem out of the Council’s jail cells. After the rescue mission, our House was immediately raided by the Council, so we’d needed to stick Imrae in a hideaway hole for her own safety.  
 
    Unfortunately, once we got rid of the Council after the raid, we returned to find that while Imrae was imprisoned, she’d been Discombobulated so she could not reveal Upper House secrets. This involved a strain of psionics, or mind magick, that caused Imrae to become confused easily and unable to remember much from her life before she joined our alliance. She was still functional, it wasn’t like she was sitting in the corner of the room spinning out, and her condition had improved since she’d been with us, but she was unable to answer any questions we had about the workings of the Upper Houses. 
 
    So far, I hadn’t been able to break through the Discombobulation enchantment, but my psionics were getting stronger every day. I’d been practicing on the other Claden’Du sisters. I was reluctant to practice on Tryss anymore since she was pregnant, but the other sisters were happy to offer themselves in the meantime. 
 
    Nodrin and I finished clearing up the last of the wet spots. I knew we’d be back in a few hours to drain it again when the lake water rose, but this was all we could do for now. 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I wiped my sweaty palms against my linen loincloth. “I want another crack at Imrae before we head back to Claden’Du.” 
 
    “Of course.” Nodrin nodded, and he gestured for me to lead the way.  
 
    We weren’t far from Station Thirty. It was close enough to levitate, so I opened up my ether and lifted myself into the air. It was like second nature by this point, and it was almost hard to remember my awkward and clumsy levitation lessons with Tryss. Now, it was a short, effortless flight to the platform outside of the dungeons of Station Thirty. I landed gracefully and then took a few steps forward so Nodrin could land behind me. When he landed, he nodded at the stone archway that led into the dungeons.  
 
    “Do you want to do this alone, or would you like some supervision?” the wizened wizard asked.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a little supervision,” I decided.  
 
    I was lucky enough to be incredibly gifted when it came to magick, much more so than an average male drow. I was a gift from Drogu-ani, the Goddess of Chaos, and she’d bestowed upon me a plethora of skills and advantages that the average drow didn’t have. But I was basically a babe in the drow world, and I still needed guidance and education. Nodrin was a skilled wizard and excellent teacher, and I was lucky to have him by my side to help.  
 
    Also, we were up against the combined efforts of the whole Council’s magick. It wasn’t an easy task for anyone, let alone a drow who was new to the world.  
 
    “As you wish,” Nodrin said. He waved at the arch again, so I led the way inside.  
 
    Imrae was located in the third dungeon down, hidden in a burrowed-out hideaway beneath the dank room. We approached the dungeon, and as I crossed the doorway, a small furry creature launched itself at me.  
 
    “Hey, Krondorl,” I said affectionately as the spider-cavvekans hybrid climbed up my leg. The black and gray furball wrapped two legs around my neck in a hug and then nuzzled into my shoulder like he was there to stay. I reached up and took him in my arms, and I gave him a squeeze before I held him out in front of me. “Sorry, buddy, we’re here to see our other friend.” 
 
    Krondorl hissed and clicked in a pouting tone while his eight legs flailed wildly in the air.  
 
    “I know, I’m sorry, but I’ll come back later to hang out, I promise,” I said as I placed the hybrid back on the ground.  
 
    Krondorl spun around a few times, but once he realized I really wasn’t here to play, he scampered over to the corner and splayed himself over the hidden hole where Imrae was.  
 
    “Someone’s upset.” Nodrin chuckled as he watched the hybrid’s antics.  
 
    “So dramatic.” I sighed and crossed the room to the hybrid and the hole underneath. Then I took a deep breath and spoke Spider to the capricious creature. “Hhhksssssssiiiihhrrikkkaahhh.” 
 
    “Sssssiiiiikkkkkkkaaaah!” Krondorl hissed back, but he followed my order and scurried up to the ceiling, where he flipped himself upside down and hung from his silky rope to observe. 
 
    “Your Spider is getting better,” Nodrin remarked. 
 
    “Thankssss,” I said with an exaggerated hiss. “I’ve been practicing.” 
 
    “Of course you have.” Nodrin smirked. “You’re a dedicated student, one of the most dedicated I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Helly,” I snickered.  
 
    The First Daughter of Claden’Du was a bookworm of the highest degree, and she helped me with my studies a lot, but she wouldn’t appreciate being outstudied, even by me.  
 
    “It’ll be our secret,” Nodrin said as he tapped his nose. Then he glanced at the concealed hole. “Shall we see how our guest is faring?” 
 
    “Yeah, poor thing.” I opened my ether, which was again like second nature at this point, and used tunnel magick to separate the dirt until there was enough space for me to squeeze inside.  
 
    Nodrin followed me down the short tunnel, which opened up into a large, cool underground room.  
 
    “Fynn!” Imrae was waiting for me excitedly at the entrance, and once I stepped out of the tunnel and stood up straight, the young Darnem threw her arms around my neck.  
 
    I ran my hands over her deep indigo arms in a comforting gesture. Imrae was still Discombobulated, but she knew who I was, and she knew she was safe with me. 
 
    “Hey, Imrae, how are you doing?” I asked as I took a step back to study the young Darnem.  
 
    She looked a little on the thin side, which made sense because she wasn’t getting as much exercise down here. She was wearing one of Tryss’ old lounge dresses, which was made of a thin teal fabric that hugged her body and skirted her knees and really brought out the freckles on her face. I could also see the outline of her hard nipples through the thin satin.  
 
    “I’m bored and lonely,” Imrae pouted as she flung her arms across her chest with a frown. When I’d first met Imrae, she was angry, but confident. The Discombobulating Charm had taken away some of her fire, but I could still catch a glimpse of it now and then.  
 
    “I know, I’m sorry,” I said in a sympathetic tone. Then I smiled wide. “But I’m here now.” 
 
    “Finally,” Imrae said with a devilish grin before she looked past me and waved at the wizard. “And Nodrin, hello.” 
 
    “Hello, young Imrae, I like what you’ve done with the place,” Nodrin said as he nodded at the walls.  
 
    Imrae had carved images into the damp earthen walls. There were spiders and flowers and falling stars. As with most drow work, it was intricate and beautiful, and Imrae swelled with pride.  
 
    “Beautiful,” I agreed.  
 
    “Thank you.” Imrae smiled proudly. “It helps me pass the time and sometimes, I feel like it helps me with my memories.” 
 
    Imrae looked up at me with wide wine-colored eyes, and her teal freckles stood out against her indigo face. The young Darnem looked hopeful, and I knew she was as eager to break through this Discombobulating charm as I was so she could finally get out of this hidey-hole and breathe fresh air again.  
 
    “That’s great,” I said enthusiastically. “Maybe we can work with that somehow.” 
 
    “You think?” Imrae asked.  
 
    “We can try,” I said with what I hoped was a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Saving the stone from the fruit is important,” Imrae said suddenly, and she wagged a finger at me and stuck her chin out. Then she blinked and looked around in confusion. “Where’s the fruit?” 
 
    “Imrae,” I said as I grabbed the thin Darnem by the arms and shook her gently. The Discombobulating charm manifested in random outbursts sometimes. “Come back to us.” 
 
    “Oh, did I…?” Imrae asked as she blinked and came to.  
 
    “Yeah, but it’s okay,” I said, and I released the Discombobulated female.  
 
    “Alright, well, anyway.” Imrae shook her head and rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Let’s get to it then. The psionics.” 
 
    “Already?” I asked. 
 
    “I really want to get out of here.” Imrae sighed, and her face suddenly looked tired and pallid.  
 
    “Okay, we can start then,” I said quickly. I glanced around at Nodrin, and he nodded at me to continue, so I turned back to Imrae with a grin. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” Imrae nodded confidently. We had done this a few times, so she prepared herself. She squared her stance, and there was a determined look in her eye as she widened them to meet my gaze. 
 
    Psionics could only work with direct eye contact. Since this was a big mission, we needed sustained eye contact so I could get right into Imrae’s mind and try to undo the Discombobulating enchantment. 
 
    I quickly cleared my mind and focused on the task in front of me.  
 
    I met Imrae’s gaze with my own while I opened up my ether, and I felt my magick kick into gear before I probed into Imrae’s mind tentatively. The Discombobulating charm had put up some heavy defenses, so it wasn’t as easy to permeate the mind of the Darnem as it was with others, but I was making progress. I opened my ether more as I pried into the closed-off mind. A couple sessions ago, I’d been able to break down the first wall of defense, but that was only one of many levels of security in the Darnem’s mind, and there was still work to do.  
 
    I took a deep breath and probed around more. The enchantment in Imrae’s mind was strong, but I sensed the energy of Nodrin’s ether join mine, and my confidence grew.  
 
    In the couple weeks I’d been studying psionics, I had learned a lot. Each mind map was unique, so even if I practiced on Dagwyn or Helera all day long, that wouldn’t necessarily help me with Imrae. It helped my confidence in my magick, yes, but Imrae’s mind had a different layout and an intense enchantment.  
 
    And it didn’t help that I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for. I knew there were secrets about the Upper House workings inside the blockaded mind of Imrae, but I didn’t know where to find them, so I knew this would take a lot of probing.  
 
    While psionics was mind magick, once I was inside Imrae, it felt more like a physical magick. It was like I was standing in a room, and Imrae’s thoughts were the images splashed across the room, but the images were blurred. With Nodrin’s ether boosting mine, I stepped further into Imrae’s dark mind. It felt murky and unwelcoming, but I wasn’t sure if that was due to enchantment, or if Imrae was guarded in general.  
 
    There was only one way to find out.  
 
    Suddenly, one image in particular caught my attention, and I focused all my magick energy on the blurry image on the walls of Imrae’s mind. I took a tiny step closer, and the image flickered clearer for a moment before it returned to its blurry state.  
 
    “Damnit,” I muttered, but I didn’t break eye contact with the Darnem.  
 
    I pushed more as I felt the extra boost of power from Nodrin’s ether, and it helped me take another step inside Imrae’s mind. The image that caught my eye became just a tiny bit clearer, and it stayed that way. I knew the blurriness was the result of the Discombobulation, and sadness flickered through me.  
 
    Nothing made sense in here, it must be awful for Imrae. 
 
    I suddenly felt exhausted and like I weighed eight hundred pounds. The feeling was familiar, I was approaching the end of my tether as far as my ether capacity. It was frustrating to feel like I was close to tapping out, but I also knew that was how I grew and learned and bettered my magick, so I slogged through the feelings and focused on the blurry images on the wall of Imrae’s mind. I sensed another boost from Nodrin’s ether, and I was able to step forward once more.  
 
    The image suddenly became clearer, and a rush of understanding washed over me. The image was a large flower, similar to the one Imrae had carved into the wall, so I understood what she meant by saying the doodles helped jog her memory. It was a large red flower that faded to pink at the end of its round petals, so it resembled juicy lady bits, except for the three long yellow stamen sticking out of the middle. The flower, I understood, came with a story attached to it, and I watched as it started to twist and writhe against the wall. 
 
    It was like a… movie. I found the foreign word after a moment, from the distant memories of my past life, but then I focused on the flower as it twisted into a movie about a moment in Imrae’s past. 
 
    I saw a dominating female drow I knew to be Imrae’s mother, the Matron of the House of Teken’duis, and she seemed to be scolding a young Imrae.  
 
    “Imrae, enough of this childish nonsense,” Imrae’s mother hissed as she slapped a red flower out of the young Imrae’s hand. “It’s time to grow up and become the Darnem that House Teken’duis deserves. Come now, we have to get to the Council meeting.” 
 
    The young Imrae looked forlornly at the deflated flower on the ground with tears in her eyes, and then the image stopped moving and reverted back to its original flower state. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was the most I’d been able to get with Imrae so far. As I looked around her mind chamber, I noticed the other images seemed clearer, and I felt a little bit lighter. Maybe only six hundred pounds. 
 
    I turned to another image that was still too blurry to make out. I reached deeper down and opened my ether a little bit more, as much as I could afford without bottoming out, and I stepped closer.  
 
    The image started to clear up. It looked like… a weapon of some type… 
 
    Just when I thought I was about to break through that layer, a distant rumbling noise interrupted my flow and pulled me out of the psionics.  
 
    My head spun, and it was like my soul had been slammed back into my body. I blinked away the confusion, and I did something Nodrin taught me early on in my training. I focused on the feeling in my feet and how they pressed against the ground, and it helped my mind to reorient itself. It was a strange sensation to use psionics, because it had felt like I was physically inside Imrae’s mind, but my feet never left the ground, so it was a mindfuck to come out of. Nodrin told me it got easier with time, and I hoped that time came soon.  
 
    Then I heard the rumbling noise that had drawn me out of the Darnem’s mind, and it helped bring me back to reality even faster. I spun around to face the earthen arch while Imrae whimpered and adjusted to my absence in her mind. 
 
    “Fynn! Are you down there?” Tryss’ voice called out. 
 
    “Yes, we’re down here,” I answered as I shook away the last bit of uneasiness from the psionics. I could even feel my ether replenishing itself after it had a moment’s rest.  
 
    Soon, I sensed the vibrations in the room as Tryss entered the tunnel.  
 
    My lavender-skinned lover appeared at the archway moments later with a wild look in her eyes. I smiled when I saw her, and my eyes instinctively fell to her pregnant belly. Even though she wasn’t showing yet, I knew our baby was in there, and I felt fiercely protective and proud already.  
 
    But something in Tryss’ eyes told me that now wasn’t the time to fuss about the baby.  
 
    “You okay, babe?” I asked as Tryss fully stepped into Imrae’s room. 
 
    “The Council is back,” Tryss said gravely.  
 
    “Damnit,” I breathed, and I reached up and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. The best psionics work I’d done with Imrae since ever, and of course that Council of Cunts has to interrupt me. “Are they conducting another raid?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not a full-strength one,” Tryss said as her eyes distractedly caressed the carvings on the wall. She reached out and traced a flower in the wall with a smile. “We should do this in the nursery.” 
 
    “Tryss,” Nodrin prompted.  
 
    “Oh, sorry, baby brain,” Tryss said with a shake of her head and a grin. “Anyway, yeah, small raid at Claden’Du. Vhondryl’s asking where you two are.” 
 
    “Tell Vhondryl to go fuck herself,” I snorted.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, that would go over well,” Tryss fired back, and we shared a smile. Then she shook her head and frowned. “But really, she’s in a foul mood today, and she demands to see you both.” 
 
    “Drogu’s sake, it’s like she thinks we’re harboring a fugitive or something.” I rolled my eyes dramatically. 
 
    “That’s insane!” Imrae added.  
 
    I grinned at the young Darnem. She was getting better at recovering from my psionics. 
 
    We all shared a chuckle, but then Nodrin cleared his throat.  
 
    “I will return to Claden’Du with Tryss, Fynn, I want you to stay here and work with Imrae some more,” the wizard said sagely. 
 
    “But…” Tryss began until Nodrin held up a hand to silence her.  
 
    “I will make a worthy excuse for the absence of young Fynn,” Nodrin said. “But he is too close to abandon the task right now.” 
 
    “Really?” I looked at Nodrin in surprise, but he grinned and nodded at me. “Are you sure I’ll be able to?” 
 
    Nodrin wasn’t fully with me in Imrae’s mind, but he must have been able to sense how much progress I’d made. A lot of that had to do with Nodrin’s help, though.  
 
    “Now more than ever,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Vhondryl said--” Tryss began again, and Nodrin shot her a withering glare.  
 
    “Child, what did I just say?” There was a warning tone in his voice, and Tryss’ ears drooped in response.  
 
    “Sorry, sir, you’re right,” Tryss mumbled. Then she reached up to give me a kiss, and I laid a hand on her flat belly and kissed her back. “I’ll see you later. Don’t be too long.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I answered, and we shared another quick kiss before she stepped back.  
 
    “What about the hole?” Tryss asked as she gestured at the tunnel. “They haven’t said they’re searching any other stations, but who knows with those bitches.” 
 
    “Go ahead and cover it,” I said decisively. “I can get out from this side if I need to.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tryss said.  
 
    “Take your time with her, Fynn,” Nodrin said with a nod at Imrae. Tryss started to protest, but the wizard held up a hand to silence her again. “I know you’re eager to get back to Claden’Du to tend to Tryss, but I would hope you wouldn’t let your training or the mission suffer at that expense.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said firmly. “I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “You never do,” Nodrin said with a sage smile, and then he motioned for Tryss to follow him out of the tunnel.  
 
    Tryss blew me one last kiss before the two of them departed the secret chamber.  
 
    I felt the rumble of earth being moved as they covered the hidden hole from the dungeon, and the air grew a little heavier inside the secret chamber. I knew that was mostly in my mind, though, because Nodrin and I had made sure to properly vent the secret chamber.  
 
    I turned back to Imrae, and I was surprised to see the young Darnem quietly crying.  
 
    “Hey,” I said gently, and I closed the space between us and laid a hand on her elbow. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Imrae said as she forced a smile, but the pain in her eyes and her sharp teeth made the smile look sinister. She sniffled, and then her face crumpled as she started sobbing.  
 
    “Hey, hey,” I cooed, and I took the crying Darnem into my arms.  
 
    I held her and let her cry, but after a couple of minutes, she sniffled again and took a step back. She used the back of her hands to wipe the tears from her eyes and nose. The tears made her freckles shine, and I couldn’t help but think she looked cute when she cried. 
 
    “Sorry.” Imrae cringed as she wiped away the last of her tears. 
 
    “Was it…” 
 
    “The flower thing,” Imrae said in a shaky voice. “I’d forgotten.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    “I know,” Imrae said, and she waved away my concern. Then she stepped around me and reached a hand out to trace the flower she’d carved into the wall, just like Tryss had done. Imrae sighed sadly, but she turned to me with a smile and a shake of her head. “Anyway, are you ready to go again?” 
 
    “We can take a break,” I said, and I gestured to the bed in the corner of the room. “Why don’t we take a seat?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Imrae asked and bit her lip. “What about the raid?” 
 
    “Seriously, Vhondryl can fuck off,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    Imrae grinned back, and we crossed the room and plopped down on the bed together. The indigo-skinned woman had stopped crying, but there was still a sadness around her. She noticed me staring and chuckled.  
 
    “Sorry, I know it’s annoying, I bet Tryss isn’t bursting into tears all the time,” Imrae muttered.  
 
    “Well, maybe not yet, but she is pregnant, so I’m sure that’ll come soon,” I joked. Then I took Imrae’s hand into my own and pulled it over to my lap.  
 
    Imrae looked up at me with watery wine-colored eyes.  
 
    “Do you want to talk about the flower thing?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s not much to say,” Imrae said with a shrug. “I spent months growing a flower for my mother, and she smacked it out of my hand and told me to grow up. And so began my hatred of the Council and everything related to it.” 
 
    Imrae let out a wry chuckle, but I could still see the anger and the hurt in her eyes, so I decided to try to cheer her up.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I shook her hand gently. “At least we’re making good progress with the psionics. If I can just get through that last bit of the Discombobulating charm, I can get what we need to know. Then we can really take those Council bitches down.” 
 
    “That would be good,” Imrae said, and she smiled wide.  
 
    There was a beat of silence, and we both suddenly became aware of the proximity of Imrae’s hand to my noticeable member. Instinctively, we glanced down at my lap. Her hand was inches away from it, with only a thin layer of linen separating her skin and mine. I thought about her thin hand reaching out and wrapping her long fingers around my throbbing erection, and I felt myself growing hard, so I shook my head and cut that image from my mind. I knew Imrae was in a fragile state, so I started to move her hand away, but she stopped me and looked up at me with hooded eyes.  
 
    “Fynn,” the Darnem said slowly. “I haven’t had the chance to properly thank you for rescuing me.” 
 
    “Oh, well, um…” I stalled. Imrae was sexy as fuck, and I’d love to fuck her right here, but I needed to make sure this wasn’t an effect of the Discombobulating charm. “Are you, um…” 
 
    “Trust me, Fynn,” Imrae said as she looked me deep in the eyes and bit her lip. “I’ve wanted this since the moment I saw you. And I want to feel something besides scared and lonely and sad. Please. Make me feel good.” 
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” I said, and I pressed Imrae’s hand against my growing erection. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    If you’d like to see an updated map of Oshara, you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for Logan Jacobs in Facebook Groups), or on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    “This is exactly what I had in mind.” Imrae grinned as she applied pressure to her palm and ran it up and down the length of my member. Then she pushed aside my loincloth and let my erection spring free. She wrapped her long, indigo fingers around my throbbing cock, and I smiled as my vision came to fruition. Imrae worked her hand up and down my shaft and looked up at me with a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “This is a great way to thank me,” I said, and I grabbed her long platinum braids and pulled her in for a kiss.  
 
    Her tongue slid across mine, and I could feel her sharp teeth as they nibbled gently on whatever they could find. Her hand continued to work my shaft, and my desire for the young Darnem grew even more. I pulled away from the kiss so I could reposition us, but before I could, Imrae dove down and wrapped her hot, wet mouth around the tip of my cock.  
 
    “Mmmm,” she hummed, and it sent a delightful vibration down my cock and all the way up to my belly button.  
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned before I wrapped her braid around my hand and worked her head up and down my throbbing erection. Her saliva dripped down and rolled off my balls, and I gripped her hair harder when she made sloppy slurping noises.  
 
    Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore, and my cock was begging to feel the inside of Imrae. I pulled her up by her hair until her neck was tilted back and her bare throat was exposed. I ran my tongue up the salty indigo skin of her neck, and Imrae moaned in delight. Then I pulled back and looked deep into her lust-filled eyes. 
 
    “Get on top of me,” I growled. “Now. I’m going to make you feel so damn good.”  
 
    Imrae obeyed immediately. She swung a long leg over my lap, and I pushed up the hem of her teal dress to reveal her pussy lips, which were already dripping with excitement.  
 
    I grabbed my veiny shaft while Imrae positioned her cavern over it. Then she looked me in the eyes as she lowered herself down onto my dick, and her pussy wrapped around me with a deliciously hot and wet jolt of pleasure.  
 
    “Wow, you’re huge,” Imrae moaned as she wiggled her hips so she could take me deeper.  
 
    “It’s because you’re so tight.” I felt the tip of my cock hit the back wall of her pussy, and she grinned down at me before she started to move her hips in slow, sensual circles.  
 
    I slid my hands up her dress and grasped her taut belly while her hips continued to dance on my cock. The way she moved her hips was amazing, they were so fluid and majestic. She squeezed her muscles while she moved, which created a pulsating effect on my cock that felt incredible. Her deep pussy grew wetter when she moved, and I could see a wet patch forming on the ground from all the juices that were dripping off my balls. 
 
    “Ahhh, Fynnnn,” Imrae sighed as she rolled her hips against mine. 
 
    “Drogu’s tits, you feel good,” I said in a shuddering voice.  
 
    “At least I remember how to do this,” Imrae said with a grin, and she wrapped her arms around my neck for more leverage and started grinding her hips faster and harder. Then she suddenly stopped and started moving her hips in the opposite direction, and the sensation was incredible.  
 
    “And you’re really fucking good at it,” I said through gritted teeth. An orgasm was building up in my gut, but I wasn’t done with Imrae yet.  
 
    “Thank Drogu, I wanted to impress you,” Imrae said as she continued riding my cock with expertise. “I’ve wanted to impress you since the moment we met. I wanted you to look at me like you look at the Claden’Du sisters.” 
 
    I wondered if the enchantment on Imrae was making her be more honest than she usually would be, but I had to admit, it was hot. 
 
    “Impress me you have.” I grinned. “Now, it’s my turn.” 
 
    I lifted Imrae off my cock, turned, and tossed her onto the bed on her back in one quick movement. She spread her legs wide for me, and I pushed my hips between them, but I didn’t enter her yet. I shoved her dress up and over her head so I could get to her big, bouncing tits. I squeezed her left tit and then leaned down and flicked my tongue across her right nipple. Goosebumps broke out across her indigo flesh as I rolled the teal nipple in my mouth, and I smiled around the nub as I bit down gently.  
 
    “Uuuuunnnnhhhh,” Imrae moaned. “F-f-f-fuuuck.” 
 
    I released her teal nipple from my mouth and then dragged my tongue down to her tight stomach. I pushed my tongue into her belly button, and Imrae wiggled underneath me while she tugged at my braid. I gently bit the skin surrounding her navel, and I continued to squeeze her soft, fleshy tit with my left hand while my right hand found her wet hole. I grazed my fingertips against her cavern, which caused her to shudder and break out in goosebumps again.  
 
    Then I pressed my fingers over the top of her hole without entering her yet, and Imrae bucked her hips up to meet my touch.  
 
    “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not yet,” I grinned, and I used my fingertips to tease at her hole. 
 
    “But the raid…” 
 
    “Fuck the raid, I’m busy with you,” I said, and I looked up into her eyes while I slowly pushed one finger inside her. I wiggled it deeper into her wet, slick cavern, and she pulsed her muscles against my digit.  
 
    “Fyyyynnn,” Imrae moaned and tossed back her head. 
 
    Instead of answering, I lowered my mouth to her fragrant pussy and found her hard nub with my tongue. She gasped as I pressed the flat of my tongue down, and I applied pressure on her sensitive rosebud as I slipped another finger inside of her. I switched up my tongue game and started making slow, swirling circles with the tip of my tongue around the hard nub, and Imrae’s reaction was strong. Her pussy juices drenched the two fingers that worked around inside of her, and I groaned into her.  
 
    Finally, I ran the tip of my tongue across Imrae’s hard clit, and her thighs clenched hard around my ears. I grinned and worked my tongue faster as I could tell it was bringing Imrae close to orgasm, and my erection grew larger at the thought. 
 
    I slid another finger inside her slick cavern and worked my tongue faster, and I glanced up to see Imrae’s eyes had rolled into the back of her head while she looked like she was silently screaming. I pushed inside her even farther and switched my tongue to circle the other direction, and that tipped Imrae over the edge.  
 
    “Oooh, myyy-- fuuuuck!” Imrae gasped as her orgasm slammed into her body. Her thighs clenched so hard, I felt like my head was going to pop off, and the steady stream of pussy juices turned into a waterfall. Her body shuddered, and her orgasm lasted a solid thirty seconds. I kept my fingers deep inside her and grinned down at her as she thrashed around the bed and enjoyed the orgasm.  
 
    Once she had finally finished cumming, she looked up at me with a flushed, sweaty smile.  
 
    “So, did I impress you?” I asked as I flicked my tongue out to lick up a stream of sweet feminine juice.  
 
    “Drogu’s tits, I don’t think I’ve ever cum that hard,” Imrae panted. “So, uh, yeah, I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I licked my lips. Then I scooted up, and without warning, I plunged my still throbbing erection into her dripping wet cavern. 
 
    “Oh!” Imrae cried out in shock, but I didn’t give her time to recover. I just pumped my hips into her hard and deep while she continued to cry out.  
 
    “You feel incredible,” I rasped in her ear as I slid in and out of her.  
 
    “V-Voids, you feel-- ah!-- so b-big,” Imrae said in between thrusts. “I feel so fulllll.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled. I took her bouncing tit into my mouth again and sucked her teal nipple while I pounded into her sloshing wet pussy. There was so much pussy juice that I felt it splash up onto my abdomen, and I just knew my cock was going to be waterlogged by the time I pulled it out.  
 
    “Wooow,” Imrae breathed as her legs clenched around my waist again. “Fynn, I-I--” 
 
    “Ohh, are you going to cum for me again?” I teased as I lifted my face to Imrae’s. I kissed her hard, and she moaned into my mouth while I thrust into her cavern.  
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Imrae hummed as she nodded her head up and down quickly. Her eyes went wide as her pussy clamped down around me, and I kept kissing her while her second orgasm rocked her body. “U-u-u-uuuuunnnhhh.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I growled when her pussy started gushing again. “Cum all over this huge cock.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” Imrae groaned as her body convulsed from another intense orgasm. Then she reached up, grabbed my neck, and forced me to look into her eyes. “Now, fill me with your seed.” 
 
    “But I--” 
 
    “Fill me, Fynn!” Imrae demanded, and she bucked her hips against mine while she kept a tight hold on my neck. Her red eyes looked deep into mine while she matched my rhythm. “I need your seed.” 
 
    The sexy Darnem squeezed her pussy muscles against my cock, and suddenly my orgasm rushed to the tip of my cock. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I gasped as I suddenly exploded with pleasure. I felt my seed fill up Imrae’s sogging pussy, so when I pulled out, there was a satisfying slurping noise. Then I looked down to see my pearly-white orgasm ooze out of Imrae’s crimson pussy and grinned.  
 
    “Oh, Fynn,” Imrae sighed, and she pulled me down so my head was resting on her chest.  
 
    I could hear her heart beating rapidly against her ribcage as she took deep breaths to recover. My head rose and fell with the rhythm of her chest, and I let the aftershocks of pleasure roll over me.  
 
    After a few minutes, we both recovered, and I pushed myself up off Imrae. Then I looked down at our mixture of orgasms and sex juices and grimaced.  
 
    “Sorry, we made a bit of a mess on your bed,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” Imrae waved her hand as she swung her legs to dangle off the side of the bed, and she scooted over to avoid the wet patch. Her eyes found the wet patch on the ground, and she grinned. “Actually, that’s pretty hot, and I’ll be using this mental image when I masturbate later.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be masturbating to the mental image of you masturbating.” I chuckled as I wiped my fingers on my loincloth and adjusted it to cover my now deflating erection while Imrae adjusted her dress. 
 
    “So, are you ready for more psionics?” Imrae asked as she turned to me with a smile.  
 
    “Right to it again, huh?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, that was incredible,” Imrae said, and she shut her eyes and leaned her head back like she was reliving her orgasms. “Thank you, Fynn. For… making me feel good.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” I smirked at the innuendo in my own words, but then her eyes popped open, and she met my gaze again.  
 
    “But I still want to get out of this fucking room.” 
 
    “That is fair,” I said, and I clapped my hands against my thighs before I rose to my feet. I reached a hand down and pulled Imrae to her feet, and then we stood across from each other and assumed our psionics position. I nodded at the young, eager Darnem. “I feel good about this. Intimacy usually helps strengthen psionics connections, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Imrae asked in an excited tone as she bounced on the balls of her feet. Her garnet eyes were sparkling, and her teal freckles were bright against her indigo skin. “Does that mean…” 
 
    “Hopefully,” I said with what I hoped was an encouraging smile. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Imrae said, and her two braids bobbed when she nodded.  
 
    “Alright.” I took a deep breath and grounded my feet, and then I met Imrae’s crimson gaze while I opened up my ether.  
 
    I fell into her mind instantly, and I could already tell the psionic connection was stronger than before, but the Discombobulating charm was definitely still in effect. I felt like I was in her physical mind chamber again, and the images were clearer, but now they seemed to be moving around in a weird dance. I tried to step closer to the dancing images, but I was knocked back by a wave that I understood to be an effect of the Discombobulation. Luckily, the effect didn’t last long, and I was able to open up my ether enough to push through it.  
 
    I stepped closer to an image, but it shifted away when I got too close.  
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed as I pondered the issue.  
 
    It was easier for me to get into Imrae’s mind now that we’d fucked, but the charm was still preventing me from getting much information. I caught flashes of the images. A duergar sword. A carved chalice. Another red flower. I pushed further into her mind and opened up my ether more as I tried to come up with a way to break through this charm.  
 
    I was aware Imrae and I had wasted a lot of time with our roll in the sack, and the rest of the alliance had been left to deal with the Council’s raid, but this was part of the process I couldn’t rush. I knew how dangerous it was to fuck around with mind magick, and I didn’t want to risk making anything worse for Imrae, so I moved carefully. 
 
    I opened up my ether some more. This would be easier with Nodrin’s help, but he wasn’t here, so I needed to rely on my own skill and strength. Luckily, the sex had helped replenish my energy. After a deep breath, I pushed myself deeper into Imrae’s Discombobulated mind, and suddenly I spotted something.  
 
    One of the images moved at a different rate than the other ones, so I made my way over to it. The image was still blurry, but I could make out what it was. The image displayed a wizard’s device that I recognized from my training with Nodrin. Unlike the other images, which flickered and shifted and danced, the image of the wizard’s device slowly rotated around in a circle, but it remained solid.  
 
    I studied the slowly rotating wizard’s device as I recalled what its purpose was. The device was an opalescent sphere, and I knew if I were to reach out and touch it, it would dismantle into at least a dozen pieces, which would then explode if they weren’t put back together in the exact right order.  
 
    Suddenly, I understood why I was seeing this image on the wall of Imrae’s mind. This was the way to break through the Discombobulating charm.  
 
    Or destroy Imrae’s mind forever.  
 
    I took a deep breath and opened my ether more as I stepped up to the rotating image on the wall. I wasn’t entirely sure how this would work considering the device wasn’t physical, and I was in Imrae’s mind, but there was only one way to find out.  
 
    I reached a long finger out and touched the rotating wizard’s device. It started to spin faster and faster and faster until it vibrated and exploded into a dozen jagged pieces that splayed out over the wall of Imrae’s mind. Then a timepiece appeared on the wall above the jagged pieces, and it immediately began counting down from sixty.  
 
    Oh, fuck.  
 
    I assumed that meant I had sixty seconds to put the opalescent sphere back together or the pieces would explode, and the Discombobulation of Imrae’s mind would be permanent.  
 
    I rushed to the wall and reached out to touch a spinning, vibrating piece of the sphere. It stopped moving and, to my relief, I could drag the piece along the wall.  
 
    It reminded me of something, deep in the depths of my born again mind. I could picture a box that fit in my hand and had a bright light. On the box, there were flashing colors and pieces of… candy… that I dragged across the bright box.  
 
    That’s what the jagged pieces of the sphere reminded me of. Something I knew to be called Candy Crush, whatever that was.  
 
    I dragged all of the pieces of the sphere together so I could get a better look at them and glanced up at the timepiece hovering above my head.  
 
    Forty-two… 
 
    Forty-one… 
 
    Voids, I needed to hurry.  
 
    I studied the jagged pieces of the sphere. The outside pieces were easy to identify since they had the smooth spherical side of them. The inner pieces were a lot harder, but I didn’t have time to doubt myself. Instead, I opened up my ether more and began dragging the pieces across the wall until they fit together.  
 
    I moved quickly and efficiently as I studied the edges of the jagged pieces and searched for their matches. The first time I tried, I almost had it, but there was an extra piece left over, so I spread them apart and went in again. 
 
    Thirty… 
 
    Twenty-nine…  
 
    This was not how I would have expected to break this charm, but after another two attempts, I understood. The pieces were so jagged and small, it was hard to tell them apart or imagine which ones fit together, and the timepiece above my head ticked down threateningly while I worked. My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt the sweat bead my forehead with the knowledge that I was running out of time. I had all of the Upper House secrets scattered in front of me, as well as Imrae’s mind, and only a short time to fix them both, or they were gone forever.  
 
    Eighteen… 
 
    Seventeen… 
 
    I slid my long fingers around the wall in deft movements, and I silently thanked that bright box and Candy Crush from my previous life as I arranged the opal sphere into shape for the fourth time. This was my last shot, I didn’t have time for more attempts. 
 
    Six… 
 
    Five… 
 
    There was just one last, long piece left of the sphere. My last chance to save the memories and Imrae’s mind. I slid it into the top of the sphere, which completed the image back to its original state. I breathed a sigh of relief, and then I looked up at the timepiece above me. 
 
    Zero. 
 
    My heart sank as I realized I could have been too late. I looked down again to see the completed opalescent sphere had started to vibrate violently. I took a step back, and it started to rotate again, quicker than ever before. Then the sphere exploded again, and the walls around me started to shake.  
 
    Oh, fuck.  
 
    I took another step back and looked around, but to my relief, the shaking stopped, and the images on the wall stopped moving around and became crystal clear. I studied one of the images, and a memory from Imrae’s childhood involving a toy dragon played out. I grinned and decided to pull out of Imrae’s mind to check if what I thought had happened really happened.  
 
    I withdrew from Imrae’s mind slowly, but it was still a strange sensation to come back to my own mind and body, even though I hadn’t moved. I focused my attention on my feet, just like before, and I pressed them into the ground and felt the ground supporting me. I blinked as my eyes focused on the real world again, and then I glanced around the room to get my bearings. Once I felt like I was adjusted, I looked down at Imrae and saw she had a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “Did it…” I began. 
 
    “It worked,” Imrae said as her smile grew even wider, so I could see each pointy tooth in her mouth. “I remember… everything.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and I couldn’t contain the excitement in my voice.  
 
    I’d done it. I’d broken through the Discombobulation charm.  
 
    “Really really,” Imrae said, and then she wiggled her eyebrows at me. “I’ve got all the secrets we need.” 
 
    Before I could answer, there was another rumbling sound, which meant there was someone at the hidden hole above us. Imrae and I froze and we looked at each other. Either that was someone from Claden’Du coming to tell us the raid was over, or it was the Council coming to raid us.  
 
    I turned to face the earthen archway, and I heard footsteps approaching us from the tunnel. I pushed Imrae behind me and opened up my ether so I was prepared to fight in case it was the Council.  
 
    Moments later, Tryss poked her head through the archway, and I sighed in relief. 
 
    “Oh, thank Drogu,” I said, and I put a hand over my chest and relaxed. “I was worried the Council had finally gotten us.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Tryss said as she crossed her arms over her chest. “You really think we’d let them get to you?” 
 
    “Of course not, sorry, babe,” I chuckled. “Is the coast clear then?” 
 
    “Coast is clear.” Tryss nodded.  
 
    “Good,” I said as I grabbed Imrae’s hand and headed for the tunnel. “We need to get back to Claden’Du right now. Mother is going to want to see this.” 
 
    “Really?” Tryss asked as she followed Imrae and me out of the small room. “You’re taking her out of Station Thirty?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said with a grin.  
 
    Imrae had remained in her hideaway hole as a safety measure, and since she got so easily confused, but since the Council had just raided, I figured we had a window of time where it would be safe.  
 
    “I always do,” Tryss said, and her three platinum braids bounced as she jogged up the tunnel after us.  
 
    Once we reached the dungeon room above us again, we covered the hole just to be safe, and then we hurried out of the dank dungeon room into the next dungeon room over. Helera had set up a portal between the dungeons of Station Thirty and Station Twenty-Six, our House, so we could discreetly travel between the two stations. The portal was hidden beneath a couple layers of dirt, but we swept them aside, and all three of us just managed to squeeze onto the portal. We had to wrap our arms around each other, but we made it work. Then we activated the portal, and I felt the familiar squeezing sensation as we were sucked away from the dungeons of Station Thirty. A few seconds later, we appeared on the portal in the dungeons of Twenty-Six.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I grabbed both women’s wrists and pulled them toward the spiraling staircase. “Where’s Mother?” 
 
    “In the dining hall,” Tryss said breathlessly.  
 
    “Perfect,” I said.  
 
    Two minutes later, we pushed through the doors of the dining hall, where Mother Sevahtra was sitting. She rose to her feet when we entered, and when she caught sight of Imrae, she smiled wide. My Matron was as intimidatingly beautiful as ever, and there was a fire behind her eyes that I knew came from the recent raid.  
 
    “Fespius!” Sevahtra barked.  
 
    “Y-Yes, ma’am,” the nervous hobgoblin babbled as he rushed to his mistress’ side.  
 
    “Call an emergency meeting,” Sevahtra said with her smile still in place. “Everyone in the dining hall. Now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Fespius said, and the little green hobgoblin rushed out of the room.  
 
    I approached the long carved dining table with the two women in tow, and as Mother Sevahtra rounded the edge of the table to meet us, her wide hips swung beautifully beneath her scarlet dress. 
 
    “I got through the enchantment,” I said quickly.  
 
    “Excellent work, Fynn,” Mother said with an appreciative nod. “What has she said so far?” 
 
    “Nothing, I--” I began, but Imrae cut in. 
 
    “I can speak for myself now,” the young Darnem said coolly. 
 
    “Is that right?” Sevahtra fired back, and she stepped up to Imrae until their toes were practically touching. The Matron Mother reached out, grabbed Imrae’s chin, and then moved it from side to side as she inspected the Upper House Darnem’s face. She tilted Imrae’s chin down so she could look into her wine-colored eyes, and she finally gave a curt nod and released Imrae’s chin. “Very well, then. Speak.” 
 
    “O-Oh, I, um,” Imrae faltered and cringed.  
 
    “Why don’t we let her sit?” I suggested, and I led Imrae to a chair at the table. I’d never been captured, Discombobulated, hidden in an underground hole, unDiscombobulated, and then immediately dragged out of the hidden hole, but I could imagine it was going to take a couple minutes to adjust.  
 
    “Fine, we need to wait for the others, anyway,” Sevahtra said as she returned to her place at the head of the table.  
 
    We didn’t have to wait long, because ten seconds later, Helera and Dagwyn burst into the room with Nodrin trailing behind them. The First and Second Daughters stumbled over themselves as they rushed to the table, but Dagwyn reached the table first, and she skidded to a stop next to Imrae’s seat.  
 
    “What’s she doing here?” the warrior sister asked, and her voice was laced with surprise and concern.  
 
    “Is she…” Helera began as she joined her sister at Imrae’s side.  
 
    Nodrin continued past the sisters and greeted Sevahtra with a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Fynn fixed her.” Tryss smirked proudly.  
 
    “Really?” Dagwyn asked with a hint of skepticism. She reached a long purple finger out and poked Imrae in the forehead.  
 
    “Um, watch it,” Imrae said as she batted Dagwyn’s finger away.  
 
    “Hmph,” Dagwyn said, and she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back. “That’s the most fire I’ve ever seen out of you, I would have expected more from an Upper House Darnem.” 
 
    “Do you want to see how much fire I have?” Imrae asked as she shot to her feet and approached Dagwyn. 
 
    “Let’s see it, then,” Dagwyn challenged, and the warrioress uncrossed her arms and puffed up her chest to appear taller, but Imrae had at least six inches on the Claden’Du priestess.  
 
    “Enough,” Sevahtra snapped. “Dagwyn, stop with the tit measuring contests already, we’ve all grown tired of them. Imrae, sit.” 
 
    Dagwyn mumbled something under her breath, and Imrae shot the priestess one last glare before she plopped down on her seat again. Then the doors opened again, and Drindessa and Sashti joined us in the dining hall.  
 
    “Welcome,” Sevahtra said while the two women approached the table and gawked at Imrae. “Sit, we’ll get to it soon. Where are the Blessed Eights?” 
 
    “They’re experiencing some morning sickness, so they won’t be joining us,” Drindessa said as she joined Sevahtra at the head of the table and took the seat to the right.  
 
    “My bad.” I chuckled as Tryss slapped me lightly on the shoulder with a grin.  
 
    I’d impregnated the Bahna’Faar twins as a stipulation of the alliance formed between Drindessa and Sevahtra, so it technically was my fault they were experiencing the morning sickness, but I knew they didn’t mind and were happy to bear my children.  
 
    “There’ll be plenty of that going around soon,” Sashti said as she joined my side and laid a hand on her belly.  
 
    I had also impregnated Sashti, but that wasn’t part of any alliance, that was just fun. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Tryss said as she rubbed her belly, too.  
 
    Of course, it had always been my plan to impregnate Tryss, I did love her, after all.  
 
    “Yes, there will be plenty of little Fynns running around here soon enough,” Drindessa said as she settled into her seat. “On that note, the twins will be withdrawing from any official duties going forward.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Drindy, they’re not even that far along,” Sevahtra said with an eye roll. “I believe you and I were both going into battle just weeks before we were due to give birth.” 
 
    “Yes, but we had a lot of sisters willing to take our place if we were slain,” Drindessa pointed out. “Take a look around at our numbers. I’m not risking the twins or their babies when the House of Bahna’Faar needs to replenish as drastically as we do.” 
 
    “You big softie,” Sevahtra said with a smirk. “You’re worried about your first grandkids.” 
 
    “I am,” Drindessa admitted, but a smile appeared on her lips. “I won’t apologize.” 
 
    “And you shouldn’t,” Sevahtra said in a rare moment of softness.  
 
    The two Matron Mothers shared a smile, and I knew I could never understand the intricacies of motherhood or grandmotherhood, but I was happy to impregnate all of their daughters so they could share in the joy together.  
 
    “Does that mean you’ll be retiring from your duties soon, too?” Helera asked Sashti, and she slung an arm around her dear friend’s shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sashti said as she grabbed Helera’s hand and swung it back and forth happily. “It’s not my first time being pregnant, after all. Not like the twins. So I can keep up with my duties for a little while longer than they will. I’m a bit behind them in terms of gestation, anyway.” 
 
    “And what about our precious Tryss here?” Dagwyn asked as she gently shoved her sister on the shoulder. “She’ll be bed bound soon enough, I’m sure.” 
 
    “No,” Tryss fired back as she indignantly stuck her chin in the air. “I can keep up.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Dagwyn snickered under her breath. 
 
    “Oh, you act like you know everything, but tell me, have you ever been pregnant?” Tryss snapped at her sister.  
 
    “No, but--” 
 
    “Exactly, because no one wants to impregnate your ugly ass, so shut your mouth,” Tryss said with a withering glare.  
 
    “Listen here, bitch,” Dagwyn said as she stepped up to her sister. “Just because you’re pregnant, don’t think I won’t--” 
 
    The door opened again, and Tryss and Dagwyn stopped their bickering as we all turned to see Zephyr, a tall, spindly changeling attached to the Bahna’Faar House, enter the room with a female drow I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Rilrae!” Sevahtra said, and she flew to her feet again and rushed to greet the female. 
 
    “Rilrae, like from the bakery?” I whispered to Tryss as I leaned in close to her.  
 
    “The very one,” Tryss said with a smile, and then the three Claden’Du sisters hurried to their mother’s side to greet Rilrae as well.  
 
    She was an attractive female drow with wide hips, ample breasts, and a sweet face. Rilrae looked exactly like what you would expect a bakery-owning drow to look like. Her dress was long and modest with an apron tied around her waist, and I had a feeling that was a common accessory for her.  
 
    Sevahtra and Rilrae embraced each other like the old friends they were, and then Sevahtra stepped back and held Rilrae at arm’s length.  
 
    “I had no idea you were coming, you should have told me, I’d have prepared something for you.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, seeing your beautiful face is enough,” Rilrae replied. They shared another quick hug, and then Rilrae gestured to Zephyr. “I ran into Zeph in the Thoroughfare, and he gave me a quick rundown of what was going on over here. I figured I’d join in on the fun, if that’s alright with everyone.” 
 
    “Of course, of course, come join us,” Sevahtra said, and she led her old friend to the dining table.  
 
    Before they could sit down, the door opened again, and two more females joined the crowd. Belarbreena Yatzek’Ra, Matron Mother of Station Twenty-Eight, and Mizzrym Aleanrahel, Matron Mother of Station Twenty-Nine. The House of Claden’Du and our alliance had rescued them from a terrible situation with the former Matrons of Stations Twenty-Seven and Twenty-Eight, and then I killed those bitches for good measure. Since then, Breena and Mizzy had been part of the alliance, and they’d really pulled their weight when it came to putting the broken Houses back together.  
 
    “Thank you for joining us, ladies,” Dagwyn said sarcastically. 
 
    “Drogu’s hairy cunt, can you stop being so antagonistic, Daggy?” Tryss said with an eye roll. “Give it a rest already.” 
 
    “Bite me,” Dagwyn retorted. 
 
    “We’re used to it by now,” Mizzy said as she strode past the Claden’Du sisters and took a seat at the table.  
 
    Breena joined her, and the two young Matrons studied Imrae with fascinated looks on their faces.  
 
    “You look well,” Breena said to Imrae.  
 
    “Oh, t-thank you,” Imrae replied with a note of surprise.  
 
    “Is everyone here, then?” Sevahtra asked as she looked around at everyone. Fespius joined her side and nodded frantically, so Sevahtra gestured to the chairs. “Sit, va’ulvirn, so we can get started. Fespius, fetch some tea for the table.” 
 
    Fespius hobbled off while the sisters and I finally sat down. It was quite the crowd, and everyone was side-eyeing Imrae, so I figured I wouldn’t keep them waiting anymore.  
 
    “I was able to break the Discombobulating charm,” I announced to the table. There was a ripple of whispers throughout the table, but I pressed on. “That means she has all of her memories back.” 
 
    “Including the Upper House secrets?” Sashti asked as she leaned forward with excitement.  
 
    “Even those,” Imrae said with a nod. 
 
    “Oh, good, so this hasn’t been a colossal waste of time, then,” Dagwyn scoffed, but Helera elbowed her sister in the ribs, so Dagwyn shut up.  
 
    “Sooo, what are they?” Sashti pressed.  
 
    “Oh,” Imrae said as all eyes turned to her. She wiggled in her seat but then grinned at everyone at the table. “Well, what do you want to know?” 
 
    Everyone started speaking at once, and Imrae glanced at me with a pleading look in her eyes.  
 
    “Alright!” I raised my hands, and everyone stopped talking. “Mother, why don’t you go first?” 
 
    “Thank you, Fynn,” Sevahtra said with a nod at me, and then she turned to the young Upper House Darnem. “Imrae, we know about the split in the Upper Houses, and the two alliances that have formed. We know these two alliances are at odds, but we don’t have the details. And we know the Council is intentionally letting the lake rise so the Lower Houses and the duergar camps are flooded and killed off. What I need to know is what their plan is in the meantime. What are their plans while the lake rises and the Lower Houses panic? Eventually, the problem will be too disruptive to ignore.” 
 
    “They expect the Lower Houses will organize,” Imrae explained. “They are anticipating protests and riots, and they’re counting on them, really. Then, when there are riots and protests and whatever else, the Council will send in an infiltrator to escalate the situation, which the Council will use as an excuse to kill off masses of the Lower Houses.” 
 
    “Those cunts,” Drindessa said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “You have no idea,” Imrae sighed.  
 
    Fespius returned then, and he was burdened under the weight of a large tea tray. He hobbled to the table and laid it down with a clatter, and he started to serve everyone. 
 
    “It’s evil, but it’s smart,” Sevahtra said as she nodded her head thoughtfully. “That way, they’re not breaking the Council’s Creed in any obvious way.” 
 
    “Yeah, those cunts know what they’re doing,” Drindessa admitted.  
 
    “And the division in the Upper Houses? Tell us about that.” Sevahtra stared at Imrae intently. 
 
    “Okay, so.” Imrae sighed and readjusted in her seat. Then she leaned her elbows against the table and steepled her fingertips together. “Houses One through Thirteen are led by Vhondryl. This is all Vhondryl’s scheme, she came up with this concept of killing off the Lower Houses and absorbing their power so that Oshara becomes an elite city with an even larger water source.” 
 
    “So they have no plans to drain the lake after the Lower Houses are wiped out?” Drindessa asked with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Nope,” Imrae said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Drindessa hummed as she narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “And the other group?” Sevahtra pressed.  
 
    “Right, the other group is Houses Fourteen through Twenty-Five,” Imrae continued. “Originally, they were on board with Vhondryl’s scheme. Then, as the Council planned and plotted more, House Fourteen became suspicious that they would turn into the Lower Houses after the takeover, and that Vhondryl would try to take them over, too. Fraglina, or Fraggy, she’s the Matron of Fourteen, she took her concerns to Houses Fifteen through Twenty-Five, and that’s when the little alliances were formed.”  
 
    “But what’s the point of these alliances?” Dagwyn drawled. “Even if they’re all bitching at each other, they’re still the Upper House cunts who are taking over the Lower Houses, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, but the disagreement is about what comes after,” Imrae said with a note of impatience in her voice. “The second half of the Upper Houses--” 
 
    “This is going to get confusing,” Helera cut in. “We need to name them.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Imrae said with a shrug. “There’s Vhondy’s alliance, then there’s Fraggy’s alliance. Fraggy’s side wants Vhondy to step down as the leader, and then hold an election after they take over the Lower Houses, so they all start off on an even foot.” 
 
    “And Vhondy’s side wants Vhondy to stay on as leader,” Sevahtra said with a note of disdain. “I didn’t realize the cunts on the Council were so weak.” 
 
    “They’re spineless,” Imrae hissed, and then she slammed her fist on the table. “And I’m ready to take them down. I’ve got information on each House and Matron individually, so I know how to hit them where it hurts.” 
 
    “Good, this is good,” Sevahtra said with a nod as she looked around the table at everyone.  
 
    “I can point you toward potential allies, as well,” Imrae continued, and she was watching Mother Sevahtra as the Matron studied everyone at the table.  
 
    “Good,” Sevahtra said again, and she was still nodding when she met Imrae’s gaze. “Okay, if you’re up for it, I want us to get right into planning. Our chattel has been restocked considerably thanks to Drindy’s clients.” 
 
    We all turned to look at the beautiful dominatrix, and she lifted her teacup in a toast and nodded at us. 
 
    “I’m also going to reach out to the Lower Lower Houses,” Drindessa said as she blew gently on her steaming tea. “I still have some friends down there, though it has been a moon since I’ve been down to see them. I’m sure I can get us some more allies and or chattel.” 
 
    “The Lower Lower Houses?” Imrae asked with a frown. “As in below Thirty?”  
 
    “Yes,” Drindessa said, but her smile froze in place. “Unless there’s some reason I shouldn’t?” 
 
    “W-Well--” Imrae stammered.  
 
    “What have those Council cunts done to the Lower Lower Houses?” Drindessa seethed, and she got a wild look in her eyes.  
 
    “Are you…?” Imrae began, but she seemed afraid to meet the dominatrix’s eyes.  
 
    “Drindy was once from House Fifty-Three, yes,” Sevahtra intervened with a raised eyebrow. “Is there something she should know?” 
 
    “Umm…” Imrae stalled.  
 
    “Oh, just fucking come out with it already,” Dagwyn snapped.  
 
    “Alright,” Imrae said defensively. “I don’t know if they followed through with it, because I was captured, and I’ve been here now since the rescue.” 
 
    “Yes, we know that.” Dagwyn gestured impatiently. “You don’t know if they followed through with what?” 
 
    “Their plan was to eliminate the Lower Lower Houses quickly and quietly,” Imrae explained. “Since they’re on the other side of the lake, they planned to absorb their resources before anyone noticed, then use their resources to fight the Lower Houses.” 
 
    “No,” Drindessa said forcefully, and she shook her head back and forth. “No way have they eliminated all of them, no.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Imrae said with her hands spread wide in front of her. “I don’t know if they’ve followed through with it. But that was their plan.” 
 
    “Well, until I see it for myself, I won’t believe it,” Drindessa said firmly. “I will be reaching out to my friends in the Lower Lower Houses to help us, like I said.” 
 
    “Okay,” Imrae said uncertainly. 
 
    “Thank you, Drindy,” Sevahtra said as she lifted her own teacup in toast, and I could tell she was trying to move past the uncomfortable exchange. 
 
    “Anything for the alliance,” Drindessa said, but she was eyeing Imrae with a suspicious look. 
 
    “Well, as a result of Drindy’s clients and everyone’s hard work, we have enough resources to begin our own raids, if everyone agrees?” Sevahtra lifted an eyebrow, and there was a round of cheers from the table. The Matron bared her teeth in a smile. “Good. Good. In that case, we’re going to split up into three teams. Fynn, I want you to work with Tryss, Zephyr, and Rilrae.” 
 
    I looked around at the two females and the changeling, and we all shared a grin.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said as I reached out and grabbed Tryss’ hand, and she pressed my palm against her belly. 
 
    “Then I want Helera with Sashti, Mizzy, and Breena.” 
 
    Helera and Sashti squealed as they put their heads together, and then they both smiled at the other two young Matrons. 
 
    “And lastly, I will be with Nodrin, Dagwyn, Drindessa, and Fespius may tag along.” 
 
    “What about me?” Imrae asked as she looked around the table and silently counted everyone off.  
 
    “We can’t risk you getting captured again,” Sevahtra said with a shake of her head. “I want you to stay behind where you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “But--” 
 
    “Imrae,” Sevahtra said as she held a hand up. “This is not a negotiation. I appreciate what you’re doing for us, and there will be no doubts about your allegiance going forward. But we’ve already lost you and your intimate knowledge once, and I don’t intend to let that happen again.” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am,” Imrae said with a demure nod.  
 
    I gave the Upper House Darnem an encouraging glance, and she gave me a small smile in return.  
 
    “Good,” Sevahtra said again. Then the formidable Matron Mother fixed a serious expression on her face, and she took a good look around the table. “Understand that these invasions we’re about to conduct will start a war. There will be no turning back. We can try to keep the first few raids discreet, but eventually, word will get out, and the Council will come down on us hard. But we must not stray from our mission.” 
 
    “To take those bitches down,” Dagwyn said with a toothy grin.  
 
    “Especially Vhondy,” Drindessa said, and she wrinkled her nose. 
 
    “And preserve the lake,” Imrae chimed in. 
 
    “So I hope everyone is prepared,” Sevahtra spoke loudly over the others, and all eyes were on her again. “Do not go into this lightly. There will be deaths, maybe even on our side. We know what battle is like, and this is the first time many of us are going into battle together. After we discuss details, I want us all to pray to Drogu as a group together.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement throughout the table, and then a solemn hush fell over us as we glanced around the table at each other with the knowledge that some of us might not make it through the war we were about to start.  
 
    I settled one hand on Tryss’ neck while the other hand fell to rest on the side of her belly. Then I pulled her close so our foreheads were touching.  
 
    “I won’t let anything happen to you or our baby,” I whispered to my gorgeous lover.  
 
    “I know,” Tryss whispered back. We kissed passionately, and then we broke our embrace and faced the table again.  
 
    “Now that the severity of the situation has sunk in, we should get started on the planning,” Sevahtra said in an authoritative voice. “Split into your groups.” 
 
    There was a scraping of chairs as everyone rose to their feet. We all rearranged ourselves so we were sitting with our raiding groups, and then the planning began.  
 
    Each raiding group was assigned a few Upper Houses to focus on, and Imrae went around to each group with details of each of the Upper Houses and Matrons. My raiding group was assigned House Eighteen, which according to Imrae was a potential ally. We were also assigned House Twenty-Four, which Imrae said could go either way. And our last assigned station was House Twenty-Two, which was likely to put up a good fight.  
 
    With all of the information Imrae had, each raiding group spent the next several hours coming up with plans of attacks for each House. My group got lucky with a potential ally House, so the first raid was easy to plan, since it wasn’t a raid. I was going to approach the Matron of House Eighteen in the Thoroughfare, since Imrae knew her schedule, and I had to admit I was glad I could keep Tryss out of danger for at least one raid. We made plans of attack for Houses Twenty-Two and Twenty-Four that involved the expectation of fighting.  
 
    I could hear the other groups bickering over what their plans of attack were, but luckily for me, my group trusted me. Tryss was always trusting of me, and it didn’t take Rilrae long to be convinced to trust my input, since Tryss and Zephyr had both seen me in action.  
 
    After a while, my stomach started to rumble with hunger, and I looked around to see a lot of tired, worn-out faces. I caught Sevahtra’s eye and made a cutting motion across my neck to indicate we should wrap it up before tempers started to get short. Sevahtra nodded in acknowledgement, and then she rose to her feet and cleared her throat.  
 
    Everyone stopped talking and looked at the formidable Matron. 
 
    “I expect the planning is going well?” Sevahtra said to the group. There was a murmur of agreement from the table, so Sevahtra smiled. “Excellent. I want to pause the planning and partake in a group prayer to Drogu before we feast.” 
 
    “Feast?” Dagwyn asked, and her ears twitched at the promise of food.  
 
    “After the prayer,” Sevahtra said. “Fynn, Tryss, could you fetch the sacred quaich from the Temple?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” I said as I shot to my feet, even though I had no idea what she was talking about. I held my hand out to Tryss and helped her up, and then we waved at the table before we hurried out of the dining hall. 
 
    “Phew, that was intense,” Tryss said as we stepped into the large, echoing stone corridor.  
 
    “I know,” I said, and I ran my hands over my face. “I have a good feeling about this, though. Imrae’s information has been super helpful, I think we’ve got a good chance.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Tryss said with a sigh. “Do you think she’s right about the Lower Lower Houses? Do you think the Council has already wiped them out?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I wouldn’t be surprised. But we’ll find out for sure soon.” 
 
    We arrived at the large double doors for the temple, and I stepped forward to open the door for Tryss. We entered the sparkling Temple, and we took a moment to appreciate the space first.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful in here,” Tryss said as she looked around at the white marble room.  
 
    “Gorgeous,” I agreed.  
 
    There was a large effigy of Drogu in the middle of the Temple, so we approached it. We both reached out to touch the incredibly accurate sculpture, and Tryss smiled.  
 
    “Remember the last time we were underneath Drogu?” A mischievous smile spread across Tryss’ face.  
 
    “Of course,” I said, and my cock twitched at the memory of fucking my lover beneath Drogu’s watchful eye. I reached for Tryss’ waist and pulled her in for a kiss. The kiss got heated, but Tryss put her hands on my chest and gently pushed me away.  
 
    “They’re all waiting for us, we can’t now,” Tryss said with a giggle. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m bringing you back here later to fuck you,” I said with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Works for me,” Tryss said, and she skipped over to the cabinet at the back of the Temple,  
 
    “So, what is it exactly that we’re here for?” I asked as I joined Tryss’ side.  
 
    My lover slid open the cabinet door to reveal an array of sacred artifacts and tools, and she pointed to a strange-looking bowl. Or was it a cup? 
 
    “The quaich,” Truss said triumphantly.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed the small bowl-shaped sacred tool by the two small handles that jutted out from each side. It was intricately carved in typical drow fashion with stars and spiders beautifully intertwined. The handles on each side were carved to look like flower petals, and even the silver basin inside was carved with a gorgeous spiderweb.  
 
    “Wow,” I said as I took in the sight of the beautiful ceremonial cup.  
 
    “Nice, huh?” Tryss asked with an appreciative glance at the quaich before she slid the cabinet door shut again. 
 
    “What’s it for?” I asked as I turned the ornate silver bowl over in my hands.  
 
    “It’s a ceremonial bowl used for prayer or joining ceremonies,” Tryss explained. “We fill it with wine, and you say a prayer for Drogu-ani before you drink from it. In a joining ceremony, it’s filled with wine, but you’d hold it like this.” 
 
    Tryss scooted closer to me and then reached out and held one handle of the bowl while the other handle remained in mine. She mimicked pouring wine into the bowl, and I followed her lead as she brought the bowl up to her mouth to simulate drinking. Then she pushed the bowl to my lips, and I grinned.  
 
    “Okay, I get it,” I said. “So, is a joining ceremony like a marriage?” 
 
    “Kind of, but not really,” Tryss said, and she released the bowl handle so I was the only one holding the quaich now. “It’s a less formal soul bonding ceremony. It doesn’t even need to be romantic, but it usually is. But Daggy and Helly could do a joining ceremony before a battle just to publicly acknowledge that they would die for each other, you know?” 
 
    “Interesting,” I remarked as I weighed the quaich in my hands. It wasn’t exactly light. 
 
    “I don’t know if Mother wants to do a joining ceremony, but there will definitely be prayer to Drogu,” Tryss explained before she spun on her heel toward the door. “Come on, let’s go before Dagwyn stabs someone for a mushroom.” 
 
    “Good call.” I chuckled and clutched the quaich carefully as Tryss and I exited the Temple and made our way back to the dining hall.  
 
    I pushed open the door to the dining hall, and Tryss and I stepped inside to a room so dark, we couldn’t see anything.  
 
    “What the…” I voiced my confusion.  
 
    “Ummm,” Tryss said. 
 
    Suddenly, the room lit up as everyone jumped up from behind the table, and I noticed the room had been transformed into a festive scene. 
 
    “Surprise!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Oh, my Drogu, what is this?” Tryss cried out in happy surprise.  
 
    “We wanted to squeeze in a celebration for you, Fynn, and your baby before things got messy around here,” Sevahtra said, and she rounded the corner of the table to give us both a big hug.  
 
    Fespius hobbled up to me and took the sacred quaich from my hands, and I watched as he hurried over to the grand mantlepiece and hopped up into the air to place it on the wooden shelf.  
 
    I took in the freshly decorated dining hall with a smile. I’d never been to a drow baby shower before, so I took a good minute to look around at the decorations. The walls were decked out in pink drapery with images of binkies made from dried mushrooms, rattles carved from wood, and little symbols I recognized as the drow symbols for females. I was a little puzzled at all of the female decorations, because it could be a male. Of course, the matriarchal drow society would prefer a baby girl drow, but I knew Tryss and the others would love our little bundle of joy no matter what was between its legs.  
 
    Everyone who was at the planning meeting was there, but the Blessed Eight twins also made an appearance. They had their hands on their bellies as they waved at me excitedly. Essie was there, too, bouncing on her mother, Sashti’s hip, and the toddler was reaching her arms out toward me to be held, but Sashti placated her.  
 
    “You didn’t have to do all this,” I said as Sevahtra embraced me warmly, but I had to admit I was touched. I also noticed a pile of neatly wrapped gifts on a table in the corner, and I certainly wasn’t going to complain about this.  
 
    “For you, I believe we did,” Sevahtra said as she pulled away from the hug, but she continued to hold me close as her crimson gaze met mine. “You’ve helped this family in more ways than you will ever know, Fynn. And I’m honored that you’ve given us your seed to grow this family even more. A celebration is the least we can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” I said sincerely as I pulled her in for another quick squeeze. “And I’m honored your family has accepted me when you didn’t need to.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Dagwyn drawled as she joined our mother’s side, but she shot me a wink to let me know she was joking. “Imagine if we’d just sliced your throat that first day. Saved us all a lot of hassle.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I scoffed playfully, and Dagwyn opened her arms for a hug.  
 
    There was a round of hugs from the group, and then Mother Sevahtra stood on a chair to get everyone’s attention. Someone handed Tryss and me a flagon of wine each, and I slung my arm around Tryss’ shoulder and pulled her in for a hug while she smiled up at me. 
 
    “We’ll be starting tonight’s festivities with a feast,” the authoritative Matron announced. Then she waved her arms, and piles and platters of food appeared on the table. “We are here to celebrate Fynn and Tryss’ upcoming spawn--” 
 
    There was a cheer from the crowd as all their eyes turned to us, and we lifted our flagons of wine in recognition before everyone turned their attention back to Sevahtra.  
 
    “But I also want to take a moment to thank everyone for their incredible work over the last few weeks,” Sevahtra continued as she cast her sharp, garnet gaze over the crowd. “The next few weeks are going to bring a lot of changes, and I need everyone’s focus and dedication to continue with the same enthusiasm and ferocity that you’ve been showing me.” 
 
    There was another cheer from the crowd, and my heart swelled with joy. Drogu-ani really knew what she was doing when she brought me into this family, and I decided to tell them as much. I caught Sevahtra’s eye and gestured to the chair she stood on, and she seemed to understand because she gave me a nod and motioned me over.  
 
    Sevahtra leaned a hand against my shoulder, lowered herself from the chair, and then gave me a kiss on the cheek before she nudged me toward the chair.  
 
    I took a step up and faced the crowd with a smile.  
 
    “Thank you all for this,” I said as I raised my flagon with one hand and placed the other on my heart. “And for everything else. I’m honored that Drogu-ani chose me to be part of this family. There’s no other group I’d rather be going into battle with or siring children for. Mother Sevahtra is right, the next few weeks are going to be a challenge, but I have complete confidence in all of you sexy, badass warriors, and I can’t wait to fight with you. Let’s take those Council cunts down!” 
 
    The crowd cheered and clapped and banged their flagons against the table until their wine sloshed over the top. I joined in on the celebrations until my stomach rumbled, and I gestured to the table behind us.  
 
    “Alright, we’ll talk more later. For now, let’s eat!” 
 
    There was one last cheer from the crowd, and then everyone hurried to take a seat at the table full of food. I stepped down and joined Tryss at the table, and the rumble of ten different conversations broke out across the table while everyone started to pile their plates high with food.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked Tryss when I noticed she was taking a super big sip of wine. I eyed the flagon in her hand. “Is wine okay for the baby?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tryss giggled as she placed her flagon on the table and grabbed a stack of thin savory pancakes. “Alcohol doesn’t affect drow gestation, in fact, it’s encouraged if you’re hoping for a particularly fierce fetus.” 
 
    Tryss hooked a thumb at her sister Dagwyn, the most aggressive of the three Claden’Du sisters. Dagwyn was trying to challenge Mizzy to an arm wrestling contest with one arm while she served herself marinated meat with the other hand.  
 
    “I take it Mother was enjoying her wine freely while Daggy was in the womb?” I questioned with a smirk. 
 
    “Yup,” Tryss snickered.  
 
    “And, um,” I began as I looked around at all of the pink decorations. “How do we know it’s a girl?” 
 
    “A female drows first pregnancy is always a female baby,” Tryss explained patiently, and her face melted at the thought of her baby girl. I grinned at her and laid my hand on her still flat stomach, but then she gestured to the food in front of us. “Eat up. Today’s been exhausting, you need the fuel.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, and I suddenly felt the fatigue of the day weighing down on me all at once.  
 
    But we still had a lot of party left, so I muttered a quick rejuvenating spell to myself, and then I sensed a rush of energy stemming from my ether. I perked up and reached for my favorite meat and mushroom parcels, and I tossed a few onto Tryss’ plate before I took some for myself.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Tryss sighed as she kept piling food onto her plate. There were layers of savory pancakes, shredded meat, steaks of meat, thick, juicy mushrooms, diced meat, and sliced meat. My pregnant lover topped off her protein-packed meal with a healthy dollop of thick, fragrant gravy with chunks of mushrooms floating around. 
 
    “You can definitely tell you’re eating for two.” I grinned as I piled the meat steaks on my own plate.  
 
    “Best part of being pregnant.” Tryss grinned back. “I can eat everything in sight, and my bitch ass sisters can’t say anything about it.” 
 
    “Yes, we can, fat-ass,” Dagwyn called from across the table. 
 
    “Daggy!” Helera scolded, and the First Daughter swung her head and cracked Dagwyn around the shoulder with her braid like a long, silver whip. “Be nice to Tryss. One day, you’re going to be the bottomless pit of food, and we’ll all have to be nice to you.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous,” Tryss said around a mouthful of meat.  
 
    The juices dribbled down her chin, so I reached out, wiped the trail of juice away, and then sucked it off my finger.  
 
    “No, I’m not,” Dagwyn huffed, and the Second Daughter made a face. “I’m not in any hurry to get all fat and grumpy.” 
 
    “Ha!” Helera said with a bark of laughter. “You’re already there, sis, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Dagwyn said, and she tossed a bone at her older sister.  
 
    “Plus,” Helera said as she snatched the bone easily from the air. “Everyone knows you can’t wait to get knocked up by Fynn.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Dagwyn muttered, but she flushed two shades darker and glanced at our mother.  
 
    Sevahtra was listening to our conversation with an amused look on her face, and she grinned at her second daughter.  
 
    “Isn’t it?” Mother teased, and she had a knowing look in her eye.  
 
    “No!” Dagwyn insisted, and her face flushed a deeper crimson.  
 
    “Fear not, Daggy,” Sevahtra said with a smirk. “Once we’ve got this Council-slash-lake situation sorted out, we’re going to need to get our numbers up as quickly as we can. It won’t be long until I give permission for all of my daughters to lay with Fynn and bear daughters of their own.” 
 
    “You better catch up,” Drindessa piped into the conversation. “All of my daughters are already carrying Fynn’s seed. My House will surpass yours in numbers in no time.” 
 
    “New baby, new baby!” Essie cheered, and the pale Aseni toddler clapped her hands while she bounced on her mother’s knee.  
 
    “Essie, sweetie, careful of the new baby,” Sashti said as she held her toddler away from her stomach.  
 
    “New baby,” Essie said again, and she lowered her face to Sashti’s belly and rubbed her cheek against it. Then the toddler turned back to the table to suck on a dried mushroom dipped in gravy.  
 
    “Ours are first,” the Blessed Eight twins chorused as their hands fell to their bellies. It was true I’d impregnated the gorgeous flaxen-haired twins first, so theirs were the only bellies that were actually swollen and bore proof of my implanted seed.  
 
    “But mine will be next,” Dagwyn said as she shot a hopeful look at Mother.  
 
    “Let’s celebrate this one for now,” Sevahtra said, and she sucked the juice off the end of a bone and then pointed it at Tryss’ stomach.  
 
    “Umm, yes, can we focus on me, please?” Tryss asked, and she fluttered her eyelashes before she shoved a whole meat and mushroom parcel in her mouth.  
 
    “That’s my girl,” I said and winked.  
 
    “You’re right, Tryssy,” Helera said with a pointed glare at Dagwyn. Then her eyes lit up as she turned to Tryss. “Have you thought about names yet?” 
 
    “Some,” Tryss admitted with a sly smile.  
 
    “Is that right?” I raised my eyebrows. “You haven’t told me yet, what are they?” 
 
    “I’m quite fond of Waerva,” Tryss said. 
 
    “Waerva?” Dagwyn repeated, and she made a face like a piece of rotten meat had just passed under her nose. “Is she popping out of your vag as a Grand Matron Mother whose friends have all died of old age?” 
 
    “It is not a granny’s name,” Tryss countered.  
 
    “What else you got?” Dagwyn asked with a shake of her head.  
 
    “I don’t need your approval, you know,” Tryss said, and she stuck her nose in the air. Then she looked between her two older sisters and lowered her gaze. “But I was also thinking about Ulitree or Jhaelryna.” 
 
    “Ulitree is nice,” Helera said kindly. 
 
    “It’s better,” Dagwyn relented, and the sisters continued to debate names.  
 
    I grinned at the trio. I knew Tryss would be an amazing mother, but it was clear Helera and Dagwyn were going to be really great aunts, as well. And Sevahtra had a look of rarely displayed affection on her face while she watched her daughters, so I knew she’d embrace her role as grandmother with open arms. 
 
    It was nice to see my family in such a tender light, especially since I knew we’d all be going into bloody battles within the next few days.  
 
    I was going to enjoy it while it lasted.  
 
    We moved on to dessert, and I listened in on everyone else’s conversation while I fed myself a steady stream of pink iced cake. Rilrae was the newest to the group, so Mizzy and Breena were filling her in on their place in this alliance. 
 
    Once we finished feasting, Mother waved her hands, and the plates disappeared and were replaced with washing basins. We all quickly washed the remnants of meat juices and wine stains from our fingers, and then Sevahtra levitated the pile of gifts over to the table in front of Tryss and me. Everyone refilled their wine, and just as the expecting mother and I were about to dive into the gifts, I felt a tug at my side.  
 
    I looked down to see Essie tugging at my loincloth with one hand and rubbing her eye with the other one.  
 
    “Fynn, I tired,” Essie mumbled before she let out a big yawn. 
 
    “Aw, so you are,” I said, and I reached down and scooped the pale blue toddler into my arms. Essie hugged my neck, and I swayed her back and forth. “Is it time for bed?” 
 
    “Mhmm,” Essie sighed sleepily, and then she laid her head down on my shoulder.  
 
    I rested my head on Essie’s for a moment, and I imagined she was mine and Tryss’ child. My heart fluttered. I couldn’t wait for my own.  
 
    Sashti came to my side and gently pulled Essie away from me. Then Essie’s nanny appeared at Sashti’s shoulder and carried the toddler off to bed.  
 
    “She misses you,” Sashti said as she watched after her daughter.  
 
    “I know, I’ll make time for her soon,” I said.  
 
    “I miss you, too,” Sashti said with a wink, and then she returned to her seat. 
 
    Tryss tried to reach over me for a gift, so I grabbed a decent-sized box which was wrapped in gorgeous gold embellished paper and a sparkling gold ribbon.  
 
    “Ohh, pretty,” Tryss said, and she tugged on the ribbon until it unraveled and worked on peeling the paper off the box while I held it steady. When she was done unwrapping, she flicked the lid of the box over and pulled out a strange, stringy contraption. 
 
    It wasn’t until Tryss untangled some of the strings and they dangled down the right way that I realized it was a mobile designed to hang over the baby’s crib and lull them to sleep. And from the ends of the strings hung replicas of little pastries and biscuits. It made me hungry for the pink iced cake I’d just finished eating. 
 
    “I hope it’s okay,” Rilrae said with a shy expression. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I said, and I turned to her with a huge grin on my face.  
 
    “Our daughter will grow up eating your cakes, just like my sisters and I did,” Tryss said, and her eyes got teary.  
 
    Ahh, the beauty of pregnancy. 
 
    “You’re okay, babe,” I said as I gently took the box and mobile away and handed her another gift.  
 
    Tryss perked up at the shiny new gift in front of her, and the tears were forgotten for now.  
 
    We spent the next hour or so opening and going through all of the gifts. Helera gifted us a baby’s quilt embroidered with different herbs and gems, which was a perfect reflection of the bookish priestess. Meanwhile, Dagwyn’s gift was a set of bow and arrows suitable for a toddler.  
 
    “You know she won’t be able to use these for a while, right?” Tryss asked her sister with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Like a year and a half,” the warrior priestess said with a wave of her hand. “It’ll inspire her every day, don’t you worry about it.” 
 
    “Inspire,” Helera snorted. “Listen to you, all poetic and shit. You want a baby so bad, huh?” 
 
    “No!” Dagwyn barked. “Just leave it already.” 
 
    “Open mine,” Sevahtra demanded, and I could tell she was sick of the sisters’ bickering. The powerful matron waved her hand, and a large box appeared next to Tryss.  
 
    “Ohh, it’s a big one!” Tryss squealed as she reached for the blue bow on top of the pink box.  
 
    “That’s what she said when she saw Fynn for the first time,” Dagwyn muttered.  
 
    “Pretty much,” Tryss shot back with a smile. Then the pregnant Zara peeled back the wrapping paper surrounding Mother’s gift. The box beneath it disappeared magically, and a beautifully ornate sleeping crib appeared. “Oh, Mother, wow.” 
 
    It was made of a deep, dark wood that was woven over itself to create a basket effect, and it had shooting stars and spiders carved into it, which was then dusted with a shimmering silver and blue powder. I slid a hand along the smooth edges and let out a whistle. 
 
    “It’s stunning,” I said appreciatively. 
 
    “I know,” Mother said in a satisfied voice. “Only the best for my first grandbaby.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Tryss said with a grin.  
 
    We finished opening the last couple of gifts before Mother waved her hand, and the wrapping paper disappeared as the gifts arranged themselves into a neat pile on a table in the corner. Then the powerful Matron rose to her feet and indicated we should all do the same, so we did.  
 
    This time, Nodrin took over the magick, and the table we’d been eating off of and the chairs we’d been sitting on disappeared while Mother Sevahtra levitated the sacred quaich from the mantelpiece over to her hands.  
 
    “Now that the feast is over, it’s time to move onto the sacred joining ceremony,” Sevahtra said as she raised the quaich in the air. She handed the cup to Nodrin and then conjured up a bottle of blood-red liquid while Tryss leaned in close to my ear.  
 
    “Looks like we are doing the joining ceremony after all,” Tryss whispered happily. “Mother loves tradition more than she likes to admit.” 
 
    “I guess it makes sense,” I murmured as I glanced around at the group. “A lot of us haven’t fought together before. What happens if two people do the joining ceremony together, then one of them betrays the other on the battlefield?” 
 
    “Ha, you don’t want to do that,” Tryss said with a wry laugh and a shake of her head. “Drogu doesn’t take kindly to traitors.” 
 
    “I bet not.” I smirked as I began to fully understand Mother’s intentions behind the joining ceremony.  
 
    She was going to make each raiding group participate in the joining ceremonies amongst each other. The powerful Matron was too clever to send her daughters off to battle alongside drows we’d only known for a short period of time. It was a good set-up. Mother had provided us a baby shower while also creating the perfect moment to join us together before the battles. I was already confident everyone we’d allowed into the alliance would be faithful, but the joining ceremony would give us extra insurance.  
 
    I caught Sevahtra’s eye, and she shot me a wink as she filled up the quaich with red wine. Then she turned to the crowd again with a smile.  
 
    “We’ll start with our guests of honor,” Sevahtra said, and she beckoned Tryss and me forward.  
 
    Our wine glasses were taken from our hands, and then Tryss and I joined hands and crossed the space so we were standing in front of Mother Sevahtra as she held the wine-filled quaich out in front of her.  
 
    “Oh, yum,” Tryss said, and I looked over to see her eyes were glassy from the wine she’d already consumed.  
 
    “Easy, babe.” I chuckled.  
 
    It was adorable when Tryss got a little tipsy, and even though she assured me the wine was safe for the baby, I still figured it would be prudent for her not to get too drunk. Especially with the increased frequency of the Council raids.  
 
    But one last drink of wine from the sacred quaich wouldn’t hurt anything.  
 
    Mother held the carved quaich out for us. I took one handle while Tryss took the other, and we held it in front of our faces and looked up at Mother.  
 
    “Fynn, do you agree to be joined together with Tryskaylan in front of our Goddess of Chaos, Drogu-ani?” Mother asked in a deep, official voice. “Understand that if you break this sacred union, you will suffer the full wrath of Drogu-ani.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” I said as I bowed my head. 
 
    “Tryskaylan, do you agree to be joined together with Fynn in front of our Goddess of Chaos, Drogu-ani? Understand that if you break this sacred union, you will suffer the full wrath of Drogu-ani.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Tryss said, and she bowed her head.  
 
    “Be joined, va’ulvirn,” Mother said with a smile.  
 
    Tryss and I grinned at each other over the quaich full of wine, and then we brought the carved silver bowl to our lips and giggled as we sipped from it together. A splash of wine sloshed over the edge, but we each managed to take a sip.  
 
    As soon as the wine touched my lips, a wisp of silvery-blue light appeared from the quaich. I watched as the light brightened up suddenly and faded into a smoke-like substance as it curled into the air. Then there was a flash of pink before it disappeared.  
 
    “Drogu-ani has recognized your joining,” Sevahtra said in a satisfied tone.  
 
    “Yay,” Tryss said, and we handed Mother the quaich back.  
 
    “Excellent.” Sevahtra dumped the remaining wine in an empty carafe and filled the quaich with fresh wine. “Now, we will join Fynn with Rilrae.” 
 
    Tryss slipped back into the crowd while the baker, who was on my raiding team, joined my side. I saw Rilrae study my dark eye curiously for a moment, and then she gave me a dazzling smile and reached for the quaich.  
 
    We spent the next good while performing joining ceremonies with everyone in our raiding groups, and I was surprised that even Dagwyn joined in enthusiastically. Once everyone was joined under the eyes of Drogu, we went back to our celebrations. Mother magicked some more desserts for us, and the wine flowed freely.  
 
    Eventually, the party died down, and it was clear everyone was exhausted, so Mother got everyone’s attention again.  
 
    “That’s enough for tonight,” Sevahtra said as she suppressed a yawn. “I expect everyone to be ready first thing in the morning for the next phases of planning and execution.” 
 
    There was a grumble of agreement, but everyone bade their goodnights, and the banquet hall slowly cleared out. 
 
    Tryss and I walked hand in hand to her chambers and plopped down on the bed. We performed a little joining ceremony of our own, which would have resulted in a pregnancy if Tryss wasn’t already knocked up, and then we fell into a drunken, happy sleep.  
 
    I was woken from my slumber by a loud bang and an assault of loud voices. Tryss bolted up in bed next to me, and she looked at me with wild eyes.  
 
    “The Council is raiding us again.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, and I swung my legs over the bed and rushed to the door. I slept naked, so I grabbed a robe before I exited the room, and Tryss followed me and shoved my eyepatch into my hand. “Good call, babe.” 
 
    I quickly snapped the eyepatch over my dark eye, and moments later, we were bounding down the stone staircase. I heard the others emerge from their chambers, but I was too focused to see who was behind me.  
 
    A jolt of fear went through my heart as I realized I’d never taken Imrae back to Station Thirty after the celebration last night. If she was still here, we were all fucked. 
 
    When I reached the bottom of the staircase and landed on the atrium, I saw Vhondryl’s evil smiling face.  
 
    “Fynn!” Vhondryl cried out with an annoying level of enthusiasm. “I’ve missed you in the last couple of raids, where have you been? You haven’t been avoiding me, have you?” 
 
    “Me? Avoiding you? I would never.” I scoffed as her soldiers started to swarm the House of Claden’Du like the vermin they were. I pushed away the fear and hoped someone else had gotten Imrae back to her hiding place. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t,” the First Matron said as she wagged a finger at me. “They tell me you’re smart, so I know you’re too smart to try to pull silly stunts like that.” 
 
    “Is that why you keep gracing my family with your presence?” I asked as I slowly ambled over to the First Matron. I hoped I looked relaxed and not worried about the raid, even though I felt the opposite way. “Just for the chance to lay your eyes on me?” 
 
    “No, she’s just a bitch,” Sevahtra said in a bored voice.  
 
    I turned my head to see my Matron Mother in her silken bathrobe and her hair wrapped in curlers and stuck to her head. Dagwyn, Helera, and Nodrin were close behind her, and they were also dressed in sleepwear. 
 
    “Two things can be true,” Vhondryl said with a sickly-sweet smile, and then she waved for me to stop as she began crossing the atrium. “Don’t bother coming to me, I have a whole house to search.” 
 
    “Again?” Dagwyn asked in an annoyed voice. “I guess this is what happens when you’re not getting laid.” 
 
    “Raid houses just to feel something,” Helera joined in with a yawn.  
 
    “That’s not-- I--” Vhondryl stammered, but then she scowled and pushed past the sisters. “Keep that up, and I’ll throw you in the cells until you can’t remember what the touch of a lover feels like.” 
 
    “Aw, you miss it, huh?” Dagwyn continued to mock the first Matron even as Sevahtra shot her a warning look. I noticed Dagwyn’s eyes were still glassy, and I realized she was still drunk from our celebrations. “I bet you can’t even remember what a cock feels like in that dried-up cavern of yours.” 
 
    Vhondryl stopped and turned to Dagwyn with a fierce look in her eyes, so I quickly stepped in between the pair.  
 
    “Let’s make this quick,” I said as I spun Vhondryl around and led her to the banquet hall. “You can come and see we’re not harboring any criminals, then we can all be on our merry way.” 
 
    I turned and glowered at Dagwyn, and Helera grabbed her sister and clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    Then I looked up at Sevahtra, made eye contact, and stepped into her mind just enough to hear her main thought.  
 
    Imrae is safe. 
 
    A wave of relief washed over me, and my tense shoulders relaxed.  
 
    “Maybe you are smarter than I give you credit for,” Vhondryl said as she let me lead her through the atrium, where there were still some of her guards milling around looking busy.  
 
    We entered the banquet hall, and Vhondryl spotted the pile of gifts that were still on the table.  
 
    “I wasn’t invited to the party?” the First Matron asked with a raised eyebrow and a smirk. 
 
    “I sent a courier lizard, it must’ve gotten lost,” I replied with a shrug and a smirk of my own. 
 
    “Next time,” Vhondryl said before she motioned to a guard and then the gifts.  
 
    Two bulky green ogre guards waltzed over to the pile of gifts and started rifling through them like they were items in a discount barrel at the local shop. The ogre guards even started tossing the gifts over their shoulders with reckless abandon. 
 
    “Is that necessary?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably not.” Vhondryl shot me one of her fake sweet smiles. “But neither is harboring a fugitive wanted by the Council.” 
 
    “For Drogu’s sake, how many times do we have to tell you?” I asked in an exasperated tone. “And how many raids do you need to conduct before the Council gets it? She’s not here!” 
 
    “You’re lying, we all know that,” Vhondryl said with a wave of her hand. “And we’ll make your lives as bleak as the void until we find the traitor.” 
 
    I heard the sound of glass shattering, and I turned to see another guard smashing some of Mother’s nicer wine glasses.  
 
    “Hey!” I barked, and I took a step toward the guard, but another nearby guard raised his sword at me, so I stopped and glowered instead. 
 
    “Oopsie,” Vhondryl said with a high-pitched giggle.  
 
    I let out a long breath through my nose and tried to control my temper. As much as I’d love to slice Vhondryl’s head off right here and now, I knew that in this moment, she had the power in this situation, so I needed to bite my tongue. I couldn’t risk Vhondryl doing something like taking Tryss into custody, so I gritted my teeth and shook my head.  
 
    I’d get my revenge soon enough.  
 
    The ogres lost interest in the pile of gifts and moved on to destroying whatever else they could find. My eyes swept the area, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized Mother’s beautiful crib had already been moved, so at least that was still safe.  
 
    As the guards swept through our House, Vhondryl took a seat at a nearby table and started to inspect her nails like she was bored to be here. My anger flared, and I pictured myself swinging a sword right across her long, purple neck. Then I imagined her decapitated head falling to the ground and rolling away. The image made me grin, and Vhondryl caught my eye.  
 
    “Are we having fun?” The First Matron curled her lip.  
 
    “More than you know,” I said as I imagined kicking her decapitated head across the banquet hall. I could almost see the way the blood painted the walls.  
 
    “If I’d known you enjoyed them so much, I’d come more often,” Vhondryl said, and her eyes slid down to my crotch, where my large member was jutting out beneath the thin fabric of my robe.  
 
    “You don’t want to spoil me too much, do you?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    Vhondryl’s eyes slid up to meet mine, and that was all I needed. My psionics had developed, and I was in her mind.  
 
    It was a lot harder to access than other minds I’d been in, and it was clear there were a lot of protective measures in place, so I didn’t stay in for long, in case she had a way of knowing I was there. But I was there long enough to hear some of her thoughts.  
 
    I’m tired.  
 
    His cock can’t really be that big, can it? 
 
    Where is that Imrae bitch anyway? She’s not here. Ehh, fuck it, we’re just here to screw with their minds anyway. 
 
    I pulled out of her mind then, and Vhondryl seemed unaware I was in there at all, so that was a good sign.  
 
    “You know Imrae isn’t here, right?” I asked casually. I also pushed my hips forward ever so slightly so my bulge was more pronounced. “I mean, I know we’ve told you that, and you can see for yourself with every raid, and you’re a smart woman. You know she’s not here.” 
 
    “We know no such thing,” Vhondryl said as she stubbornly stuck her chin in the air. “These Lower Houses are all filled with little hidey-holes and secret traps. We know what Lower Houses get up to.” 
 
    Vhondryl’s lip curled into a sneer, and I pictured tossing her decapitating head around the banquet hall with Tryss, Helly, and Daggy in a macabre game of catch. That helped dampen my urge to slit her throat right then and there.  
 
    “Okay, so you’re still pretending these raids aren’t just to fuck with us,” I said in a bored voice.  
 
    “What?” Vhondryl demanded as she rose to her feet, but I noticed her face flushed a shade darker. “Watch your mouth, male.” 
 
    “So these raids aren’t just to fuck with us?” I doubled down, since I knew the truth after all.  
 
    “You think the Council would waste valuable time and resources on raids if we didn’t think the subject was hidden here?” Vhondryl seethed.  
 
    “Yes,” I answered. 
 
    “You--” 
 
    Before Vhondryl could respond, a large ogre guard approached her.  
 
    “All clear, ma’am,” the ogre grunted. “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Huh, would you look at that,” I said sarcastically.  
 
    “Clear out!” Vhondryl barked, and all the guards dropped what they were doing and filed toward the door. Vhondryl shot me a glare. “I’ll be seeing you soon enough.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” I drawled, and I waved as the bitch spun around and headed to the door.  
 
    Just then, Nodrin sidled up behind me and gave me a nudge. 
 
    “I saw that,” the wizard said with a playful tilt in his voice.  
 
    “What?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    Nodrin waited until all of the guards had cleared out of the banquet hall before he winked at me. “Did you get anything good?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “Her mind was super protected.” 
 
    “We’ll be working on that soon,” Nodrin said, and he patted me on the back. “Good work, you better get back to bed, try to grab a couple hours of sleep.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I watched as the other members of Claden’Du started to make their way over to us.  
 
    Helera was holding Dagwyn up under her arm, and the Second Daughter looked like she was on the verge of passing out or throwing up.  
 
    “Voids, Daggy, how much did you drink?” Tryss asked with a note of disapproval in her voice.  
 
    “Relax, it’s not like I’m pregnant,” Dagwyn grumbled, and then she lifted a shaky finger and pointed it at me. “No aggressive babies for you.” 
 
    “Ahh, so that’s it,” Helera sighed. “Mother, you’ll need to give Daggy permission to breed soon, or there are going to be a lot more nights like this in our future.” 
 
    “In time,” Sevahtra said, and she straightened the curlers in her hair. “Leave the mess for the morning, we’ve lost enough time. Fynn’s team has a mission in the morning, so I want us all back to bed. We need to be on standby in case anything happens.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” we chorused.  
 
    With that, everyone headed up to the sleeping chambers. Tryss and I broke off at the top of the stairs and headed off to her room. Then we curled up in bed and fell asleep almost instantly.  
 
    A few hours later, I woke up and still felt exhausted from the night’s festivities and the middle of the night raid, but there was no more time to rest.  
 
    “Ugh,” Tryss groaned as she rolled over and rubbed her face. “Is it time already?” 
 
    “Afraid so.” I chuckled and gave my sleepy lover a quick kiss, and then we rolled out of bed to prepare for the day.  
 
    We dressed and made our way down to the banquet hall, where Sevahtra and Nodrin were already sitting at the table. 
 
    “There you are, va’ulvirn,” Sevahtra said, and she gestured for us to sit. “Coffee, have some.” 
 
    Tryss and I sat, and I pulled the steaming carafe of mushroom coffee toward us. I poured a mug for Tryss and one for myself, and then I savored the thick, bitter liquid and the rush of energy I felt as it touched my lips. I could tell the mushroom coffee was magickly enhanced, but after that raid last night, we were all going to need the extra help.  
 
    “Are the others still sleeping?” Tryss asked, and I could tell she was already perked up from the magickal coffee.  
 
    “Yes, but I’ll wake them soon,” Sevahtra said. “I wanted to speak with you and your team alone first.” 
 
    As if on cue, the doors to the banquet hall were pushed open, and a sleepy-looking Rilrae and Zephyr appeared. Rilrae was carrying a big pink box. 
 
    “Good morning, team,” Zephyr said as he stifled a yawn. “Is that mushroom coffee I smell?” 
 
    “Come, join,” Sevahtra said.  
 
    The pair crossed the room, and Rilrae plopped the box on the table with a thud.  
 
    “Are those your famous breakfast parcels?” Tryss asked, and she excitedly pulled the box toward herself. 
 
    “Of course,” Rilrae said as she took a seat, and Zephyr joined her.  
 
    I poured both of them a mug of mushroom coffee, and Tryss dished out Rilrae’s breakfast pastries. Then it was time for business. 
 
    “Has anyone checked on Imrae?” I asked to kick off the discussion.  
 
    “Yes, she’s safe,” Sevahtra said with a nod. “The Council didn’t raid the other Houses.” 
 
    “Which proves they’re just fucking with us specifically,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    Of course, the Council wanted to take down the whole alliance, but they must know Sevahtra and Claden’Du were the brains behind the operation. Without us, the others would likely fall apart.  
 
    “Time to take those bitches down,” Tryss said in a sing-songy voice.  
 
    I giggled at this goofy display, and then I realized it was for the baby’s benefit when I caught sight of her rubbing her belly.  
 
    “I don’t disagree, my child. So, what’s the plan?” Sevahtra looked at me. “Which House are you approaching today? Twenty-Two?” 
 
    “Eighteen,” I corrected.  
 
    Of course, Mother had been busy with her own planning while my team developed our plans, so she didn’t have all of the information, and I understood that she wanted to know what was going on with all of the teams. 
 
    “Right, Eighteen.” Sevahtra nodded. “The potential ally.” 
 
    “That’s right, the Matron Mother is called Faeryl Mylyl,” I explained. “She’s young and inexperienced, and she never wanted to be Matron in the first place. She was like the Fifteenth Daughter, but her Mother and a whole host of her siblings were killed by some disease or other, that’s not really important. The point is she never wanted to be in her position. And according to Imrae, she’s not happy with the state of the Council or the alliances. They were close.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Mother nodded thoughtfully as she peeled apart one of Rilrae’s breakfast parcels. “How will you identify her?” 
 
    “Imrae gave us a very detailed description,” Tryss jumped in, and then she shot me a sideways glance and started listing off physical traits on her fingers. “She’s tall, and she looks like an upside-down stump puffball.” 
 
    I made a gesture around my hips to display the alleged wideness of Faeryl’s backside, which elicited some giggles from the others.  
 
    “She keeps a streak of blue braided into her hair at all times,” Tryss continued as she ticked off another finger. “She has a scar across her face shaped like a clover, but you have to be close to see it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sevahtra said as she held up her hand. “She sounds easy enough to identify. Continue with the plan.” 
 
    “Imrae informed us that she visits the same Temple in the Thoroughfare every morning at the eighth hour,” I continued. “So our plan is for Tryss and I to approach her when she comes out.” 
 
    “Glamoured, obviously,” Tryss added. “And then Fynn pretty much just has to be his super charming self and convince her to join our side.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Sevahtra asked with a raised eyebrow. “That’s your whole plan? To talk her on to our side?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I said with a shrug. “Like I said, she was close with Imrae, she trusts her. I can use that. And Imrae said she mentioned me to her before she was captured, so she should at least know about me.” 
 
    “And Zephyr and I will be nearby anyway,” Rilrae interjected. “We can step in and convince her if she’s not cooperating.” 
 
    “I know all about your convincing skills,” Sevahtra said with a wicked grin. “I remember that time during the war--” 
 
    “Sevvy, please,” Rilrae said with a wave of her hand. “Not in front of the children,” 
 
    “Raerae doesn’t like to talk details,” Sevahtra said to Tryss and me. “But she was quite the, ah, convincer back in the day.” 
 
    “Really?” I took in the sweet-looking baker with new appreciation. It was hot to know the curvy baker had a vicious streak. 
 
    “I’ve switched my focus to baking now, but I still have it in me,” Rilrae said with a sly grin.  
 
    “So we’re covered on that front,” I said as I glanced at the timepiece on the wall. “We should get going. I want to get eyes on her before she enters the Temple, and we still need to glamour.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” Nodrin said. The wizard placed his mug of mushroom coffee on the table and wiped his hands together, and then he stood up.  
 
    The rest of us followed the wizard’s lead, and we spent the next while undergoing glamour magick. Our features shifted until we looked like different, uglier versions of ourselves. No one would ever guess my gorgeous Tryss was under that glamour. We dressed in black nondescript robes, and since we weren’t going into any official buildings in the Thoroughfare, we didn’t need a House insignia on our cloaks. My Dark Eye was glamoured, but I stuck my eyepatch in my robe pocket just in case.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as I glanced around at my glamoured group, then to Sevahtra and Nodrin. “I think we’re ready.” 
 
    “We’re all on standby in case anything goes wrong,” Sevahtra said. “We’ll wake the others when you leave. Don’t be wasteful with your time.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I nodded at Sevahtra and Nodrin. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    With that, my glamoured team consisting of Tryss, Rilrae, Zephyr, and myself all headed out of the banquet hall and up to the levitating shaft, where we made our way up to the Thoroughfare. 
 
    We landed in the busy city center, and I felt the excited energy of the crowded square. It was early, but the crowd was bustling, and the smell of mushroom coffee and meat parcels filled the air. Vendors were shouting about their wares, and beggars of all races shook tin cups at passersby. No one paid us any mind, and we were able to blend into the crowd easily. Rilrae knew the Thoroughfare the best, so she led us through the winding streets until we made it to the Temple that Imrae told us Faeryl frequented.  
 
    As it happened, there was a cafe right across the street, so the group sat at a table outside. Zephyr, glamoured as a very tall drow male, went in for our coffee while Tryss, Rilrae, and I sat outside. We settled in to watch the crowd in front of the Temple. 
 
    “She should be here any minute,” the glamoured Rilrae said. 
 
    “Imrae said she never missed a day,” I murmured and glanced around, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    No Vhondryl or any of her guards or spies, thank fuck. I was sick of the sight of them.  
 
    “Let’s hope she was right,” Tryss said, and she laid a hand on her still flat belly.  
 
    I smiled at the action. Even though she wasn’t even showing yet, Tryss was already a fiercely protective mother, and I knew she’d do whatever it took to keep our baby safe.  
 
    Zephyr appeared then with a pot of tea and four empty clay mugs. He set one down in front of each of us before he took a seat and served us.  
 
    “No sight yet?” Zephyr asked quietly. It was strange to hear the changeling’s voice coming from a drow body, but it wasn’t as unsettling as that time he possessed the dead body of Daria Ozin-Na.  
 
    Talk about a mind fuck. 
 
    “Not yet, but she’ll be here,” I said optimistically. I was the unofficial team leader, and I knew I needed to keep morale up considering we were in for a long process of raids and battles. I couldn’t have anyone on my team getting discouraged this early in the game. 
 
    We sipped our tea silently while we kept our eyes on the passersby in front of the Temple. I recognized a few females from the Council meeting we’d attended, but we were glamoured differently, so no one paid us any attention.  
 
    Zephyr kept a sharp eye on the timepiece strapped to his wrist.  
 
    “It’s almost the tenth hour,” the changeling informed us.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Rilrae hummed with a note of uncertainty.  
 
    “There,” I said suddenly as I spotted a nervous-looking female with a streak of blue in her hair and wider than average hips.  
 
    Tryss turned to look, but Zephyr and Rilrae maintained their composure and continued to sip their tea.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Rilrae asked nonchalantly, and I could tell the baker was skilled in wartime tactics by the way she reacted.  
 
    “Yes,” I said as I continued to watch the young Matron cross the street and approach the Temple doors. As she got closer, I could make out the scar on her face that Imrae had told us about, and there was no doubt in my mind that this was Faeryl.  
 
    “Good,” Rilrae said calmly.  
 
    “Should we…” Tryss began, and she pushed her chair back.  
 
    “No,” Rilrae said with a shake of her head. “We’re not accosting her before she has the chance to pray to Drogu-ani. We’ll approach after.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tryss said in a defeated tone as she pushed her chair back to the table again.  
 
    “That was always the plan, babe,” I said as I laid a hand on her hand, but I still kept a keen eye on Faeryl.  
 
    “I know, I’m just anxious to get this over with,” Tryss sighed as she twisted her hands together. “An ally in the Upper Houses would really benefit us.” 
 
    “I know, babe,” I said as I patted her hand gently. I knew her hormones had kicked into overdrive ever since my seed had been implanted inside of her, but I needed her to stick to the plan, so if that meant she needed extra comfort, so be it. “Imrae said she spends an hour in there at a time, so we’ll be waiting right here when she comes out.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right,” Tryss said as she shot me a thankful smile. I was getting pretty good at talking her down.  
 
    I turned my full attention back to Faeryl just in time to watch her enter the Temple.  
 
    “She’s in,” Zephyr confirmed.  
 
    “Now, we wait,” Rilrae said.  
 
    Which was what we did. Tryss fetched us another pot of tea when we finished the one in front of us, and she scored us some free pastries when she played up her pregnancy.  
 
    The rest of us kept our eyes glued to the Temple doors so we made sure not to miss Faeryl in case she cut her worship short for the morning. But we didn’t need to worry about that, because exactly an hour later, the Temple doors opened, and the blue-haired Matron stepped out into the street.  
 
    “Now can we go?” Tryss asked anxiously.  
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I calmly pushed back from my seat and stood up. Then I held a hand out to Tryss and helped her out of her chair before I turned to Rilrae and Zephyr. “You’ll be behind us?” 
 
    “Just out of sight,” Rilrae confirmed as she stayed seated. “Go, catch up, we’ll be behind you.” 
 
    “See you soon,” I said, and then I turned in the direction of Faeryl and headed out after her, with Tryss in tow.  
 
    My pregnant lover and I followed Faeryl down the street, and we kept just enough distance not to lose her. We didn’t want to approach her too close to the Temple, but we needed to get to her before she returned to Station Eighteen. We followed her until she turned down a quiet cobbled side street, and I knew it was time to approach her.  
 
    We turned down the small street behind her, and the young Matron glanced over her shoulder at us with a frown. Drows were a suspicious race anyway, but a Matron Mother was the most paranoid of all, so I figured I should put her at ease as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Faeryl,” I blurted out, and the blue-haired Matron stopped in her tracks and turned to us with a suspicious look on her face.  
 
    “Do I know you?” Faeryl asked, and I was surprised by how high-pitched her voice sounded. Was that natural, or was it tinted with nerves? 
 
    “Not yet, but I’m hoping we can be friends,” I said as I dropped Tryss’ hand and slowly approached the young Matron.  
 
    “I have enough friends,” Faeryl said, and she took a step back as I moved toward her. “Are you from the Council? I’ve already told Vhondy--” 
 
    “I’m not from the Council,” I cut in quickly. “We have a mutual friend. Imrae.” 
 
    “What?” Faeryl asked sharply. Her red eyes darted between Tryss and me, and suddenly her face went slack, and her eyes went hard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I think you do,” I said as I took another step closer.  
 
    “I do not,” Faeryl said firmly as she took another step away from me. “I know of the escaped prisoner, but she is not my friend, and I do not know where she is.” 
 
    “I do,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “You-- really?” Faeryl asked as a glimmer of hope crossed her face, but then she shook her head. “Um, I mean, I don’t--” 
 
    “Imrae told me a lot about you,” I said in a kind tone. “She told me about the time the two of you snuck out of a Council meeting to get mushroom jerky before the vendor went home for the night.” 
 
    Imrae had told me that story in case I needed something to convince Faeryl to speak to me, and it was obvious it had worked because the young Matron’s face crumpled as tears filled her eyes.  
 
    “Drogu’s soul, she’s alive?” Faeryl asked in a shaky voice. 
 
    “She’s alive and well,” I said gently. I took another step toward the blue-haired Matron, and this time she didn’t back away.  
 
    “Who are you?” Faeryl asked as she tried to regain her composure.  
 
    “I’m Fynn,” I said and inched closer to her.  
 
    “Impossible,” Faeryl breathed as she looked into my face with shock. “But you…” 
 
    “I’m glamoured,” I explained. “But I came here to talk to you.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” Faeryl asked, and her voice went even higher. She glanced around at Tryss with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “She knows Imrae, too,” I said. “Imrae sent us to you because she thought you could help us.” 
 
    “Help with what?” Faeryl asked, and she seemed suspicious again.  
 
    “Why don’t we go somewhere private where we can talk?” I suggested as I looked up and down the narrow street. There was a drow couple approaching from the other end of the street, and I didn’t want any prying ears to overhear our conversation.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Faeryl said uncertainly.  
 
    I could tell the young Matron wanted to trust us, but she needed to be careful, so I searched my mind for any other information that Imrae had told us about Faeryl.  
 
    “The scar,” I said suddenly as I tapped my cheek where the scar on her face was. “It’s from a fight with your sister when you were younger. She took your Mother’s ceremonial athame and tried to perform--” 
 
    “Okay,” Faeryl cut in as she shot a glance over her shoulder at the approaching couple. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “Great, follow us,” I said, and I turned back toward the street where we’d come.  
 
    I rounded the corner and looked across the street to see the glamoured Zephyr and Rilrae leaning against the cobbled storefront of a timepiece repair shop. I nodded to them, and they pushed themselves off the wall and headed down the street in the direction of Rilrae’s bakery. Tryss, Faeryl, and I followed the pair at a short distance. Faeryl looked nervous but also determined, and I explained to her who Rilrae and Zephyr were in a low voice as we walked.  
 
    After a few twists and turns, we stepped down the stone street where Rilrae’s bakery was comfortably nestled. Rilrae unlocked the back door, and we all filed into the familiar space. We stepped into the kitchen that was lined with ovens and pots and pans of all shapes and sizes, and then Rilrae led us through the darkened room into another room that contained just a table and chairs.  
 
    Faeryl still looked unsure about the whole thing, but the stories Imrae told us had cracked the door to her trust. Now, I just needed to push it open. I also figured she must be in a pretty desperate situation since she’d lost Imrae, her closest confidant. 
 
    “Please, sit,” I said to Faeryl as I gestured to the table and chairs.  
 
    The blue-haired Matron took a seat, and she watched me closely as I took the seat across from her. The others quietly took their seats, too. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Faeryl demanded the moment my butt was in the chair. “Where’s Imrae?” 
 
    “She’s safe,” I assured the young Matron. I needed her to trust us, but we also needed to trust her, so I couldn’t give everything away from the start.  
 
    “Word around the Council is that she’s dead,” Faeryl informed me with a raised eyebrow, but I could tell she was trying very hard to mask the sadness she was feeling.  
 
    “I can assure you that’s not the case,” I said firmly. I had a flash of a memory of Imrae’s hands wrapped around my cock, and I couldn’t help but smile. “No, she’s very much alive.” 
 
    “And she sent you to me?” Faeryl asked with a note of confusion in her voice.  
 
    “She thinks you can help us,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Me? Help you?” Faeryl scoffed. “What in the Voids can I do? I’m nobody.” 
 
    “You’re an Upper House Matron, you’re far from nobody,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Only in name,” Faeryl said with a shake of her head, and her voice was even higher than normal.  
 
    “Yes, Imrae told us about your, ah, situation,” I said delicately. “I understand it wasn’t your choice to be Matron.” 
 
    “Everyone wants to be Matron, right?” Faeryl grumbled. “That’s the dream, I should be thrilled.” 
 
    “It’s a tough gig,” I said, and I reached a hand out and patted Faeryl’s hand, but the young Matron jerked it away and looked at me suspiciously.  
 
    “Are you really him? Fynn?” she asked as she searched my face. She made eye contact a few times, but I’d already decided not to use my psionics unless I absolutely needed to. 
 
    “I am,” I said with a nod. I looked around at the others and then back to Faeryl. “Would you like us to unglamour so you can trust us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Faeryl said immediately. 
 
    “Done,” I said, and I stood up from my chair. 
 
    “Fynn…” Tryss said uncertainly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve got the portal,” I said in a low voice.  
 
    There was a teleportation portal hidden underneath a stove in the kitchen that would take us right back to the House of Claden’Du if we ran into any trouble. 
 
    I murmured the incantation that would remove my glamour, and I watched Faeryl’s face as my disguise slipped away, and I turned into myself again. The young Matron stared at my Dark Eye for a moment before she broke into a smile. Now she knew who I really was.  
 
    I quickly helped the others unglamour before I took my seat across from Faeryl again. 
 
    “Imrae told me about you,” the young Matron said in a quiet voice. “Before she was taken. She trusted you, and then when she disappeared, I thought maybe you had…” 
 
    “No, I had nothing to do with that,” I said, and then I gestured to the others. “In fact, my team and I helped her escape.” 
 
    “And she was so sure you could help us,” Tryss said sweetly.  
 
    I could tell she was trying to put the young Matron at ease, and I shot my lover a quick smile.  
 
     “Like I said, I don’t know what help I could be,” Faeryl said dejectedly. “I’m on the Council, sure, but I’m young and inexperienced, and no one values my input on anything.” 
 
    “We don’t need you to do much, we just need a set of eyes and ears in the Upper Houses,” I explained. “An ally on the Council.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what Imrae was doing for you?” Faeryl asked, and her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Before she got caught and thrown in jail.” 
 
    “It is,” I admitted. “But Imrae wasn’t as careful as you. I can tell you take great care in protecting your privacy.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Faeryl said as she tried to suppress a smile.  
 
    I was learning the easiest way to disarm a drow female was to compliment them, and Faeryl confirmed my theory. I was also grateful Imrae had the chance to tell her about us before she disappeared. That seemed to make it easier for her to trust us.  
 
    “I can see that,” I said encouragingly, and Faeryl shot me a shy smile. She was unlike any Matron I’d met before, and I understood what Imrae had said when she explained Faeryl had never wanted the position. The young Matron looked practically sick with worry. “But if you’re able to help us, we’re able to help you.” 
 
    “Help me how?” Faeryl asked, and I caught a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 
 
    I launched into an explanation about the Lower Houses and our alliances and our desire to get the lake situation under control while we simultaneously dismantled the Council and the Upper Houses. As I spoke, Faeryl’s face broke into a smile that got wider and wider the more I explained.  
 
    “You’re really planning on taking the Council down?” Faeryl asked, and for the first time, she looked excited.  
 
    “Not just planning,” Tryss said with a shake of her head. “It’s going to happen.” 
 
    “You seem confident,” Faeryl mused.  
 
    “That’s because we have Fynn,” Zephyr said with a smile.  
 
    “I have heard some pretty impressive things about you,” Faeryl admitted with an appreciative glance my way.  
 
    “I do my best,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “And his best is beyond anything you’ve ever seen,” Tryss said as she leaned in close to Faeryl. “In all aspects.” 
 
    Tryss glanced down at my lap and wiggled her eyebrows, and then they both devolved into a fit of giggles.  
 
    I smiled at my pregnant lover. I loved the way she could make fast friends with anyone.  
 
    “I’ve heard rumors about the size,” Faeryl said as she leaned in close to Tryss and looked at me shyly. “Is it true?” 
 
    “However big you’ve heard it is, it’s bigger,” Tryss said.  
 
    They giggled again before Rilrae cleared her throat, and all eyes turned to the knowledgeable baker.  
 
    “I’m glad we’re all getting along here, but this is time sensitive,” Rilrae said as she leaned her elbows on the table and steepled her fingertips together.  
 
    “Rilrae is right,” I said. “Our Matron Mother is on standby waiting for an update about this meeting. The outcome determines how we will proceed with our plans, so we need to know what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Well, I like the idea of your alliance,” Faeryl said slowly as she looked around at all of us. “And I’m willing to help gather as much information from the Council as I can for you, but under one condition.” 
 
    “Name it,” I said.  
 
    “If I join your alliance, and we succeed in taking down the Council, then…” Faeryl took a deep breath. “Once we’re restructuring the Houses, I don’t want to be Matron anymore.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a note of surprise. I’d never heard of someone so willing to give up their Matronhood, but if that was what it took to get Faeryl on our side, I didn’t see a problem with it. I glanced around at the others, and they all shrugged, so I turned back to Faeryl with a smile. “Well, that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Really?” Faeryl asked as she perked up. 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. “I’ll work out the details with Mother Sevahtra, but I’m confident we can make that happen.” 
 
    “Then I’m in,” Faeryl said with a smile. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, and I pumped a fist in the air. “For now, we just need you to keep doing what you’re doing. Keep your head down and attend all your mandatory Council meetings. Let us know if they’re planning anything. And we could really use a heads-up on any future raids of our Houses.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Faeryl said with a nod. 
 
    “We have this for you,” Zephyr said, and he reached into his robes and pulled out a small black wizard’s device used for discreet communication. He slid the device across the table, and Faeryl caught it easily. Then the changeling pulled out an identical one and handed it to me. “We can activate them now.” 
 
    Faeryl and I spent a few minutes activating the devices so they were linked to each other and nothing else. The way it worked was we had to set up a password, and once we said the password, the wizard’s device recognized our voices and allowed us to record a message, which was then sent to the other device and could only be opened with the other person’s voice-activated password. I let Faeryl choose the password, and she chose the word ‘scar,’ so we tried it out a few times to make sure it worked. Once we were sure it did, Faeryl slid the communication device into her pocket and grinned at me.  
 
    “I can’t believe Imrae is alive. Will you tell her I said hello?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and then I held up my own communication device. “I can have her send you a message the next time I see her?” 
 
    “Please do,” Faeryl said excitedly.  
 
    “No problem,” I said, and I stuffed the device in my own robe’s pockets. “We should head back to update the alliance. Once I let the others know that you’re on our side, we’ll be starting our raids. We’ll keep your House safe, of course, but we need to know exactly how the Council reacts to these raids.” 
 
    “Got it,” Faeryl said with a steely look in her eye.  
 
    “Great,” I said as I rose to my feet, and the others followed suit. “In that case, keep your communication device on you at all times, and I’ll do the same. Are you okay finding your way back from here?” 
 
    “Of course,” Faeryl said as she moved toward the door.  
 
    “Wait,” Rilrae said sharply. We all turned to look at the baker, who moved across the room and stood in front of Faeryl. Rilrae gestured me over until I was standing across from Faeryl with Rilrae in between us. “We’re going to perform a blood bond.” 
 
    “What?” Faeryl asked with a frown.  
 
    “It’s non-negotiable,” Rilrae said, and she held a hand out to the young Matron. “Unless there’s some reason we can’t trust you?” 
 
    “Fine,” Faeryl said with a sigh, and she held her hand out.  
 
    “Umm…” I didn’t want to admit in front of Faeryl that I hadn’t encountered one of these yet, so I turned to meet Tryss’ eyes. The psionics worked instantly, and I was inside my lover’s mind.  
 
    It’s like a bonding ceremony, but stronger. If she breaks it, Drogu will kill her. It’s a good idea. 
 
    Tryss’ assurance was all I needed, so I stepped out of my lover’s mind, turned back to Rilrae and Faeryl, and held my hand out.  
 
    Rilrae pulled a knife out of her robes and sliced a neat sliver into my palm, then one into Faeryl’s, and then the scarily smart baker pushed our hands together until our blood mixed. 
 
    As our bloods touched, the same silvery-blue light that appeared from the bonding ceremony slithered into the air, and I knew the blood bond had been formed.  
 
    “Sorted,” I said as I pulled my hand back and wiped the blood on my leg. 
 
    “We’ll be in touch,” Rilrae said as she led Faeryl to the back door and saw her out.  
 
    Then my team and I took the teleportation portal and returned to the dungeons of Twenty-Six. From there, we made our way back up to the banquet hall, and I was surprised to find it empty.  
 
    “Let’s check the library,” Tryss said, and she led the way up the stairs to the library and pushed the door open.  
 
    Sevahtra was sitting at a table with Helera and Dagwyn, and they all smiled when we entered.  
 
    “Took your time, I see,” Sevahtra said as we crossed the room to join them at the table.  
 
    “It was worth it,” I said with a shrug as I took my seat. I gave Sevahtra and the sisters a rundown of the meeting with Faeryl, and when I finished, my Matron was looking very pleased.  
 
    “Excellent work, all,” Sevahtra said with a nod. “And good call on the blood bond, Raerae.” 
 
    “One of my specialties,” the sweet-looking baker said with a smile.  
 
    “Well, now that we’ve got someone in the Upper Houses, that means we can start--” 
 
    Before Mother could finish her sentence, there was a crash coming from downstairs.  
 
    “What the hell?” Dagwyn asked as she jumped to her feet.  
 
    “Another raid!” Sevahtra barked, and she shot to her feet. “I’m sick of these bitches.” 
 
    Sevahtra stormed toward the door and rushed downstairs while the rest of us followed to confront Vhondryl.  
 
    When we reached the banquet hall, I was surprised to see a Matron I didn’t recognize. She was tall and built like a tree with wide shoulders and thick forearms, but her face was pretty despite the masculine square of her jaw. The jacked Matron was knocking over chairs in a childish tantrum-like manner, and she rounded on us with a fiery gaze.  
 
    “Where the fuck is my daughter?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “You’re going to have to be more specific,” I said as I approached the irate Matron.  
 
    “Imrae,” the Matron hissed as her scarlet eyes darted across the banquet hall. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I couldn’t hide the surprise in my voice as I took in the sight of the Matron of Teken’duis. I racked my brain for her name, and it floated forward. Tallrene. “Well, she’s not here.” 
 
    “Liar,” the Matron seethed as she pointed a long, shaking finger at me. “I know you. You’re that fucking male everyone is always bitching about.” 
 
    “Bitching about?” I asked in a playful tone. “That’s not fair, I feel very misunderstood.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and tell me where my daughter is!” Tallrene bellowed.  
 
    “Watch your fucking mouth,” Sevahtra said as she pushed past me and raised herself up to her full height. “You’ve invaded my House, and I’m two seconds from slicing your fucking throat open, as is my right.” 
 
    Then Sevahtra bent down, pulled a knife from an ankle sheath, and stood to her full height again. The Matron’s face blanched when she saw the blade, but she gritted her teeth and stuck her chin in the air.  
 
    “I know she’s here,” the Matron said. “Return my child to me at once, or--” 
 
    “Or what?” Sevahtra asked as she took a threatening step forward and forced Imrae’s mother to take a step back.  
 
    “There’s no need for that,” Tallrene said as she raised her hands defensively.  
 
    “Ha!” Sevahtra barked and gestured at the Matron with her knife. “Is there a need for you to storm my fucking House like you own the place?” 
 
    “Tell me you wouldn’t do the same if it was your daughter who was missing,” the stocky Matron countered with a glare.  
 
    “Of course I would,” Sevahtra said. “But from my information, you don’t care much for your daughters.” 
 
    Tallrene flushed a dark purple as she realized Sevahtra knew her deepest, darkest secret. That the Matron of Teken’Duis had killed her own daughter. Then Tallrene’s eyes narrowed as she must have realized the only way Mother knew that information was through Imrae.  
 
    “So she is here,” Tallrene said with a smug smirk.  
 
    “Nope,” Sevahtra said in an even tone and took another threatening step toward Tallrene, but this time the other Matron held her ground.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re messing with,” Tallrene said. “You know I could start a war against all of the Lower Houses with one meeting, right?” 
 
    “Not if I kill you right now, you can’t,” Sevahtra said with an amused lilt in her voice. She raised the knife until the sharp pointy bit was pointed at Tallrene’s throat. 
 
    Tallrene’s face blanched as her eyes darted to Sevahtra’s blade, and I figured it was time for me to step in again before this turned into a bloodbath. We had a plan to stick to, we couldn’t fuck it all up over this bitch.  
 
    “Hey, Tallrene,” I said as I opened up my ether and stepped in between the two dangerous women.  
 
    “What do you want?” Tallrene snapped as she rounded on me. “You insolent male--” 
 
    As soon as Tallrene turned to me, we made eye contact, and I stepped inside her mind. It was a cold, bleak place to be, and I didn’t want to spend a second longer in there than I needed, so I got to work. I heard Tallrene’s angry thoughts swirling around in her mind, but it was surprisingly easy to dampen them.  
 
    “Stop,” I commanded inside Tallrene’s brain, and I felt the Matron go still in the physical world.  
 
    I spent a few minutes inside her mind with my ether open so I could redirect her thoughts. Once I was satisfied, I pulled out of her mind and reoriented myself in the physical world.  
 
    Then I glanced over to see Sevahtra and the sisters looking at me curiously, so I shot them a wink before I turned back to Tallrene. 
 
    “Anyway, you were saying?” I asked the confused-looking Matron.  
 
    “Y-Yes, as I was saying,” Tallrene said with an uncertain glance around the banquet hall. “I, um, need to get back to my House now. Apologies for the intrusion.” 
 
    “Happens to all of us,” I said as I gestured to the door and then led the Matron toward it. “Now that we’ve cleared that confusion up, there’s no reason for you to give us another visit.” 
 
    “No, I suppose there’s not,” Tallrene said in a hollow voice, and she shot the others a weak wave as we continued out of the hall.  
 
    I led her all the way to the levitating platform and watched her disappear into the dark sky before I returned to the banquet hall, where Mother and the others were replacing the tables and chairs into their normal positions.  
 
    “That was amazing, Fynn!” Helera exclaimed when she spotted me approaching.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Your psionics have come on incredibly well,” Sevahtra said appreciatively. “This bodes well for us in the upcoming battles, which are coming sooner than anticipated.” 
 
    “They are?” Tryss asked with a note of confusion in her voice. “I thought we were going to wait for a while and see if Faeryl can gather any information for us before we began the raids.” 
 
    “I don’t think we can wait any longer,” Sevahtra sighed and rubbed at her face. “I think Tallrene was here on the Council’s orders. She doesn’t give a fuck about Imrae or any of her other daughters. The Council sent her to fuck with us, just like they’re doing with all of their midnight raids. The time to act is now.” 
 
    “But Mother--” Tryss began until Sevahtra silenced her with a raised hand.  
 
    “Do not presume to believe you know better than me just because you let Fynn cum inside you,” Sevahtra said sharply. “We all knew war was not only a possibility, but a certainty, and I expect you all to step up, am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” the daughters and I chorused.  
 
    “Good.” Sevahtra nodded. “Dagwyn?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother?” the Second Daughter asked as she stepped forward and waited for the Matron’s orders.  
 
    “I want everyone in the dungeons in twenty minutes, and I want you to lead a training session to prepare everyone for the battles we’re about to face. Are you up for it?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother, of course,” Dagwyn said as she puffed her chest up to appear taller, even though she was still a full head shorter than everyone else.  
 
    “Good,” Sevahtra said with a curt nod, but when no one moved, she clapped her hands together sharply. “Well, get to it. Gather the others. Training, dungeons, twenty minutes. Go.” 
 
    The sisters and I sprang into action. Helera and Tryss started to gather the others while Dagwyn and I went down to the dungeons to prepare a space for training. The two biggest dungeons were next to each other, but we needed a bigger space to fit everyone in. Luckily, I’d honed my tunnel magick back when we were fighting Elvy Kun-Valdar off, so I was able to quickly dismantle the wall in between and combine the two large dungeons into one super large training arena.  
 
    Then I helped Daggy summon her cache of weapons straight to the new training area. Dagwyn was a strong warrior, but her magickal training and her ether were weak, so I needed to lend her some of my ether, but together we managed to procure an impressive display. There was everything from swords and spears, to bows with arrows, axes, and flails. We also summoned some basic armor for everyone, like chestplates, arm guards, and a few helmets.  
 
    I took in the sight of the gleaming, sharp, and spiky weapons and smiled.  
 
    “Nice,” I said in an appreciative tone.  
 
    “Do you think this is enough?” Dagwyn asked as she nervously looked over the spread. “I don’t want Mother to think I can’t run a simple training session.” 
 
    “Relax,” I said, and I gave the Second Daughter a nudge on the elbow. “This is your wheelhouse, this is what you do. You’ve got this.” 
 
    Others finally started to appear, and Dagwyn shuffled on her feet anxiously.  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” the Second Daughter muttered.  
 
    “Just remember,” I said as I leaned close to Dagwyn’s ear. “We’re going to war. Don’t worry about impressing Mother, worry about keeping everyone alive.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Dagwyn said with a nod, and I watched her face harden as she squared her shoulders.  
 
    “You got it,” I said again, and then I melted back into the crowd and glanced around at everyone.  
 
    Helera stood with her arm wrapped around Sashti’s waist, as usual. Sevahtra, with Fespius hovering nervously nearby, and Nodrin were speaking with Drindessa. Mizzy and Breena were huddled together with Imrae, who looked weak from spending so much time alone and under the dungeons in Station Thirty. Zephyr and Rilrae were leaning against a back wall looking quite comfortable with each other. Then there was Tryss, who sidled up next to me and bumped my hip with hers.  
 
    Once everyone had arrived, Dagwyn clanked two swords together, and all eyes turned to her.  
 
    “Now that we’re all here…” Dagwyn began, but Sevahtra stepped forward.  
 
    “Dagwyn, I--” 
 
    But before Mother could get a sentence out, Dagwyn clambered the swords together again, and the steel clashing together filled the training area.  
 
    A hush fell over the room. 
 
    “Mother, please,” Dagwyn said as she drew herself up to her full height. “You put me in charge of this, so let me run it.” 
 
    Sevahtra regarded Dagwyn with a mixed expression, which included surprise but also appreciation. Then the Matron nodded at her Second Daughter and stepped back, and Dagwyn wasted no more time.  
 
    “Everyone, form two ranks, six people each!” Dagwyn barked. “Now.” 
 
    We moved quickly. If Mother was standing in line for Dagwyn’s training, then the rest of us were damn sure going to follow the Second Daughter’s instructions.  
 
    The group formed two ranks, and I glanced around. Tryss had fallen in line behind me. Next to me was Sevahtra, and behind her was Nodrin. Everyone was staring right at Dagwyn and waiting for her next command.  
 
    “As Mother has told everyone by now, the timeline for our raids has been pushed up, which means war is upon us!” Dagwyn bellowed in a powerful voice. “It’s my job to make sure you don’t die.” 
 
    There was a murmur in the group, but Dagwyn raised an eyebrow, and everyone fell silent again. I felt a swell of pride in my chest at the shortest of the sisters. She didn’t get many opportunities to shine, but Mother seemed to have handed her the one where she shone the brightest, and I couldn’t help but feel happy for her progress.  
 
    “Alright, I’m not going to try to wax poetic up here, that’s something Helly would do.” 
 
    A collective giggle rippled through the group, and Dagwyn adopted a lofty smile on her face. I grinned again. Daggy was killing it.  
 
    “So, everyone, follow my instructions and don’t be stupid,” Dagwyn continued in her newfound authoritative voice. “Go hard, but don’t hurt each other before the raids. Understood?” 
 
    “Aye!” the group chanted in unison. 
 
    “Excellent,” Dagwyn said, and she bared her pointy teeth in a grin. “Now, first rank, turn and face the second rank.” 
 
    We did as we were told, and I turned to face Tryss. She shot me a wink, and I winked back with a little flick of my tongue for some extra flair.  
 
    “You’re looking at your fighting partner,” Dagwyn announced. 
 
    My heart dropped as my gaze fell to Tryss’ stomach. It was still flat and bore no evidence of her pregnancy, but she was pregnant nonetheless. I wasn’t sure if I could bring myself to do it, and Tryss sensed my hesitation.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” my lover said with a warning tone in her voice. “I can still fight, don’t treat me like a child, or think I need you to take it easy on me. I’ll have to kick your ass extra hard to make up for it.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said as I raised my hands in defeat. “I won’t take it too easy, but you’re crazy if you think I’m going to do anything to put our baby in danger.” 
 
    “Aww, I think it’s cute you think I’d let you get that far,” Tryss said with a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “Game on.” I smirked.  
 
    “No fatal blows!” Dagwyn barked as she walked through the ranks handing out weapons. “We need all the able bodies we can get, and we can’t afford any fuck-ups during training.” 
 
    Dagwyn reached Tryss and me last, and the warrioress glanced down at her sister’s stomach.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Tryss asserted before Dagwyn had the chance to say anything. “Mother said I can still fight, so I’m still going to fight, and I don’t want to hear anything else about it.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” Dagwyn shrugged as she handed her sister a club-like weapon with a dangerously spiky metal ball at the end of it. Then the Second Daughter handed me a long, curved sword with a jewel-encrusted handle before she leaned in close so only I could hear. “Take it easy on her.” 
 
    “What was that?” Tryss demanded, and Dagwyn spun to face her with a frown. 
 
    “None of your business,” Dagwyn snapped at her sister. “Hold your club properly and act like you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Tryss said with an eye roll, but she squared her stance, held her club with both hands, and looked ready to swing it at a moment’s notice.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Dagwyn said with a smug smile.  
 
    Tryss made a face at her sister when she turned her back, but my lover still held her stance. It was obvious no one was used to taking the middle sister’s orders, but this was what Mother wanted, and Daggy was doing a pretty good job, so it was working out.  
 
    “Daggy, can I get something else?” Helera complained as she hoisted a flail into the air. The spiked balls on the end swung around wildly, and Helera had to hold it out so she didn’t accidentally clock herself in the face.  
 
    “No,” Dagwyn replied shortly, and then she stood at the end of the ranks so she could see everyone down the line. “Everyone spread out so you have room to fight your opponent, but keep your place in the ranks.” 
 
    Again, everyone moved swiftly on the warrioress’ command. We fanned out so we all had room to swing our weapons and parry with our partners, but we maintained the shape of the line we were in, it had just gotten a lot wider.  
 
    “Ohh, this is going to be fun,” Tryss said as she bounced on the balls of her feet and gave her club a few practice swings.  
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I said while I sliced my sword through the air and got used to the weight of it in my hands.  
 
    “Attention!” Dagwyn cried out, and everyone instinctively dropped their weapons and turned to look at the Second Daughter. “You will start when you hear the whistle blow, and you’ll stop when you hear the whistle blow. Understood?” 
 
    “Aye!” the rest of us chorused.  
 
    “Good,” Dagwyn said with a grin. Then she brought two fingers to her mouth and let out an ear-ringing whistle, and we all sprang into action.  
 
    Tryss wasted no time. My lavender-skinned lover darted forward with the club held high above her head and swung it down forcefully, but I raised my sword into the air just in time to catch it. The metal screeched off each other, but the whole room was filled with weapons clashing against each other.  
 
    “Nice,” I said with a grin. I pushed the club off my blade before I took a step back and squared my stance again. Then I held the sword in front of me and prepared for Tryss’ next attack.  
 
    “Don’t do that,” Tryss hissed and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “What?” I asked in a confused tone. 
 
    “You’re waiting for me to attack,” Tryss said as she pulled her club back for another swing. “Because you’re afraid of hurting me, so you won’t attack me. I told you not to take it easy on me.” 
 
    “If you insist,” I said with a shrug, and then I shot forward and slashed my blade through the air at chest height for Tryss.  
 
    My lover jumped back just in time, but the tip of the sword sliced through the thin fabric of her dress right under her boob.  
 
    “That’s more like it.” Tryss grinned before she threw herself at me again, and the fight was on.  
 
    I deflected Tryss’ blows, which got more intense with each swing. I watched the sweat bead on her face as she bore down on me, and it was like we were dancing. I would take a step back with each of her swings until she lost steam, and then I’d go on the offensive so she would be backing up to block my sword swings. Tryss’ face was screwed up in concentration as we fought, but she was sure-footed, and her strikes were accurate.  
 
    “Damn, babe,” I breathed as I pushed her club off my blade again. “You mad at me or something?” 
 
    “Never,” Tryss said in a playful tone as she delivered another hard blow at my shoulder, which I was able to dive away from at the last second. “I just can’t have you thinking I’ve gone weak in my pregnancy.” 
 
    “I’d never think that,” I said as I swiped at Tryss’ ankles, but she hopped over my blade easily.  
 
    “Good,” Tryss said, and then she flung herself into the air and did a somersault over me.  
 
    I spun around and gaped at her as she landed on the other side of me. 
 
    “Now you’re just showing off,” I said, and I darted forward with another swipe of my sword, which Tryss parried quickly.  
 
    “Nice try.” Tryss grinned, and she did a cool spinning move and swung her club in an upward swing, so I had to jump back to avoid a blow to the crotch.  
 
    “Oooft,” I grumbled, and I raised my blade to swing it down, but before I could, Dagwyn’s shrill whistle filled the room.  
 
    We all lowered our weapons and turned to look at her.  
 
    “Back in ranks!” Dagwyn barked. “Face your partner.” 
 
    The group quickly scurried back to where we’d started and faced our partners again. I looked down the ranks and saw everyone was looking worse for the wear. Faces were red with sweat, and clothes were torn, but everyone looked ready to go another round.  
 
    “Row two,” Dagwyn said, and she held out an arm to indicate she was referring to Tryss’ row. “Rotate one person to the left.” 
 
    Everyone shifted. Tryss was the last in the line, so she circled around to the end of the row to stand across from Zephyr, while Nodrin was now standing across from me.  
 
    “Good,” Dagwyn said with a nod. “Now swap weapons with your partner.” 
 
    “Really?” Sashti asked as she uncertainly held up her war scythe. 
 
    “Now!” Dagwyn ordered with narrowed eyes.  
 
    Nodrin and I traded so now he had the long, curved sword, and I had a set of bow and arrows. The wizard winked at me as we handed over the weapons.  
 
    “You ready for this, old man?” I asked as I shouldered the quiver full of pointy arrows and gave the bow a few practice pulls. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You would do well not to underestimate your elders,” Nodrin said wisely as he handled the curved blade with ease. He sliced the air and tossed the sword up high into the air. It somersaulted twice, and then the wizard reached a hand out and caught the jewel-encrusted sword with ease.  
 
    “Oooh, old man’s got tricks,” I teased.  
 
    Dagwyn’s shrill whistle sounded again, and the action was instant. Nodrin darted forward with more speed than I’d ever seen him move, and he pushed the sword through the air with ease. The blade sliced right underneath my armpit, and I got the distinct feeling that the wizard missed intentionally. He probably could have gutted me like a fish if he wanted to.  
 
    “Think you can keep up?” Nodrin’s eyes twinkled as he pulled the blade away from my side and grinned.  
 
    “It’s on, old man.” I bared my teeth and got to work.  
 
    I pulled an arrow from my quiver and loaded it up into my bow in one quick movement. I even surprised myself with how quickly I loaded it up. Then I pulled the string back and watched as the arrow shot forward and headed toward Nodrin’s chest.  
 
    The wizard swiped the sword through the air almost faster than I can track, and my arrow fell to the ground in two pieces.  
 
    “I’m waiting for the fight to start,” Nodrin said with a bored tone in his voice, and he raised his eyebrows at me.  
 
    “Oh-ho.” I grinned and loaded up another arrow. I aimed it at Nodrin’s feet, and he shot me a confused look, but then I released the string and instantly loaded up another arrow. I shot off six in quick succession, all aimed at the wizard’s feet, so he had to hop around in a silly dance to avoid being struck in the foot with the sharp arrows. 
 
    “Nice tactic, Fynn,” Dagwyn said from behind me.  
 
    I turned to flash her a quick grin, but I didn’t let it slow down my shots. Nodrin was too busy dodging and slicing at the arrows to go on the offensive, and I was enjoying the display, even though my arm was getting tired, and I was running low on arrows.  
 
    Luckily, I didn’t have to go for much longer before Dagwyn’s whistle filled the air again. The clattering of weapons stopped, and we instantly moved to return to our starting positions without needing Dagwyn to shout the order. I scooped up a few arrows along the way and replaced them in the quiver, but there were still a few scattered around and even stuck into the ground. Once we were in line, I glanced down the row again, and everyone looked even worse. There was a lot of heavy breathing and even more torn clothes. There was even some bloodshed, but mostly scratches and grazes, nothing major. Zephyr had a bloody nose, and Tryss was holding up an ax proudly.  
 
    “Good job, everyone,” Dagwyn said down the ranks. “Sashti, your left foot is dragging, pay attention to that. Row two, rotate again and swap weapons.” 
 
    Row two obliged and rotated down the line, so now Sashti was standing across from me. She handed me her flail while I passed the bow and arrows to her, and we adjusted to our new weapons.  
 
    “Better watch that left foot,” I said, and I grinned at the pale Aseni woman.  
 
    “You worry about your own left foot,” Sashti fired back with a smirk. She shouldered the quiver of arrows and then suddenly laid a hand on her stomach.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked immediately as I lowered my flail and took a step closer to Sashti. I’d almost forgotten Tryss wasn’t the only one carrying my seed amongst us.  
 
    “I’m all good,” Sashti said as she waved my concern away. “Just a little cramp, nothing major.” 
 
    “Are you sure? We can…” 
 
    “Did Tryss let you take it easy on her just because she’s knocked up?” Sashti interrupted as she drew herself up to her full height.  
 
    “No, she--” 
 
    “So, don’t do it to me,” Sashti said sharply.  
 
    Jeez, these pregnant women were so stubborn.  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I swung the flail a few times to get used to the feel. It was an awkward weapon made up of a thick wooden handle and three chains hanging from the end, with a heavy spiked metal ball attached to the end of each chain. The spiky balls clanged against each other and shifted the weight of the flail as they moved, but I could tell they would do tremendous damage to someone when used properly.  
 
    Dagwyn whistled again, and the fights began. Sashti quickly loaded up five arrows at once and released the string, and I was forced to jump high into the air to avoid their sharp points.  
 
    “Nice, Sashti!” Dagwyn called out, but I didn’t waste any time looking toward the warrioress.  
 
    Sashti was here to play, and I wasn’t going to disappoint her.  
 
    I landed on the ground again and instantly sprang forward as I pulled the flail back. Sashti reached for another arrow, but she grasped at air, and her eyes went wide as she realized she was out of arrows. I swung the flail down over my head and let it come crashing down right across Sashti’s bow, which went flying from her hands.  
 
    “Fuck!” Sashti cried out before she expertly dove out of the way, and I wobbled as the unsteady weight of the flail pulled me forward.  
 
    I recovered and turned to see Sashti with the bow already in her hand again, and she kept her eyes on me as she scooped up a few arrows that were scattered around the ground. She’d made it clear she didn’t want me to take it easier on her, so I didn’t wait for her. I rushed forward with my flail high above my head, and the pale woman had to duck and roll to avoid being hit as I swung it down.  
 
    She quickly jumped up to her feet and loaded up two arrows at the same time, and she aimed them right at my head, so I had to bend back fast.  
 
    By the time I recovered, there was already another arrow barreling toward me, so I jumped out of the way and swung my flail across my body so the spiky balls swished past Sashti’s chest. She took a step back, but a spike caught her dress and ripped a hole through the stomach.  
 
    “You bastard, I love this dress,” Sashti huffed as she reached for another arrow.  
 
    Before she could load it up, Dagwyn’s whistle sounded, and we relaxed as we made our way back to our starting positions. I was starting to feel the effects of three intense fights, and my muscles were aching as the sweat poured freely from my forehead.  
 
    “Rotate and swap weapons, you know the drill by now!” Dagwyn called out.  
 
    We continued our training until we had fought everyone in the opposite rank. I went head to head with Rilrae, who was quick and accurate with her pointed staff while I got to try my hand at a mace weapon. Then I fought Fespius, who was surprisingly strong for a creature his size. He wielded his ax well, but his moves were easy to predict, and I overpowered him with my sword. Finally, I fought Breena, and the young Matron was exhausted by that point, but she put up a good fight with the war scythe, and it was tough work fighting her off with a pair of daggers.  
 
    Once we were done with those fights, Dagwyn lined us up and fought us each individually with swords. She shouted out instructions and critiques while she fought her opponents, and it was clear why Mother had chosen Dagwyn to run the training sessions. The Second Daughter’s movements were fluid and calculated, and she moved with more confidence while she was fighting than she did anywhere else in her life. She was the easy winner in each fight, but she didn’t rub it in her opponent’s face, she just gave advice on how they could do better.  
 
    After a few hours of training, it was clear everyone was spent.  
 
    “Great job today,” Dagwyn said with a proud grin as we returned our weapons to her. “If you fight like that during our raids, we might just all make it out alive.” 
 
    “I want everyone to go to bed early tonight,” Sevahtra said as the team started to file out of the dungeons. “We’ll be starting our raids in the morning, so no fucking around.” 
 
    “Fynn,” Nodrin said as he sidled up behind me. “I need you for some extra wizard training.” 
 
    “Now?” I asked as I wiped the sweat from my brow with an aching arm.  
 
    “Now,” Nodrin answered with a nod as he crossed his arms and settled in.  
 
    “Alright,” I sighed, and I watched with a hint of jealousy as the others left the training area.  
 
    Tryss paused at the door and gestured for me to follow her with a confused look on her face. I shook my head no and hooked a thumb toward Nodrin. Tryss didn’t seem to like this answer, so she approached us with a scowl on her face.  
 
    “What’s going on?” the Third Daughter demanded as she stuck her fists on her hip. “Didn’t you hear Mother? We’re supposed to get to bed early. No fucking around.” 
 
    “We heard her, my dear,” Nodrin said in his calm voice. “And I promise you, there will be no fucking around. But Fynn has some other business to tend to. I won’t keep him for long, he’ll be back to you shortly.” 
 
    “Better be,” Tryss said with narrowed eyes. She reached up and gave me a kiss on the cheek, and then she spun and headed for the door.  
 
    Once everyone was gone except Dagwyn, Nodrin and I helped her magick her weapons back to their rightful place, and then she left the training area while muttering to herself about ways to make the next training session better.  
 
    “So, what’s this about?” I asked as I turned to the wizard with a tired expression on my face. “I don’t know if I have the energy for psionics training right now.” 
 
    “We’re not here to train psionics,” Nodrin answered with a twinkle in his eye.  
 
    “No?” I asked, and I perked up. I could tell this was something good. “What is it then?” 
 
    “I’ve received a message,” Nodrin said slowly. “The next step of your wizarding training has been revealed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7  
 
    “Really?” I asked as my heart beat faster in my chest.  
 
    The process of moving my way up from Apprentice to Wizard was a long one, but I’d been patiently waiting. I had spent my time training in different schools of magick, like psionics and arachnomancy and tunnel magick, and I’d even dabbled in potions and cartomancy. I knew the next step was for me to catch a falling star, but I couldn’t do that until the details had been revealed to Nodrin, and it seemed like I didn’t have to wait any longer.  
 
    “Indeed,” Nodrin said with a nod and a grin. The wizard had told me that he must wait for a vision from Drogu, and it had finally appeared apparently. 
 
    “Yes!” I cried out as I pumped a fist in the air.  
 
    “But it comes with a condition,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Oh,” I murmured, and my excitement waned as I shuffled my weight between my feet. “What’s the condition?” 
 
    “The upcoming missions,” Nodrin said slowly. “They must be successful. All of them.” 
 
    “Even…” I began.  
 
    “Even the ones you don’t lead,” Nodrin said as if he’d read my mind.  
 
    “Okay…” I pursed my lips as I took in this new information. “So we need the missions to be successful. What else? What happens after they’re all successful?” 
 
    “Confidence.” Nodrin grinned. “Good. You’re going to need that.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as I stood up straighter. 
 
    “Then we will travel to the Topside at the next full moon,” Nodrin said, and the twinkle in his eye was back. “The Marmnyst mountain range is a popular spot for Apprentices to chase falling stars.” 
 
    A smile spread across my face as I imagined scaling a mountaintop on the Topside and then reaching out and capturing a white-hot falling star. 
 
    Once I captured the falling star, then my apprenticeship was over. I would be a full-fledged wizard.  
 
    It couldn’t come at a better time, really. Since the missions must be successful in order for me to take this next step, that means Claden’Du will be at the top of the food chain in Oshara, possibly even the First House. Nodrin was a powerful wizard, but according to everything in my apprenticeship so far, I was going to be more powerful than pretty much any other wizard alive.  
 
    A thought suddenly crossed my mind.  
 
    “Hey, Nodrin,” I said as I tipped my head in curiosity. “What’s going to happen to the Wizards’ Council when our alliance dismantles the Matron Council?” 
 
    “Good question, Fynn,” Nodrin replied as he stroked his beard slowly. “How much do you know about the Wizards’ Council?” 
 
    “Not much,” I admitted. “I just know it exists, really, and that they have a way of tracking wizards’ magick.” 
 
    “That’s correct, but do you know who makes up the Wizards’ Council?” 
 
    “Um… wizards?” I shrugged.  
 
    “Yes, but which ones?” Nodrin chuckled. 
 
    “No idea,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “Well, you know each House has a wizard in the Inner Circle, and these wizards are, more often than not, the Matron Mother’s consort,” Nodrin explained, and I nodded along in understanding. “So, the Wizards’ Council is made up of the wizard consorts of each Matron Mother on the Matron Council.” 
 
    “Ahh, okay,” I said with a nod. “So, the Wizards’ Council is basically just an extension of the Matron Council then. An illusion of power, but it’s really the Matrons calling the shots.” 
 
    “You’ve caught on to our way of life quickly.” Nodrin smirked.  
 
    “So, that means when we take them down, we can start our own Wizards’ Council?” I asked. 
 
    “We can do whatever we want,” Nodrin said with that twinkle in his eye.  
 
    I rocked back on my heels and imagined the possibilities. Of course, one possibility was doing away with the Wizards’ Council altogether. If they were just puppets for the Matron Council anyway, it didn’t seem entirely necessary, but Claden’Du and the alliance had the opportunity to change things. We could create a Wizards’ Council with actual power, a group of wizards who had the citizens of Oshara’s interests at heart, not just the Upper House Matrons’ interests.  
 
    And I could be the First Wizard.  
 
    I caught myself grinning, but then I shook my head and reminded myself not to get too ahead of myself. I wasn’t even a wizard yet. I had to wait until… 
 
    “Wait,” I said suddenly, and I stopped rocking back on my heels. “Did you say the full moon?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nodrin said with a nod. 
 
    “But that’s like two weeks away,” I said, and I could hear the desperation in my voice. I was confident about our missions and raids, but I was expecting to have more time to wage and win a full-scale war. 
 
    “Thirteen nights, actually,” the wizard replied.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered, and my shoulders sagged as I realized it was going to be an intense thirteen days until the full moon.  
 
    “What happened to that confidence?” Nodrin asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s still there,” I said. Suddenly, an image of a heavily pregnant Tryss carrying my unborn baby sprang to mind, and I stood up straighter again. “I was expecting more time, but I know we can pull it off.” 
 
    “Especially after Daggy’s training session,” Nodrin said as a fond smile crept across his wrinkled face.  
 
    “Yeah, she really nailed it,” I said as I spread my arms out wide and felt the stretch in my shoulders, which were tight from the intense training session. Then I tipped my head from side to side to feel the stretch in those muscles, too. “So, what are we training now?” 
 
    “We’re going to do a quick lesson in protecting your mind against psionics, since we’re about to go toe to toe with some of the most powerful priestesses and wizards in Oshara,” the wizard explained. “It’s in your, and all of our, best interests to make sure no one can penetrate that brilliant mind of yours.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “You’ll have seen what a protected mind looks like, of course,” Nodrin continued. “And to various degrees, I’d imagine. We need to protect yours as much as possible, which usually takes years of training, but with you, well… I expect a formidable level of security by the end of this session, and you can continue to work on protecting it in your own time.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I squared my feet and prepared myself for the training.  
 
    The physical training was intense, but magick training was a different sort of exhaustion. A mental one. I was grateful I didn’t have to probe into other drows’ minds, but I had a feeling it was going to be equally exhausting trying to prevent a powerful wizard from probing into mine.  
 
    “You’d do best to clear your mind first,” Nodrin suggested.  
 
    I knew he was referring to the breathing technique he’d taught me back when he took me to the Wizards’ Market for the first time. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but it had only been a few short weeks, and Voids how much had changed since then. I went through the breathing technique. Two quick inhales through the nose, one long exhale through the mouth. I repeated this three times, and at the end, my mind did feel clearer. This technique had helped me focus in a few hairy situations, and I’d continue to use it as often as I needed.  
 
    “Good,” Nodrin said with a nod of approval. “Now, I’m going to use psionics on you, and you have to do everything in your power to prevent me from doing it.” 
 
    “B-But how?” I asked as I nervously searched the wizard’s face. I didn’t want anyone knowing all of the secrets in my mind, but I definitely didn’t want a wizard knowing them. I knew firsthand how dangerous knowledge was in a wizard’s hands. 
 
    “Young Fynn,” Nodrin said with a glint of amusement in his eye. “Have you not learned my teaching techniques by now?” 
 
    “I have,” I said with a sigh. “You love to throw me in at the deep end and watch me flounder.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you flounder,” Nodrin replied. “I’ve only seen you rise to the occasion, which is what I expect from you again now.” 
 
    “Soooo… figure it out, basically?” I said with a grin. 
 
    “You’ll pick it up quickly.” Nodrin returned the grin and then gestured to my head. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Hang on,” I said, and I ran through the breathing technique one more time. I felt more prepared, so I gave Nodrin a nod as I squared my feet and opened my ether. “Alright, let’s go.” 
 
    Nodrin raised his gaze to meet my eyes, and I sensed him step into my mind immediately. I tried to resist, but he was too powerful.  
 
    Fight it, Fynn, Nodrin’s voice echoed in my head.  
 
    I opened my ether up more as I thought defensively. I imagined a large, stone wall encompassing all of my thoughts, but then I imagined Nodrin floating over it effortlessly.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered as Nodrin probed further into the crevices of my complicated mind.  
 
    Try harder, Fynn. My mentor’s voice filled my mind again.  
 
    “I’m trying,” I growled, and I felt my mouth form the words in my physical form. I shook my head and focused on Nodrin’s presence, and after a moment, I honed into his mind magick, which was hiding in the language center of my mind.  
 
    Interesting in here, Nodrin’s voice whispered in my head. 
 
    Get the fuck out of my mind, I commanded, but the wizard just chuckled.  
 
    No, thanks. Nodrin zoomed away to a different part of my mind, and I started to follow him before I realized that was a wasted effort.  
 
    I wasn’t going to chase him out of my mind. I needed to prevent him from coming in in the first place. 
 
    Suddenly, Nodrin pulled out of my thoughts, and I was left reeling from his absence. I shook my head and came back into my physical body as I glanced at the wizard.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered and rubbed a hand over my face. “That was not fun. Is that what I’ve been doing to everyone? Tryss, Daggy, Helly? Fuck, even Mother let me practice on her.” 
 
    “Yes, but they were willing participants,” Nodrin said with a wave of his hand. “What did you learn?” 
 
    “You tell me,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. “You were in there, you know.” 
 
    “Of course I know,” Nodrin said with a mysterious smile. “But I want to hear it from you.” 
 
    “I let you in too deep right from the beginning,” I said, and my voice was all business. “Once you’re in, it’s infinitely harder to get you out. I need to stop you from getting in in the first place.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Nodrin nodded. “And how do you do that?” 
 
    “Still working on that,” I said as I stretched out my neck again and shook the energy out of my arms. “Let’s go again, I’m ready for round two.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nodrin asked with a lifted eyebrow. “We can--” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I interrupted, and I hopped up and down a couple times to get my blood pumping.  
 
    Now that I knew what it felt like to be mentally violated like that, I wanted to make sure I could stop it from happening again. I had a feeling if I closed my ether, I’d be more successful in preventing Nodrin from entering my mind, even though that seemed counterintuitive since the power of my magick came from my ether. But my mind was a magickal place, so I wanted to give it a try.  
 
    I squared my feet, ran through my breathing technique again, and then closed my ether.  
 
    “Ready?” Nodrin asked.  
 
    “Go,” I said as I lifted my eyes to meet his gaze.  
 
    This time, I could feel the wizard as he attempted to step into my mind. I was right in that closing my ether made it difficult for the old drow, but after a moment of struggle, he was still able to step inside.  
 
    Almost, Nodrin said.  
 
    Again, I insisted.  
 
    The wizard pulled out of my mind and gave me an appreciative nod.  
 
    “Better,” Nodrin said as he shook his own limbs out from all the psionics.  
 
    “Better, but not good enough,” I sighed. “Again.” 
 
    “Your perseverance is admirable,” Nodrin said with a grin. “Little tip. Open your ether just a tiny bit. It’ll help.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I was a little surprised the seasoned wizard had offered me a tip, but I wasn’t going to complain. I squared my stance and shook out the nervous energy again, and then I opened my ether just a tiny bit before I raised my gaze to meet Nodrin’s.  
 
    As soon as our eyes met, I felt Nodrin prod at my mind, but I was ready. By now, I was learning a lot of magick came from the power of the mind, so if I wanted to protect my mind, I had to do it properly, like how I’d defend my family.  
 
    I imagined those stone walls around my whole mind again, but this time there was a ceiling to connect them, so Nodrin couldn’t fly over the walls and intrude. I sensed him push against the walls, gently at first, then with more force and more force until he was banging relentlessly against the stone walls, which echoed throughout my mind.  
 
    I grinned as I realized it was working.  
 
    The banging stopped suddenly, and it took me a second to realize Nodrin was no longer trying to get in. I shook my head and recentered myself, and I noticed Nodrin grinning at me.  
 
    “How was that?” I asked.  
 
    “Phenomenal,” Nodrin said. “I knew you’d be a natural.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel natural,” I said with a frown as I rubbed at my temples. All of the defensive work was starting to give me a headache.  
 
    “Protective psionics is exhausting to learn,” Nodrin admitted. “But once you master it, it becomes second nature. You won’t need to think about it, you will naturally protect yourself and your mind every time you step out of the House. You’re not far off that point already.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I continued rubbing my temples. “Doesn’t feel like that.” 
 
    “You’ll see when you try again,” Nodrin said, and he waited a beat before he continued. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed as I dropped my hands. “Let’s go again.  
 
    I squared myself and opened my ether up just a bit, and then I met Nodrin’s gaze again as I imagined my mind surrounded by a stone fortress. I imagined the stone fortress was guarded by long-range cannons and booby-trapped with barrels of hot tar that, when tipped onto an intruder, would fuse to their skin and melt them from the inside out. I pictured archers at tall windows, with their arrows poised and ready to be released if anyone dared come close.  
 
    I grinned and felt confident in my mind fortress, and I waited for Nodrin to approach as I maintained eye contact with him. I waited longer, but my fortress remained undisturbed.  
 
    “Come on,” I muttered. I felt a flash of annoyance that Nodrin wasn’t even trying to get in, especially now that I was the most confident I’d been with my defensive psionics.  
 
    “Fynn,” Nodrin voiced, and it took me a second to realize the wizard had spoken in real life, not in my mind.  
 
    I pulled myself out of my mind and recentered myself in the dungeon training room. I blinked a few times and then frowned at the wizard standing in front of me.  
 
    “I thought we were trying again,” I said, and I tried to hide the annoyance in my voice. “Why didn’t you use your psionics?” 
 
    “I did,” Nodrin said as a grin slowly creeped across his face.  
 
    “You mean…” 
 
    “You succeeded,” Nodrin said, and his beard twitched from the force of his smile.  
 
    “Fucking right!” I said as I pumped my fist in the air.  
 
    Joy surged through my chest. I’d mastered another tricky magickal feat, and it wasn’t long until I’d be a full-fledged wizard, which was all coming just in time for my soon-to-be firstborn child. As long as these upcoming missions were a success, my future was shaping up to be pretty bright.  
 
    Which was amusing considering I lived underground.  
 
    “Yes, very well done, but we need to go again,” Nodrin said as he gestured toward my skull. “And again and again and again until it becomes second nature to you. It’s more important now than ever before.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said with a nod, and we prepared ourselves to go again.  
 
    I imagined my protected mind as I met the wizard’s gaze and dared him to break through my defenses. I could feel his psionics approaching my mind, but I thought about my family and my upcoming wizard mission, and I knew I needed complete protection, so I strengthened my mind fortress with a moat filled with violent hybrids. We stood staring into each other’s eyes for what felt like hours before Nodrin finally waved his hand and brought me back to the present.  
 
    “Just as strong, well done,” Nodrin said with a nod. “Is it getting easier for you?” 
 
    “I think so, that round wasn’t as exhausting,” I said, and then I tilted my head curiously as I studied Nodrin’s face. “Can I get a glimpse of your defensive psionics? Maybe I’ll pick up some tips from it.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Nodrin said as he squared his own stance and rubbed his hands together. “I’ll show you different levels of protection.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, and I stretched my neck in preparation.  
 
    “I’ll start with one hundred percent protection,” Nodrin said, and he raised an eyebrow. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” I told the wizard. Then I opened my ether and made eye contact with him, and I got… 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Damn. I shouldn’t be surprised, Nodrin was a highly accomplished and skilled wizard, so of course his defensive psionics were better than mine. Was I really expecting to break through his total defense on the first try? That was really fucking ambitious, but I grinned as I imagined the wizard’s face if I did break through his security. 
 
    Which was motivation enough to try again.  
 
    I stared harder into the wizard’s blood-red gaze as I pried into the fortress that was his mind. I narrowed my eyes and imagined fighting and clawing my way into Nodrin’s brilliant mind and discovering all of the amazing knowledge he kept in there, but Nodrin had that shit locked down.  
 
    After a few more minutes of struggling, I sighed and pulled myself back to the real world. I wriggled my toes into the ground beneath me to center myself quicker, and I shook my head to get my mind straight. I felt the fatigue of the day weighing me down, but I tried to shake it off. When I looked up at Nodrin again, I was surprised to see beads of sweat rolling down his face, and I arched an eyebrow at the sight. 
 
    “That was an excellent attempt,” the wizard said as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “It took a lot more energy on my part to protect myself than I expected.” 
 
    “Really?” I scoffed. “Because I didn’t feel like I even had a toenail in the door.” 
 
    “It was much better than you think,” Nodrin said as he squared his stance again. “Again, but this time I’ll put it down to seventy-five percent.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I drew out a long breath and went back in for the second round.  
 
    Nodrin’s mind at seventy-five percent protection was still almost impenetrable.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    I gazed deep into his eyes and caught the glimmer of a weakness, and that was all it took. As thoughts of Sevahtra filled Nodrin’s mind, I slipped in. Nodrin’s mind let out a shockwave of energy that almost knocked me off my metaphysical feet. I worried I’d hurt the old wizard, so I pulled out of his mind quickly, only to find Nodrin grinning at me.  
 
    “Excellent work,” he said.  
 
    “What was that?” I asked as I rubbed my temples again. Psionics was exhausting, especially after all that physical training, but I couldn’t complain. I was the one who wanted to break into Nodrin’s mind, when he was fine to let me just practice my defensive psionics.  
 
    “An extra layer of protection,” Nodrin explained. “Designed to confuse and startle the intruder.” 
 
    “Well, it works.” I chuckled, but it quickly turned into a yawn.  
 
    “I think that’s enough for tonight,” the wizard said with a sympathetic look in his eye.  
 
    “No, it’s fine, I can…” I yawned again. “Just use a rejuvenating spell or something.”  
 
    “The mark of a good wizard is knowing when to stop,” Nodrin said kindly, and then he reached into his robe and handed me a flask. 
 
    Without questioning what was in it, I took the flask from the wizard’s wrinkled hand and took a swig. Deep, sweet red wine filled my mouth, and I moaned as the liquid slid down my throat and relaxed my body.  
 
    “So,” I said as I handed Nodrin his flask back and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Mother is your weak spot, huh?” 
 
    “Don’t tell her, I’ll never hear the end of it,” Nodrin said with a wink. Then he took a swig from his flask, replaced it in his robes, and gestured to the door. “Come on, we’ve got a long day tomorrow. We’ll work on this more soon, but you can practice your defensive psionics on your own at any time. I encourage you to do that as often as possible.” 
 
    “I will,” I said firmly, and then I followed the wizard out of the dungeons and up the spiral staircases to a dark and quiet House.  
 
    “Looks like everyone has turned in already,” Nodrin said in a voice barely above a whisper. “We should do the same. Good work tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered back, and then we padded up the stone stairs and waved good night before we split off.  
 
    I headed to Tryss’ chambers, and when I pushed the door open, I was surprised to see a light was still on inside the bedroom. When I crossed the threshold to the bedroom, I saw my impregnated lover propped up in bed with a thin leather-bound tome. Tryss was wearing a sheer nightgown, and I could see her hard purple nipples through the white fabric. She put the book down and patted the side of the bed when I entered, and I smiled as I approached her.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting up for you,” Tryss said in a croaking voice, and then she quickly cleared her throat. 
 
    “Oh, babe, you didn’t have to do that,” I said as I slid into the bed next to her 
 
    “I wanted to see you,” Tryss said. “It was so busy at training, we didn’t even have a moment together.” 
 
    “We do now,” I said as I cuddled up to my lover.  
 
    “Here,” Tryss said, and she placed the book on the bedside table before she shifted over and gently pushed me onto my stomach. I felt the mattress shift and sink under her weight as she swung a leg around my body and straddled me so she was sitting across my butt. Then she started kneading her long, strong fingers into the taut muscles of my back and shoulders.  
 
    “Ooooooh,” I moaned as the massage melted away the stress of the day.  
 
    “Feel good?” Tryss asked, and I could hear the smile in her voice even though I couldn’t see her face because my head was pushed into the pillow.  
 
    I was too relaxed to lift my head, so I lifted a hand and formed a thumbs up. Then my hand dropped to the mattress with a plop as Tryss continued to work her finger magick across my back. She pushed her thumbs deep into the muscles surrounding my neck, and she did it so hard that it almost hurt, but in a really pleasurable way.  
 
    The more she worked, the more my muscles relaxed, and I had no idea I was so tense. I felt the effects in my whole body, even my toes were relaxed. Tryss started to work her hands down my arms, and then she scooted down so she was sitting on my legs as she moved her hands over my butt. She started to knead the muscles there, but my body had a different idea.  
 
    My cock twitched at the proximity of her hands, and suddenly I wanted nothing more than to be inside of her.  
 
    I gently lifted my legs, and Tryss stopped massaging.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Was it too hard?” Tryss asked in a concerned tone as she quickly lifted her weight off me.  
 
    I lifted myself onto my elbows and spun around to face her, and then I tugged my pregnant lover down on top of me and pulled her face close to mine. 
 
    “I’m too hard for just a massage anymore.” I grinned and kissed Tryss hard. 
 
    “Ohh,” Tryss giggled when she came up from the kiss. “Well, this wasn’t my intention, buuuut…” 
 
    “Sure it wasn’t.” I chuckled as I wiggled my hips underneath her so she could feel my growing member. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Tryss moaned and ground her hips into mine. Then she kissed me again, with a passion that instantly set us both on fire.  
 
    My hands started sliding all over her sexy body as she wrapped her fingers through my hair. I slid down and cupped a cheek of her ass in each hand, and then I squeezed and gave her a quick spank. She moaned into my mouth, and my cock was so hard, I was having a hard time focusing on anything else.  
 
    “Fuck, I need you now,” I grunted, and in one swift movement, I lifted Tryss off me, laid her on her back, and then swung my leg around so I was the one straddling her now. I pushed Tryss’ nightgown up so the fabric bunched under her neck, and I groaned as her bare breasts were exposed.  
 
    I felt frantic with lust, and I reached down to grab a tit in each hand. They were extra big from her pregnancy, and they bounced deliciously as she shifted on the mattress, so I reached down and took a nipple gently in my mouth. I sucked, and Tryss’ hips bucked underneath me while she let out a wild, guttural moan. I continued sucking, but I lifted my gaze to Tryss’ face, which was thrown back in ecstasy. I sucked harder on her nipple, and she reacted in a way I’d never seen her before.  
 
    “Ohhhh, Fynn!” she gasped in such a high-pitched voice it was almost a yelp. 
 
    I grinned as I realized her nipples must be extra sensitive due to the pregnancy, and I was going to have fun with it.  
 
    I slurped and sucked some more on that nipple while Tryss continued to buck and moan underneath me. Then I moved my mouth over to the other nipple and gave it the same treatment, but I also rolled her wet nipple in my fingers while I sucked the new one.  
 
    If I didn’t know better, I’d think Tryss was possessed by an evil spirit by the way she was acting. Her moans became more guttural, and her whole body bucked and vibrated underneath me. She started to bang her fists on my shoulders and tug at my hair, and I pulled away from her nipple and grinned up at her.  
 
    “Are you about to cum?” I asked with an amused lilt in my voice.  
 
    “Yes,” Tryss whimpered and threaded her shaking fingers through my hair. “Please!” 
 
    I returned my mouth to her nipple and sucked while I continued to use my fingers on the other one, and I pressed my hips down into hers. She started bucking like a wild animal again, and after another few seconds, her body convulsed as she screamed louder than I’d ever heard before as the orgasm rocked her body.  
 
    “Ohhhh, f-f-f-fuuuuck,” Tryss gasped as her body shook from the force of the orgasm. “Fynn, Fynn, Fynn! Yesssss!” 
 
    “Wow,” I said as I pulled away from her nipple again and grinned up at her. “That was fun. I didn’t even have to touch your pussy.” 
 
    “I t-think… it’s…” Tryss panted as she tried to recover. 
 
    “The pregnancy,” I finished for her, but I was still full of lust, so I pushed myself out and released my raging erection from its fabric prison. I reached down and pushed Tryss’ legs apart and pushed my hips toward her hole. “If my seed makes you this horny, then I’m keeping you pregnant all the time.” 
 
    “That works for m-m-meeeeee-- oooooooh,” Tryss whined as I pushed into her soaking wet cavern with no warning.  
 
    I felt the walls of her cavern close around my throbbing member as I pushed it in as deep as it would go, and then I pulled it almost entirely out and slid it all the way in again. 
 
    “Fuck, your pregnant pussy feel good,” I growled as I thrust deep in and out.  
 
    “Put another baby in me, Fynn,” Tryss whispered as she looked up at me with wide, crimson eyes and laid a hand on her belly. 
 
    “I’m going to put a thousand babies in you,” I rasped as Tryss’ pussy juices slathered my thrusting cock. 
 
    “Y-Y-Yessss,” Tryss moaned as she wrapped her long purple legs around my waist and squeezed.  
 
    She dragged her fingers down my back and sliced her sharp nails across my flesh, which just made my cock even harder, so I thrusted deeper and deeper until my orgasm suddenly exploded from the tip of my cock with no warning.  
 
    “Ohh, fuuck, Tryyyss,” I cried out as my white-hot seed pumped into her tight wet hole. Then I collapsed onto my pregnant lover as the exhaustion of the day finally hit me. I felt so heavy and tired, I wasn’t sure I could move anymore, so I just laid on my lover and enjoyed the aftershocks of the orgasm.  
 
    I didn’t even realize I’d drifted off to sleep while still on top of Tryss, until I woke suddenly to the sound of banging on the door. 
 
    “Fynn! Tryss!” Dagwyn’s voice called out. “Get the fuck up already, it’s time to raid!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8  
 
    “Fuck, what time is it?” Tryss asked groggily as we both shot up from bed.  
 
    “Dunno, but it sounds like we’re late,” I said as I scrambled around for something to wear.  
 
    Tryss tossed me a tunic, and I pulled it over my head as she wriggled into a dress.  
 
    “Come on, let’s just get down there, we’ll need to come back for weapons, anyway,” Tryss said before she jogged to the door. “I know Mother, she just wants us all together to go over the plans one last time, then we’ll split up again, but we have to hurry. You know how much she hates tardiness” 
 
    I pictured Sevahtra’s fiery gaze boring into me, and my ears instinctively flattened against my skull.  
 
    “Yeah, we need to go,” I said as I grabbed her wrist and hurried out the door, and I almost knocked Dagwyn over when we emerged from the chambers.  
 
    “Drogu’s tits!” Dagwyn cried out as she steadied herself. “About damn time.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we’re here,” Tryss grumbled as she grabbed her sister’s hand, and together we flew down the stairs to join the others in the banquet hall.  
 
    I was fully expecting to be shouted at, so I braced myself, but when we arrived, the others were sitting calmly at the table and eating breakfast while talking quietly. Helera and Sashti were chatting away, and Sevahtra, Nodrin, and Drindessa, as usual, were huddled together while Fespius hovered nervously nearby. Mizzy and Breena were sitting next to each other, and Rilrae and Zephyr sat across from them. 
 
    In the corner of the banquet hall, I could see the weapons we’d used for training were already laid out, along with full suits of armor, helmets, and other protective gear.  
 
    “Oh,” I said as I approached the table and looked up at Sevahtra, who was sitting at the head of the table. “I thought we were late.” 
 
    “You are,” Sevahtra said as she gestured for us to sit. “But Nodrin informed me what you two were up to after the training last night, so I thought you could use a few extra minutes of sleep.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” I said again in a surprised tone. I pulled a chair out for Tryss, and when she sat down, I plopped down in the chair next to her. “Thank you, it did help.” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured Tryss needed the extra sleep, as well,” Dagwyn snickered as she took the seat across from me. 
 
    “Me?” Tryss asked and cocked her head curiously.  
 
    “Ohh, yeah,” Dagwyn said as her lips stretched into a grin. “We all heard you last night, you woke the whole House. I thought for sure Fynn was murdering you in there. I almost busted your door down to save you.” 
 
    “Turns out it was something else getting murdered,” Helera said, and she pointed the slice of dried mushroom in her hand down at Tryss’ crotch.  
 
    “Yeah, we figured that out eventually,” Dagwyn teased. Then she raised her voice into a high pitch and threw her head back. “Ohhhh, fuuuck, Fynn, yes, yes, Fynn, Fynn!” 
 
    “Oh, my Drogu,” Tryss said, and she buried her face in her hands so her voice was muffled. “Everyone heard?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if Imrae heard it all the way over in Station Thirty,” Helera snorted. “What were you doing to her, Fynn?” 
 
    I just chuckled as I poured myself and Tryss a steaming mug of mushroom coffee each. Then I started piling the plates in front of us with dried mushrooms, juicy meats, and Rilrae’s famous breakfast parcels.  
 
    “Stoooop,” Tryss huffed as she lifted her head, which was flushed with embarrassment.  
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed, sis, we were all impressed.” Dagwyn smirked.  
 
    “Mother!” Tryss groaned as she buried her face in her hands again.  
 
    “Alright, children,” Sevahtra said with a chuckle. “Stop picking on your sister because she had the most intense orgasm of her life last night.” 
 
    “Mother!” Tryss cried out again, but with an exasperated tone this time.  
 
    “Relax, Tryss,” Sevahtra said calmly. “Sex the night before a mission is recommended, you’ll fight better if you’re not sexually frustrated. We used to follow this advice before every mission in the past, right, Nodrin?” 
 
    “Religiously,” Nodrin said with a grin, and the wizard and the Matron shared a love-filled look. 
 
    “Barf,” Dagwyn said as she tore a piece of thick, bloody meat into shreds with her fingers.  
 
    “Jealous is what they are,” Sevahtra said to Tryss. “Pay them no mind. Everyone, eat up, we’re already running behind.” 
 
    The older sisters eased up on the teasing, and we all quickly scarfed some food down. We were going to need it for the raids we were about to carry out. My stomach was fluttering with nerves and excitement, but my hunger overpowered those feelings, and I inhaled three whole plates of delicious meats and mushrooms and breakfast parcels, along with four cups of mushroom coffee.  
 
    Tryss ate just as much as me, and I couldn’t help but be impressed with her pregnant appetite. It was a good thing we were about to raid the Upper Houses and absorb some of their resources, because between Tryss and me, we would eat our Stations out of house and home at this rate.  
 
    Once we were all finished, Mother waved her hands, and the empty plates and mugs disappeared from the table. By the look on her face, I could tell it was time for business.  
 
    “Get into your teams,” Sevahtra ordered, and the rest of us moved at once. 
 
    We rearranged ourselves around the table so we were sitting with our raiding groups, and we left spaces between each group for easy differentiation. Mother nodded in satisfaction when we were settled in again, and she waved her hand again so a pile of maps appeared in the middle of the table.  
 
    “Oh, perfect,” Dagwyn said as she reached for the maps.  
 
    The Second Daughter tossed one over to our group that had the words ‘Station Twenty-Two: House of Ubylzirn’ scrawled across the top.  
 
    “I know we’ve been over it before, but I want to make sure there are no mistakes,” Sevahtra said from the head of the table. “Take a few minutes with your team and make sure everyone is on the same page about the points of attack.” 
 
    The teams huddled together and hashed out the details one last time. Mother wanted to keep the raids as painless as possible and only resort to violence if we were met with resistance.  
 
    “Okay, so we’re going to approach from here,” I said as I pointed out the landing platform outside of the atrium level of the stalactite. 
 
    “Then we’re going to waltz in the front door,” Rilrae said, and the baker’s sweet face twisted into a devious grin.  
 
    “That’s right,” I said as I returned the grin. “According to Imrae, the Matron of Ubylzirn, Zesstra, might be open to hearing what we have to say. But Imrae also said that Zesstra was a fickle bitch who liked to play with people, so we need to be careful.” 
 
    “And if she’s not receptive…” Tryss began. 
 
    “Then maybe I’ll get to use some of my, ah, convincing techniques,” Rilrae said as she cracked the knuckles of her long, work-worn fingers.  
 
    “They are legendary,” Zephyr chimed in as he shot the baker a wink.  
 
    Rilrae giggled at the gesture.  
 
    “Imrae also mentioned that Upper Houses have tighter security than Lower Houses,” I continued. “We should expect guards at the entrance, and we should not be antagonistic to them. I’ll take the lead with the guards, worst comes to worst, I can use psionics on them.”  
 
    “We’re riding up, right?” Tryss asked. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll get our riding lizards from the stables, then head straight to Twenty-Two from there,” I said. “Zephyr, do you have the--” 
 
    “Insta-portal?” Zephyr finished for me, and he pulled a device out of his robes. “Right here.” 
 
    “Excellent, and did you--” 
 
    “Connect it to dungeons of Twenty-Seven, where our chattel and soldiers are kept?” Zephyr finished with a glimmer in his eye. “Sure did.” 
 
    “And how are the--” 
 
    “The troops are well,” Zephyr answered before I finished the question. “I spent some time surveying and taking stock of all of the chattel acquired by our alliance. Our numbers are strong, Drindy’s clients have really pulled through for us, so we have a couple thousand troops that I’ve divided up into three groups. The other teams each have their insta-portals connected, as well, and we have a group of soldiers each, who are on standby to join the fight if their portal is activated.”  
 
    “Excellent,” I said as I nodded at the changeling. “So, if we do run into resistance and need backup, Zephyr will activate the insta-portal, and our soldiers will be with us in seconds.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Tryss said as she leaned back in her chair and stretched her long, lavender arms over her head. Her braids swished back and forth as she tilted her head back to reveal her long, beautiful neck, and I had the sudden desire to run my tongue up her neck and leave bites along the way.  
 
    My cock twitched at the idea, and I had to shake my head to clear it of the intrusive sexy thoughts. I couldn’t help it, the imminent threat of battle always made me horny.  
 
    “Okay, troops!” Sevahtra called out from the head of the table. We all hushed and turned to look at the imposing Matron. “That should be enough time to go over the basics, I expect you are all prepared.  
 
    “Yes, Mother,” the group murmured.  
 
    “Good,” Sevahtra said with a nod. “Fynn’s team is going to depart first, then Helly’s, and my team will go last. We will stagger our departures by twenty-five minutes so as not to draw suspicion to our Houses. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” we chorused again.  
 
    “Okay,” Sevahtra said as she glanced at the large timepiece on the wall. “We will begin at the stroke of the ninth hour, so that gives us about thirty minutes to dress and prepare. Get to it.” 
 
    The sound of the wooden chairs scraping against the stone floors filled the room as we all moved at once. Tryss and I ran upstairs and quickly changed into clothes more appropriate for battle, and I also grabbed my eyepatch that I never left the House without, especially these days. Then we hurried back downstairs and joined the others at the weapons cache. I helped Tryss slide into her shiny armor, and she helped me before we chose weapons. After Dagwyn’s training session, I felt pretty confident with a flail, so I grabbed one while Tryss chose a long, pointed spear.  
 
    Once we were done, we joined Rilrae and Zephyr, who were decked out in their armor already. Rilrae had a pair of daggers tucked into sheaths at her hips while Zephyr had a long, jewel-encrusted axe strapped to his back. 
 
    “Looking good, team,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Feeling good, too,” Zephyr replied.  
 
    “I am excited!” Rilrae exclaimed as she hopped up and down on her feet. “I haven’t been to battle in far too long. Don’t ask me how long, but it’s been too long.” 
 
    “Hopefully, you get to see some action, then,” I said.  
 
    It was cute to see a grown, sophisticated female like Rilrae displaying childlike excitement at the prospect of killing some bitches, and I was here for it.  
 
    “It’s time,” Sevahtra announced loudly from somewhere in the crowd.  
 
    “To the stables!” Dagwyn cried out.  
 
    There was a chorus of cheers, and then our combined footsteps echoed through the banquet hall as we moved en masse toward the door. Since my team was the first to depart, we took the lead and led the others out of the banquet hall and down the spiraling stone staircase that went down to the riding stables.  
 
    We used to house Greenie and some other riding lizards at the royal stables in the Thoroughfare, but after our reorganization and formed alliances, we decided to knock together some stables in our own House for easy access. It wasn’t the best of ideas to traipse through the Thoroughfare in full body armor on our way to the stables. 
 
    As we descended the stairs, I could hear the sounds of the stables. Lizards circled in their stables out of boredom, some of them snored loudly, others whacked their tails against the doors to cause a ruckus. I finally landed at the bottom of the stairs and made my way down the earthen corridor.  
 
    We had stationed a duergar guard at the doors to the stables, and the small hairy guard nodded at me as he stepped aside to let us pass. I made my way straight to Greenie’s stable to find my Best Girl was curled up in a little ball and snoring away. The others on my team followed me, but I was too focused on my girl to notice.  
 
    “Hmmm,” I hummed loudly, and I watched the slit that was Greenie’s eye twitch. “I was looking for an adorable and loyal riding lizard who would carry me anywhere I wanted and be rewarded with the finest sugar-insect cubes, but this one seems busy.” 
 
    Upon hearing my voice, Greenie’s eyes flew open, and the scaly green lizard jumped to her feet and scurried over to me. She launched half of her body over the chest-height door and headbutted me with so much force, I almost fell on my ass. I managed to keep my balance, but then Greenie’s long, purple, sticky tongue darted out and licked my face furiously.  
 
    “I know, girl, it’s been too long,” I laughed as I grabbed her scaly neck and massaged my knuckles into it. Greenie’s back leg thumped against the ground as if she was the one scratching at her neck, and her eyes narrowed and then closed in satisfaction while she enjoyed the pets. “You wanna come help me take some Upper Houses bitches down?” 
 
    “Reeeeee,” Greenie screeched, and she launched herself at my face again.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that,” Rilrae mused from behind me.  
 
    I spun around to see what she meant, and I found her looking at Greenie with an amused look on her face.  
 
    “That’s because Greenie is one in a million,” I said as the lizard continued to headbutt me affectionately. I had to hold her back with one arm so she didn’t get enough force behind her headbutt to knock me out.  
 
    “I mean this,” Rilrae said as she gestured between the lizard and me.  
 
    “Fynn is an interesting one,” Zephyr said. “He actually cares about things like that.” 
 
    “Hey, Greenie is not a thing,” I said defensively as Greenie snorted at the changeling.  
 
    “I just mean…” Rilrae said as she searched for the words.  
 
    “He knows what you mean,” Tryss cut in with a wave of her hand. “It’s one of his many quirks, gifted by Drogu-ani herself, the burden of love.” 
 
    “It’s not a burden to love her,” I said as I gently returned a headbutt. “She’s helped me out of some hairy situations. I owe her my life, and vice versa.” 
 
    I recalled the first time I’d met Greenie and how I’d saved her from the chopping block at the last minute. I reached down, took her gimpy front leg into my hand, and squeezed it gently. The vicious, uncaring attitude of the drow race made them excellent warriors, but they had very little patience for anyone differently abled. Sure, Greenie had a bit of a bum leg, but that didn’t stop her from being my Best Girl.  
 
    I gave her another headbutt and silently promised to keep her safe for all of our upcoming adventures, and then I turned to the others.  
 
    “Tryss can ride with me and Greenie,” I said. “I’ll prep her for riding, Tryss, do you want to take them to get another lizard?” 
 
    “Okay,” Tryss said, and she gestured for the changeling and the baker to follow her down the stables for their own riding lizard.  
 
    I had a couple minutes alone with Greenie, so I grabbed her thick bristled brush, dunked it into the bucket of water in the corner of her stall, and rubbed her down quickly. She trilled happily while I groomed her, and then I threw her riding saddle on and connected her reins before I walked her out to the platform. A moment later, Tryss and the others appeared leading a lizard called Spots due to the dark purple spots that dotted her green scaly coat.  
 
    “I saw Mother, she says take off when we’re ready,” Tryss said as she joined me at Greenie’s side.  
 
    “Okay, team, this is it,” I said as I pulled my shoulders back. “Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” Rilrae replied with that devious smile of hers.  
 
    “Let’s go.” I smirked.  
 
     I swung a leg over Greenie and mounted the lizard, and then I held a hand out to help Tryss as she took a seat on the saddle behind me. Once Zephyr and Rilrae were saddled up, I kicked my heels into Greenie’s side and headed toward House Twenty-Two while Spots followed close behind us.  
 
    The air was brisk and smelled damp. I glanced down to see pools of water lapping at the bottom of our Houses again, and I sighed. The lake was still rising, and our draining efforts were only short-term solutions. I was reignited with passion for our mission. This wasn’t just about taking the Upper Houses down, it was also about preserving the lake and the lives of those who lived by it, Lower Houses included. 
 
    The lizard’s powerful flanks carried us from stalagmite to stalagmite, where they would scale the slippery stone sides until they had a good vantage point to jump to the next pillar of stone. We rode in silence, and I could feel the nervous tension practically radiating from Tryss. Even for a society so comfortable with war, it was still nerve-wracking to ride into a situation that might end in your death. Not that I’d ever let that happen to Tryss. I’d sacrifice myself a million times over for my lover and our unborn baby.  
 
    I clenched my jaw in steely resolve as we soared closer to the Upper Houses.  
 
    Luckily for us, Station Twenty-Two was on the lower end of the Upper Houses, so it wasn’t too far of a trip up. There was also a stalagmite just under Station Twenty-Two, and it was close enough for the lizards to get to a nearby stalactite, and closer to the Upper Houses. Once the landing platform came into view, I turned my head to the others, and Zephyr shot me a thumbs up, so I continued on until we landed on the platform outside the atrium of Station Twenty-Two, the House of Ubylzirn. 
 
    As soon as I landed, two large swampy-green ogre guards approached us with their swords drawn. They watched as Spots landed behind Greenie, and they scowled at the group that suddenly appeared on their doorstep. 
 
    “The Mistress isn’t accepting visitors,” the first ogre informed us in a deep, rumbling voice. He was at least two feet taller than me and wider than Tryss and I put together. “Be on your way.” 
 
    “On your way,” the second ogre guard grunted from behind his friend. The second guard was even bigger than the first, but he had a dumb expression on his face, and he kept flexing his biceps to look intimidating. 
 
    “That’s weird,” I said as I dismounted from Greenie and handed Tryss the reins. I approached the two guards with open hands, even though they could probably see the flail swinging from its sheath strapped to my back as I approached. “She asked us to meet her here today.” 
 
    “What?” the first ogre asked with a frown, and then he shook his head viciously. “No, Missus said no visitors today.” 
 
    “Of course she did, because she needed her schedule clear to meet with us,” I said as I gestured to the others. “Look, we’ve been planning this meeting for weeks, and she won’t be happy if you deny us entrance on the day.” 
 
    “But… no, Missus said…” The ogre’s face was twisted in confusion as he turned to his dumb-looking friend, who just shrugged in response. The first guard turned back to me with a scowl. “No visitors.” 
 
    “You’re going to want to check that with her,” I said in a sing-songy voice. “Go tell her that Imrae is here to see her.” 
 
    “Im-rae,” the stupid-looking guard said slowly.  
 
    “That’s right, she’s expecting us,” I repeated.  
 
    The guards exchanged a look, but the less dumb one nodded to the dumb one, and the dumb one plodded off in the direction of the door.  
 
    “We will check,” the guard said as his partner disappeared into the House.  
 
    “Of course, we’re happy to wait,” I said cheerfully, even though my palms were sweaty from anticipation.  
 
    “This is a friendly meeting?” The guard inquired as he took in the sight of our armor and weapons. 
 
    “Oh, this?” I said as I gestured to my chestplate. “We just came from the jousting competition in the Thoroughfare, didn’t you hear about it?” 
 
    “Competition?” The ogre’s eyebrows knitted in confusion.  
 
    Ogres were not known for their smarts, and I questioned the logic of letting two of these dumb beasts guard a House.  
 
    It worked in our favor, though, because a moment later, the dumb-looking ogre guard reappeared with Matron Zesstra in tow.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Zesstra barked. She was tall and lanky, and her face was pinched in a permanent scowl, like she’d stepped in lizard poop and couldn’t get the smell out of her nose. Her maroon eyes darted between me and the others, and her scowl deepened as she turned to her guards. “You idiots, this isn’t Imrae.” 
 
    “Im-rae,” the dumb guard repeated happily.  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Zesstra asked as she turned to me with fire in her gaze. Then her eyes fell on my eyepatch, and they widened in surprise. “Wait, I know you. You’re that male…” 
 
    “I am that male,” I said as I stepped closer to the Matron. “My reputation precedes me.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Zesstra demanded, but I could see the curiosity in her eyes as she tilted her head. “You have news of Imrae?” 
 
    “Imrae is safe,” I answered vaguely. “It’s my understanding that you two are friends?” 
 
    “Friends, that’s a strong word,” Zesstra snorted, and she gave me a twisted smile. “But it’s reassuring to know she’s alive.” 
 
    The Upper House Matron crossed the landing platform slowly, and her guards stuck closely behind her. Her maroon eyes slid over the group, and she tutted as she took in the sight of our armor and weapons.  
 
    “Jousting competition,” I said.  
 
    “Liar,” Zesstra said, and she narrowed her eyes. “What else did that whiny bitch say about me?” 
 
    “She said you might be open to a conversation with us,” I said. “That’s all.” 
 
    “How presumptuous of her,” Zesstra drawled before her eyes slid down to my crotch, and she licked her lips with a long, forked tongue before she met my gaze again. “But I could be convinced into a conversation. For the right price.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I’m used to paying,” I said as I rocked up on the balls of my feet and pushed my hips forward.  
 
    I heard Tryss scoff quietly behind me, but Zesstra didn’t seem to notice or care.  
 
    “Is this about the fucking lake?” Zesstra asked with an eye roll. “Imrae never shut her goddamn mouth about that lake, I’m surprised her Mother didn’t toss her from an egress just to shut her up.” 
 
    “I know, right?” I scoffed. “Her and that fucking lake.” 
 
    “You get it,” Zesstra said, and she reached a finger out and traced it down my face as she looked into my eyes.  
 
    Instinctively, I opened my ether and put the fortress up around my mind, just in case the Matron tried to pull a fast one and penetrate my mind. I also resisted the urge to step into her mind. For now.  
 
    “It’s not about the lake,” I said, which was obviously only half-true. 
 
    “In that case, I’m open to listening,” Zesstra said with another glance at my crotch. She plastered a big smile on her face, but something in her eyes made me hesitant to open up yet.  
 
    “Shall we go somewhere more private to talk?” I asked with a glance at the two ogres who were still hovering closely behind the Matron.  
 
    “Here’s fine,” Zesstra said. “But if I like what I hear, we can take this conversation elsewhere.” 
 
    That raised my hackles even more, so I made the quick decision to check out what was going on in her mind. I lifted my eyes to meet hers again, and this time I opened my ether enough to activate my psionic magick. I stepped into her mind with surprising ease. It was a cold and dark place, and I could tell there were protections in place, but they weren’t at full force, so I could hear her main thoughts easily.  
 
    Get them closer to the edge.  
 
    I pulled out of her mind immediately and glanced at the rest of my team behind me. We were a few feet from the edge of the landing platform, and Zesstra’s hostile thoughts suggested she intended to throw us off it, so I needed to get my team further onto the platform and away from danger.  
 
    And now I knew not to trust anything this bitch said.  
 
    I glanced over at Zephyr, who was standing closest to the edge, and I made eye contact with him. I stepped into his mind just long enough to give him the message to start inching away from the edge and not to trust the Matron in front of us.  
 
    Zephyr nodded in understanding as she grabbed Spots’ reins and slowly shuffled inward. Zesstra watched me closely, and then she glanced over at Zephyr as he put a hand on the small of Rilrae’s back and gently pushed her closer to the riding lizard and away from the edge. Zesstra’s eyes narrowed, and I could tell she was suspicious of the movement.  
 
    “So,” I said to distract the Matron. “I’m a little confused, Imrae told me you two were dear friends.” 
 
    “Did she now?” Zesstra asked in an amused tone as she pulled her eyes away from the others and back to me. “I’m not too surprised, Imrae always did have an overactive imagination. Bit of a slut, too. Did she get a ride out of you?” 
 
    “Oh, well--” 
 
    “That’s a yes.” Zesstra let out a bark of laughter and crossed her arms over her chest. “So she used her pussy power to convince you to come to me and, what? Beg for help? To save that stupid fucking lake? Don’t lie, I know that’s why she sent you.” 
 
    Since I knew we couldn’t trust Zesstra anyway, I played into her hand while I worked out what my next move would be. The two ogre guards were still nearby, but they seemed oblivious to the conversation, and I knew they were just waiting for orders from their Matron. I had the feeling her next orders to them were going to be to throw us all off the edge of the platform, and I couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized killing this bitch was the best option. She was conniving and couldn’t be trusted, and at this point in our missions, I couldn’t allow it.  
 
    I glanced around the platform again. If we could take out the Matron and the guards out here on the platform, then we could storm the rest of the House with her decapitated head, and they’d have no choice but to surrender to us.  
 
    I glanced over at Zephyr again and made eye contact with the tall changeling. I conveyed to him my intention to take this bitch and her guards down and to let the others know, too. He discretely nodded to show his understanding, and I turned my full attention back to Zesstra.  
 
    “The lake is more important than you think, you know,” I said in an attempt to buy some more time to figure out my point of attack. I took a smell step toward the Matron, and she raised an eyebrow in response.  
 
    Zesstra was unarmed, and Imrae had told us her magickal strong point was potions, so I wasn’t too worried about that. It wasn’t like she was going to trick or force me into drinking a potion here.  
 
    “I swear to Drogu, if I have to hear about that fucking lake again.” Zesstra took a deep breath in through her nose, and then she shut her eyes as if to calm herself down.  
 
    I realized if we were going to attack, it might as well be while the Matron’s eyes were closed.  
 
    “Now!” I cried out while I reached behind my back for the flail.  
 
    As I wrapped my hand around the handle, I swung the flail in a wide arc in front of me, which would have clocked the Matron right in the face if she hadn’t jumped back at the last minute.  
 
    “I knew it!” Zesstra shrieked as she shuffled backward on the platform and pointed at me with a long, painted fingernail. “Kill them! Kill them all!” 
 
    But my team was already on the move. Rilrae had a dagger in each hand, and she threw herself at the bigger ogre guard while Tryss backed her up. Zephyr went for the other guard while I bored down on the Matron with my flail.  
 
    Weapons clashed together as my team fought off the ogre guards, but I focused on Zesstra. She had turned toward the door and was sprinting at it full force, so I held the flail by my waist and chucked it like a boomerang at the Matron’s feet. The flail connected with her ankles and sent the tall purple-skinned Matron tumbling to the ground as she let out a pain-filled scream.  
 
    “Fucking male!” Zesstra screeched while she tried to scramble to her feet, but the spiky metal balls attached to the flail had left deep, bloody gashes across the backs of her legs, so she struggled to put her weight on them.  
 
    I ran forward and grabbed the flail, and as I was pulling it back for another swing, Zesstra surprised me by dipping into a back roll and rolling away from the blow.  
 
    “Oh-ho,” I said in an amused tone, and I tossed my flail from hand to hand and approached the Matron as she attempted to crawl away. “Still some fight left in you, I see.” 
 
    I realized the air had grown quiet, and I turned to see the two ogre guards lying in dead bloody heaps on the platform while the rest of my team was approaching my side. Tryss arrived first, and she stood next to me while we watched Zesstra attempt to stand up again on her shredded ankles.  
 
    “What do you think, babe?” I asked with a grin. “Should we put her out of her misery?” 
 
    “If you don’t, I will,” Rilrae said as she joined us, and Zephyr was right behind her. Then Rilrae turned to me with wide, excited eyes. “Actually, can I? Pretty please? I haven’t had a kill in so long.” 
 
    “No, please, I’m willing to talk,” Zesstra said as she attempted to stand up again, but she stumbled and fell to the ground with a thud as blood poured freely from her legs. 
 
    “I had no idea bakers were so bloodthirsty,” I commented as I lowered my flail to my side and ignored the Matron’s pleas. “But be my guest, Raerae.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Rilrae said with a vicious twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    Rilrae approached the Matron, and the baker raised a dagger high into the air. Zesstra lifted an arm to shield herself, but before Rilrae could plunge the dagger into the Matron’s soft flesh, Tryss stepped forward with her arms raised. 
 
    “Wait, stop!” Tryss cried out, and Rilrae lowered the dagger.  
 
    I turned to look at my lover with a knitted brow, but she was staring at something behind me. I turned to follow her gaze, and at the doorway, I saw a small toddler, about Essie’s age, and she was looking at Zesstra with terror-filled eyes.  
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I murmured as Tryss turned her wide eyes on me.  
 
    “Fynn, we can’t,” Tryss whispered. “Not in front of her child like this.” 
 
    “She needs to learn the ways of the world,” Rilrae said in a dismissive tone, and she raised her dagger above her head again.  
 
    “Mama!” the toddler cried out and ran toward her wounded mother.  
 
    “Ah, shit,” I muttered again. “Rilrae, drop the weapon.” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Rilrae sighed, but she lowered the dagger and took a step back.  
 
    The toddler hobbled over, and Zesstra opened her arms so her daughter could fall into them. Then she hugged her child close to her chest while she looked up at us with teary eyes.  
 
    “Please,” Zesstra pleaded. “She’s too young to see this.” 
 
    “She’s older than me when I watched my mother be murdered,” Rilrae said as she tossed the dagger back and forth between her hands, and the baker looked over at Tryss with raised eyebrows. “You were no stranger to violence at that age, either.” 
 
    “Rilrae!” Tryss hissed in an exasperated tone. Then she turned her own teary eyes on me. “Fynn, we can’t kill a child.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, and I laid a hand on my pregnant lover’s elbow. “Rilrae, put the dagger down.” 
 
    “Your Mother isn’t going to be happy about this,” Rilrae said to Tryss, but she slid her dagger back into its sheath.  
 
    “Surely not,” Tryss said as she chewed her bottom lip. “Mother wouldn’t want us to kill a child right in front of her mother.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t she?” Rilrae asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    Tryss ignored the baker and kneeled down next to the crying child, who was still wrapped up in Zesstra’s arms.  
 
    “Hey,” Tryss said as she gently patted the child’s back. “What’s your name, young one?” 
 
    Zesstra glared at Tryss, but the fallen Matron made no move to escape. The child continued to cry, so after a moment, Zesstra answered instead.  
 
    “Her name is Xune,” the Matron said as she tried to soothe her toddler while maintaining the glare directed at us.  
 
    “Hey, Xune,” Tryss said in a kind voice, and she continued to run her fingers along the child’s back. 
 
    “She’s shy,” Zesstra said in a clipped tone, and she pulled her daughter in for a hug. The Matron winced in pain as the action caused her to lean back on her shredded ankles, but she gritted her teeth and held her daughter tight.  
 
    Tryss stood up again, but she watched the mother and daughter pair with a pained expression on her face. Then my pregnant lover turned her back to the pair so she was looking into my eyes.  
 
    “Fynn,” she said in a low voice so only I could hear. “I think we need to take them both back to Mother. We can’t kill the child.” 
 
    “If that’s what you think,” I said in an equally low voice. “I’m not sure if Mother will feel the same, though. 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    Tryss’ words faded away as I looked over her shoulder and caught sight of a strange movement from Zesstra. She still had Xune pulled tight against her chest, but she was reaching around her child’s back in an unnatural manner, and a second later I saw the glint of a knife blade and realized what was happening.  
 
    “Watch out!” I cried, and I pushed Tryss out of the way just as Zesstra flung the knife at my lover’s back.  
 
    Luckily, the blade whizzed past her and didn’t hit anyone, but that action had caused me to lose all sympathy I may have been able to muster for this bitch-ass Matron.  
 
    Rilrae was standing immediately to my right, and I reached down and grabbed the handle of the dagger that stuck out from its sheath. In one swift motion, I pulled the dagger out and sent it spiraling through the air with expert aim, and I watched as the blade lodged itself into Zesstra’s skull, right between her eyes. The Matron’s eyes remained open, and she stared ahead with a blank expression on her face as a thin stream of blood started to ooze from the entry point.  
 
    Xune let out a blood-curdling scream, but Tryss quickly scooped the child up into her arms, pulled her away from her dead mother, and shielded her view of the body. Then Zesstra’s body slowly slumped over and eventually fell back onto the ground with a soft thud.  
 
    “Nice aim,” Rilrae said to me over the child’s screams, and then she stepped over the body and yanked her dagger from the Matron’s skull. There was a squelching sound as she pulled the blade out, but she just calmly wiped the blood on her robes and sheathed the dagger. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, but my attention was on Tryss and the screaming child.  
 
    Tryss was clutching the child and rocking her back and forth in an attempt to quiet the crying, but Xune had the lung capacity of a fully-grown ogre, and she didn’t seem interested in stopping anytime soon. 
 
    “Tryss, shut that kid up,” Rilrae snapped. “It’s going to draw more attention than we need.” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Tryss hissed, and then she looked over at me with a pleading expression.  
 
    I took the hint and stepped forward. 
 
    “Hey, Xuney,” I said in a high-pitched voice as I approached the child crying in Tryss’ arm. “Is it okay if I call you that?” 
 
    Xune seemed caught off guard by the question, but it got her to stop crying. She sniffed and wiped the tears off her face with the back of a chubby hand, and then she nodded at me with watery eyes.  
 
    Tryss shot me a look of appreciation as she continued to rock the child in her arms.  
 
    “That’s a pretty name,” I said in that same sing-songy tone I used with Essie. “Do you know what my name is?” 
 
    The child started to suck on her thumb, and when she shook her head no, tears dropped from her face and dripped down Tryss’ arms.  
 
    “My name is Fynn,” I said slowly, and I pointed a long finger at my chest. “Fynn.” 
 
    “Fynn,” Xune repeated in a voice hoarse from crying.  
 
    “That’s right, and this here is Tryss,” I said as I indicated the woman holding the child.  
 
    “Tyss,” Xune said with an adorable lisp.  
 
    “Close enough,” I said with a grin, and I looked up at Tryss who was nodding and smiling.  
 
    Now that the child had stopped crying, she was a lot more manageable.  
 
    “That’s better,” Rilrae said from behind me, and I turned to see the baker and the changeling standing over the dead Matron’s body, which Rilrae nudged with her foot. “We’re going to toss these bodies over the side, you might not want the little one around to see it.” 
 
    “Wait, I have a better idea,” I said, but before I joined the others, I turned back to Tryss and the child and spoke in a low voice. “You definitely don’t want her around for this. Why don’t you take Greenie and Xune and circle the base of the House for a few minutes?” 
 
    “A-Are you sure?” Tryss asked as she continually turned in small semi-circles to shield Xune’s eyes from her mother’s dead body. 
 
    “Yes,” I said firmly. “Go, and stay gone for half an hour. The rest of us will sort out the bodies and the House. Hurry.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tryss said, and she gave me a quick kiss before she made her way over to Greenie, who was waiting near the edge of the platform.  
 
    Spots rushed over excitedly, but I grabbed her reins and pulled her away.  
 
    “Sorry, Spots, we don’t need you just yet,” I said. Spots let out a low growl, and I patted her on the head quickly before I turned back to Greenie, Tryss, and Xune. I helped the two saddle up, and then I leaned in close to Greenie’s ear. “Take care of them, girl.” 
 
    Greenie nuzzled against my neck and let out a little purr. I scratched her ear briefly and gave her a good thump on the rump, and I watched as the lizard dug her claws into the stalactite and took Tryss and Xune out of sight. Then I turned back to Rilrae and Zephyr and joined them over the dead body of Zesstra. 
 
    “We don’t have long until someone comes looking for her,” I said as I knelt down by the body and gestured for Zephyr’s axe.  
 
    The changeling handed me the weapon with no questions asked, and I took it in my right hand while I grabbed the Matron’s hair with my left hand and pulled so her neck was long and taut. Then I swung the axe down hard, and the soft flesh of Zesstra’s neck squelched as the blade cut halfway through in the first swing. I pulled the axe out and swung it again, and by the fourth chop, Zesstra’s head finally disconnected from her body, and I held it up by the hair triumphantly.  
 
    “This should help us convince everyone inside that it’s better to join our side than fight it.” I smirked. 
 
    “I’d say so,” Rilrae said with a big smile, and then she held out her hand. “Do you mind? It’s just been so long since I’ve done this.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said, and I passed the decapitated head over to the baker. “You can take the lead on this one if you want.” 
 
    “Really?” Rilrae asked in an excited tone, and she looked positively child-like.  
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged as I flung the blood off the axe blade and handed it back to Zephyr. “There’ll be other Houses to raid. We can each have a turn. We need to hurry, though. We’ve been out here a while and caused quite a stir.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Zephyr said with a glance at the darkness above us. “The others will be in the midst of their raids, so we might be expecting company if word gets around.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” Rilrae said with a wicked grin before she stepped over the headless body of Zesstra and made her way to the atrium doors.  
 
    Zephyr and I exchanged an amused glance, and then we hurried after the bloodthirsty baker. According to Imrae, the House of Ubylzirn didn’t have a strong Inner Circle at the moment. Zesstra was a younger Matron, and Xune was her first child. She had a wizard consort and a few sisters who were unhappy with the way Zesstra ran the House, so hopefully we could convince them peacefully to join our side now that Zesstra was out of the picture. 
 
    But I wasn’t sure a peaceful approach was what Rilrae had in mind. She swung the decapitated head happily from her hand while she whistled, and she left a trail of blood spots as she walked.  
 
    “Hey, Rilrae…” I said slowly.  
 
    Rilrae turned her head and glanced at me over her shoulder, and she giggled when she caught the expression on my face.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Fynn,” Rilrae said. “I know the drill. We want them on our side. I’ll only start killing if the situation calls for it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a sigh of relief.  
 
    I trusted everyone on my team to make the right calls when we were out on our missions, but I didn’t need anyone getting overly excited and messing around with our plans. Rilrae’s words reassured me, though, and I continued letting her take the lead as I followed her into Station Twenty-Two.  
 
    Rilrae pushed through the atrium doors while still whistling and swinging Zesstra’s decapitated head, and Zephyr and I followed close behind. The atrium was huge and grand, much nicer than I’d seen in any Lower Houses. A large gold cast effigy of the Goddess Drogu hung from the ceiling, above a huge water fountain that was carved from marble, and marble spiders were enchanted to crawl all over the fountain as water shot down from Drogu’s mouth.  
 
    Luckily, the atrium was empty, and I silently thanked Imrae for all of her intimate knowledge of the Upper Houses. She knew Station Twenty-Two would be one of the easier ones, so it was a good one to start out with.  
 
    Behind the fountain, there was a spiral staircase that should lead to the Banquet Hall, if the Upper Houses were set up like the Lower Houses. Rilrae seemed confident, and she strode across the atrium toward the spiral staircase while I tried to recall how many sisters Imrae had told us were in the House. From what I remembered, there were at least four younger sisters.  
 
    We were about to find out anyway as we ascended the stairs until we reached the top. There was another set of double doors, and Rilrae continued confidently through them, too. The baker pushed through the doors with the head still hanging from her hand, and I got a good look inside the doors before I heard a blood-curdling scream.  
 
    “Shut up and sit down!” Rilrae thundered as she entered the room and held the severed head up high in the air.  
 
    Zesstra’s lifeless eyes stared ahead as drops of blood still dripped from the ragged remains of her neck.  
 
    Rilrae crossed the room until she reached the nearest dining table, a long wood carved table, and she hopped up so she was standing tall above everyone else.  
 
    I took the opportunity to look around at the room’s occupants, which included three female drows and one male. One of the women was crying hysterically at the sight of what I assumed was her dead sister’s decapitated head, and another sister was glaring at Rilrae. The third sister looked uninterested in the whole procession, and she continued drinking from her mug like our presence was only a mild inconvenience for her.  
 
    The male seemed conflicted. He couldn’t look at Zesstra’s decapitated head directly, but he didn’t jump to defend the other women, either.  
 
    “W-W-What have you d-d-done?” the crying sister gasped as the tears flowed freely down her face and soaked the red dress she wore. She’d be attractive if her face wasn’t screwed up in anguish and snot wasn’t running from her nose like it was trying to win a marathon.  
 
    “We killed her, obviously,” Rilrae said like she was speaking to a particularly stupid customer. “And you’re all next, unless--” 
 
    “Unless we do what you say?” the bored-looking sister interrupted, and she finally put her mug down.  
 
    I noticed she had her hair pulled back in one single braid, which meant she was the First Daughter, and next in line for the Matron of her House.  
 
    “Obviously,” Rilrae said in an annoyed tone. Then she looked at me and rolled my eyes. “Whoever said Upper House members are more intelligent than Lower House members was lying.” 
 
    “I don’t lack intelligence, I lack any empathy for my idiot sister,” the bored-looking sister said, and then she pushed her chair back and rose from her seat. Zephyr raised his axe up to his side, but the sister waved it away. “Relax, male, I’m not interested in attacking.” 
 
    “What are you interested in?” I asked as the sister approached us slowly.  
 
    “Do you mind?” The sister gestured to Zesstra’s head.  
 
    “Umm…” Rilrae glanced at me uncertainly, but I shrugged, so Rilrae let the sister approach. The baker held out the head, but the sister didn’t take it.  
 
    Instead, she cocked a hand back and slapped the decapitated head against the face. Hard. Blood that had started to coagulate at the jagged edges of her neck suddenly flung itself off the flesh and covered the sister’s face in bloody freckles.  
 
    “Shynty!” the crying sister screeched before she started crying harder, but the sister called Shynty waved the sobs off.  
 
    “That bitch had it coming, and worse,” Shynty said in a scathing voice. “Forgive me if I don’t shed a tear for that whore who--” 
 
    “You don’t have to shed a tear, but you didn’t have to do that, either,” the glaring sister said.  
 
    “Well, she didn’t have to do a lot of the things she did, either,” Shynty huffed as she wiped the flecks of blood from her face and looked at me. “I recognize you. You’re that male.” 
 
    “Apparently,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Rilrae said in an amused tone. “I’m the one holding your dead sister’s head, don’t you want to talk to me?” 
 
    “Wait!” the crying sister cried out suddenly, and she jumped to her feet. “Where’s Xune? Oh, my Drogu, did you kill her, too?” 
 
    Before we could answer, the crying sister had devolved into a puddle of sobs again, and the glaring sister kneeled down to comfort her as she fell to her knees.  
 
    “The child is alive,” Rilrae said loudly over the sobs. “In fact, she sounds just like you.” 
 
    “Ignore her,” Shynty said with a wave of her hand. “Zesstra could do no wrong in Phaere’s eyes, but the rest of us know what a cunt she was.” 
 
    “You seem shockingly okay with us murdering your sister,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Like I said…” Shynty shrugged. “She was a cunt, and she never should have been Matron in the first place.” 
 
    “And you’re next in line,” I said with a pointed look at her hairstyle.  
 
    “That’s right.” Shynty grinned and revealed a row of pointed teeth, and I noticed a gem was infused into one of the front ones. “And I say fuck that bitch. Why did you kill her, though?” 
 
    “She tried to kill a member of my House,” I said, and I laughed at the dichotomy of our reactions.  
 
    “Well, I bet your friend’s not a cunt,” Shynty said with a grin. “If my sisters weren’t cunts, I’d be more concerned with their decapitations.” 
 
    “Shynty!” the glaring sister seethed, but Shynty didn’t even turn to her sisters.  
 
    “I make no apologies,” the First Daughter said and stared at Zesstra’s head as it swung in Rilrae’s hand. Then a hardened look of determination crossed Shynty’s face. “And I’m in charge now anyway.” 
 
    “Well, what the fuck are you waiting for?” the glaring sister screamed. “Fucking attack them! Call the troops up!” 
 
    “Nah,” Shynty said, and she finally turned to face her sisters and the male, whom I now realized was the House’s wizard. “I want to hear them out.” 
 
    “But--” one of the sisters began until Shynty silenced her with a glare.  
 
    “I said, I’m the one in fucking charge now,” the new Matron said, and then she spun on her heel and faced us again. Her eyes met mine, and I resisted the urge to use psionics. “So, what’s the deal? Is this a raid? A robbery? What’s going on?” 
 
    “We have a proposition,” I said with a toothy grin of my own.  
 
    Then I gave the new Matron a quick rundown of our plans, with as little detail as possible. She nodded as she listened, and I could tell she was on board with us without even needing to use psionics.  
 
    “Drogu’s tits, that Vhondy is such a bitch,” Shynty said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Trust us, we know,” I sighed.  
 
    “I like the sound of this alliance,” Shynty said as she nodded slowly. Her sisters protested behind her, but she ignored them and stayed focused on me. “What would we need to do?” 
 
    “Right now, I’d just need you to keep your House running like nothing has changed,” I said. “Shit is going to hit the fan soon, but we want to prolong that as much as possible so Vhondy’s team doesn’t have time to prepare for an attack.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Shynty said as she stroked her long chin thoughtfully. “So, you’re raiding the Upper Houses until Vhondy and her cunt crew catch on?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I said.  
 
    “And when they do catch on…” 
 
    “War,” I said. “Trust us when I say that you’re better off on our side for that.” 
 
    “You know…” Shynty studied my face for a moment before she smirked. “I believe you on that one.” 
 
    “Do we have an agreement, then?” I asked with a grin, and I stuck my hand out for the new Matron to shake.  
 
    She held hers out but pulled it back at the last moment. 
 
    “And after the war?” Shynty asked with a raised eyebrow. “I assume there will be some sort of restructure.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said as I dropped my hand. “But if you pledge your allegiance to us now, then we’ll protect you, and your House will be part of that restructure.” 
 
    “Well, considering you’re holding my sister’s head in your hand…” Shynty gestured to Zesstra’s head as it swung by Rilrae’s side. “You’ll understand if there’s a little trust issue here.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Rilrae sighed. “A blood oath? We can do one of those.” 
 
    “That would put my mind at ease,” Shynty said with a nod.  
 
    “Fine,” Rilrae said, and she hopped off the table and placed Zesstra’s head on the table. Then she wiped her hand on her robes and unsheathed a dagger. She held her palm out and poised the tip of the dagger over her palm, but Shynty raised a hand.  
 
    “Wait,” the new Matron said, and Rilrae stopped. “Not you. Him.” 
 
    Shynty gave me a pointed look, and I shrugged and held my hand out to Rilrae. I felt a sharp pain as the baker dragged the tip of the dagger across my palm, and a line of blood appeared. Then Rilrae sliced Shynty’s outstretched hand as well, and the new Matron and I grasped hands and shook.  
 
    The same sliver of blue light appeared above the handshake, and I knew the bond had been made. Shynty and I could not betray each other without the risk of death.  
 
    “Works for me,” Shynty said with a grin. Then she pulled her hand back and wiped the blood from her palm off on her dress.  
 
    “Good,” I said.  
 
    “Shynty, how could you?” the weepy sister screeched, but Shynty just rolled her eyes and ignored her.  
 
    “I’ll deal with them, don’t worry,” Shynty said with a wave of her hand. “Now that that’s cleared up, where’s Xune?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s--” I began, but Rilrae cut me off.  
 
    “We’ll be keeping her for now,” Rilrae said in a sweet voice.  
 
    The weepy sister started wailing again.  
 
    “Umm, I don’t think so,” Shynty said, and for the first time, anger flashed across her face. “You can give me my niece back now, or--” 
 
    “Or what?” Rilrae demanded, and she gestured to Shynty’s palm. “You’re going to break your blood oath?” 
 
    “No, but--” 
 
    “Relax, it’s just until after the raids. And it’s only a safety precaution.” Rilrae gestured toward the new Matron’s sisters. “You know, in case your sisters usurp and kill you.” 
 
    “That… is actually fair,” Shynty admitted, but she was still glaring at us. “You’ll keep her safe, though?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said quickly. “She’s with a woman of my House now, who’s pregnant. We have more pregnancies in the alliance, as well, so we are very focused on keeping the babies safe.” 
 
    “Well, sounds like my niece couldn’t have been kidnapped by a better House,” Shynty said with a sigh. “Alright, get out of here while I deal with the aftermath of all of this.” 
 
    “We’ll be in touch,” I said, and then I spun on my heel and led the others back out to the landing platform.  
 
    Tryss, Greenie, and Xune were nowhere in sight, so I figured they were still circling the House and we’d catch them on their next lap. Spots was digging her nose into one of the dead ogres’ wounds, and she raised her blood-covered snout when we approached. Zephyr and I quickly tossed the two dead ogre guards and the rest of Zesstra’s body over the side of the platform, and by the time we were done, Tryss had navigated Greenie back around the stalactite.  
 
    “How did it go?” Tryss asked without dismounting.  
 
    “Not bad, they’re on board,” I said as I gestured for her to scoot back. She kept Xune close to her body as she moved back on the saddle, and I was careful not to kick them as I swung my leg over and mounted the excitable riding lizard.  
 
    Zephyr and Rilrae also mounted Spots.  
 
    “That’s great,” Tryss said as she handed me the reins. “What about the little one?” 
 
    Xune snuggled into Tryss’ stomach and pulled her thumb out of her mouth.  
 
    “Fynn!” Xune said as she excitedly pointed at me.  
 
    “You remembered, good job.” I smiled and hoped I didn’t have her mother’s blood on my face or something.  
 
    “We went whoooosh,” Xune said as she cut her hand across the air like it was the lizard they rode on. 
 
    “Ooooh, did you have fun?” I asked as I tickled her belly.  
 
    “Hehehehe, yes!” Xune giggled.  
 
    “She’s a great rider,” Tryss said as she rubbed her chin against the top of the toddler’s head. Then she met my gaze again and lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    “She’s coming home with us for now,” I said as I navigated Greenie to the edge and waited for Spots and her passengers to join us.  
 
    Once they did, I took off and led us back down to Station Twenty-Six. I wanted to get back to the House of Claden’Du and see how the other raids had gone. Hopefully, they’d all gone as well as ours, but if they hadn’t, I knew war could be closer on the horizon than we expected.  
 
    I led us straight to the stables, where our stable hand was waiting and took the lizards for us. Then I continued to lead the way down to the banquet hall, and I gave Tryss a quick, cryptic rundown of what happened inside the Upper House.  
 
    Halfway to the hall, Xune nodded off and started snoring against Tryss’ shoulder.  
 
    “Well, that sounds good, Mother should be happy,” Tryss said as we reached the banquet hall.  
 
    Zephyr stepped ahead and opened the door, and I was relieved to see Mother’s team at least had returned, though they were covered in blood and looking worse for wear. That relief didn’t last long as Mother caught sight of the child in Tryss’ arms and scowled.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Sevahtra demanded.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “It’s a child,” Tryss said as she defensively pulled the toddler close to her. The child had woken up, and she wrapped her arms around Tryss’ neck as the tears started to flow from her eyes again.  
 
    “I can see that,” Sevahtra said coolly. “Why is it here?” 
 
    “Because,” Tryss began before she covered the child’s ears with her long fingers and lowered her voice. “We killed her Mother.” 
 
    “And what are we, a fucking orphanage?” Sevahtra asked as she crossed the room to confront her daughter.  
 
    “No, but--” 
 
    “I knew I should have waited,” Mother sighed as she rubbed her eyes and shook her head. She looked suddenly exhausted.  
 
    “Waited?” Tryss asked with a furrowed brow. She kept her eyes on her mother, but she rubbed the child’s back with both hands, and Xune’s crying quieted with the soothing gesture.  
 
    “To give you permission to breed,” Mother snapped, and she glared at her youngest daughter again. “Clearly, pregnancy has made you soft, and it was a mistake to allow you to breed before our missions.” 
 
    “Mother, no, I--” 
 
    “It was my call,” I interrupted the Mother-Daughter fight, and all eyes turned on me.  
 
    “Is that so?” Sevahtra asked, and she raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yup,” I lied as I stepped between the Matron and Tryss.  
 
    “Actually, it was mine,” Rilrae said in an amused tone, and everyone turned to look at her.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” Sevahtra demanded.  
 
    “It was my call,” Rilrae repeated. “We took her to ascertain that the new Matron of Twenty-Two sticks to her deal, and we’ll be returning her to her rightful House when the time is right, after the war. 
 
    “But--” Tryss began as she pulled the toddler in closer.  
 
    “Tryss,” Sevahtra said in a warning tone.  
 
    “She’s right,” I said to Tryss gently. 
 
    “But we killed her mother,” Tryss hissed as she covered the child’s long ears with her hands again.  
 
    “And you are not her replacement mother,” Sevahtra snapped back. Then the formidable Matron rounded on me with her crimson eyes glowing. “What’s the truth, Fynn?” 
 
    “Rilrae is telling the truth,” I explained quickly. “She made the decision while we were inside the House. We killed the Matron, the kid’s mother, then we stormed the House, but the next in line for Matron was receptive to our agreement, and she’s keeping Twenty-Two operating as normal. We even took a blood oath.” 
 
    I lifted my palm for Mother to see, and she pursed her lips and glanced around at my team before her eyes landed on the child again.  
 
    “She goes back as soon as it’s practical to do so,” Sevahtra said. 
 
    “But--” Tryss began.  
 
    “I’ve heard enough from you,” Sevahtra said sharply.  
 
    Tryss looked like she wanted to argue, but Xune started crying again, so Tryss tended to her while I decided to change the subject.  
 
    “How was your mission?” I asked the tired-looking Matron.  
 
    “It…” Sevahtra’s eyes went blank as if she’d turned her attention into her mind and was replaying the memories of their mission. Then she shrugged and refocused on me. “It was as successful as it could be. Nineteen wasn’t interested in a negotiation, so we…” 
 
    “Took those bitches down?” I finished for her.  
 
    “Exactly,” Sevahtra said with a wicked grin, and then Dagwyn joined her side while looking cocky as ever.  
 
    “Who’s the best raiding team?” Dagwyn boasted as she started shadowboxing the air. “We are, we are.” 
 
    Suddenly, the doors burst open again, and Helera strode into the room looking pretty pleased with herself. The rest of her team filed in behind her, and they were all wearing smiles and no blood. 
 
    “What’s this?” Dagwyn crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back while she shot her sister an appraising look. “Did your team forget to raid today?” 
 
    “We raided,” Helera said as she calmly came to a stop near Tryss, and her team huddled behind her. Before she could explain about her mission, her eyes fell on Xune, and she looked at Sevahtra with concern. “Ummm, who’s that?” 
 
    “Xune,” the child chimed in, and she pointed to herself enthusiastically.  
 
    The kid was adjusting remarkably well to her kidnapping.  
 
    “Oh, um, hi, Xune,” Helera said, but the confused look on her face remained. 
 
    “She’s a bargaining chip,” Rilrae offered with a shrug.  
 
    “Tryss, why don’t you take Xune over to Twenty-Seven to play with Essie?” Sevahtra suggested in a tone that made it sound like it wasn’t a suggestion.  
 
    “I’ll take her,” Sashti said, and she stepped around Helera and held her arms out to the child.  
 
    Xune looked up at Tryss, and Tryss nodded down at the toddler, so Xune scurried over to Sashti. 
 
    “Xune,” Xune said again as she jabbed her thumb into her chest.  
 
    “Sashti,” the Aseni drow answered as she pointed at her own chest.  
 
    The child nodded, and then Sashti scooped the toddler into her arms as Xune started to suck her thumb.  
 
    “She can stay with Essie in the nursery until we make any decisions,” Sashti said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sevahtra replied.  
 
    Sashti nodded, turned, and disappeared through the door with the toddler in her arms.  
 
    “Anyway,” Sevahtra said as she turned back to Helera. “Your mission, how did it go?” 
 
    “House Seventeen was very interested to hear what we had to say.” Helera smirked. “So we didn’t need to subscribe to Daggy’s stab-first-ask-questions-later philosophy to get what we needed.” 
 
    “As if my way doesn’t work,” Dagwyn scoffed as she flicked a speck of blood off her shoulder.  
 
    “Enough,” Sevahtra said in a bored tone. “Helera, summarize for me. Was it a peaceful takeover? The House is still operational?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Helera nodded. “The Matron, Jhanniss, apparently has some history with Vhondryl, so she was eager at the chance to take her down. They’re willing to wait on standby and keep everything under wraps for now.” 
 
    “This is excellent work,” Sevahtra said with a nod, and then she lifted a hand and started counting off on her fingers. “We’ve got House Eighteen on our side, peacefully, thanks to Fynn’s team. Helly, you got Seventeen on board, also peacefully. Fynn’s team took Twenty-Two today. We took Nineteen by force, but we’ve got them. So, that’s four of the Upper Houses on our side so far. We are making good progress.” 
 
    “It won’t be long until Vhondy figures it out, though,” I warned. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Fynn,” Sevahtra said with a nod. “It’s great work so far, but we’re going to need to up the intensity to get as many more Houses on our side before the Council finally catches up.” 
 
    “Those dumb bitches couldn’t find their way out of a burlap sack,” Dagwyn scoffed.  
 
    “They’re more powerful than you think,” Drindessa said in a quiet voice, and we all turned to the dominatrix Matron, who had a sad look in her eye.  
 
    “Drindy, what is it?” Sevahtra asked while she searched her friend’s face. “What do you know?” 
 
    “Well,” Drindessa sighed, and she picked at a speck of blood on her fingernail before she finally looked up at us. “I reached out to my friends in the Lower Lower Houses, the Forties and Fifties, like I said I was going to.” 
 
    “And?” Sevahtra prompted after a moment of silence.  
 
    “I think that Imrae was right,” Drindessa said as her eyes welled with tears. “I think the Lower Lower Houses are gone.” 
 
    Someone in the crowd gasped, but I wasn’t that surprised, so I just shook my head back and forth while Sevahtra put her arm around her friend.  
 
    “You couldn’t reach any of them?” Sevahtra asked.  
 
    “None!” Drindessa wailed and buried her face in her hands. “I don’t think any of them are still alive.” 
 
    The dominatrix started to sob into Sevahtra’s shoulder, and Sevahtra held her friend while she cried. Then she glanced over at me, and even without using psionics, I knew what Mother was trying to silently tell me. 
 
    “I’ll go,” I said as I stepped forward, and Drindessa stopped sobbing and looked at me curiously. “To the other side of the lake, I mean. I’ll go and check it out.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Drindessa said, and she suddenly looked frantic as her red eyes grew wide with fear.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘don’t,’ Drindy?” Sevahtra asked.  
 
    “I don’t want to know i-if they’re all d-d-dead,” Drindessa said, and then her head fell as she started to sob again.  
 
    “We need to know,” Sevahtra said firmly, but she ran a soothing hand along Drindessa’s arm.  
 
    “I know, you’re right,” Drindessa sniffed. “I j-just…” 
 
    “I know,” Sevahtra murmured. “You had many, many friends down there. But let Fynn go check it out, there could be survivors.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Drindessa said miserably, and then she shrugged Mother’s hand off her shoulder and wiped the tears from her face. “But yes, we should send Fynn to check it out.” 
 
    “Done.” I clapped my hands together. “Let me just go clean the blood off.”  
 
    “I will join you,” Zephyr said, and the changeling stepped forward and gestured to his body. “May I use your facilities to wash the blood of our enemies off, as well?” 
 
    “Of course, follow me,” I said.  
 
    The changeling and I left the others to discuss their raids while we made our way up to my sleeping quarters. I still kept my own quarters, even though I spent almost every night with Tryss. Sometimes, a male just needed his own space.  
 
    Zephyr and I used the cleaning trough in the washing room. We dipped some clean rags into the magickly warmed water and used them to wipe off all the visible blood from our bluish-purple skin. The rags became soaked in the dark red blood, and once we had it all off, I gave the changeling a pair of clean linen trousers and a tunic, and we turned our backs on each other as we quickly changed into the clean clothes.  
 
    Then I spotted the communications device I shared with Faeryl on my bedside table, and I grabbed it and shoved it into my pocket, just in case the Upper House Matron heard anything about the raids. It would be good to know if news had gotten out to the other Houses, because then we’d need to act accordingly. So far, we’d been lucky with the four Houses we had been able to turn to our side, but I didn’t expect our luck to last, and I expected quick action from Vhondryl’s side when they finally caught wind of our antics.  
 
    Hopefully, we could get a couple more of the Upper Houses on our side before it was too late.  
 
    A few minutes later, we made our way back down to the banquet hall to find it had mostly cleared out. Only Sevahtra, Drindessa, and Nodrin remained, and it was clear they were waiting for us.  
 
    “Thank you for doing this, Fynn,” Sevahtra said as we approached them. “And you, too, of course, Zephyr.” 
 
    “It’s my privilege to please the alliance,” Zephyr said in his deep voice as he placed a hand over his heart and bowed slightly, and when he stood, he shot me a wink.  
 
    The changeling had never taken himself too seriously, and I was glad to know a bloody battle didn’t change his playful disposition. 
 
    “Any word about the raids?” I asked Sevahtra.  
 
    “None so far,” the Matron said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “But you were right earlier,” Nodrin added. “It’s only a matter of time, so make this lake trip as quick as possible.” 
 
    “We will,” I said, and I turned to Zephyr. “You ready?” 
 
    “Always,” Zephyr replied, and his fire opal eyes glinted with excitement.  
 
    “We’ll take a couple lizards again,” I said before I started toward the door.  
 
    “You and your lizards,” Zephyr chuckled as we waved goodbye to the others. “Or should I say, lizard. What’s her name again? Pinkie? Bluey?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly it,” I said as we fell into our usual banter. “The bright green lizard is, in fact, called Pinkie.” 
 
    “A nice strong name for a nice strong girl,” Zephyr fired back as we climbed the exterior stone staircase and made our way back to the riding stables.  
 
    Greenie wouldn’t be expecting to see me again so soon, and I wondered if she was sleeping after the excitement of our raid this morning. Zephyr and I continued our playful banter as we descended the stairs, and the changeling could give it back just as well as he could take it. Eventually, we made it to the stables, and the stable hand frowned at us as we approached.  
 
    “Back so soon?” the duergar guard asked in confusion.  
 
    “Quick trip out,” I said vaguely. “Is Greenie up for another round?” 
 
    “She was sleeping,” the guard said with a glance over his shoulder in the direction of Greenie’s stable. “But she’s always excitable when you’re around, Master Fynn, I’m sure she won’t mind another mission.” 
 
    “She never does.” I smiled fondly and gestured for the stable hand to stay where he was. “I’ll get her.” 
 
    I made my way to Greenie’s stable, where she was curled up in a ball in the corner and snoring gently. 
 
    “We can get another lizard,” Zephyr said as he glanced around.  
 
    “Nonsense,” I said loudly, and I noticed one of Greenie’s eyes popped open. “This one sleeps too much, she needs to get out and stretch her legs.” 
 
    Greenie bolted awake at my words and rushed to greet me.  
 
    “Reeeeeeee,” she screeched as she nuzzled into my neck. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know you weren’t expecting me,” I said as I rubbed her neck back. “But we’re on a time limit, so you up for a quick trip to the lake?” 
 
    “Rerereeeeee,” Greenie answered.  
 
    “Good,” I said, and I quickly prepared Greenie for another journey while Zephyr found another rested lizard.  
 
    The lizards would be able to use their powerful legs to hop us from House to House until we got to the Thoroughfare, but after that, we were going to need to cross the lake, which would require a jump too long for the lizards. So, Zephyr and I would need to open up our ether and extend our levitating powers to the lizards, which was a unique ability of the lizards, and why drow rode lizards in the first place. 
 
    A few minutes later, we were making our way toward the lake. The lizards’ powerful flanks hopped us from House to House, and I held on tightly as they scaled the stalagmites. I glanced toward the Upper Houses we’d raided this morning, but they all seemed quiet and uneventful from the outside, and I breathed a sigh of relief. It was reassuring to know word hadn’t gotten out yet, but I still made a mental note to be as quick at the lake as possible.  
 
    We passed over the Thoroughfare, which looked its normal amount of busy, another indication that no one in the city was aware of our plans to usurp the Council. Once war broke out, I expected the Thoroughfare would be an unfortunate casualty, but then I daydreamed of ways the alliance would build it up better.  
 
    Once we were at the edge of the Thoroughfare, and Greenie was clinging on to the side of the stalagmite, I opened up my ether and allowed my levitating powers to extend past my body and include Greenie. Her eyes rolled up to glance at me, and I nodded and patted her neck so she knew it was safe to jump. She leaned back on her haunches and launched herself into the air, and I felt the weightlessness of my levitating powers take over.  
 
    Greenie was still able to navigate us with subtle movements, and it wasn’t long until we were soaring over the forest that separated the lake from the Thoroughfare. I finally caught sight of the edge of the lake, and I gasped at the state of it. The dark, inky water was creeping through the thick forest. The city was above the lake, while I already knew all too well the Lower Houses were feeling the effects of the rising lake. The duergar camps Sashti and I had visited not long ago had almost completely vanished. My heart sank as I realized there likely weren’t many, if any, survivors. Imrae was going to be upset about that, and I cringed to think about what the other side of the lake was going to look like.  
 
    “Hey!” Zephyr shouted from his lizard that was flying a few feet away from me. The changeling gestured across the lake. “You wanna go to the other side or check for survivors down there?” 
 
    “Let’s check out the other side!” I yelled back over the sound of the rushing wind around us. “We can come back here if we have time.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Zephyr replied, and his deep voice traveled well across the air.  
 
    We continued flying over the inky lake. It would be beautiful in any other circumstance, but lately the lake had been a harbinger of bad news and corruption, and it was hard for me to see the beauty in it right now. Maybe after our alliance took over Oshara, then I could enjoy the lake more.  
 
    The darkness became deep and opaque the farther we got from the Thoroughfare, and I had to activate my fae-fyre to be able to see where I was going. We flew for what felt like hours. I knew the lake was big, but I’d never flown across it before, so I was really learning how big it was now.  
 
    I recalled the first time I’d laid eyes on Lake Subata. It was the day I’d been resurrected as a drow, and Tryss had explained about the lake and the ridian, or the monsters that lived in the lake. They used to be drow but had failed the Goddess’ tests, so they were condemned to the lake.  
 
    I peered down at the shadowy surface, and I caught a couple flashes of movement underneath the water, but I didn’t want to get close enough to find out if they were ridian or something even worse.  
 
    After a while, I realized we were nearing the other side of the lake when I spotted the tall, distinct spires of the drow Stations. I counted at least a dozen of the dark structures, and there were countless bridges crisscrossing in every direction and connecting spires together. My heart sank as I noticed the water was lapping at least halfway up them, which meant there was no way anyone could live inside of them anymore.  
 
    Zephyr and I exchanged a solemn look, and then I navigated Greenie down to the nearest Station.  
 
    I guided the riding lizard down onto a landing platform outside of one of the Lower Lower Houses. Zephyr landed smoothly next to me, and we hopped off our lizards to discuss what we’d seen so far.  
 
    “They’re all empty,” Zephyr said with a shake of his head. “Not a sign of light or movement in any of them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Drindy is going to be heartbroken.” 
 
    “We can look for survivors,” Zephyr said, and his fire opal eyes were dim with sadness. “But I wouldn’t be too hopeful.” 
 
    “We should do what we can,” I said, and then I shook my head and slammed a fist into my hand. “The Council really kept this under wraps, didn’t they? This is, what, thousands dead?” 
 
    “At least,” Zephyr said in a voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    I glanced at him and realized there were tears in his fire opal eyes, and the large tusks that protruded from his mouth quivered slightly. 
 
    “Shit, Zeph, I’m sorry, did you…” 
 
    “We all had friends in the Lower Lower Houses,” Zephyr said with a sniffle, and he wiped the tears away before they could fall. Then he let out a wry chuckle. “Even if they don’t like to admit it. The drows are nothing if not classist.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I never got the chance to know any of them,” I said. “I’m sure they were good folk.” 
 
    “Ha!” Zephyr let out a bark of laughter. “They weren’t, for the most part. They were angry and bitter, but they had reason to be. The Council was never fair to the Lower Lower Houses on this side of the lake, and they went without often. The drow citizens made friends with the duergar citizens, and the orcs and the ogres. It was more of a community down here, because, well…” 
 
    “Misery loves company,” I finished.  
 
    “Exactly that,” Zephyr said with a nod. “The Lower Lower Houses were basically the outcasts of Oshara, at least as far as the Council was concerned. The Council discouraged visits down here, and they required others to get their approval before they traveled down here for trade or commerce, so it would be easy for them to keep the situation down here under wraps.” 
 
    “Bitches,” I seethed.  
 
    “I fear you’re only beginning to scratch the surface of the Council’s bitchiness,” the changeling sighed.  
 
    “I fear that, too,” I said as I looked across the dark lake and the equally dark Stations.  
 
    “Might as well start at this one and work our way around,” Zephyr said as he started to mount his loaner lizard.  
 
    “Makes sense, how many Stations are there down here?” I asked as I hopped on Greenie’s back again. “Thirty-one all the way down to Fifty, is it? Or was it?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Zephyr responded. “So let’s get a move on.” 
 
    I nodded, and we took off into the cold, dark air. I had to keep my fae-fyre activated so I could make out any shapes at all. The Station we were on, which Zephyr informed was Station Forty-Six, was dark and empty. We flew right into the atrium since the doors were hanging off their hinges, but the inside of the House was dark and abandoned. We called out for any survivors, but the silence that answered us was heavy and hollow at the same time.  
 
    “Next Station,” Zephyr said quietly.  
 
    We spent the next while repeating that process throughout all of the Lower Lower Houses. After a while, even Greenie started to get depressed. The clever girl understood we were looking for survivors, and she understood we weren’t finding any. We had to stop for a break at Station Thirty-Nine to give the lizards treats and a moment’s rest.  
 
    As the lizards were licking their sugar cubes, I heard a distant rattling noise.  
 
    I whipped my head around to Zephyr, and his eyes were wide, so I knew he had heard it, too. 
 
    “Was that…?” I began, but the rattling noise came again, along with a voice in the distance. 
 
    “Help!” The voice was weak and raspy, and I was pretty sure it was coming from the north.  
 
    I looked over at the Station to the north of the one we were on, and I noticed the nearby bridge was swaying gently back and forth.  
 
    “Hello?” I called out. I heard the rattling sound again, but it was clear it was in response to me. I also saw the bridge swaying faster, and I knew my suspicions were right, so I turned to Zephyr. “Stay with the lizards!” 
 
    I hurried away from the sugar sucking lizards and toward the long rope bridge. I stepped onto the bridge at speed, and it rocked back and forth violently underneath my feet, but I didn’t let that slow me down. My lungs were on fire as I bounded down the rope bridge, and the lake water splashed against the wooden planks, which made for a very slippery journey, but eventually I made it to the end of the bridge. From about ten feet away, I could make out a large lump of… something lying on the ground next to where the bridge met the Station.  
 
    I slowed my pace, stepped off the bridge, and approached the large lump carefully.  
 
    As I got closer, I realized the lump was actually a being. A duergar, in fact, and he was injured, badly. His bearded face was covered in blood, and his eyes were closed, but I could see his chest rising and falling just enough so that I knew he was alive. There was a chain just out of reach of his hand, which I realized the duergar had banged against the bridge to make the rattling noise that had alerted me to his presence.  
 
    “Hey.” I leaned down and shook the duergar gently. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    The duergar suddenly gasped as his eyes flew open, and he tried to sit up. He clutched for my collar and pulled my face close to his.  
 
    “Help me,” the duergar gasped, but then his eyes went blank, and he fell back onto the ground with a thud.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I slapped the duergar gently on the face. He groaned but didn’t wake, so I stood, turned back to the bridge, and cupped my hands over my mouth. “Zephyr, survivor! Bring the lizards!” 
 
    I hoped my voice carried well enough across the bridge to make it to the changeling, but I knew I needed to keep the duergar alive at least long enough to get information out of him about what went down here in the Lower Lower Houses.  
 
    I glanced at the ground around me and hoped there was something I could use to help me revive the passed-out duergar, but there was nothing except stones and dirt and his big-ass chain, which would only be effective if I wanted to kill him. I shook the duergar a few more times, but all he gave me in return were a few grunts.  
 
    After a few moments, I heard a heavy thud nearby, and I turned to see Zephyr and the lizards landing on the platform nearby. Zephyr dismounted his borrowed lizard and rushed to my side.  
 
    “A duergar?” the changeling asked in a surprised tone. “All the way up here?” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” I said as I sat back on my haunches and kept my eyes on the inert duergar. “He passed out right after he asked me for help, I didn’t get any information out of him.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Zephyr hummed, and he crouched down next to me to get a closer look at the duergar. “Have you tried a Rejuvenating Spell?” 
 
    “No,” I said as I perked up. “Do those work on unconscious bodies?” 
 
    “Give it a try,” Zephyr said in his deep voice as he gestured to the duergar.  
 
    I leaned in close and opened my ether enough to perform the Rejuvenating Spell that Nodrin had introduced me to after the Kels’Rin-Kai festival. I felt the power of my magick coursing through my veins, and I breathed a sigh of relief when the duergar’s eyes just barely popped open.  
 
    “Oh, thank Drogu,” I said as the duergar sputtered and coughed. Blood specks flew out of his mouth and painted his long, mud-caked beard, but at least he was alive. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I-It’s…” Cough. Cough. Cough. “Thamegazi.” 
 
    “Thamegazi,” I repeated. “Let’s get you up.” 
 
    Zephyr and I helped the battered duergar sit up, and I could see the full extent of his injuries. He’d definitely been beaten and left for dead. His eyes were bruised, one was almost swollen shut, and he had cuts and bruises all over any exposed skin I could see. His clothes were torn and tattered, and his beard was caked in mud and blood.  
 
    The duergar groaned when we moved him, but we got him up.  
 
    “What happened here?” I asked gently. 
 
    “Council,” the duergar wheezed, and then he started coughing and spluttering again.  
 
    “We should get him back to your House,” Zephyr said in a deep, calming voice, and I knew that was the right call. “I don’t think we’re going to find anyone else.” 
 
    “Greenie,” I called out, and the riding lizard quickly scurried over to us, along with Zephyr’s loaner lizard.  
 
    “Reeeee,” Greenie hummed as she waited for her next command.  
 
    “I’ll take Thamegazi here with me,” Zephyr said as he pulled his loaner lizard close. “Then you and Pinkie here can lead the way.” 
 
    Greenie let out a screech and stomped a back foot on the ground.  
 
    “He’s only joking,” I chuckled, and I gave Greenie a couple of placating pets before I turned back to Zephyr. “Alright, let’s get him up.” 
 
    Zephyr slung an arm under one of the duergar’s armpits, and I repeated the motion on the other side. Then, together, we hoisted the duergar to his feet. Thamegazi was short, as all duergars are, but he was heavy. His compact body held an insane amount of muscle and a comfortable layer of fat, which was perfect for their rough, hands-in-the-dirt lifestyle, but it made him difficult to maneuver.  
 
    With some effort, we navigated the duergar up onto the loaner lizard’s back, and Zephyr quickly hopped on and positioned himself behind Thamegazi to keep the duergar upright on the journey home.  
 
    Then I hurried over to Greenie and mounted her quickly as I opened up my ether to prepare us for levitating. I glanced over at Zephyr, since I knew he’d need to use more power with our new passenger in tow, but he sent me a reassuring thumbs up, so we took off into the dark sky.  
 
    Since we had Thamegazi, I figured it was best to levitate us right past the Thoroughfare to avoid any curious eyes, so we bypassed that, but when we reached the Lower Houses again, we decreased the power of the ether and let the lizards take over again. They hopped from stalagmite to stalagmite, and Zephyr was able to keep Thamegazi upright throughout the whole journey. 
 
    We finally made it back to the House of Claden’Du, and the lizards landed on the platform outside the atrium. Given the duergar’s state, we stayed on the lizards’ backs and let them guide us through the atrium and to the banquet hall. Since our plans to take over the Council had begun, there was usually at least one or two folk in the banquet hall, either preparing for a mission or watching out for another Council raid.  
 
    We entered the grand hall to see Sevahtra, Nodrin, and, to my surprise, Imrae, and they were all sitting at the main table with carafes of wine in front of them. When they saw Thamegazi, they all sprang to their feet and hurried to us.  
 
    “What’s this?” Sevahtra asked as she took in the situation.  
 
    “The Lower Lower Houses are fucked,” I said. “He was the only survivor we could find.” 
 
    Nodrin and Imrae rushed to the injured duergar and helped him dismount from the riding lizard. Thamegazi looked like he was on the verge of passing out again, and the two quickly carted him over to the nearest chair. Then Nodrin gestured for Imrae to step back, and he leaned down close to the duergar and started muttering some incantations.  
 
    “Healing spells,” Sevahtra explained to me quietly.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. I hadn’t touched that school of magick yet, but I knew I’d need some crash course lessons before the war fully began.  
 
     A few minutes later, the duergar was looking a lot better. The bruises and cuts weren’t completely healed, but they were in much better shape. Imrae handed the duergar a carafe of wine, and Thamegazi chugged it in one go before he handed the empty carafe back to Imrae.  
 
    “‘Preciate it,” Thamegazi grunted.  
 
    Imrae replied in a language I didn’t understand, and Thamegazi’s eyes lit up. The two of them conversed in the harsh-sounding language for a couple minutes while the rest of us looked on curiously. At one point, Thamegazi said something that caused Imrae to throw her head back and laugh, but then the Upper House Darnem caught us staring.  
 
    “Sorry,” Imrae said as her chuckles subsided. “I picked up some Duergan in my youth, good to see I still remember it.” 
 
    “Your inflection is impressively natural,” Thamegazi said, and his beard twitched as he smiled beneath it. He was like a totally different duergar now that he’d had some healing magick and some wine.  
 
    “Thank you,” Imrae said with a proud smile. “Let me get you some meat, I’m sure you’re hungry.” 
 
    “That’d be nice.” Thamegazi nodded.  
 
    Imrae dashed off toward the kitchen while Zephyr rounded up the riding lizards by the reins and indicated he was taking them back to the stables. Then Sevahtra kneeled down so she was on the duergar’s level. 
 
    “Can you tell us what happened down there?” Sevahtra asked in a surprisingly kind voice.  
 
    Drow, especially Matrons, weren’t known for their sympathy, but the Council had likely murdered Thamegazi’s entire family, and we needed information from him, so perhaps some sympathy was warranted on this occasion.  
 
    Before the duergar could answer, Imrae returned then with a platter of meat, and Thamegazi’s eyes lit up with excitement. He took the proffered plate and scarfed down three pieces of meat before he met Mother’s eyes again.  
 
    “Sorry,” he grunted as he looked down shamefully. 
 
    “Please, eat,” Sevahtra insisted.  
 
     Thamegazi chewed a few more pieces quickly, and the meat juices dripped out of his mouth and soaked into his beard along with all the mud and blood, but he didn’t seem to mind. After a couple more swallows, he finally slowed down and took a deep breath.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything,” Sevahtra replied instantly. “It’s my understanding that the Lower Lower Houses are empty. What happened?” 
 
    “The Council,” Thamegazi began, and then he frowned. “You’ve seen the lake, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sevahtra said with a nod. “We know about the alarming lake levels. Up here, the Council insists everything is normal, and it’s business as usual.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thamegazi snorted. “That’s what they told us down there. Obviously, we knew that was hybrid-shit pretty quickly. My camps below the drow Stations were the first to go. We were drowning when the Council would visit with their little fucking quills and parchment pads, scribbling down made-up statistics about the annual water levels. Smiling in our faces while we lost more family to the rising lake.” 
 
    “Sounds like them,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “How did you manage to escape?” Sevahtra asked.  
 
    “I hid,” Thamegazi said. “Once my camp went under, I spent weeks trawling through the remains, but there was nothing to be salvaged. See, I’m a carver, and I was often summoned to a Station for work. The day my camp went under, I was in House Forty-Two, carving a spear for a newly ascended Darnem. When I returned home, there was nothing to return to.” 
 
    “Shit,” Imrae muttered sadly.  
 
    “So I had to hide,” Thamegazi continued in a hollow tone. The duergar’s yellow eyes were hooded and sad, but he pressed on. “I managed to sneak back into Forty-Two for a while, and I lived in the dungeons and scavenged for food.” 
 
    “And the Houses?” Sevahtra pressed. “How did they deal with the lake and the Council?” 
 
    “They protested,” Thamegazi said with a thoughtful nod. “They tried to place an embargo on moon lichen, which primarily comes from the Lower Lower Houses, as I’m sure you know. But that bitch Vhondryl…” 
 
    The duergar let out a long, shuddering breath and closed his eyes as if to calm himself down.  
 
    “Vhondryl?” Sevahtra asked with a hint of surprise in her voice. “She went down to the Lower Lower Houses herself?” 
 
    “Just long enough to slit Grashlee’s throat,” Thamegazi said in a strained tone. He noticed our looks of confusion, so he clarified. “She was the Matron of Forty-Two, and the leader behind the attempted embargo. Vhondryl came to her House personally, under the guise of peace talks, but that bitch slit Grashie’s throat and tossed her into the lake without a second thought.” 
 
    “Which dampened everyone else’s desire to protest, I’m sure,” I said, and I shook my head in disgust.  
 
    “Pretty much,” Thamegazi sighed. “Vhondryl threatened to do the same to anyone who raised a commotion or attempted to bring their complaints to the Upper Houses. A week later, they started their raids.” 
 
    “Raids?” Sevahtra asked sharply. 
 
    “They came in the dead of the night,” Thamegazi explained. “One by one, they took out entire Houses. The drow have always been bloodthirsty-- n-no offense, mistress-- but this… this was something else entirely. The Council eliminated the Inner Circles in six Houses and seized all of their resources before the others noticed. Once they did, they tried to fight back, but by then, it was too late. The Council came down hard, and within a week, all of the Houses were empty. They killed everyone and tossed their bodies into the lake.” 
 
    “How did you manage to survive?” I asked.  
 
    “Pure luck,” Thamegazi said, and he shook his head, which caused flecks of mud to dislodge from his beard and fly through the air. “They caught me in the dungeons on Forty-Eight, along with some others. They beat all of us to near death, then they dragged us out and started tossing us into the lake. I managed to sneak away when they had their backs turned, and I hid until they were gone. I was on the top of those submerged Stations for days, hoping someone would come, and then…” 
 
    Thamegazi trailed off as he gave me an appreciative nod.  
 
    “I can’t believe the Council managed to keep all of that under wraps,” Sevahtra said in a low voice.  
 
    “It’s unprecedented,” Nodrin agreed. “But they won’t be able to keep it quiet any longer.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I rocked back on my heels and stroked my chin. “You’re not suggesting that we go public with this information right now, are you?” 
 
    “You think that’s not wise?” Nodrin asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I think…” I said slowly as I gathered my thoughts. “It would be in our best interest to play our cards close to our chest.” 
 
    “You’ve been studying your cartomancy, I see,” Nodrin chuckled.  
 
    “It’s the same in poker,” I said with a shrug, but I was met by confused glances, so I waved away this tidbit from my previous life and explained my logic about the Lower Lower Houses. “As of right now, the Council still thinks they have the upper hand. If we release this information, they’ll know it came from us, and that’s going to escalate everything. There will be riots, which would be in our favor, but we need to time it correctly. Let’s keep this to ourselves for now.” 
 
    “Fynn’s right,” Sevahtra said with a nod, and then she turned to the duergar. “We will allow you to take sanctuary here until the war begins in earnest, and then--” 
 
    “We can’t kick him out at the first sign of combat, he has nowhere to go,” Imrae interjected. 
 
    Imrae’s face was flushed with anger, which caused her teal freckles to stand out brightly on her face. The Upper House defect had a soft spot for duergars, and her sister had even been in an illicit relationship with a male duergar, which unfortunately led to her death. Imrae hated the way duergars were treated by drow, so it made sense she would be advocating for one while Mother was trying to toss him out.  
 
    “That is no concern of mine,” Sevahtra said coolly. Now that she had the information she needed out of him, the duergar was of no use to her.  
 
    “You bi--” Imrae began, but I cut her off quickly before she said something she would regret.  
 
    “Thamegazi,” I said loudly, and everyone turned to look at me. “Have you ever been aligned with a drow House before?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Thamegazi answered with a shake of his head. “I’ve lived in the duergar camps my whole life.” 
 
    “But now that they’re gone, would you consider aligning yourself to a drow House?” I pressed.  
 
    Thamegazi looked at me for a moment before his eyes flickered to Imrae, and he shrugged.  
 
    “It’s not like I have anywhere else to go,” the duergar said.  
 
    “Well, if you pledge your allegiance to the House of Claden’Du…” I said slowly, and I glanced over at Sevahtra. She seemed to consider it for a moment, but then she shrugged, so I grinned and finished my thought. “And if you fight with us when we go to war against the Council, then you’re welcome to stay.” 
 
    “I’m great with a sword,” Thamegazi said with a glint of vengeance in his eyes.  
 
    “We could always use more soldiers.” I smirked.  
 
    Imrae said something to Thamegazi in the duergar language, and they threw their heads back in laughter while we all watched on. Suddenly, we were interrupted by a loud whistling sound, which I quickly realized was coming from my communication device.  
 
    I pulled it out of my pocket and pressed the device, and then a soft voice prompted me to say the password.  
 
    “Scar,” I said.  
 
    The device started to whistle and revolve in my hand, and then a thin vapor of white light escaped the device, and with it, the sound of Faeryl’s voice.  
 
    “Vhondryl has just called an emergency Council meeting.” Faeryl’s voice sounded as if she was in the room next to me. “I’m going to the Courthouse now, I’ll let you know how it goes after.” 
 
    Then the device whistled again as the light disappeared, and it became inert, so I guessed that was the end of the message.  
 
    Everyone seemed to let out the collective breath we’d been holding as we glanced around at each other. I didn’t want to risk sending a message back at the moment, so I stuck the device back in my pocket. It was reassuring to know the Matron of House Eighteen had kept her promise, and she was keeping us informed of the movements of the Council. I just hoped the meeting wasn’t about Faeryl’s own disloyalty.  
 
    “That’s probably not good,” I muttered.  
 
    “It could be anything,” Imrae said with a wave of her hand. “Vhondryl loves an emergency meeting.” 
 
    “The timing is a little too convenient,” Sevahtra said as she eyed Thamegazi. 
 
    “Hey, I ain’t have nothing to do with that,” Thamegazi said as anger flashed in his yellow eyes, and his accent became thicker. His muscles flexed under his torn clothes, and I could picture the duergar quite easily toiling away in a mine somewhere.  
 
    I also didn’t figure him for a mastermind type.  
 
    Just to be safe, I caught his eye and opened my ether enough to step into his mind. The duergar mind was smaller and less complex than the drow mind, so I knew within half a second that Thamegazi had nothing to do with this emergency meeting.  
 
    I pulled my eyes away from the duergar, caught Mother’s eye, and gave a quick shake of my head.  
 
    “Fine,” Sevahtra said stiffly. “But you’ll need to stay hidden for now.” 
 
    “You can hide with me,” Imrae offered with a smile.  
 
    “You’re in hiding, too?” Thamegazi asked as he looked at the Darnem curiously.  
 
    “I’ll explain it all to you,” Imrae said before she turned to me. “Fynn, could you come and help make Thamegazi a room near mine? Maybe connect another tunnel?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, but I was suddenly overwhelmed with the feeling that I needed to visit the Temple. I wasn’t sure what I needed to do there, but I knew by now that I needed to trust my Insight, and if it was telling me I needed to go to the Temple, then I needed to go to the Temple. “I just have to take care of something first, but I can meet you there in a bit?” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Imrae said, but she looked disappointed.  
 
    “I can help until Master Fynn is available,” Nodrin offered.  
 
    “Great,” Imrae said with a smile.  
 
    “I need to tell the others about this emergency Council meeting.” Sevahtra frowned, and her eyes grew a little distant before they snapped back into focus. “Everyone, stay sharp, I might just have to call an emergency meeting for the alliance soon.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an ear out,” I said with a nod, and then I stepped toward the side door of the banquet hall that would lead me toward the Temple.  
 
    “See you later, Fynn!” Imrae said as she waved at me enthusiastically.  
 
    I could tell by the lustful look in her eyes that she was hoping for some extracurricular fun later, but with this emergency Council meeting happening, I wasn’t sure if there would be time. I didn’t see the need to burst her bubble, though, so I shot her a quick wink and continued toward the Temple while the others dispersed.  
 
    I went up the spiral staircase until I made it to the Temple’s heavy double doors, and some of the tension left my shoulders as I stepped into the soothing space.  
 
    The white marble room lit by bright floating candles was a calming contrast to the dark, dank drow world, and the effigy of Drogu-ani brought me instant peace. I wondered if that was why I was drawn to the Temple, for a simple moment of peace, which was hard to come by in the cutthroat world of the drow. I knew we were getting closer and closer to full-scale war with every second, so I needed to appreciate the calm moments while I could.  
 
    My eyes flickered to the cabinet in the back of the room where Tryss and I had collected the ceremonial quaich from. I realized we’d never replaced the quaich after the ceremony, due to the inordinate amount of wine we consumed that night, so I decided to check if someone had put the goblet back in its rightful place.  
 
    I stepped further into the Temple. The marble was cool and slick against my feet, and a shiver traveled up my spine from the chilly air, but I tucked my hands under my armpits and pushed into the room. As I crossed the Temple, the candles above my head suddenly dimmed and dimmed and dimmed until the flickering flames disappeared, and I was plunged into darkness. I activated my fae-fyre immediately, and my hackles were raised as I considered I might have just walked into a trap.  
 
    I glanced around the dark room as I took another step forward, but my foot never hit the floor. Instead, it felt like I’d stepped into a hole, and I was abruptly tumbling through the air, fast.  
 
    I grinned as I realized what had happened. I’d walked into a trap, in a way, but I knew who had set it.  
 
    After a few moments of the tumbling sensation, I suddenly bounced against something soft, but firm and sticky.  
 
    A spiderweb.  
 
    “Fynnnnn,” Drogu’s voice sounded from all around me. “Where have you been?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The darkness lifted to reveal the gorgeous spider goddess in all her glory. Her drow torso was as sexy as ever, and her red eyes danced with pleasure as her sharp teeth peeked out from her lips. Meanwhile, her gigantic spider legs moved independently of each other. Two of them were braiding her long, silver hair while another was adjusting the corset top she wore to prevent her ample tits from spilling out. Then two more legs reached out and adjusted me against the spiderweb so I had a better view of Drogu’s beautiful face.  
 
    “Drogu,” I said as I gently tugged against my spidery restraints. “I’ve been waiting for your summons, of course.” 
 
    “Good anssswer,” Drogu said, and she leaned her face down until it was so close to mine, I could feel her hot breath against my skin. Then her hot, wet tongue dragged across my cheek. “Mmm, delicious as ever.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned and felt a cool breeze against the trail of saliva she left on my face.  
 
    “I’ve been watching your progress,” Drogu hissed as she leaned back and studied me with an intrigued look on her face. The two pincers that had been braiding her hair started to work on it again with fast, fluid movements.  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked with what I hoped was a charming smirk. “How am I doing? Living up to your expectations?” 
 
    “And then sssome,” Drogu replied, and she flicked her tongue in satisfaction. “You are a strange one. You show compasssssion where others wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a wince. “I know that’s not really the drow way, but I can’t help it. I understand death when it’s needed, but I don’t like killing for the sake of killing, you know? Does that make me a bad drow?” 
 
    “On the contrary, my dear Fynn,” Drogu answered with a smile. “It makes you better than mossst.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and my ears fluttered at the compliment.  
 
    “You know my hissstory, Fynn, yes?” Drogu asked as her pincers finished off her braid.  
 
    “Of course,” I said with another nod. “I learned all about it during Kels’Rin-Kai.” 
 
    “Then you will know that not many showed me compassssion when the king held me captive,” Drogu said as she flicked her finished braid back and forth over her shoulders.  
 
    “I do know that, yes,” I said in a somber tone.  
 
    “Alasss, I responded with fury when I finally came into power, I admit thisss,” Drogu said as she reached a hand up and ran it along the length of her braid. “And the drow race embraced thisss fury.” 
 
    “They sure did,” I said absentmindedly as I watched Drogu’s beautiful drow torso swaying back and forth.  
 
    “But that doesn’t mean I don’t value compasssion,” Drogu continued, and she pulled her shoulders back, which caused her huge chest to strain against her corset top even more.  
 
    “Uh, yeah, compassion is great,” I muttered, but my eyes were glued to her amazing tits. “I love compassion. It’s the best.” 
 
    “I also love chaosss,” Drogu purred.  
 
    “Yup, makes sense,” I said. I was pretty sure I could see the outline of a purple nipple above her top. “Goddess of chaos and whatnot.” 
 
    “You are about to bring much chaosss to the city of Oshara,” Drogu sighed, but there was an unbridled joy in her eyes.  
 
    “Does that please my Goddess?” I asked, and my cock stirred against my thin linen trousers.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Drogu hummed as she leaned in close to me again, and then she whispered in my ear. “More than you know.” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a pressure against my cock, and I glanced down to see Drogu’s drow hand pressed against it. I moaned at the sight, and my cock went diamond hard instantly as I thought about the Goddess’ mouth wrapped around my huge erection.  
 
    But Drogu pulled her hand away and chuckled, and then she leaned back, and two of her spider pincers hoisted me back up into the web, which I had started to slide down from.  
 
    “Voids,” I muttered as I hooked my heels onto a thick silky rope of the web to prevent myself from slipping down further. My dick was hard from Drogu’s touch, and I tried not to focus on it so it would fade faster.  
 
    I could tell the Goddess was just being a big giant spider tease.  
 
    “Oshara is due some chaosss,” Drogu continued as if she hadn’t just made me putty in her hands. “Your ambition is inssspiring, my son.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” I said, and my skin went tingly at the compliment. “Thank you, but I only have you to thank for that. You were the one who brought me here.” 
 
    “A worthy acquisition, as you’ve proven,” Drogu said as a spider leg traced a line down my face. “And for that, you deserve a reward.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and my cock twitched again at the thought of a sexy reward. 
 
    “A tip,” Drogu said with a grin.  
 
    “Oh,” I said as the wind went out of my sails a bit.  
 
    “Know this,” the spider Goddess said, and her voice went an octave deeper as her eyes darkened. “Not all those who seem opposed to what you do are as strong in their convictions as you would think.” 
 
    “Wait, does that mean…” I tilted my head as I worked out the Goddess’ cryptic words. “We might have another ally? One that we think is an enemy?” 
 
    “Perhapsss,” Drogu said in her normal voice and with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed as I searched Drogu’s face.  
 
    I had to remember that this was the Goddess of Chaos. Her tip could be given in good faith so the House of Claden’Du could rise up and the alliance could take control of the city of Oshara, or her tip could be given to stir up more chaos for the sole purpose of amusing herself.  
 
    There was no way to know.  
 
    “Oh, my, someone is suspiciousss.” Drogu smirked, and her free pincers sliced the air, which created the auditory illusion of laughter in the otherworldly stone chamber I’d been summoned to. “Good.” 
 
    “You like to keep me on my toes, I appreciate that,” I said in a teasing voice.  
 
    “I keep you where I want you,” Drogu shot back before she leaned in close again, and I felt her hot breath on my ear. “Please me in your missions, and you’ll be rewarded handsomely.” 
 
    “H-How?” I asked, but as soon as the question left my mouth, my vision went black again, and I felt like I was falling from a thousand feet.  
 
    Finally, my body slammed into consciousness again, and I was standing in the sparkling white Temple with my heart racing. I blinked a few times to get my bearings, and then I heard the sound of the door opening behind me.  
 
    I spun around on high alert, but I relaxed as Helera and Dagwyn entered the room. They were wearing sexy, sheer cut-out dresses, which was a nice contrast from the bloodied battle gear they’d worn earlier.  
 
    “There you are, we’ve been-- oh,” Helera began, but her eyes fell to my crotch, and her eyebrows shot up her forehead.  
 
    I looked down and realized my erection was at full mast. 
 
    “Oops,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Were you in here jerking it to Drogu?” Dagwyn asked with a frown.  
 
    “No.” I scowled, but the thought of the spider Goddess made my cock rage even harder.  
 
    “Ah, so you were in here jerking it to the thought of me,” Dagwyn teased, and her eyes darkened with lust as they fell to my cock.  
 
    “No, it was to the thought of me,” Helera giggled, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from my member, either. 
 
    I stepped toward the two sisters with the sudden overwhelming urge to take them both right now.  
 
    “Luckily, I don’t have to think anymore,” I growled. I reached Dagwyn first, so I grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around so her ass was pressed against my crotch.  
 
    “Fuck, Fynn,” Dagwyn gasped, and she pushed her ass into me harder while she wiggled it back and forth. 
 
    I stepped forward, which forced Dagwyn to step forward until her arms reached out and met the wall. Then I pushed her head gently against the wall while I lifted her dress with my other hand.  
 
    “Oh, damn,” Helera whispered, and she scooted closer to the wall for a better look at the show.  
 
    Once Dagwyn’s dress was pushed up to expose her tight, round ass, I pulled my raging hard cock out and guided it to her hole. I used the tip of my cock to push her meaty curtains to the side, and then I wasted no time in plunging my manhood all the way into her already wet pussy.  
 
    “Fuck!” Dagwyn cried out as I pulled out and slammed into her again.  
 
    My body was vibrating with lust, and I thought of Drogu’s hands on me while I thrust into Dagwyn again and again.  
 
    “Unngghh,” I grunted as the ride got slipperier. Dagwyn’s dark purple pussy was dripping with pearly-white juices, and I could see it start to pool at our feet.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, Fynn, yes!” Dagwyn called out.  
 
    I wrapped her braid around my hand and used it to keep her face against the cool marble. I made sure not to hurt her, but she looked good pressed against the wall and under my control.  
 
    “Wow,” I heard Helera muttered, and I looked over to see the First Daughter touching herself through her dress.  
 
    “Harder, Fynn!” Dagwyn breathed. 
 
    “You got it,” I growled.  
 
    I didn’t want to disappoint, so I slammed into her dripping wet pussy even harder. Then I pulled a hand back and spanked her taut ass cheek, and it left a bright handprint on impact.  
 
    “Uhhhhh,” Dagwyn moaned, and she inched her feet wider apart so I got a deeper angle into her womanly cavern.  
 
    I wrapped a hand around her waist until I could just reach her hard, swollen clit. The Darnem’s whole body shuddered when I made contact, and she started mewling when I applied pressure and started rubbing in slow, firm circles.  
 
    “That’s right,” I muttered as one of Dagwyn’s legs started to shake uncontrollably. I still had her head pinned to the wall, but I could see her face was twisted with pleasure. Then I increased the pressure of my fingers on her rosebud, and she started making noises I’d never heard from any creature before.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt something on the back of my neck, and after a second I realized Helera had joined the fun and was gently kissing and biting my neck while I fucked her sister against the wall. 
 
    “Voids, you’re sexy as fuck,” Helera purred, and her hands slid down my back and started to gently massage me, which added an extra layer of sensation to the spontaneous Temple sex.  
 
    “Give it to m-m-me, Fynn,” Dagwyn begged, and she squeezed the muscles of her pussy against my throbbing erection, like she was trying to squeeze the orgasm out of me. 
 
    But I wasn’t done having fun yet.  
 
    I pulled on her braid so her head lifted from the wall and her neck was exposed.  
 
    “G-Guuurrgghh,” Dagwyn spluttered, but I could tell she liked it by the way she pushed her ass into me even harder.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, yeah,” I grunted as I pulled my large purple cock fully out. I felt a cool breeze against my wet member, but only for a second before I shoved it all the way back inside of her until the tip of my cock pressed against the inner walls of her cavern.  
 
    Suddenly, Dagwyn’s body started to vibrate under my fingertips, and I knew she was cumming. Her eyes rolled back into her head while she moaned uncontrollably, and I had to push her against the wall more to keep her from falling down while she convulsed with the intensity of the orgasm.  
 
    Before I even realized what was happening, Helera was suddenly in front of me and pushing Dagwyn to the side.  
 
    “Move,” Helera demanded while she hiked up her own dress above her waist to reveal a patch of dark purple pubic hair above her already dripping wet pussy.  
 
    “Drogu’s tits, give me a second,” Dagwyn grumbled, but she moved aside to let her sister take her place. The Second Daughter laid down on the cool marble floor with her knees spread apart and a hand on her forehead as she continued to gasp and recover from her orgasm.  
 
    Meanwhile, Helera pushed her back against the wall and lifted a leg to my waist. Her purple pussy parted perfectly so I could see the dark, glistening folds of her womanhood, and my still hard dick throbbed at the sight.  
 
    “I need you, now,” Helera breathed as she grabbed me around the neck.  
 
    “Drogu must have sent you both to me.” I grinned as I grabbed Helera’s lifted leg, and I wrapped it around my waist while I took a step forward so her back was pushed against the wall.  
 
    The fabric of her sheer dress was barely containing her huge tits, and I decided to relieve them. I reached a hand up, grabbed a fistful of the thin fabric, and pulled, and I heard the tear of the fabric as it ripped away to expose her soft, beautiful tits that bounced with every movement.  
 
    “I need your huge cock,” Helera moaned, and she reached a hand down and started touching her own pearl of pleasure.  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked as I teased the tip of my still wet cock at her entrance. “How badly do you need it?” 
 
    “Soooo bad,” Helera gasped as her eyes shut in anticipation, and I felt her pussy juices dripping out already and mingling with Dagwyn’s over the tip of my cock.  
 
    “Good girl,” I muttered as I pushed into her silken lilac pussy just enough for her breath to catch.  
 
    “Oh, wow, I see what you mean,” Dagwyn said, and I glanced over at the Darnem. She was still on the ground, but she had propped herself up on her elbows, and the warrioress was watching us with dark, hooded eyes. Her knees were still open to expose her swollen hole, and her face was still red from where it was pushed up against the smooth marble wall. “Watching Fynn fuck is the hottest thing ever.” 
 
    “Touch yourself,” I commanded.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Dagwyn grinned up at me, and her hand fell to her sensitive clit while I slowly pushed inside Helera.  
 
    “O-O-Ooooooh,” Helera breathed as my gigantic member stretched her soft satiny pussy to accommodate me.  
 
    Her warm pussy juices gushed over my cock as I slid in and out of her easily. Her soft tits bounced in rhythm, and they looked so delicious that I couldn’t help but lean down and smother one of them with my mouth. I continued to thrust and suck, and I enjoyed the sensation of her soft bouncing tit inside my mouth.  
 
    When I bit down gently on her tit, the First Daughter gasped, entwined her fingers in my hair, and pulled. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed around her soft skin before I pulled her tit out of my mouth. “You like that, huh?” 
 
    “Y-Y-Yessss,” Helera moaned, and her head tilted back in pleasure. Then she lifted her other leg and wrapped it around my waist so now her entire body weight was distributed between me and the wall.  
 
    Luckily, I was strong enough that the powerful priestess felt light as a feather in my arms, and I held her up easily as I continued to thrust my cock deep inside of her.  
 
    “Good,” I growled, and I lowered my mouth to her tit again. This time, I went for her dark purple nipple, and I sucked it into my mouth with a bit of force. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck,” Helera whimpered, and her fingernails dragged down my back as I sucked on her sensitive nipple. 
 
    I worked my tongue around her deep purple areolas, and then I gently grabbed the nub of her nipple between my teeth and rolled it delicately. I felt Helera’s body react instantly with a gush of sweet, musky juices that soaked my buried cock so much, I thought that when I pulled it out, it would be waterlogged.  
 
    “Daaaamn,” Dagwyn muttered.  
 
    I glanced over again, with Helera’s nipple still firmly between my lips, and I saw Dagwyn slipping a finger inside herself while she watched her own live-action porno. I grinned and fucked Helera harder until the First Daughter cried out so loudly, I thought the effigy of Drogu might come to life and tell her to quiet down.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I grunted as I pulled her tit out of my mouth. “Scream louder for me.” 
 
    I thrust into her silky lilac pussy harder, and she screamed so loud, my ears were almost ringing, which made my erection diamond hard. I lowered my mouth to Helera’s long, strong neck, and I dragged my tongue from the base of her throat all the way up to her pointed ear. Then I gently nibbled while I worked my cock deep in and out of her cavern. I could feel the sexual tension in me was close to breaking to the surface, but I wanted to see Helera’s pleasure first.  
 
    Helera’s head was still tilted back, but she looked down at me with a serrated smile and squeezed the walls of her cavern against my member. Her red eyes were dark and watery with lust and excitement, and I suddenly needed to see the usually composed First Daughter lose control, so I pushed a hand in between us and found her rock-hard pleasure center with my fingers. I clasped her clit between my thumb and forefinger, and I rolled it back and forth with just enough force to cause Helera’s eyes to roll back in her head and her whole body to vibrate.  
 
    “There it is,” I said with a grin, and I rolled the slick nub between my fingers while I slowed my pace into deliberate, rhythmic thrusts to match the speed of my fingers.  
 
    I could tell my technique was effective by the way every muscle in Helera’s body tightened. Her orgasm slammed into her, and I had to use all of my strength to keep her writhing body upright.  
 
    “Woowww,” Helera gasped as she tried to regain control of her shaking body, but it was proving a difficult task.  
 
    I continued to slide in and out of her while her body shook, but apparently Dagwyn had other plans, because she was at our side in a second.  
 
    “Move, bitch,” Dagwyn said as she gently pushed her sister aside.  
 
    I lowered Helera so her feet could reach the ground, and she stepped onto the marble floor while she shot her sister a dirty look.  
 
    “Could you just--” 
 
    “You did the same thing to me, now get out of the way,” Dagwyn insisted while she wedged herself between her sister and me.  
 
    “Fine!” Helera seethed, but she stepped aside and laid down on the cool marble floor, just like Dagwyn had. Her breathing was still rapid, and she let her knees fall apart while she caught her breath.  
 
    Dagwyn, on the other hand, was on a mission. She kneeled down in front of me and grabbed my soaking wet cock with both of her hands while she looked up at me with urgent red eyes.  
 
    “Let me taste your seed,” the warrioress whispered.  
 
    Before I could reply, Dagwyn opened her jaw wider than I thought possible and fit the entirety of my large shaft inside her tight, wet throat.  
 
    “Oh, fuuuck,” I gasped as she tightened her throat muscles to create a wet hot sleeve around my cock.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Dagwyn hummed as she kept her red eyes on mine.  
 
    The eye contact was hot as fuck, and I felt my cock getting even harder, especially now that I had a gorgeous priestess doing all the work.  
 
    Dagwyn wrapped her arms around my legs and grabbed a handful of ass in each hand while she bobbed her head up and down. She flicked her tongue out and dragged it along the bottom of my cock before she gobbled it up again, all the way to the base, and then she snaked a hand up to squeeze my delicate balls. The sensation was enough to tip me over the edge, and my orgasm exploded into the gorgeous sister’s mouth.  
 
    I titled my head back and moaned while my stringy pearlescent cum filled her mouth. Dagwyn swilled my orgasm around in her mouth, and she tilted her head back to let it slide down her throat while she grinned up at me.  
 
    “Delicious,” the Second Daughter said while she licked her lips, and then she crawled on her knees over to her sister and collapsed next to her on the ground.  
 
    I stepped over to them, pushed them aside gently with my leg, and dropped down to lie between them on the cool marble floor. We were all panting from the enthusiastic sex session. I glanced over at the effigy of Drogu, and I was pretty sure I saw the marble Goddess wink at me.  
 
    “That was…” Dagwyn began.  
 
    “Fucking incredible?” Helera supplied.  
 
    “Fucking immense,” Dagwyn finished. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “Me, neither.” I grinned.  
 
    “Yeah, what was the deal, anyway?” Helera asked with an amused tone to her voice. “We come to find you because Mother wants to talk to you, and when we finally do, we find you in the Temple looking confused but wielding the biggest erection I’ve ever seen in my life.  
 
    “Well, funny story…” I said, and I gave the two exhausted sisters a quick rundown of my meeting with the Goddess of Chaos.  
 
    “That sounds like Drogu.” Helera chuckled. “Wind you up and watch you go.” 
 
    “Luckily, we came in when we did,” Dagwyn said as she nudged me in the ribcage.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” I said as I grinned down at the two sisters and their sex-mussed hair.  
 
    Suddenly, I saw a flutter of movement to my right, and I glanced over to see a blue butterfly flapping clumsily through the air.  
 
    “Hey, is that…?” I began. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Helera said when she followed my gaze and caught sight of the butterfly. She started to scramble to her feet.  
 
    “What the--” Dagwyn began, but then her eyes went wide at the sight of the butterfly. She tried to get up, too, but it was too late.  
 
    The butterfly floated over to us and hovered in the air before us. Then I saw it open its tiny mouth, and a bellow filled the room.  
 
    “Dagwyn, where the fuck are you?” Mother’s voice echoed throughout the marble Temple.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” Dagwyn said as she scrambled to her feet and batted the butterfly away from us. “Why is she shouting at me? She sent us both to find you.”  
 
    Dagwyn straightened her dress with a scowl on her face while Helera attempted to manipulate the torn fabric of her dress to cover her ample chest, but I could tell that was a lost fucking cause. Eventually, Helera sighed and resigned herself to holding the piece of torn fabric over her exposed nipples.  
 
    “She sounds pissed,” I said as I adjusted my own damp, crinkled clothes.  
 
    “Yeah, she sent us to find you like an hour ago.” Helera winced as she attempted to neaten her braid, and then she gestured at the wall, where I’d just fucked them against. “But then…you know…” 
 
    “Worth it.” I grinned as I put my fists on my hips and rocked back on my heels.  
 
    “Maybe to you,” Dagwyn grumbled and headed for the door. “I’m likely facing a nick in the ear over this.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that wasn’t worth a little nick?” I teased.  
 
    “Well…” Dagwyn paused and shot me a sly smile over her shoulder. “Maybe a little one.” 
 
    “Don’t let Mother hear you say that,” Helera said in a warning tone.  
 
    “What did she want me for anyway?” I asked as the sisters and I hurried out of the Temple and back down the spiral staircase toward the banquet hall.  
 
    “She didn’t say,” Dagwyn said with a frown.  
 
    “Just that she needed to speak with you, alone,” Helera added.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said. “You think I’m in trouble?” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Dagwyn snorted. “You’re Mama’s golden boy, you’re safe. If anyone’s in trouble around here, it’s me. As usual.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said as I gently laid a hand on the Second Daughter’s elbow. “I’ll take all the blame.” 
 
    “Damn right you will,” Dagwyn huffed and stuck her nose in the air, and then she pressed ahead toward the door to the banquet hall while Helera and I jogged to keep up.  
 
    “Relax, sis,” Helera said as we kept pace with her twin. “It’s not going to fall solely on you, you’re right, we were both sent out to find Fynn.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you always get away with everything,” Dagwyn grumbled. “I always get the blame for everything, so if anyone’s getting punished, it’s me.” 
 
    “No way Mother would punish you after your training sessions,” I said as I stepped around Dagwyn to open the door to the banquet hall. Then I glanced back at Dagwyn to see she had a hopeful look on her face.  
 
    “You think?” the Darnem asked me, and her red eyes were wide with worry.  
 
    “I know,” I reassured her. “Everyone has had successful missions so far, and I know your training session before we started was incredibly useful for everyone involved. There’s no way Mother has forgotten that already. Besides, I was the one who kept you two held up. I’ll be sure to let Mother know my role in all this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Fynn,” Dagwyn said, and I watched as her face visibly relaxed.  
 
    “Oh, trust me, it was all my pleasure,” I said, and I shot both of the sisters a wink before I turned back to the door and pushed it open.  
 
    Even from here, I could see Sevahtra waiting impatiently for our arrival.  
 
    “Finally,” Sevahtra said in a clipped tone.  
 
    “Mother, I’m sorry, we--” 
 
    “I do not need excuses.” Sevahtra cut off Dagwyn’s words with a wave of her hand, and then she pointed at me and beckoned me forward. “Fynn, you’ll be joining me now.” 
 
    I glanced back at the twins, and they stared back at me with surprised looks on their faces. Dagwyn had prepared herself for a punishment, and now she looked like she didn’t know what to do with herself since she wasn’t receiving one.  
 
    I shrugged at the sisters and quickly crossed the banquet hall to join Sevahtra.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” I asked in a low tone so the twins couldn’t hear me.  
 
    “Just come with me,” Sevahtra said, and she spun on her heel and headed for the main entrance of the banquet hall.  
 
    I followed her through the hall, then the atrium, then out to the levitating platform outside of the House of Claden’Du.  
 
    “Road trip,” I said in a sing-songy voice. 
 
    “Hmm,” Sevahtra said, and she lifted an eyebrow at me. “Some remnant of your past life, I assume?” 
 
    “Must be.” I shrugged as I opened up my ether in preparation for levitating, but before we could lift off, there was a familiar chirping sound from my pocket.  
 
    Sevahtra and I shared a glance, and she gestured at my pocket. I pulled the communication device out, and I brought it to my lips as I whispered the password that Faeryl and I had agreed on. Then I held out the lit-up device so Mother could hear the Matron of House Eighteen’s message, too.  
 
    “Fynn, just back from the meeting.” Faeryl spoke in a hushed tone, and quicker than usual. “All’s well so far. Vhondy suspects the alliance is going to make a move soon, but there was no mention of your raids. Vhondy has her eye on you, though, so be careful.” 
 
    The device went dark, and I knew the message was over. I glanced up at Sevahtra, who had a concerned look on her face.  
 
    “Well, that’s the best we can hope for at this point in time,” the Matron said with a frown.  
 
    “It could be worse,” I agreed as I stuck the device back in my pocket. “Anyway, where are we off to?” 
 
    “The Thoroughfare,” Sevahtra said, and she started to slowly levitate off the platform.  
 
    “Really?” I asked, and I levitated up into the air next to her. I enjoyed the weightless feeling for a moment, and then I turned to Sevahtra with raised eyebrows. “Shouldn’t we glamour ourselves? Vhondy will go mental if she sees us up there.” 
 
    “Let her,” Sevahtra said with a shrug. “As of this moment, we haven’t done anything wrong that she can prove. It’s good to keep up appearances. I’m sure the rumor mill is churning, so I think a little day out in the Thoroughfare would be good for us, no?” 
 
    The floating, formidable Matron shot me a wink, and I couldn’t help but grin. That was one thing I’d always admired about my adopted Matron. She just didn’t give a fuck. Flaunting her presence in the city center in the midst of planning her attempted coup was such an on-brand move for Sevahtra, and I was proud to be part of it.  
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be warmly received.” I grinned.  
 
    “No doubt,” Sevahtra replied with a sly grin of her own.  
 
    And then we were off, floating through the air toward the large stalactite that housed the Thoroughfare.  
 
    Sevahtra led the way, and as we approached the city center, she glided effortlessly toward the landing platform outside the main gates of the downtown area. We landed smoothly, and Sevahtra started walking into the town center as soon as her feet touched the ground. I quickly caught up to her, and we headed into the Thoroughfare unglamoured and with our heads held high.  
 
    As soon as we entered the Thoroughfare, I noticed some sideways glances and mutterings, but no one was so bold as to approach us. Of course, word had gotten out about the Claden’Du alliance, and everyone by now knew we were suspects in harboring the criminal Imrae, but without proof, we were free to wander the Thoroughfare just like always. I could tell from the expressions that some folk weren’t happy about this, but I also noticed a few appreciative glances thrown our way. The Matron Council wasn’t as popular as they liked to believe, and I knew we had some secret allies in the city, even if they weren’t brave enough to come forward and outright join us.  
 
    Sevahtra paid no attention to the mutterings and the looks, she just acted as if it was just a normal day at the Thoroughfare. She extracted a coin purse from her robe pocket, and she tossed it up and down in her hand so I could hear the coins inside rattling against each other while Sevahtra perused the market stalls without a care in the world. 
 
    “Ohh, those look good, are you hungry, Fynn?” Sevahtra asked as she eyed a string of dried mushrooms that hung from the corner of a food vendor’s cart.  
 
    “I wouldn’t say no to some mushroom jerky,” I said with a toothy grin.  
 
    “We’ll take two,” Sevahtra said to the hobgoblin vendor.  
 
    “Yes, missus, coming right up,” the greenish-bluish-skinned vendor said as he grabbed a step stool from the underside of his cart. He plonked it down on the ground below the jerky and hobbled up the short steps with a grunt. Next, he reached up on his tiptoes and just barely managed to unhook the string of jerky from the corner of his cart. Then he hobbled back down the step stool with the two jerky mobiles held out in front of him. His breathing was labored by the time he reached the ground, and he handed the strings to Sevahtra, who was waiting with an outstretched hand. “Three-fifty.” 
 
    “Three-fifty? Voids, inflation will be the end of us,” Sevahtra said as she handed me the strings of jerky, and then she rooted around in her coin purse for the correct number of silver and brass coins. She dropped the coins into the hobgoblin’s hand with a flourish, and the vendor bowed deeply in return.  
 
    “Thanking you, Mistress,” the hobgoblin said, and then he shot Sevahtra a sly grin. “For everything.” 
 
    “Happy to help,” Sevahtra replied with a slyness of her own.  
 
    I handed her a string of jerky, and we moved on from the food vendor and munched our jerky right from the string as we pushed through the bustling crowds of the city’s main marketplace. I could still see the sideways glances and hear whispered conversations, but Sevahtra paid them no mind. I got the impression she was waiting until we were no longer in the busiest area of the city to talk about what she wanted to talk about, so until then I joined her in our mission to look completely nonchalant as we sauntered through the Thoroughfare.  
 
    In the meantime, we played the part of happy Matron and First Son on a late afternoon stroll. 
 
    “Oh, look there,” Sevahtra said, and her eyes lit up as she pointed at a stall selling baby paraphernalia. “Let’s pick something up for Tryskaylan since we’re out.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said, and I followed my Matron as she cut through the thick crowd and headed to the stall.  
 
    There were a few mothers around the stall with their young babies in tow, but they stepped aside to let Sevahtra in close to the merchandise. A couple of the mothers scurried away with fearful looks on their faces, but a couple others stayed and eyed Sevahtra with nothing short of reverence.  
 
    The stall vendor was a young-looking female drow, and she looked up at Sevahtra nervously.  
 
    “Umm, h-hi, can I help you f-find something?” the vendor asked in a shaking voice.  
 
    “I’m just browsing,” Sevahtra answered, and she actually smiled at the young vendor. “Is this your mother’s stall?” 
 
    “Umm, yes, she’s just busy with the baby today,” the vendor said as she shuffled her weight between her feet and avoided direct eye contact with the Matron. Then the young female reached for something underneath her cart. “B-But we have all the paperwork, according to the vendor bylaws in section eight C, I’m allowed to--” 
 
    “Child, I am not the vendor police,” Sevahtra cut in quickly, and the young vendor froze in her place.  
 
    “O-Oh, sorry, ma’am,” the vendor said, and she flushed a deep magenta.  
 
    “It’s no worry,” Sevahtra said, and she started to rifle through a pile of baby bibs. 
 
    I watched as one of the mothers leaned in close to the vendor and whispered frantically in her ear. As the vendor listened, her eyes went wide, and she looked up at Sevahtra with a combination of fear and respect.  
 
    Sevahtra lifted up a dark blue bib that had a silver shooting star embroidered delicately across it.  
 
    “Tryss would love that,” I said as I reached out to trace the embroidery with my fingertips.  
 
    “I thought so, too,” Sevahtra said. She handed me the bib, and then she rooted around in her pocket for her coin purse and held out a silver coin for the vendor.  
 
    “T-That’s okay,” the young vendor said, and she pulled her hand away from Sevahtra like the Matron was going to sting her or something. “You can have it.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, child, your mother didn’t leave you here to run a charity shop,” Sevahtra said, and she waved the coin in front of the vendor’s face until the young, nervous drow finally held out her hand and accepted the payment.  
 
    “T-Thank you, ma’am,” the vendor squeaked, and she continued to look up at my Matron with awe.  
 
    I briefly wondered what House she belonged to, and if it was one we’d raided yet, but I knew better than to ask such a statement so boldly in public, so I shot the vendor a wink, and then Sevahtra and I were on our way.  
 
    I handed Sevahtra the bib and her string of jerky, and she pocketed the bib before she pulled a piece of mushroom jerky off the string with her sharp, pointed teeth. Sevahtra led the way, and she finally started navigating away from the busy crowd of the marketplace and toward the quiet, narrow lanes that led away from the downtown area. I could still feel eyes on us as we walked away, but I was adopting Sevahtra’s carefree attitude and pretended not to notice them.  
 
    Sevahtra gestured to a cobbled lane between a row of tall buildings, and I followed her lead toward the alleyway. Once we were deeper into the city and away from the crowds, Sevahtra shot a glance over her shoulder, and I watched the tension fade from her muscles now that we were alone.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, and my eyebrows were knitted in concern. Mother had looked so confident and put together in the Thoroughfare, but now I was able to see the lines of worry around her eyes.  
 
    “Nothing, it’s just…” Sevahtra blew out a long breath. “It’s been a stressful few weeks.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said, and I laid a reassuring hand on Sevahtra’s shoulder. Then I dug my thumb into her tight muscle and started massaging little circles into it.  
 
    “Ahhh,” Sevahtra sighed, and she closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation for a moment. Then her eyes snapped open, and she shrugged my hand off her shoulder while her gaze darted around the alleyway suspiciously.  
 
    “It’s fine, we’re alone,” I said.  
 
    “Thank you, Fynn.” Sevahtra sighed again and met my eyes. “For everything.” 
 
    “Just fulfilling my duties as First Son.” I shrugged.  
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said with a firm shake of her head, which dislodged a strand of silvery-white hair from her braid. “You’re so much more than that, to me, and the others. We wouldn’t be where we are today without your cunning and your intelligence.” 
 
    “I suppose we have Drogu to thank for that.” I smirked.  
 
    “Voids, Fynn, learn to take a compliment,” Sevahtra said, but there was an amused lilt in her voice.  
 
    “Sorry, sorry, I’m the best, I know,” I said, and I stuck my chin up in the air and strutted forward a few steps.  
 
    “Alright, don’t get too cocky, you’re still a male,” Sevahtra chuckled. “Admittedly, the most capable male I think that has ever existed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” I said sincerely, and I felt my ears flutter at the compliment. My Matron was right, I was here because of Drogu, but my gifts were unique to me, and I should take the credit where it was due. I tapped my chin and grinned at Sevahtra. “But you didn’t drag me out to the Thoroughfare just to tell me how amazing I am, did you?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” she said, and her face twisted into a serious expression as we continued down the empty alleyway. “I brought you out here because I haven’t been able to speak to you one on one since we started our missions. If we stayed at Claden’Du, we’d be interrupted every five seconds.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, it’s been pretty busy at the House of Claden’Du lately,” I mused.  
 
    “How do you find the missions are going so far?” Sevahtra asked in a slow, deliberate manner.  
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I was caught off guard by the question. “I mean, I’d say they were going pretty well, so far. Wouldn’t you? We’ve managed to get a few of the Upper Houses on our side so far, and we’ve only had to use force once. It seems to be going well so far.” 
 
    “Yes, those are my thoughts, I just want to make sure you’re in agreement,” Sevahtra said with a slow nod. 
 
    “There’s something else…” I said as I searched the Matron’s guarded face. I wouldn’t be so bold as to use psionics on her to find out what was really bothering her, I just hoped she trusted me enough to reveal the truth. 
 
    “I just…” Sevahtra sighed and finally met my eyes. “Fynn, are we doing the right thing?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, and the surprise was clear in my voice.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Sevahtra said, and her eyes slid away from mine in what I gathered to be embarrassment. “Claden’Du has barely gotten back on its feet after those bitches Daria and Elvy tried to take us down. Are we being too ambitious in trying to usurp the Upper Houses so soon after Tryss and the others lost their entire family?” 
 
    “Fuck, no, we aren’t,” I said, and I cringed as I realized that came out louder than I intended. I lowered my voice and slid an arm around the Matron’s shoulders as she demonstrated a rare moment of vulnerability. “Look, I know I haven’t been around in the drow world for long, but I’ve learned a lot in my time here, and if there’s anyone who can pull this off, it’s you and the rest of Claden’Du. I haven’t met anyone here, Matron or not, as strong, capable, and kick-ass as you, Mother. Now, if Mizzy or Breena or, voids, even Drindy had come to me with some half-cocked idea about staging a coup and taking over the Matron Council, I’d suggest that they get their heads checked by the nearest wizard doctor. But you? Us? Shit, there’s no one better for the job than you and the team you’ve put together.” 
 
    “And that…” Sevahtra said as she turned her serrated smile to me, “is why I brought you out here.” 
 
    “For a little pep talk?” I asked, and I tilted my head back to laugh as we came to the end of the narrow alley.  
 
    The alley opened up to a main street which was milling with folk, so Sevahtra gestured to another small alley across the street. I nodded and followed her across the cobbled street, and once we were away from the crowds, we spoke again. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Sevahtra fired back, and I could see her face was more relaxed. “You know how much I value your opinion on such matters, and I trust you to tell me the truth. Nodrin, as dear to me as he is, has a tendency to protect my feelings when they don’t need to be protected. But you, Fynn, you’re a different breed. No-nonsense, no unnecessary feelings. You have the future of Claden’Du on your mind, not my feelings.” 
 
    “And I’m feeling confident about our future,” I said as I stood up straighter. “Not only because you’re in charge, but I can tell we’re due for a shakeup. Plus, I ran into a certain Goddess today.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Sevahtra asked as her eyebrows shot up her forehead.  
 
    “Indeed,” I said, and I gave her a quick rundown of my meeting with Drogu. I made sure to include the Goddess’ pleasure at our ambition, and also her cryptic advice about an unknown ally, and by the time I was finished, Sevahtra was smiling. 
 
    “This is good news,” the Matron said with a nod. “Drogu-ani doesn’t give advice out often, so it’s a good sign she’s chosen to grace Claden’Du with her knowledge.” 
 
    “How much do we trust it, though?” I asked as I snapped my fingers in thought while we walked. “She could just be trying to drum up more chaos.” 
 
    “Oh, probably,” Sevahtra said with a wave of her hand. “I wouldn’t take anything she says at face value, but the fact that she pulled you to her to give advice means she knows we’ll get far enough to put it into use.” 
 
    “See,” I said, and I nudged the Matron gently with my elbow. “Even Drogu is on our side. We don’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    “Don’t be too bold just yet,” Sevahtra said sharply, but then her face relaxed into a smile again. “But it is comforting.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, and I couldn’t help but walk a bit straighter with pride.  
 
    It was pretty fucking cool to be The Goddess’ personal conduit for information.  
 
    “Speaking of which,” Sevahtra began, but before she could finish her sentence, we heard a flurry of movement behind us.  
 
    We spun around to see a small armada of soldiers approaching us. Instinctively, I stepped in front of Mother Sevahtra and opened up my ether as the soldiers approached, came to a halt, and parted in the middle like… 
 
    The Red Sea.  
 
    I had a flash of images in my mind. Sitting on an uncomfortable wooden pew, with something tight around my neck stifling my breathing and a book with small print in my hands. I shook away these otherworldly thoughts and focused on the very real threat in front of us.  
 
    Once the soldiers finished parting, Vhondryl revealed herself with a wicked smile. She stepped through her army of soldiers and approached us with her hands steepled in front of her.  
 
    “My, my,” the First Matron said in an amused tone. “Awfully brave of you to show your faces here.” 
 
    “Why?” Sevahtra demanded. “We’ve done nothing wrong. We have every right to be out enjoying an afternoon in the Thoroughfare, just like everyone else.” 
 
    “Don’t you have some criminals to hide?” Vhondryl sneered.  
 
    “You wish I did,” Sevahtra said with a sickly-sweet smile.  
 
    “I know you do,” Vhondryl said in a low, dangerous tone. “It’s only a matter of time before I--” 
 
    “What?” I interrupted, and all eyes turned to me. “Before you run us out of our House and hide it from the citizens of Oshara?” 
 
    Vhondryl froze in place, and her lips tightened as her red eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I beg your fucking pardon?” the First Matron snapped. 
 
    “Please,” I said as I laid a hand over my chest. “No need to beg.” 
 
    “How dare you, insolent male,” Vhondryl seethed. I noticed her gaze land on my eyepatch, and the First Matron’s eyes narrowed again. A guard stepped forward with his sword drawn, but the First Matron indicated for him to stop. “What exactly are you suggesting?” 
 
    “I think you know,” I said with a shrug. “Anyway, I hear the lake is lovely this time of year. Have you been out across it lately?” 
 
    “Know your place, male,” Vhondryl snapped. “Leave the political discussions to the females, lest your puny male brain explode from the strain of thought.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, Vhondy, my brain isn’t the problem here,” I said as I raised a long finger and tapped my temple. “At least not for me. Maybe for you.” 
 
    “Sevvy, I’m surprised at you,” Vhondryl said in an amused tone as she looked past me and at my Matron. “The Sevvy I knew would never let a pathetic male speak for her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I was never aware there was a time in which you knew me,” Sevahtra said coolly, and I could see Vhondryl bristle at her words. “You must have me mistaken for another Matron, perhaps one as easily manipulated as the ones on your Council.” 
 
    “Oh, but Mother, that’s all Vhondy knows,” I said with a sneer. “Manipulation and lies.” 
 
    The First Matron’s face flushed a deep scarlet, and she bared her teeth at me.  
 
    “You’ve crossed a line, male,” Vhondryl whispered.  
 
    Suddenly, she raised her hand and launched herself at me.  
 
    I reacted instinctively. I opened my ether and shot a fiery ball of light at the attacking Matron, but as soon as the ball left my hand, I realized my mistake.  
 
    Vhondryl hadn’t attacked. She feigned an advance, and I’d responded with force. Too much force. There was a ripple of muttering from her soldiers, and I distinctly heard the word ‘mage’ amongst them. 
 
    “Well, well,” Vhondryl said with an annoyingly smug smile. “According to Section Eight, Paragraph C of the Council’s Code, I am authorized to take you under arrest for the use of excessive force against a member of the Matron Council.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as two of Vhondryl’s soldiers started to advance on me.  
 
    I whipped my head around and met Sevahtra’s gaze. Instantly, I heard her voice in my head, and I opened up my ether more while I lowered my own defensive psionics in my mind.  
 
    Let them take me, Sevahtra’s voice filled my mind. 
 
    No, I replied instantly and silently.  
 
    It’s the better option, Sevahtra said directly into my mind. You stay behind and finish our mission. Vhondy isn’t going to kill me anytime soon, I have too much information. 
 
    But– 
 
    Fynn, please, Sevahtra’s voice said firmly. I trust you to carry out the mission and no one else. I will be fine. Let me go. 
 
    If you’re sure… 
 
    Very. Let’s do this.  
 
    Then I felt the dizzying absence of her presence in my mind while she stepped around me in real life.  
 
    “Step aside, Sevvy,” Vhondryl said in that sickening voice. “You can’t protect your male any longer.” 
 
    “Take me,” Sevahtra said loudly. “I am the Matron of this male. His impudence falls on my head.” 
 
    The soldiers advancing toward us stopped in their tracks and shot their leader an uncertain look. The First Matron looked equally confused as she tilted her head at Sevahtra, but then the First Matron shrugged and smiled with all of her teeth.  
 
    “If that’s what you want,” Vhondryl said. She gestured to Sevahtra, and the two soldiers advanced on her quickly and jerked her arms behind her back roughly. 
 
    “Hey--” I said, and I stepped forward to intervene, but Sevahtra glared at me.  
 
    “It’s fine, Fynn,” my Matron said with a determined look in her eye.  
 
    “Take her away!” Vhondryl shouted, and the two soldiers started to drag Sevahtra away without an ounce of gentleness.  
 
    It pained me to see my Matron like this, but I had to follow her instructions. I whipped my head around to confront Vhondryl, but the First Matron was already in front of me, and she leaned in close to my ear.  
 
    “Good luck with your little plan now,” Vhondryl whispered right into my ear, and then she stood up straight and smiled at me. “Matron Sevahtra Claden’Du will be held for questioning until further notice.” 
 
    I watched as the soldiers dragged Sevahtra down the cobbled alleyway and away from me, but I swore right then and there I would get her back. 
 
    And I would make Vhondryl fucking pay for thinking she could mess with my House and my Matron. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Now it’s fucking on,” I muttered to myself when I was alone in the alleyway.  
 
    I didn’t have any time to waste, so I sprinted down the narrow side street and back toward the main entrance to downtown. I could tell I was getting some strange looks from the crowd as I bolted through them, but the last thing I was worried about right now was public perception. I almost knocked over a few bodies and stalls as I went, and my lungs were burning by the time I made it to the levitating platform, but I couldn’t waste another second.  
 
    Fuck knows what Vhondryl would do to Sevahtra now that she’d formally arrested her. I knew Imrae and Nodrin had both suffered terrible torture at the hands of the Council, and I’d be damned if I was going to let Sevahtra suffer the same fate.  
 
    I approached the edge of the levitating platform at a run, and I opened up my ether so I was able to fling myself right into the air and levitate straight away. I sped through the air using the silent commands Tryss had taught me what felt like a lifetime ago, and all the while, my mind raced with a million thoughts.  
 
    Sevahtra was probably right in thinking Vhondryl wouldn’t kill her anytime soon. At least I hoped that was the case. But that bitchy first Matron would still make her life a living hell.  
 
    I winced at the thought of having to tell Tryss and the others their Matron Mother had been taken. It wasn’t long ago that they’d lost the rest of their family members. Dozens of sisters, all dead in the blink of an eye. I knew Tryss and the others would fear the worst, but it only strengthened my resolve in returning Sevahtra to her House and family. I wouldn’t put Tryss through another loss, especially when she was about to give birth to her first child.  
 
    I felt a stabbing pain in my heart at the thought that Sevahtra wouldn’t meet her first grandchild, but I quickly shook the thought out of my head and gritted my teeth.  
 
    Voids, was I going to make that bitch Vhondryl pay for what she was doing.  
 
    I made it to House Twenty-Six faster than I’d ever made the journey from the Thoroughfare. I landed on the platform at a run, and the inertia from the flying shot me forward across the ground, so I burst into the atrium like a bat out of hell. I was relieved to see it was empty, because I was sure I looked like a fucking mess. I slowed to a jog, and I took some deep breaths as I approached the doors to the banquet hall, where it was common to find at least one or two someones hanging out these days. I hoped I didn’t look as disturbed as I felt as I pushed through the double doors into the hall.  
 
    Nodrin was sitting at our usual table, in his usual seat, to the right of Matron Sevahtra’s empty chair, and to his left sat Helera. They were both nursing clay mugs of warm, steaming liquids, and they smiled happily while they chatted. They both looked at me as I entered the room, and the wizard must have read my face like a book, because his smile disappeared instantly, and he stood up, which caused his chair to fall black with a clatter.  
 
    “Fynn, what’s wrong?” the wizard asked, and his voice was tight with concern.  
 
    “It’s Mother,” I said gravely.  
 
    “They took her, didn’t they?” Nodrin asked, and the skin on his face tightened while his beard twitched in anger.  
 
    I nodded in confirmation, and the wizard slammed his fist against the table. Helera yelped at this rare display of unbridled anger from her father, and then she turned her scared, maroon eyes on me.  
 
    “When?” Her voice was barely audible, but I was somewhat relieved it was the oldest and calmest of the sisters receiving this news first.  
 
    Dagwyn would have picked up her bow and arrows and stormed the Council Courthouse immediately, while Tryss would have probably devolved into a wailing puddle of tears thanks to those pregnancy hormones coursing through her body.  
 
    “Just now,” I said, and I gestured behind me as if they could see the Thoroughfare from which I’d just come. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” a croaky voice sounded out, and I looked down to see Fespius hobbling over to us from the slave entrance, which was a small door next to the fireplace. “Mother says we are to keep the noises down. Your noise is up.” 
 
    “Helly, fetch the others,” Nodrin said in an even tone and darkened eyes, and he ignored the hobgoblin. 
 
    “Okay, but--” 
 
    “Now, Helera!” the wizard barked, so the First Daughter scurried away after casting a worried glance at me. Then Nodrin turned his crimson gaze to me. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    I spared no detail as I recounted the story of Vhondryl and her soldiers approaching us. When I got to the part about the First Matron wanting to arrest me first, the skin around Nodrin’s eyes tightened, but he didn’t interrupt. After I finished, he blew a long breath out and stroked his long, white beard.  
 
    “Sevvy was right, it’s better we have you here,” Nodrin said.  
 
    I felt my shoulders relax, and I was grateful the wizard didn’t place the blame on me. This was Vhondryl’s doing after all, and no one knew the Council’s wrath better than a former prisoner.  
 
    Nodrin continued to stroke his beard, and his eyes went vacant as he retreated into his own mind. I allowed him a moment to himself before I intruded on his thoughts.  
 
    “We need to get her back, obviously,” I said as I tried to mask the impatience in my voice. My heart raced as I imagined my Matron Mother in shackles at the mercy of the cunts who’d killed off half of Oshara without anyone noticing. “She trusted me to rescue her, and that’s what I need to do.” 
 
    “We’re going to save her, that’s not a question,” Nodrin said as he started to tap his foot against the stone ground, and his voice had a newfound note of calm to it. “But we need to approach this wisely. Let’s assess.” 
 
    The white-bearded wizard gestured for me to sit, and I did while he picked his chair up from the ground and took his seat. He drummed his fingers on the table while his knee bobbed up and down, and he took deep breaths while the cogs of his mind turned.  
 
    Before we could get started, the doors burst open, and Helera led a group into the banquet hall. Tryss and Dagwyn were hot on her heels, followed closely by Drindessa and Rilrae.  
 
    “The others will be here soon,” Helera said breathlessly as the group approached the table. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’re just starting to discuss that now,” Nodrin said in that calm tone, and he gestured for the others to sit.  
 
    I noticed he had stopped bouncing his limbs, probably in an attempt to appear collected in front of the others.  
 
    “You want us to sit?” Dagwyn bellowed. “We need to go get Mother back, why the fuck would we sit down?” 
 
    “Shut up, Daggy,” Tryss snapped, and she pushed past her sisters to join my side. My pregnant lover grasped my arm, and I felt her sharp nails slice into my skin as she turned her wide, watery eyes onto mine. “She’s okay, right? Oh, Fynn, tell me she’s okay.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” I said. “For now. But don’t worry, we’re going to get her back. But Nodrin is right, we need to think this through, we can’t go in there guns ablazing.” 
 
    “What the fuck is a gun?” Dagwyn seethed, but the angry warrioress pulled a chair out and plunked herself down into it.  
 
    “I don’t know, something that goes ablaze,” I said as the others followed suit and sat around the table.  
 
    My words seemed to have comforted them some, but their faces were still twisted in fear and concern. Dagwyn looked like she was ready to charge into battle at a moment’s notice, but she’d managed to stay in her seat so far.  
 
    “When should we expect the others?” Nodrin asked Helera in an even tone, and the wizard was doing a good job of masking his anxiety over the situation.  
 
    “Sashti is rounding them up now,” Helera said as she leaned forward on the table and perched her slender lilac forearms against the edge of the table. The First Daughter took her braid in her hands and started nervously twirling the end of it around her long fingers.  
 
    “Good,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “How could you let this happen?” Dagwyn asked suddenly as she rounded her angry gaze on me.  
 
    “Don’t blame Fynn,” Tryss said as she clasped her hands around my forearm again. “There must have been a reason they took Mother and not him. Right, Fynn?” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “See, what happened was--” 
 
    The door burst open again before I could begin to retell the story, and the remaining members of the alliance rushed into the banquet hall. Sashti led the way, with Mizzy and Breena close behind her. Imrae followed, with Krondorl the spider hybrid clinging on to her shoulder, and Zephyr brought up the rear of the eager-looking group, alongside Thamegazi, the rescued duergar. They didn’t need any instructions, they just quickly crossed the banquet hall and joined us at the table.  
 
    “Any news?” Sashti asked as she scooted a chair next to Helera. The two soul-bonded women wrapped comforting arms around each other, and Sashti rested her free hand on her belly, which housed the baby I’d implanted into her. The pale Aseni woman turned her bright eyes on the table again. “Oh, and the Blessed Eight are taking care of Essie and Xune in the nursery in Twenty-Eight.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “And there’s no news, but--” 
 
    “Fynn was just about to tell us why he let Mother be taken,” Dagwyn drawled.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Daggy, for the last time, he didn’t--” Tryss began, but I held a hand up to quiet my feisty lover.  
 
    “Let me explain what happened,” I said, and I started at the very beginning with my trip to the lake with Zephyr, and the destruction of the Lower Lower Houses, which was new information to a lot of the bodies around the table.  
 
    They hung on every word, and a heavy silence hung in the air when I finished the story with Sevahtra’s arrest.  
 
    “Drogu’s hairy cunt, I had no idea the Council was capable of pulling something like that off,” Mizzy said, and the Matron of Twenty-Nine shook her head back and forth with a scowl on her face.  
 
    “It’s possible we slightly underestimated their abilities,” Nodrin said gravely. “But we won’t be making that mistake again, rest assured.” 
 
    “Fuck, no, we won’t,” Dagwyn said as she slammed her fist against the table. “Taking Mother into custody was an act of war, and we need to respond tenfold.” 
 
    “Which we would do, if we had the numbers,” I said as I eyed Nodrin’s pinched face. I knew the wizened wizard was just as desperate to get Sevahtra back home, but he had the age and experience to see the bigger picture, and we needed to get the others to see it, too. 
 
    “But the alliance--” Dagwyn began.  
 
    “Not even close to enough numbers,” Helera snapped at her twin. Then Helly extracted herself from Sashti and threw her shoulders back as she finally took on her role as First Daughter in this crisis. “Where are we in terms of Upper House allies?” 
 
    “We have Faeryl in House Eighteen for sure,” I said, and I recalled Mother Sevahtra rattling off this list just yesterday. “House Seventeen is on our side, and Twenty-Two and Nineteen we took by force, but they’re under our command.” 
 
    “Okay, so four Upper Houses,” Helera said thoughtfully. “They’re Upper Houses, so we have to assume they have a decent cache of resources, from supplies to chattel. ” 
 
    “Yes, but this is the Council we’re up against,” I reminded the group. “The ones who eliminated the Lower Lower Houses right under the city’s nose. We can’t make the mistake of underestimating them again, like Nodrin said. Storming the Council Courthouse to break a prisoner free will for sure start a war. We need to be absolutely sure we have enough resources to see us through. Can anyone say with confidence that we do?” 
 
    The silence after my question was deafening, and everyone’s eyes slid away before I could make eye contact. I wanted to let my question hang in the air so everyone could mull on the gravity of the situation. Obviously, getting Sevahtra back was the priority, but everyone needed to understand the consequences of what we were about to do.  
 
    “We need more.” Tryss broke the silence in a voice barely above a whisper, and others nodded in agreement. 
 
    “More?” Dagwyn screeched. “How are we going to get more? We have plenty! Mother is rotting in Council prison, and you want to, what, raid more Houses to stockpile resources until we have enough to rescue her?” 
 
    “Um, yes, exactly that,” I said.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” Dagwyn asked as her torso shot forward to lean against the table, and her crimson eyes were in danger of popping out of her skull. “We can’t do that, we need to–” 
 
    “Dagwyn,” Nodrin said sharply as he turned a narrow gaze on his Second Daughter. “This will go a lot faster without your childish outbursts. Your Mother would nick your ear for your insolence if she were here right now.” 
 
    “That’s-- I just--” Dagwyn’s ears flattened against her head, and her face flushed a deep amethyst at her father’s scolding.  
 
    “Look, let’s not waste any more time,” I said, and I raised my hands to diffuse the situation. “But yes, we need to get more resources, and fast. Imrae, who do you suggest we hit in the Upper Houses for a quick turnaround? Preferably Houses who are already aligned against Vhondryl.” 
 
    “Definitely Twenty-Four,” Imrae said. “The Matron, Akordia, is a huge bitch, and no one in her House likes her. She’ll resist you, but she’d be easy to take down, just get her family to turn on her.” 
 
     I couldn’t help but notice the Upper House defect was looking better these days. Her silver hair looked neater, and her eyes were no longer swollen from crying constantly. I was sure having her new duergar friend to keep her company did the woman good, but I couldn’t help but think that my dicking down must have helped, too. 
 
    “That sounds easy enough, I can be quite charming when I need to be,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “You’ll need all the charm you can get when I’m through with you,” Dagwyn grumbled.  
 
    “Drogu’s sake, give it a rest, Daggy,” Helera snapped. “No one here believes it was Fynn’s fault, and neither do you. You’re just scared and angry, but it’s time to get over it and get your head in the game.” 
 
    Anger flashed across Dagwyn’s face, but the Darnem took a deep breath and turned a steady eye to Imrae.  
 
    “Who else?” Dagwyn asked stiffly.  
 
    “Might as well hit Twenty-Five as well,” Imrae said with a sigh. Krondorl was curled on her lap, and Imrae stroked his furry back absentmindedly while she spoke. “They’ll be sympathetic, considering how close they are to the cut-off of Upper House versus Lower House. I don’t know the Matron, Jhalass, all that well, but I know there are some Vhondy haters in her ranks.” 
 
    “That’s a good starting point,” I said as I drummed my fingers on the table, and Nodrin nodded thoughtfully. “I say we hit them both tonight, take two teams, one for each House. Then we send another team to consolidate our resources and get an army together as quickly as possible. Dagwyn, I think you should lead that. We could really use your training skills in that department.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Dagwyn said, and she sat up straighter while her long ears perked up and twitched.  
 
    I could tell the Second Daughter needed a win, and her skills really were best put to use gathering and training soldiers. And it had the added benefit of keeping her out of the way. She was clearly too emotional to be directly involved in Mother’s rescue mission.  
 
    “Good girl,” I said to Dagwyn with a wink, and her face flushed again, but this time it was accompanied by a grin. “So, we can stick to our original raiding teams for the Houses. My team can take Twenty-Four, and Helly’s team can take Twenty-Five? Nodrin, your team stays behind and helps consolidate and train with Daggy? And you can start planning an attack on the Courthouse while we’re out raiding.” 
 
    “Great idea, babe,” Tryss said, and she gave my hand a squeeze. “No wonder Mother wanted you to stay behind with us.” 
 
    “Then we reconvene here…” I said slowly. “Before we storm the Courthouse and bring Mother home.” 
 
    My statement hung in the air as a nervous excitement filled the room.  
 
    “It’s decided then,” Nodrin said. “Let’s not waste any more time.” 
 
    The wizard rose from his chair, and everyone else followed suit, so the sound of a dozen chairs scraping against cobblestone filled the room. We broke off into our groups like it was second nature at this point, and I led my team down to the armory in the vaults of the House of Claden’Du. Tryss clutched my hand tightly as we hurried down the stone staircase, while Zephyr and Rilrae followed us silently. Our footsteps echoed through the narrow staircase, and the flickering lanterns lining the walls cast our long shadows across the steps. Our breathing became heavy and rapid as we descended the stairs.  
 
    As we landed on the vault level, I led us to the armory vault silently, and everyone seemed lost in their own thoughts as I unlocked the door with magick. I pushed open the heavy metal door and stepped into the fully-stocked armory. Dagwyn wasn’t wrong earlier when she said that we had plenty. Plenty for everyday life, but not enough for war.  
 
    “Weapons of choice?” I asked as I headed for the section of axes.  
 
    “Oh, I’ll take an ax if you’re going,” Tryss called out while she stepped toward the spears. “Just a little sidearm one.” 
 
    “Sure thing, babe,” I said, and I stepped up to the row of axes.  
 
    I chose a decent-sized one for myself with raw, uncut black onyx embedded into the silver handle. I weighed it up in my hand and reached for a side sheath. I strapped the leather sheath around my waist and slid the onyx ax into it, and I grabbed a smaller ax with smooth emerald stones embedded in it for Tryss. Then I headed over to my pregnant lover as she weighed up two spears in her hand. She chose the shorter one and placed the other one back in the rack before she turned to me and held her hand out for the ax. I passed it to her, along with a sheath, and I held her spear while she strapped the sheath to her thin waist and secured the ax. Then she took her spear back from me, and we made our way to the other side of the armory, which was lined with body armor for all shapes and sizes.  
 
    Zephyr and Rilrae were strapping their armor on as we approached. They nodded at us and moved aside so we could get in and grab our own protection.  
 
    “This should be a fun one,” Rilrae said as she pulled the strap for her chestplate tight across her back. “If Imrae is right, we might just need to take the Matron out, and that’s us. We know we’re capable of that already.” 
 
    “I say we just storm the atrium, then,” I said as I reached for a helmet. “Get in and get out as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the baker said with a nod. “I think we’ve worked well enough together so far that we can read each other’s cues. Fynn, you’ll take the lead, of course.” 
 
    “If everyone’s okay with that,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Obviously,” Tryss said, and my lover shot me a wink. 
 
    “And I’ve brought some insta-portals,” Zephyr said as he patted a bulge in his pocket. “So we can transfer resources immediately if we need to.” 
 
    “Which we will,” I said as I reached for a groin protector to fit my ample crotch. “That’s why we’re out here, anyway. Gather as much last-minute resources as we can.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Tryss said as she strapped on a chestplate. 
 
    Tryss and I finished gearing up while Rilrae and Zephyr chose their weapons, and a few minutes later, we were ready for our next raid. As we left the armory together, Helera’s team filed past us to suit up for their own raid. 
 
    “Good luck out there,” Helera said with a serious look on her pretty face. “Stay safe.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I reassured the First Daughter. “We’ll see you all back here soon. Good luck.” 
 
    The two teams exchanged somber goodbyes, and I led my team up to the levitating platform.  
 
    “No lizards?” Tryss asked as we made our way to the edge of the platform.  
 
    “No time,” I said with a shake of my head. “If we’ve got the insta-portals, we can get back to Claden’Du faster than if we had the lizards, anyway.  
 
    “Good call,” Rilrae said.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” I asked as I opened up my ether in preparation for levitating.  
 
    “Aye,” the rest of the team chorused.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I instructed, and I darted up into the air and headed toward House Twenty-Four.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The wind whipped my long silver braid around my face as I sped through the brisk air toward one of the nearest Upper Houses. I glanced behind my shoulder at the others, who were all speeding behind me with determined looks on their faces, and I knew everyone was eager to rescue Mother Sevahtra. 
 
    But for now, this mission had to be completed first.  
 
    Hopefully, Rilrae was correct in saying that it would be easy, based on Imrae’s information. If we could get House Twenty-Four on our side, and Helly’s team managed to take Twenty-Five as well, that put us in pretty good standing against Vhondryl and the rest of those Council cunts. Six Upper Houses and our alliance in the Lower Houses, I figured we had a pretty good shot.  
 
    Getting Sevahtra back wasn’t an option, it was a requirement. Once we had our Matron back, we could worry about the full-blown war.  
 
    For now, I needed to focus on taking over Twenty-Four. What was the Matron’s name again? Ak-something… Akordia. Huge bitch.  
 
    No problem, I was used to dealing with bitches.  
 
    It wasn’t long until we approached House Twenty-Four. It was getting pretty late, so the Upper House was relatively dark, which meant we had the element of surprise on our side.  
 
    Good.  
 
    I gestured for the others to follow me to the platform outside the atrium level of House Twenty-Four. I could already see two orc guards, as was common in the Upper Houses, and they were coming out to the platform in anticipation of our landing. Usually, I would try to be diplomatic, but since this raid was time sensitive, I knew the best approach would be to kill the orc guards on sight.  
 
    I lowered myself down onto the platform, and as my feet landed, I walked toward the approaching guards. I heard and felt the others land behind me, and I trusted them enough to follow my lead without having to give them explicit instructions.  
 
    “Purpose of yer visit?” an orc guard grunted as he lumbered toward us. His yellow tusks jutted out from his mouth and caused a trail of saliva to dribble down his chin as he spoke.  
 
    His partner scowled at us, and the whole platform shook as two huge orcs moved across it. 
 
    “Just a little light mutiny,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Huh?” the first orc said, and the two guards exchanged confused glances.  
 
    While their eyes were averted, I pulled my ax out of its sheath and flung it at the first orc. The ax embedded itself into the orc’s forehead with a wet thud, and his eyes crossed in his head before he fell back onto the ground.  
 
    The force of his body slamming onto the platform sent shockwaves beneath my feet, but the other orc guard reacted quicker than I expected. He pulled his sword from its sheath and charged at me with his weapon raised above his head, but before he could get very far, an arrow struck him between the eyes, and he was dead before he hit the ground.  
 
    I turned around to see Rilrae holding a bow at her side, and her sweet, round face was twisted into a wicked grin at the sight of her first kill of the evening.  
 
    “Nice shot,” I said with an appreciative nod. “Let’s chuck these fuckers off the side before we storm the House, just in case anyone levitates past and notices them.” 
 
    “Good call,” Tryss said, and she rushed to the feet of the nearest orc and gestured for me to help her.  
 
    “Um…” I took my place at the dead orc’s head and pulled my ax out, and it made a squelching sound as it exited the guard’s skull. Then I glanced at Tryss’ stomach and back up to her face as I holstered my bloodied ax. “Should you be lifting something so heavy?” 
 
    “What have I told you about treating me differently just because I’m knocked up?” Tryss huffed as she bent down and grabbed the orc’s feet. “I’ve got my ether open, I’ll levitate him if I have to, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I shrugged and grabbed the orc’s limp body by the armpits, and together Tryss and I hoisted him into the air. We hobbled over to the side of the platform and flung him off the edge, and then we peered over the platform and watched as his giant orc body rotated ass over head through the air and eventually landed with a splash into the lake water below.  
 
    “See?” Tryss smirked triumphantly as Rilrae and Zephyr flung their dead orc over the side, too. “I’m not useless yet.” 
 
    “You’ll never be useless,” I said, and I grabbed Tryss’ thin waist and pulled her in for a quick kiss. “Now let’s do this.” 
 
     I released Tryss and gestured for the others to follow me toward the entrance to the House while I pulled out my ax, and I heard the others unsheathe their weapons as we stormed into the Upper House. At the last second, I glanced back at my companions, and they all raised their weapons in a little salute as if to say ‘we’re ready,’ so I didn’t hesitate when I got to the double doors of the Upper House atrium.  
 
    I kicked the heavy doors in with a flourish, and I was met with an empty atrium. I had to admit, I was a little disappointed no one was there to bear witness to my dramatic entrance, and now my knee hurt for no reason, but I pushed into the Upper House atrium regardless of my lack of audience.  
 
    “If they’re sleeping, they won’t be for long after that entrance,” Tryss said from behind me.  
 
    “Good, we don’t have time to cater to their beauty rest,” I said as I strode across the dark atrium. I had to activate my fae-fyre to see, but the Upper House atrium was admittedly beautiful. 
 
    This Matron clearly had a thing for moss, because every surface was covered in the spongy plant. It gave the atrium a mystical feel, and it smelled briny like the sea but in a good way. There were lights laid out underneath the moss-covered surfaces to make it appear the plant was glowing, and I followed a worn path toward the back of the House.  
 
    The path split into a fork, one to the left and one to the right, so I paused while the others caught up to me.  
 
    “Oooh, which one should we take?” Tryss mused out loud. “If it’s set up like Claden’Du, the right would take us to the banquet hall, and the left would bypass that level and take us right up to the sleeping quarters.” 
 
    “Why don’t we--” I began, but before I could finish my sentence, a door creaked open loudly, and we all froze in place.  
 
    Moments later, a shadowy silhouette appeared at the end of the path on the left. I could tell instantly it was the Matron Akordia, though she was wearing a night robe and had a silken towel wrapped around her head.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Akordia hissed as she approached us via the left-hand path. The Matron rubbed her eyes as she walked, and I could tell we’d woken her from her sleep, because she clearly had no idea what she was walking into.  
 
    I let her approach us without saying a word, and eventually she got close enough to freeze in place and gape at me with her mouth hanging open.  
 
    “Hello there,” I said cheerfully as I approached the frozen Matron through the moss-covered path. “You weren’t expecting us, but I’m--” 
 
    “I know who you are.” Akordia finally snapped out of it, and she scowled at me and pulled her robe tighter across her long, thin body.  
 
    I couldn’t help but notice how flat-chested this Matron was, and she had a wide, flat nose to match her chest. She was an unpleasant-looking drow, and it didn’t help that her nose was curled up in disgust.  
 
    “My reputation precedes me, once again,” I drawled as I continued to approach the Upper House Matron, but this time she took a step back.  
 
    “Stop right there,” Akordia commanded as she held a hand out.  
 
    “Or what?” I asked with a lifted eyebrow.  
 
    “Guards!” Akordia shrieked suddenly. “Intruders! Guards!” 
 
    “Oh, we killed a couple of your orc guards and tossed them into the lake, hope that’s okay,” I said nonchalantly as I continued to approach the robed Matron, who stepped backward with each step forward I took. 
 
    Suddenly, another figure appeared behind the Matron. She was taller and prettier, with a dainty, upturned nose and full, pouty red lips that contrasted beautifully against her lilac skin. Her eyes were an interesting shade of amethyst flecked with glowing amber, and I could tell by her long silver braid that she was the First Daughter of the House.  
 
    “Mother, what the fuck is going on?” the young, pretty Unem asked in a voice thick with sleep. “What are you screeching at?” 
 
    The First Daughter finally laid eyes on me, and her eyes went wide at the sight of the ax in my hand.  
 
    “Welcome to the party,” I said as I continued to approach the pair, who were now both retreating from me.  
 
    “What the fuck have you done now?” the Unem demanded of Akordia.  
 
    “Shut up, bitch, I haven’t done anything wrong,” Akordia snapped back at her daughter. “These idiots just came out of nowhere.” 
 
    “No, not nowhere,” I said as the others joined me on the path toward the Matron. “We came from Station Twenty-Six, the House of Claden’Du--” 
 
    “I said I know who you are,” Akordia interrupted.  
 
    “Well, did you know my House and others are staging a coup and overthrowing Vhondryl and the rest of the sitting members of the Council?” I asked in a casual tone.  
 
    This caused the Matron and Unem to pause and glance at each other.  
 
    “First I’ve heard of it,” the First Daughter said, and I couldn’t help but notice that she seemed pleased at the news.  
 
    “Sorry, and you are…?”  
 
    “Charlindra Unem Oblodra,” the Unem said with a swish of her long braid. “Or Charlie, as most call me.” 
 
    “Charlie, pleased to make your acquaintance, I’m--” 
 
    “Fynn,” Charlie finished for me. “Like my Mother said, we know who you are up here. You’re practically a legend.” 
 
    Charlie smiled at me with a mix of wonder and lust, which was in stark contrast to her mother’s deepening scowl. 
 
    “We’ve come to you with a proposition--” I started. 
 
    “No,” Akordia said instantly.  
 
    “Hear him out,” Charlie said, and she gave her Matron a light nudge with her elbow. 
 
    I was getting the feeling that Imrae was right in her assessment of this House. Akordia seemed like a right bitch, while Charlie was the one who was interested in listening to what I had to say.  
 
    But I wondered how receptive Charlie would be to the overthrow if it included her own Mother. 
 
    “I don’t need to,” Akordia sneered. “Vhondy told me something like this might happen, and I’m not interested in hearing what this traitor has to say.” 
 
    “But--” Charlie began, but Akordia started shrieking again.  
 
    “Guards! Guards!” 
 
    “Mother, shut up!” Charlie shouted over the sounds of her mother’s shrill cries, but to no avail.  
 
    Akordia continued to shriek, and I knew she’d have the whole House awake at any moment.  
 
    Before I could decide what to do, I felt a rush of wind by my ear, along with a whooshing sound, and then the distinct sound of an arrow being lodged into bone. Akordia’s body went rigid as the arrow found its new home between her eyes, and the sound of her shrieks was silenced immediately.  
 
    I turned around to see Rilrae holding her bow at her side again, and she had a chagrined look on her face.  
 
    “Sorry, Fynn, but that screaming was really getting on my nerves,” the bloodthirsty baker said with a shrug.  
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and I whipped my head back around to Charlie, who was standing over her Mother’s lifeless body.  
 
    I stiffened my muscles, and I prepared myself for an attack from Charlie, but to my surprise, the beautiful drow tilted her head back and laughed. I watched her with a look of confusion as she laughed and laughed and laughed, and she even had to wipe tears away from her eyes before they fell and landed on her dead mother. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Charlie said when she noticed me watching her. “It’s just--” 
 
    Before she could finish, she burst into laughter again.  
 
    “Not the reaction I was expecting,” I said loudly enough to be heard over her laughter.  
 
    “I know, I know, sorry, it’s just really funny if you knew the conversation we had earlier,” Charlie gasped as she wiped the tears away. “Mother was adamant that she was going to die of old age in her bed because, and these are her exact words, she was too quick and clever to be taken out in battle. And then you lot come here and just… pow.” 
 
    Charlie mimicked her mother being hit with an arrow in the head and falling backwards, and then she burst into a fit of giggles again.  
 
    “Well, you’re welcome, I guess?” I said as Rilrae pushed past me to retrieve her arrow from the Matron’s skull.  
 
    “Oh, you have no idea how great this is.” Charlie finally composed herself and flashed me a smile. “Plus, new job title for me, thanks for that especially.” 
 
    It seemed Imrae’s information was accurate. The Matron wasn’t that popular if her own First Daughter was celebrating her death.  
 
    “Congratulations,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Anyway, what’s this proposition?” Charlie asked as she stepped over her mother’s dead body and approached me with all the swagger of a new Matron Mother.  
 
    “It boils down to kill or be killed,” Rilrae said as she joined my side and wiped the blood of the Matron off her arrow. 
 
    “Pretty much.” I nodded. “Vhondryl has taken our Matron into custody, we’re staging a rescue mission. After that, it’ll be a full-scale war. So, you’re either with us or against us, and unfortunately, now is the time for your House to decide where your loyalties lie.” 
 
    “Well, that’s an easy one,” Charlie said with a shrug. “I hate that Vhondy bitch.” 
 
    “So, you’re on our side?” I asked as I stood up straighter. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’d rather not take an arrow to the face with no warning,” Charlie said with a smirk directed at the baker.  
 
    “I’d apologize, but I’m not sorry,” Rilrae said as she returned the smile.  
 
    “I’d be disappointed if you were.” Charlie stuck her long, slender arm out to me, and we shook hands. “Nice to finally put a face to the name, Fynn, and I must say, you’re even more handsome than they say.” 
 
    “Appreciate that,” I said with a wink. “Sorry to cut our meeting short, but we are on a time crunch here…” 
 
    “Of course,” Charlie said as she extracted her hand from mine. “But you can count on the House of Oblodra’s alliance in your mission. Now, tell me, what do you need?” 
 
    Charlie’s gaze met mine, and I opened up my ether enough to step into her mind. It wasn’t my usual style, but I needed to make sure Charlie was genuine. It took all of three seconds inside her mind for me to know she was for real, and that she really, reallyyy hated Vhondryl. I didn’t stick around long enough to detect where all that hatred came from, all I needed to know was it was there, and that we could count on Charlie and her House.  
 
    “Soldiers,” I said once I stepped out of the new Matron’s mind. “Lots of soldiers.” 
 
    “Done.” Charlie pushed past me and headed down the other side of the path. “Follow me.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    The team and I followed Charlie through her darkened house until we made it all the way down to the dungeon levels of House Twenty-Four. We were breathing heavily by the time we made it, but Charlie looked more invigorated than ever. She had a spring in her step, and her eyes gleamed, so I gathered she was excited about her new promotion.  
 
    It was a nice change of pace from Faeryl, the current Matron of Eighteen, who wanted nothing to do with her title. I didn’t necessarily blame her, Matron was a big job, and if a female wasn’t up for it, she shouldn’t have to do it. For the safety of her House, at the very least. A Matron had to make quick decisions, often difficult ones that could result in death. A lot of death. Luckily, it seemed like Charlie was up for the task, and she was making the right call for her House in joining our alliance.  
 
    Also, the way her ass swung when she walked was out of this world.  
 
    We followed Charlie through the twisted earthen corridors of the dungeon level, which was lit by torches hanging on the wall boasting tall, blue flames. I could hear the rumbling sound of chattel at work in the belly of the Upper House, and it sounded like Charlie had a strong, full House underneath her now, which boded well for us. The fresh Matron also had a burning hatred for Enemy Number One, aka Vhondryl, and a common enemy brought people together like nothing else.  
 
    “Good job, babe,” Tryss whispered at my side.  
 
    Instinctively, we slowed our pace to allow the others to pass so there was some space between us and the new Matron.  
 
    “I didn’t have to do much,” I whispered back. “Charlie was on board before we even got here.” 
 
    “We have been pretty lucky with our raids,” Tryss said with a grin.  
 
    “Just as well,” I said in a low voice and somber tone. “We need all the luck we can get before the upcoming war. Hopefully, Charlie pulls through here.” 
 
    “I assure you, I’m pulling through,” Charlie said in a slightly raised voice from the front of the pack.  
 
    “What the--” I eyed the space between us. There was no way Tryss and I had been talking loud enough for the Matron to hear what we were saying.  
 
    “I’m a golden ear,” Charlie said over her shoulder as she continued down through the dungeons.  
 
    Though I’d never heard the term before, my innate Insight told me what it meant. A ‘golden ear’ had extraordinary hearing, they could even hear the sound of moss growing. Having a golden ear on your side going into battle would be incredibly beneficial, since they’d be able to hear the other side’s commands from a great distance.  
 
    “Is that right?” Tryss said in a surprised tone. Then she turned to me and spoke in a softer voice. “There aren’t many golden ears in Oshara.” 
 
    “Three, to be exact,” Charlie said from the front. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, no point whispering, I guess,” Tryss giggled.  
 
    “That’s pretty impressive,” I said, and I made my way to the front of the pack again so I could walk next to the pretty golden ear. 
 
    “It is what it is,” Charlie said with a shrug, but her amethyst eyes twinkled with something close to pride.  
 
    I could tell the new Matron was clever. Too clever to be boastful of a special ability she was born with, but she was also clever enough to understand the importance of it. 
 
    “Does that stir up a lot of jealousy in your House?” I asked. “Amongst your sisters, perhaps?”  
 
    I came to House Twenty-Four with the understanding that we may need to kill the Matron, and like Tryss said, we were lucky Charlie was so quick to agree to work with us. But I needed to make sure the rest of her House was on board, too. If they weren’t, and they were more aligned with Akordia’s ideas, well, there was nothing to stop them from killing Charlie and turning against Claden’Du and the alliance.  
 
    “Voids, no,” Charlie said with a wave of her red manicured hand. “My sisters and I are very close. Jealousy has no place between us, we find it a waste of energy. And they would agree with my actions tonight, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” I fibbed easily, but I couldn’t help but be impressed by the clever, classy Matron. She had a certain elegance about her, and I wondered if that came with Upper House education. 
 
    “Liar,” Charlie said with a serrated smile. “But fear not, Fynn, my family and House are on board. I’m so confident, in fact, that I’m about to give you a sizable chunk of chattel. How about ten thousand soldiers and slaves?” 
 
    “R-Really?” I blinked as Charlie stopped in front of a dungeon door.  
 
    “Why? Do you need more?” the Matron asked with a lifted eyebrow and a sparkle in her amethyst eyes.  
 
    “Um, no, that should do, but are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.” Charlie pulled a set of keys out of her robe and selected a long skeleton key. “I’m Matron now, it’s my call. Damn, that feels good to say. Even better to do.” 
 
    Charlie inserted the key into the lock and twisted, and then she pushed open the dungeon door and gestured for me to follow her into the small circular antechamber. The earthen room contained another door on the other side of it, and I could hear the rumbling of thousands of footsteps from behind the door.  
 
     The rest of the team followed me into the antechamber, and Charlie extracted another key from her ring while we crossed the room to the other door. 
 
    “That’s very generous of you,” I said as I kept pace with the Matron’s long legs.  
 
    “Like I said, Vhondryl is as good as dead to me, so I would love to be part of making her actually dead,” Charlie said. We made it to the door, and she stuck the new skeleton key into the door and turned her gaze on me. “Plus, I can spare them.” 
 
    The pretty Matron turned the key in the lock and stepped out onto a balcony-like structure. I joined her on the small mezzanine and breathed in the sulfur-tinted air as we gazed out over the inner workings of the Upper House stalactite, which contained sloped levels carved deep into the stone structure and thousands of moving bodies.  
 
    The levels were connected by short, squat staircases worn down by the thousands of footsteps from the soldiers and slaves who trudged along relentlessly. The soldiers were obvious in their armor and carrying their weapons, but they came in all shapes and races. I saw orcs, ogres, duergars, goblins, dragonbloods, and male drows, and they all looked like they were ready for battle at a moment’s notice. The slaves contrasted the soldiers in their simple linen clothes, mostly dirty and torn, but they all looked well fed and healthy.  
 
    I surveyed the stock as they milled around the inner stalactite, like ants in a colony, and I couldn’t help but feel impressed. Since I’d been summoned to this world, I’d mainly dealt with Houses that had recently been decimated, so it was something else to witness an Upper House in its prime. 
 
    I also wondered if this was what Claden’Du had looked like before, and I vowed to restore my House to its former glory and then some. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” I said as I turned to the new Matron with a grin. “You’ve got a few bodies to spare.” 
 
    “And I’m happy to spare them, if…” Charlie said, and she pointed her red painted fingernail in my face. “You make sure I’m in the room when you take Vhondryl down.” 
 
    “Done.” I lifted my hand while Charlie lowered hers, and we shook in agreement.  
 
    “We can start with ten thousand, let me know if you need more,” Charlie said, and she waved Zephyr forward when she noticed him pull the insta-portal out of his pocket. “I know you’ve got a Matron to rescue, so I won’t keep you. But you have my House’s support, I’ll call a meeting as soon as you’re gone.” 
 
    “Again, I appreciate your support,” I said with a nod. “We’ll be in touch as soon as we get our Matron back with the next steps.” 
 
    “Good,” Charlie said, and she took a step toward the right corner of the mezzanine, where there was a gate I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    I followed Charlie to the gate, with Zephyr behind me, then the women behind him, and I peered over the side to see the gate opened onto a spiraling stone staircase.  
 
    The Matron swung the gate open and started to descend the stairs, and we followed her down onto a platform, which led to a smaller staircase that brought us to one of the busy corridors of the stalactite. The slaves and soldiers acknowledged Charlie with respectful nods of their heads, then continued past us without a word. The Matron led us to a small room just off the main corridor, which was empty except for a wooden bench along the back of the room. Zephyr had the insta-portal ready in his hand, so Charlie gestured him forward.  
 
    “The portal can only accommodate about a hundred bodies at a time,” Zephyr said as he tossed the flat device onto the ground. “So, it’s going to take us a minute to transport everyone.” 
 
    We watched as the device spun like a top, expanded to four times its size until it took over the whole length of the room, and then implanted itself into the ground. Once it stopped moving, a beam of bright blue light shot up from the portal, and it flickered and hummed while it waited for us to utilize it.  
 
    “I’ve got time,” Charlie said with a shrug, and she stepped out of the room and started to round up passing soldiers and slaves.  
 
    “Tryss and I will head back first and check in with the others, if you two are okay to stay and oversee the transfer of chattel?” I asked as I glanced between Zephyr and Rilrae.  
 
    “Fine by us,” Zephyr said with a glance at the baker, who nodded.  
 
    “Great,” I said as I stepped toward the portal.  
 
    “Might as well take a few of these with you,” Charlie called from outside the portal room.  
 
    “It’s going to take me a minute to get used to that golden hearing,” I chuckled, but I waited as the Upper House Matron entered the room again with about fifty soldiers. 
 
    “Thanks again for all your help,” Tryss said cheerfully to Charlie. My lover joined my side and slid her hand into mine while the soldiers lined up along the perimeter of the portal.  
 
    “My pleasure, and congratulations, by the way,” Charlie said with a gesture at Tryss’ stomach. “Is it your first?” 
 
    “O-Oh, yes, it is, um, how did you know I was…” 
 
    “Strong heartbeat.” Charlie tapped her ear and grinned, and Tryss gasped.  
 
    “That’s amazing,” Tryss said in an awed tone, and then she turned to me with wide eyes. “She can hear our baby’s heartbeat.” 
 
    “That is pretty damn cool,” I said, and I gave Tryss a quick kiss before I turned back to the portal. “That’s something Mother would like to hear about, too.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to tell her,” Tryss said in a confident tone as she turned to the portal, too.  
 
    “We’ll see you all soon,” I said to the others, and then I gestured for the borrowed soldiers to step onto the platform along with Tryss and myself.  
 
    “Dungeons of House Thirty,” I commanded the portal, though that was purely out of habit since the portal was programmed only to the dungeons of the empty House we were using as a base. Nevertheless, I said the command as we stepped onto the glowing platform, and I felt the familiar tugging sensation behind my belly button before I was squeezed through the magickly enchanted portal.  
 
    Moments later, I appeared in the dungeons of my House, and I stepped off the portal platform while my head reoriented itself.  
 
    Tryss was right beside me, and she grabbed my hand and headed straight for the door. I gestured for the Upper House soldiers to follow us, and as we exited the dungeon room with the portal, we ran straight into Dagwyn.  
 
    “Oh,” Dagwyn said as she stumbled backward to avoid colliding with us, and then she peeked over my shoulder. “I thought I heard something coming from the portal. I take it things went well?” 
 
    “You could say that,” I said with a grin. “This is just a sample, we have ten thousand troops in total en route. How’s it going down here?” 
 
    “Really good,” Dagwyn said as she proudly stepped around Tryss and me to take command of the newly appointed soldiers. “We’ve got more numbers than we realized, and this ten thousand is a nice bonus. Nodrin and the others are upstairs in the banquet hall, he wanted me to send you straight to him when you got back.” 
 
    “On it,” I said, and I grabbed Tryss’ hand and headed to the staircase at the other end of the dungeons.  
 
    On the way, we passed the dungeon rooms that were filled with soldiers. In some of the rooms, the soldiers were training with their weapons, in other rooms they were gathering gear. And in some rooms, a commanding officer had their soldiers in formation while they barked instructions at them.  
 
    I could tell Dagwyn had done a good job organizing down here, and I knew I’d made the right call in putting her in charge. I was confident in her abilities, even if her performance was driven by a spiteful need to prove herself.  
 
    Hey, whatever worked.  
 
    Tryss and I hurried up the stairs until we made it to the banquet hall. Station Thirty wasn’t in as great of shape as the other Lower Houses, but that made it the perfect location for a base during warring times.  
 
    Better to destroy an empty House than our own.  
 
    We burst into the banquet hall to see Nodrin, Helera, Sashti, and Drindessa huddled around a tired-looking table with a piece of parchment in front of them. Their heads rose to greet us as we crossed the dim hall.  
 
    “How was it?” Nodrin asked. 
 
    “All good, turned ‘em easy and got some resources,” I said as Tryss and I joined them at the table. “And House Twenty-Five?” 
 
    “A little bit more resistance, but we overpowered them,” Helera said, and I noticed the flecks of blood dotted along the sleeve of her robe.  
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “So, where are we on Mission Rescue Mother?” 
 
    “Well, here’s what we’ve got,” Nodrin said, and he gestured to the parchment on the table.  
 
    I glanced down to see a map of the Council Courthouse with scribbles and marks covering the margins.  
 
    “We figure they’ll be holding Mother somewhere with the highest of security,” Helera said as she slid a hand across the lowest levels of the Courthouse.  
 
    Instantly, my eyes fell on a small room in the back corner of the lowest level. It had the word ‘storage’ scrawled across it, but something kept drawing my eyes back to it. I felt my palms start to tingle, and I knew I should trust my Insight on this one.  
 
    “I know where she is,” I said as I reached out and tapped the room I was drawn to.  
 
    “The… storage closet?” Sashti asked in a confused tone.  
 
    “It’s a misnomer,” I said with a shake of my head. “I can’t tell you how I know, but that’s not a storage closet. Well, technically it is. That’s where they’re storing Mother.” 
 
    “Really?” Helera frowned as she leaned over the map. “I guess it makes sense, the Council has their secrets to keep. A secret prison cell is hardly the most outrageous thing to expect from them. As long as you’re sure it’s that one, we don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    “You don’t think Fynn knows that?” Tryss snapped suddenly, and we all turned to her with surprised expressions.  
 
    “Voids, relax,” Helera replied and stared at her sister. “I was just asking, what’s up your ass?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s her ass that’s the problem,” I commented as Tryss started to rub her belly, and her face went pale.  
 
    “Oh, I know that look,” Sashti said, and she rushed to Tryss’ side.  
 
    Sashti took Tryss’ elbow and led her toward the side door, which led to washing rooms.  
 
    “Gestational sickness,” Drindessa said sympathetically as the two pregnant women left the room. “Not so fun.” 
 
    “They probably shouldn’t fight if they’re that unwell,” I said with a frown. “Tryss seems a little hysterical these days, it wouldn’t be the worst idea for her to sit this one out.” 
 
    “Pregnancy will do that to you,” Drindessa sighed. “The Blessed Eights are a pair of nightmares right now, but those babies are going to be so worth it. Thanks to you, Fynn.” 
 
    “Happy to impregnate your daughters for you,” I snorted. 
 
    “You do have a point, young Fynn,” Nodrin said as he stroked his beard. “It might be better for the impregnated women to stay behind. If nothing else, they’d be the targets of extra violence or abduction attempts by our enemies.” 
 
    “So, they stay behind,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Ha, have fun telling Tryss that,” Helera scoffed.  
 
    “It’s for her own good,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean she’s going to be happy about it,” Helera said.  
 
    “No, she’s going to be pissed,” I said as I bent over the map again. “But she’ll get over it. She can stay with Daggy and distribute our resources as necessary.” 
 
    “Who?” Tryss asked as she entered the room again, and she was wiping the edges of her mouth while Sashti kept her hand on the small of Tryss’ back. Admittedly, she did look better after she relieved herself of her nausea, but I still couldn’t risk her getting sick while we were rescuing Sevahtra.  
 
    “Oh, we were just discussing who’s going to go on the rescue mission,” I said as I shifted my weight between my feet.  
 
    “And?” Tryss lifted an eyebrow as she returned to stand next to me.  
 
    “Well, we were worried you wouldn’t be feeling well enough to join us,” I said carefully, and I rested a hand on her sensitive stomach. “So, we thought you might want to stay with Daggy in the dungeons to help her out.” 
 
    I braced myself for an argument, but I was pleasantly surprised when Tryss lifted a shoulder in a shrug.  
 
    “Okay, if that’s what you think is best,” my pregnant lover said. 
 
    “I-- Really?” I asked as I peered into Tryss’ tired eyes.  
 
    “Sure, I trust your judgment more than mine right now,” Tryss said, and she pointed a finger at her temple then moved it in a circular motion while she stuck her tongue out and crossed her eyes. “Trust me, I can tell the pregnancy hormones are making me a little crazy.” 
 
    “Thank Drogu,” Helera snickered, and when Tryss turned a burning glare on her, the First Daughter just shrugged. “Oh, shut it, you said it yourself. You’re not the most pleasant to be around right now.” 
 
    “I’d like to see how you handle a little leech inside your belly stealing all your energy and food,” Tryss whined as she rubbed her stomach. 
 
    “Well, we need to rescue Mother first if that’s ever going to happen,” Helera said in an exasperated tone.  
 
    “You’re right, get to planning,” Tryss said as she gestured to the map. “I’m going to go find some food before I head down to the dungeons to which I’ve been banished.” 
 
    “I didn’t banish you, I--” I began, but Tryss giggled and grabbed my hand.  
 
    “I’m joking, lover, of course you didn’t,” the beautiful priestess said. “You’re making the right call. I don’t want to be spewing all over the Council Courthouse, either. Sashti and I will play quartermaster with Daggy in the dungeons.” 
 
    “Thanks for understanding,” I said, and I gave Tryss a quick kiss. “Hey, since you’re going back down to the dungeons, can you send Imrae up here? I want to ask her about this map.” 
 
    “Sure,” Tryss said before the two pregnant women headed toward the side door with a wave at the rest of us, and then they were gone.  
 
    “That was surprisingly easy,” Helera said as she stared after her sister.  
 
    “I expected more resistance,” Nodrin agreed. 
 
    “I think she’s tired,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I’ve never been pregnant, but that’s a thing, right? Fatigue?” 
 
    “More than you could ever imagine,” Drindessa groaned. “Imagine carrying twins.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” I said, and I shuddered at the thought. Then I shook my head and focused on the mission again. “Okay, since the pregnant ladies are out of the way, we need to decide who is going on the mission.” 
 
    I looked around at the others. Nodrin would definitely be storming the Council Courthouse with me, and so would Helera. Drindessa was always up for a fight, so I knew I could count on her, but I hoped for more than just the four of us for this mission. I wondered how far Zephyr and Rilrae had gotten with the transfer of soldiers from House Twenty-Four. I’d grown accustomed to raiding with them, and I wanted them by my side if it was practical.  
 
    Before I could muse much more, the side door was pushed open again, and Imrae appeared in the banquet hall.  
 
    “You summoned me?” the Upper House Darnem asked as she sauntered over to the table. Her freckles were extra bright against her face today, and she looked healthy, despite living in hiding for the past week or so. 
 
    “Your expertise is needed,” I said as Imrae joined my side. Then I pointed at the closet marked storage on the map. “This is a secret holding cell, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Imrae said in a surprised tone as she turned her red eyes on mine. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Just did,” I said with a shrug. “What’s the security like leading up to it?” 
 
    “Tight,” Imrae said as she studied the map, and after a moment, she indicated to the left side of the Courthouse building. “This is the weaker side, I’d recommend approaching from here. If she’s being kept in that secret cell, which is likely considering her status, then we’re in for quite a mission.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked.  
 
    “There are at least three layers of magickal defense on that cell,” Imrae said with a shake of her head. “I don’t know what they are, I’ve never even been near it. But you should prepare yourself, magickly and physically.” 
 
    “Any ideas at all?” Helera pressed. “Potions, puzzles, psionics? What are the possibilities?” 
 
    “Honestly, any of those, or more,” Imrae sighed. “It’s the most protected cell in all of Oshara, to my knowledge it hasn’t been used in over a hundred years since Kako L’lweilen tried to invade the city. It could be anything.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’ll be prepared,” I said as I shot a glance at Nodrin.  
 
    The wizard nodded in agreement, and I felt a flutter of nervous energy in my chest. I was confident in my magickal abilities, and even more so with Nodrin by my side, but I wish I had more information on what to expect.  
 
    Luckily, my ether was feeling strong, just like my resolve to rescue Mother.  
 
    “From what I’ve seen of you so far, the Council is no match for your abilities,” Imrae said with a grin.  
 
    “That’s reassuring,” I said as I returned the grin.  
 
    Suddenly, a loud ringing noise filled the air, and I glanced around to find the source, but it seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once.  
 
    “That’s Daggy,” Nodrin said in a solemn tone. “The preparations are ready.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I clapped my hands together. “It’s time to rescue Mother.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    I led everyone in the banquet hall down to the dungeon level of House Thirty. Nervous excitement surrounded us, and we didn’t chat much as we descended the stairs.  
 
    Dagwyn was waiting for us at the bottom of the stairs with a huge grin on her face.  
 
    “Finally,” the Second Daughter said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Dagwyn spun on her heel so fast, her two braids whipped through the air and almost caught me in the eye. Then she hurried through the damp earthen corridors, and I jogged to keep up with her.  
 
    “Having fun down here?” I asked.  
 
    “Am I having fun planning a mission to rescue my Matron Mother from the evil Council before she’s beaten to death?” Dagwyn asked with a stern expression, which quickly broke into a smile. “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    “Knew it,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I’ve put together a team for the rescue mission,” Dagwyn said as she led us past rooms full of training soldiers. “Zephyr and Rilrae insist on joining you, and I’ve got a small group of elite soldiers for you to take to the Courthouse with you. There’s three of them, and they’ve all been selected for a specific purpose. I figured we should keep the rescue team small and save our resources for the battles that will happen once we get Mother back.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Dagwyn led us to a corner room, and we stepped inside to see Zephyr and Rilrae, along with the duergar Thamegazi, and an orc I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Hey, Thamegazi,” I said, and I waved at the duergar we’d rescued from the Lower Lower Houses.  
 
    “Fynn,” Thamegazi said with a nod of his bearded head. He was looking a lot better than when we’d found him, as in he was no longer covered in mud and blood, and he was wearing a fresh change of clothes, along with battle armor and a weapon strapped to his side.  
 
    “What’s your special talent?” I asked the refreshed duergar. 
 
    “Pure, unadulterated hatred,” Thamegazi said with a dark smile.  
 
    “Really?” I asked as I turned to Dagwyn with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “I mean… yeah.” Dagwyn shrugged. “He wanted to be involved, and he hates the Council after what they did to the Lower Lower Houses. Trust me, a bit of rage in a battle is a good thing.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I said slowly.  
 
    “Plus, I fit in small spaces,” the duergar said, and he demonstrated this ability by rolling himself into a small ball.  
 
    Duergars were natural diggers with the innate ability to squeeze into anything, which might come in handy if we needed to get creative when rescuing Mother.  
 
    “And you are…?” I said to the green-skinned orc who had about a foot in height on me. I had to tilt my head back to gaze into his face.  
 
    “Hugmug,” the orc said in a surprisingly soft, silken tone. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Master Fynn.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Hugmug,” I said. “What special ability do you possess to bring you to my team?” 
 
    “Diplomacy,” the orc said in his soft voice.  
 
    There was a moment of pause as I glanced up at the orc’s face to see if he was serious, and when he burst into laughter, I knew he was yanking my chain. 
 
    “Hugmug used to work at the Courthouse,” Dagwyn said with a hint of pride. “He knows the way around better than anyone else, you need him up there with you.” 
 
    “Good find, Daggy,” I said with a nod at the Darnem.  
 
    “Thank you.” Dagwyn smirked and stood up straighter.  
 
    “But,” I said as I glanced around at the team. “You said there were three?” 
 
    “The third would be me,” Imrae spoke up.  
 
    “Really?” I asked and turned to her. “Are you sure you’re up for it? I mean, your family might be there…” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” Imrae said with a shrug. “My allegiance lies with Claden’Du and the others, and I’m ready to prove it. Between me and Hugmug, we should be able to get through the Courthouse to Sevahtra’s holding place pretty quickly.” 
 
    “And I’ve got a hundred soldiers on standby at the insta-portal, so you can summon them whenever you need,” Dagwyn said.  
 
    “Excellent work, Daggy,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Thank you.” Dagwyn was practically glowing with pride. “And apparently, I’ve pulled this together just in time.” 
 
    “The guards change shifts at midnight,” Hugmug said in a voice that was way too soft for a creature of his size. His gigantic muscles rippled beneath his thick green skin, and his large tusks protruded so far down that they poked him in the chin when his face was at rest, but his voice sounded like he should be reading bedtime stories to babies at the local nursery. “If we leave in the next five minutes, we can hit them while they’re weak.” 
 
    “Let’s do it then,” I said as I stood up straighter. I was still wearing my armor from when we raided Charlie’s House, so I was ready to go. “What are we thinking? Lizards? Levitating?” 
 
    “Even better,” Imrae said with a smirk. “I have the password for a portal that takes us to an alleyway behind the Courthouse. Super-secret, set up by my Mother just a few months ago. We can be there in seconds.” 
 
    “What if she changed the password once you defected?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “If you knew my idiot Mother, you’d know she wouldn’t think of it,” Imrae said with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “But we have lizards on standby, just in case,” Dagwyn said.  
 
    “You really have thought of everything,” I said to the eager Darnem, and my cock involuntarily twitched at the recent memory of Dagwyn pushed against the Temple wall while I took her from behind. “Good girl.” 
 
    “I-- um, y-yes, thank you,” Dagwyn stammered as her cheeks darkened.  
 
    “Alright, we’re on a time limit here, let’s get going,” Helera said, and she strode purposefully to the door. “Which portal are we using?” 
 
    “The one in Dungeon X, I’ll show you,” Dagwyn said, and we followed her quick stride out of the room and down the earthen corridor to another room on the dungeon level.  
 
    This room had an insignia above the door that I recognized as a protection symbol, and it glowed a bright blue as we crossed the threshold. The majority of the room was taken up by a portal platform, but I could see the structural difference between this permanent portal and the insta-portals Zephyr carried around in his pocket.  
 
    “Once you guys are through, I’ll return to the insta-portal and wait for the signal,” Dagwyn said. “If you activate the insta-portal from your end, I’ll start sending manpower through to you. Zephyr also has a communication device to get in touch if you need anything else.” 
 
    “You’ve done a great job down here, my child,” Nodrin said to Dagwyn as he laid a hand on his daughter’s elbow. “Now we’re going to go get your mother back.” 
 
    “Good,” Dagwyn said with a stern nod. “I’m on standby.” 
 
    Then Dagwyn stepped back and allowed the rest of us access to the portal. Nodrin, Drindessa, Helera, Imrae, Zephyr, Rilrae, Thamegazi, Hugmug, and I stepped onto the portal, which lit up blue as soon as the first bit of weight was put on it, and we all turned to Imrae and waited.  
 
    “Succulent,” Imrae called out, and the blue light on the portal lit up even brighter before the tugging and pulling sensation began.  
 
    We were sucked into the magick of teleportation, and my vision went dark. Moments later, my vision returned, and I was looking at the smooth stone wall inside of a darkened building. I blinked away the effects of the magick and stepped off the transportation portal, and the others followed me.  
 
    “What is this place?” I whispered to Imrae.  
 
    “Groundskeeper storage,” Imrae whispered back. “There’s a tunnel that leads under the ground and straight into the Courthouse basement. It’s pretty much impossible to set one up inside the Courthouse without authorization, so this was the next best thing. My Mother bribed a groundskeeper with money and sex to set this portal up. I thought she was a fool, but it turned out to be quite useful for us.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    No matter how much I learned about drow life and the Upper Houses, I was always surprised by their cunning suspicion. These bitches would lie and cheat and stab each other in the back for any perceived slight, so I shouldn’t be surprised about a secret portal that led right into the belly of the Council beast.  
 
    Besides, if it was going to help us get Mother Sevahtra back, I was the last person who was going to complain about it.  
 
    “Come on,” Imrae said, and she waved for us to follow her into the corner of the small, dark room. The Darnem muttered an incantation, and an insignia appeared on the ground in a red glowing light. Then Imrae reached down and brushed the dirt away from the insignia to reveal a latch, which she pulled.  
 
    The latch opened a trapdoor, and I activated my fae-fyre to peer down into the dark underground tunnel.  
 
    “Straight to the basement of the Courthouse?” I asked, and Imrae confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” she said. “It’s not far, but stay quiet. Remember what Hugmug said, they’re changing guards soon, so be wary.” 
 
    “Let’s just go,” Helera said as she twisted her hands nervously.  
 
    “Alright,” Imrae whispered, and we followed her into the dark underground tunnel.  
 
    My fae-fyre was activated, but there wasn’t much to see at all. The tunnel was bare and narrow, and Imrae hurried down it with deft movements. We walked in a crouched stance for about five minutes before Imrae stopped, and we all paused behind her while she muttered something under her breath again.  
 
    Another red insignia appeared on the wall in front of her, and I watched as she plunged her hand right into the wall. Her hand should have hit the earthen wall, but instead it sank right through it as if it were made of spun sugar. When she pulled back, her hand was holding a latch, and the wall swung halfway open on invisible hinges.  
 
    Imrae glanced back at us, and her teal freckles shone brightly in the dark.  
 
    “This takes us to a storage closet, which leads right into the cells,” Imrae said in a voice barely above a whisper. “So prepare yourselves to run into guards pretty quick.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Imrae pulled the wall-door open all the way, and we filed through the narrow opening and into a small, crowded storage closet. We stood there in silence for a moment, and I strained my ears to hear what was happening on the other side of the door.  
 
    I suddenly wished we had Charlie and her golden ears here with us. Since we didn’t, I pushed my ear right up against the wooden door. I could hear the rattling of prisoners’ shackles, but it seemed generally pretty quiet on the other side of the door, so I shrugged and turned back to the others.  
 
    “We’re a level above the cell where Sevvy probably is,” Imrae said.  
 
    “I can get us there fast,” Hugmug said, and the orc squeezed his thick body to the front of the small storage closet. “There’s a staircase at the end of this level, just follow me.” 
 
    “Okay, everyone, let’s go,” I said.  
 
    I opened my ether and unsheathed my axe, and then I took a deep breath to prepare myself as Hugmug reached for the door handle.  
 
    The orc swung the door open, and we finally stepped into the basement level of the Council Courthouse. The walls were dimly lit, but bright enough that I didn’t need my fae-fyre to navigate. There were rows of cells along the left-hand side of the corridor, and each cell housed a shackled criminal. Most of them were sleeping, but a couple of captives looked at us curiously as we passed the cells. Hugmug led the way, and he looked every bit the ex-guard that he was, so the prisoners didn’t question our presence there. We made it to the end of the corridor without interruption, and Hugmug led us to a narrow staircase behind a heavy wooden door.  
 
    We breathed a collective sigh of relief once we entered the stairwell, but we didn’t waste any time celebrating the tiny victory of not getting caught so far. Hugmug continued to lead us down the staircase to the level where Mother was most likely being held. We’d timed it perfectly so we hadn’t run into any guards so far, but that luck might change on the lower level, where security was meant to be tighter.  
 
    Still, when I glanced around at my capable group of comrades, I felt confident in our rescue abilities.  
 
    We made it to the next level down, and Hugmug stopped at the door and shot me a look over his shoulder. I nodded, so the orc pressed forward and opened the door.  
 
    Instantly, I could tell our luck had run out.  
 
    As soon as the door swung open, I heard the sound of a sword being unsheathed, and I peered around the large orc to see two ogre guards approaching us from the other end of the hallway.  
 
    “Okay, she’s definitely on this level,” Imrae muttered. “Extra security is a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “Good thing we’re ready for a fight,” I whispered back as I tightened my grip on my axe handle.  
 
    “Halt!” the ogres commanded in unison as they approached my crew. Their lumbering gait shook the ground, but they had no idea what they were about to walk into.  
 
    “Get fucked,” Imrae said, and in one swift movement, she pulled a dagger from beneath her armor and flung it at the ogres.  
 
    The dagger lodged itself into the neck of the bigger guard, and the fight had officially begun.  
 
    The other ogre thundered toward us while shouting in a language I couldn’t understand. But I did understand the rumbling sounds from the distance, and I knew backup was on the way for the ogre.  
 
    “Fynn, take Nodrin and get Sevvy,” Imrae said as she turned to me with wild eyes. “It’s the room at the end of the corridor, we’ll keep the guards off for as long as possible.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as the ogre approached us with a club raised above his head.  
 
    “Go, now, we’ve got this,” Imrae said as she pulled another dagger from under her armor.  
 
    I made eye contact with Nodrin, and he nodded at me, and then we both took off in a sprint past the ogre guard. The ugly ogre swung his club at us, but we’d caught him by surprise, so he didn’t get a good aim. We barreled past him, and I heard the sound of the others engaging in battle with the guards, so I didn’t waste time looking behind.  
 
    Instead, I continued sprinting to the end of the hallway, with Nodrin hot on my heels, until we made it to the room that had been marked as storage on the map.  
 
    From the outside, it looked like a storage closet. The wooden door was plain and unassuming, but I could feel magickal energy radiating from it. I glanced at Nodrin, and the wizard gestured for me to try the door. I stepped forward and put my hand on the handle, only to be shot backward through the air. I landed hard on my ass and felt like an electric pulse had coursed through my veins, but I quickly jumped to my feet and hurried to the door again.  
 
    “Hmm,” Nodrin hummed as he studied the door. He held a hand out and muttered an incantation, and then he gestured for me to try again.  
 
    “What did you do?” I asked as I eyed the door suspiciously.  
 
    “Freezing charm,” Nodrin said. “I think this is just a basic enchantment to discourage people from trying more than once, it shouldn’t be too hard to freeze.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I slowly reached for the handle again.  
 
    “Nope, but we don’t have time,” Nodrin said impatiently.  
 
    “Fine,” I muttered.  
 
    I decided to suck it up and trust the wizard, since he did have years more experience than me after all. I tentatively reached a hand out, and then I grabbed the handle and figured I might as well get it over with. To my relief, I stayed on my feet and didn’t feel any shocks.  
 
    “Good,” Nodrin said with a nod. “It worked.” 
 
    “Luckily,” I grumbled as I pulled the door open, and then Nodrin and I hurried into the small antechamber while the sounds of fighting continued behind us. I glanced over my shoulder to see more guards had joined the ogres, but my team was doing well in fighting them back.  
 
    Just as I pulled the door shut behind me, I saw Zephyr pull out the insta-portal, so I knew backup was on the way, and I felt more comfortable leaving them in the corridor while Nodrin and I went to search for Sevahtra.  
 
    The antechamber we entered was empty except for a small doorway across the room. I glanced around at the torches that hung on the wall and emitted a soft blue light from their cerulean flames, and I realized it was actually a rather calming feeling. A light mist also appeared from behind the torches, which filled the room with the sweet scent of lavender.  
 
    “That’s nice,” I said as I gestured to the walls. “This isn’t so bad for a prison cell, you know?” 
 
    “It could be worse,” Nodrin said, and I glanced over to see the wizard had a lazy smile on his face. “Are we even sure Sevvy wants to be saved?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said as I stifled a yawn. “I wouldn’t want to be. I bet they get nice food here, too.” 
 
    “Probably the best,” Nodrin sighed. The wizard slowed his pace until he came to a full stop in the middle of the room, and he looked around with a hint of confusion on his face. “Wait, what are we doing here again?” 
 
    “Well, we’re, um… we’re doing the thing…” I said as I glanced around the room again.  
 
    We were definitely here to do something. Weren’t we? It was hard to think as the mist got thicker and the smell of lavender got stronger.  
 
    “Hmm, I can’t remember,” Nodrin said, and the wizard suddenly plopped down and sat cross-legged on the ground. Then he propped his elbow on his knee and rested his chin on the heel of his hand. “Did we come here to nap? I am awfully tired.” 
 
    “I don’t think so…” I said as I joined the wizard on the ground. I leaned my head against his shoulder, and my body suddenly felt impossibly heavy. “But I think we have time for a quick nap.” 
 
    “Probably,” Nodrin said as he took another big yawn, and he leaned his head against mine. 
 
    Fatigue took over my body, and I sighed as sleep crept up on me. We had done a lot today, and in the recent weeks, so I figured I deserved a quick rest. Whatever we were here for was going to be here when we woke up, I was sure of it.  
 
    “Just a quick one,” I sighed as my eyelids became heavier and heavier.  
 
    What were we here for again? I searched my sleepy mind, and a word finally stood out amongst my fogged-up brain.  
 
    Sevahtra.  
 
    Oh, yeah, Mother needed rescuing. That was probably pretty important, and we should definitely get to that.  
 
    After a quick snooze.  
 
    “Super quick,” Nodrin murmured.  
 
    Just as I started to drift off to sleep, I sensed something crawl across my hand.  
 
    “Ugh,” I muttered, and I swiped at the annoying feeling without opening my eyes. Then I wondered what sort of creature could resist such a cozy, comforting place like this… prison cell.  
 
    Wait a second. What were we doing? We didn’t come here to nap, we came here to… do… something.  
 
    I tried to shift my body to stand up, but it felt heavy and tired. Nodrin was snoring gently beside me, and he looked so comfortable, maybe I could spare just a second for a nap. My eyelids got heavy again, but I knew I needed to stay awake, I was just having trouble remembering why.  
 
    Think, Fynn, think.  
 
    It was hard to think when Nodrin looked so damn comfortable. But I knew I couldn’t sleep, I needed to move. Like, I really needed to move. Sevahtra’s face suddenly floated in my mind, and that was enough to jerk my eyelids open. I tried to kick my feet underneath me, but I was too groggy to move them more than a couple inches. Nodrin was fast asleep, and I needed to act fast before I was taken under whatever sleeping spell the wizard was under.  
 
    How could I act fast when I could barely move, though? 
 
    I felt that annoying brushing sensation again, followed by a sharp pain on my hand, and I was jerked wide awake.  
 
    “Ow, what the fuck?” I looked down at my hand to see a small trail of blood from a bite. I glanced around for the source of the bite, and a small black spider crawled into view from my wrist.  
 
    “Shhhh,” Nodrin hissed, and the wizard sleepily pulled me closer to him again and attempted to use me as a pillow, but the pain of the spider bite had snapped me back to reality.  
 
    I studied the bite and realized the spider left small blue thorns in my skin, and I instantly understood Drogu was looking out for me.  
 
    This spider had just saved my life.  
 
    I glanced around the room at the mist filling the antechamber, and I instantly connected the dots. The mist was obviously some sort of sleep-inducing enchantment, and the bite filled me with a serum that nullified the effects of it. I had no idea how much time Nodrin and I had wasted here, and I shook him violently, but it had little effect on the slumbering wizard.  
 
    I lifted my hand and placed my savior spider on Nodrin’s hand, and then I instructed the spider in its own language to revive the wizard. The spider did as it was told, and seconds later Nodrin jerked awake and looked at me with a startled expression.  
 
    “What happened?” the wizard asked as his eyes widened.  
 
    “Enchanted mist,” I said as I grabbed the wizard’s arm and dragged him to his feet. “But Drogu is looking out for us. Now come on, I have no idea how much time we’ve wasted.” 
 
    “Voids,” Nodrin said as he shook his head. “Clever magick, I’ve never seen mist like that work so quickly.” 
 
    “Thank fuck Drogu is on our side,” I said as I pulled us across the room to the other door.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Nodrin muttered as he wiped sweat from his brow. The wizard looked annoyed, but more so at himself than anything else.  
 
    “It’s alright, we’ll get her,” I said in a reassuring tone as I carefully reached for the door. 
 
    “Hang on,” Nodrin said, and he muttered the same freezing incantation as before. Then he gestured for me to continue. “Just in case.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and when I rested my hand on the handle, nothing happened, so I turned it, pulled the door open, and peered inside. When I saw what was waiting for us, my eyes widened. “Oh, fuck.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Nodrin pushed me gently aside so he could peer past the doorway, and his face fell.  
 
    There was no ground on the other side of the door. The room wasn’t a room at all, it was a deep, dark hole, with no end in sight, even with my fae-fyre activated. A very narrow patch of earth lay between the door and the hole, but only on this side of it, there was no path around the perimeter. There were also no stairs or ladders or anything, and an earthen ceiling arched overhead about forty feet above us, which meant the only way to go was down.  
 
    “We have no idea what we’re walking… or rather, levitating, into,” I muttered as I toed the edge of the earthen ground before it dropped off into nothingness.  
 
    The silence was overwhelming, both from the hole and the other side of the door from whence we came. I knew the others were fighting a battle just mere feet away, but Nodrin and I were in a different world now.  
 
    “Admittedly, it’s a great security measure,” Nodrin sighed.  
 
    “Well, we need to get to the bottom and find Sevvy,” I said. “We’ve wasted too much time already.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Nodrin nodded, and a look of determination fell over his face. “Ethers open.” 
 
    I reached for my magickal energy center, and I instantly knew something was wrong. I glanced at Nodrin, and he was frowning, so I knew he felt it, too. 
 
    “I can’t open my ether,” I said, and my voice sounded hollow in my ears.  
 
    “Me, neither,” Nodrin said, and he suddenly slammed his fist into the wall next to him. “Fuck!” 
 
    I’d never seen the wizard this enraged before, and I almost took a step back from the force of it, but then I suddenly understood how he felt. There was obviously some sort of powerful enchantment in here that blocked the energy from our ether. It was an incredible feeling, but not in a good way. I suddenly felt so hollow that it brought a wave of nausea to my stomach. Something was missing from me, it was like a piece of my soul had been ripped from me, like I’d never feel whole again. I felt the same way when I’d first learned of drow soul bonding. The thought of my soul being bound and not fully my own anymore… well, I’d rather die. I’d grown so used to my ether, it was just an extension of me, and if I couldn’t have it, if I couldn’t have magick… 
 
    Well, I’d jump into this bottomless pit right now, because I didn’t want to live without it.  
 
    Nodrin made a strangled noise, and I realized I needed to pull myself together and fast, because the old wizard was struggling worse than I was. He looked close to a full-blown panic attack, and I worried he may actually be moments away from throwing himself off the edge of the hole. Nodrin had lived with his ether for a lot longer than me, so the effects of losing his must be way worse than mine, and I needed to be the one to get him back in a right state of mind.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I said quickly, and I reached out and grabbed the wizard by the shoulders. “We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “How?” Nodrin demanded. He was so mad he was practically spitting, and his eyes were roving around like a madman.  
 
    “Nodrin,” I said in a firm tone. “Maybe you should do your breathing technique.” 
 
    “I don’t need to--” 
 
    “Just do it,” I commanded.  
 
    The angry wizard glared at me, but he shut his eyes and ran through his breathing technique. Quick breaths in, long breaths out. The muscles in his shoulders relaxed under my hands with each breath he took, and when he opened his eyes, I could see some of the tension had faded from his face.  
 
    “Thank you, Fynn,” Nodrin sighed, and he sounded so tired. “Sorry, I just…” 
 
    “I get it,” I said gently. “It’s Sevvy. If it was Tryss somewhere in there, I’d be the exact same.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence while we stared into the dark abyss facing us and contemplated what to do while we adjusted to the absence of our ethers. It wasn’t comfortable, but it was something we just had to deal with, since Sevahtra still needed to be rescued.  
 
    And without our ether, we’d have to rely on our physical skills.  
 
    I eyed the edges of the giant hole, and I was pretty sure I could find enough purchase on the sides to climb down, but I wasn’t sure Nodrin was up for the physicality of that task. Especially with his old torture injuries. But I also knew the wizard wouldn’t be content waiting up here while I went down without him. I wondered if I could carry him on my back, but if he fell to his death, well, that would be on me.  
 
    As I was contemplating our next move, I felt another stabbing pain on my hand. I glanced down to see the same spider resting on the top of my knuckles, and it looked like he was waving at me.  
 
    I brought my hand up to my face, and I watched as the spider sunk his teeth into my blue skin again.  
 
    “Ow, what the fuck,” I said, and I resisted the urge to swipe the spider away. But before I could do anything else, a strange energy coursed through my veins.  
 
    It almost felt like… magick.  
 
    “What is it?” Nodrin asked, and I noticed the wizard was studying my face. 
 
    “I think…” I said slowly as I tried to work out what I was thinking. The spider was giving me some special ability, but I still couldn’t open my ether, so I wasn’t sure what it was.  
 
    The spider continued to wave at me, and Drogu’s face floated in front of my mind.  
 
    I grinned. That sneaky bitch. I recalled her words about someone seeming to be against me, but they were actually on my side, and I realized Drogu’s coded message was about this little fucker.  
 
    Leave it to the Goddess of Chaos to give me the most fucked-up clue to decipher in the most fucked-up way. 
 
    Sure, the spider was hurting me, but he was actually helping me, and I immediately understood how.  
 
    I lifted the hand the spider wasn’t on and extended it over the hole, and I watched as a string of metallic spiderweb shot from my palm.  
 
    “What the…” Nodrin said in a voice thick with wonder. “Your ether works?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said with a smile. “It’s the spider. Or Drogu. Or both. They’ve given me my arachnomancer powers, even without my ether.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” the wizard breathed and shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see how it holds up,” I said.  
 
    I aimed my hand into the abyss before us again and shot out a string of my metal web, but I kept it going until it was long enough to reach the other side of the hole. I watched as the metallic strand lodged itself into the other side of the hole with a satisfying slicing sound. Then I yanked my hand back, which severed the strand from my body, and the strand fell to the ground below me and dug itself into the ground. It looked like it could be a sturdy bridge, so I reached a foot out and nudged the piece of my own personal spiderweb, and I was pleased to find it didn’t move.  
 
    I could do something with this. 
 
    “I don’t understand how you’re doing this,” Nodrin said, and his voice was still full of wonder. “Still no ether at all?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said with a shrug. “I think it might have something to do with the spider bite, though. Maybe this no-need-for-ether thing will wear off once we’re out of here and the spider bite heals.” 
 
    I looked down at my hand to see my spider friend was still hanging on. He gave me a little wave.  
 
    “I have a spider bite, and I still can’t do anything without my ether,” Nodrin said in something suspiciously similar to a pout, but I knew the poor wizard was just frustrated at his Matron’s capture, and how his most powerful tool, his magick, had been rendered useless when he needed it the most.  
 
    “Don’t take it personally, Drogu has a thing for me,” I said as I wiggled my eyebrows, and I was pleased to see I got a small smile from the wizard.  
 
    “Ah, yes, that does help,” Nodrin chuckled. “Oh, to be the young, handsome, and charming drow handcrafted by the Goddess of Chaos herself.” 
 
    “We can’t all be the chosen ones, my old friend,” I said as I tossed my hair back dramatically. “But don’t worry, I have a plan that will make you hate me less.” 
 
    “I guess I can forgive you,” Nodrin grumbled. “If you move your ass and save the love of my life.” 
 
    “Roger, on it,” I said, and I turned back to the hole.  
 
    “Who the fuck is Roger?” Nodrin asked in a confused tone, but when I raised my eyebrows at him over my shoulder, he waved his hand. “Oh, right, other life. Apologies, I’m a little distracted. By how slow you are. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Well, stop distracting me,” I said before I opened my palm and aimed it across the hole again.  
 
    Except this time, I had a plan. If I created thick, downward sloping strands that we could use to walk on, then I could create a network of many smaller strands underneath and around the walking strands that would be used to catch us if we fell. I hadn’t had the chance to train my arachnomancy skills much lately, but they came back naturally. I sent a few more test strands across the abyss, and I made sure I could manipulate the size and shape of the strands of metallic spiderweb. I had them almost perfect, but I sensed Nodrin getting impatient, so I wrapped up my practice and started in on the real thing.  
 
    I worked as quickly as I could while still creating a safe spiderweb-esque structure for us to climb down, and I got into the flow of it pretty quickly. When I flipped up my eyepatch, my Dark Eye illuminated the edges of the circle for me, but only slightly since I didn’t have the power of my ether to enhance my light powers. I was grateful it worked at all, and I assumed I had the spider bite to thank for that.  
 
    But soon I couldn’t make any more web ladders without getting lower, so it was time for us to move.  
 
    “Are you going to be alright to climb?” I asked the wizard as I eyed him up and down.  
 
    “I’m sprightlier than you think,” Nodrin said with a twinkle in his eye, and it was nice to see the old wizard in higher spirits. The web seemed to have given him back some of the hope he’d lost once we’d lost access to our ethers.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a grin. Then I stepped to the edge of the hole and knelt down so I could rest my foot on the thickest downward-slanting strand I’d created.  
 
    It held fast and steady, and I grinned at my handiwork. I glanced down at my hand, and my spider friend was still clinging to me, but now he was camped out on my upper wrist, and he didn’t seem to be in any danger of falling off. 
 
    I took a few more steps onto the strand, and I reached out to the smaller strands that were draped around me, placed strategically for balance. The thick walking strands were sturdy and firm, while the network of thinner strands were looser and malleable, so if one of us fell, the smaller strands would catch us softly like a net instead of slicing us into ribbons. I kept my hands on the rope strands for balance, and I walked down the thick strand slowly until I felt comfortable and confident. It soon got easier, and my footsteps were more sure.  
 
    I glanced back to see Nodrin watching me with an uncertain look on his face, but I gestured him forward.  
 
    “It’s perfectly steady, come on,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not scared, it’s just my knee,” Nodrin said as he stepped onto the thick walking strand with me. The strand was implanted so firmly into the other end of the hole that I didn’t feel it waver at all, and I knew we would be safe on my spiderweb.  
 
    I followed the strand until I was low enough to make it to the next sloped walking strand, and I carefully lowered myself onto that one while avoiding getting caught up in the thin balance cords. I landed firmly on the lower strand, and I stepped down the walking strand to give Nodrin space to join me. The wizard slowly hobbled down the upper strand, as if he was getting used to the way the beam felt beneath him. I reached a hand out to help him down to the lower strand with me, but he waved my hand away, dove feet first through the balancing strands, and landed gracefully next to me.  
 
    “I told you, I’m sprightly.” Nodrin smirked.  
 
    “Noted,” I said, and I turned to look at the hole beneath me.  
 
    Now that the web strand had brought me to the other side of the hole, I was able to approach it from another angle, and it would be easy to create a pseudo-staircase with my web.  
 
    Nodrin eyed the space, too, and then turned to me with a smile. 
 
    “We’ll be down there in no time,” the wizard said as he seemed to piece together what I was doing.  
 
    I nodded to him, and we fell into an easy pace of work and walk. I created strand after strand of metallic web, and we continued to descend into the seemingly bottomless pit for what seemed like hours.  
 
    Eventually, I finally saw it. A flicker of light, about sixty feet down.  
 
    “There,” I said. 
 
    “Saw it,” Nodrin said, and there was something close to joy in his voice.  
 
    I hoped for his sake Sevahtra was alive and well right at the bottom of this pit, but we both knew better than to call out her name. Not when we had no idea what was at the bottom of this pit.  
 
    I continued to spin the web ladders and tried to work as quickly and quietly as possible, and it wasn’t long until we were close enough to hop to the bottom of the pit.  
 
    My Dark Eye adjusted to the darkness, but my ether was still non-existent, so I couldn’t activate my light powers. The bottom of the pit was just that, the bottom of a pit. It was damp earth under my feet, and there was nothing in the round space, but I could hear a distant dripping sound somewhere.  
 
    “She must be around here somewhere,” Nodrin said, and I was worried he was going to get frantic again, so I kept my cool.  
 
    “She will be,” I said in a soothing tone, and I made my way over to the wall of the hole and held a hand out. “Come on, let’s look for something.” 
 
    “Right.” Nodrin stepped to the wall and reached a hand out, and we walked the perimeter of the hole with our hands pressed against the wall to search for clues. 
 
    We didn’t find anything on the first round, so we widened our search radius and tried again.  
 
    That time, we found something.  
 
    “Here,” I said as my left hand caught something hard close to the bottom edge of the pit.  
 
    Nodrin quickly joined my side, and I brushed the dirt off the side of the wall to reveal a latch. I tugged on the latch, and it opened up a door to reveal a crawl space just big enough for us to fit through. Nodrin and I exchanged a look, but we didn’t waste any time, and I entered the small space first. I had to crawl on my elbows and knees, and the tunnel was cramped and dim, but luckily, it wasn’t long.  
 
    I emerged into a small chamber, and I immediately noticed a small wooden shelf lined with glass vials. Next to the shelf was another small door, but there was no handle or hinges. I pushed further into the chamber to allow Nodrin space to enter the small chamber, and I immediately tried to push the door open. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    I tried for another minute to find a way to open the door, but to no avail, so without any words, Nodrin and I placed ourselves in front of the shelf and studied the vials, which were all filled to various levels with various colored liquids.  
 
    “So, the right potion must open the door,” I deduced as I glanced between the shelf and the exit.  
 
    “It appears that way,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “And the wrong potion is probably a poison,” I muttered as I reached a hand out to grab a vial.  
 
    Of course, the Council would make it literally life or death, those bitches. 
 
    “That would make sense,” Nodrin sighed, and he reached for a vial himself.  
 
    I studied the glassware in my hand. It had an hourglass shape, and it was filled halfway up with a deep purple liquid. I swirled the liquid around in the vial, and it glimmered beautifully as it moved. This liquid could either open the door that would hopefully lead to Sevvy, or it could kill me. I chuckled at the dichotomy, and how one of these beautiful vials with delicious-looking liquids could be the death of me.  
 
    I glanced over at Nodrin’s bottle, which was heart-shaped and filled to the brim with a bright pink liquid. On the shelf, there were two more bottles. One was tall and skinny with a red liquid, and the last one was a short, round bottle with a long neck and a dark blue liquid inside. All of the bottles were stoppered with corks, and none had labels. 
 
    “I have been working on my potions with Helera,” I said. 
 
    Helera was a real hard-ass when it came to bookwork, and she was a great teacher. Especially when we played a little game while she tutored me. If I got a question right, she took off an article of clothing, until she was buck naked trying to teach me potions. I smiled at the memory of Helera’s swinging tits, and then I popped the cork and sniffed the purple liquid carefully. The color of the potion actually reminded me of the inside of Helera’s beautiful pussy.  
 
    The purple liquid smelled sweet at first, but after another sniff, I noticed something strange. I could smell the different layers of the potion, well enough that I could make out individual ingredients. I swirled the liquid around in the vial, and I could detect the smell of crushed beetles, moon lichen, and… something else.  
 
    I felt a prick on my wrist, and I looked down to see my spider friend hanging on tightly as ever. He waved his front leg at me, and I realized the acute sense of smell was part of my arachnomancer abilities. I watched as the spider rubbed his two front legs together, and I understood what I needed to do.  
 
    I placed the open neck of the bottle against the bare skin of my forefinger and tipped it over until the liquid splashed against it.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Nodrin asked in a surprised voice.  
 
    “Spiders smell through their limbs,” I explained as the potion seeped into my skin, and I could ‘smell’ every single ingredient in the concoction. “My arachnomancer powers are in full swing, so I figured I might be able to do the same, and I think it’s working.” 
 
    “Really?” Nodrin asked. “What do you smell?” 
 
    “Definitely crushed beetles and moon lichen,” I said as I studied the new sensation. “Also aelfengrape, and a couple of spider legs.” 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t make anything,” Nodrin said in a slightly befuddled tone. “Not together, anyway.” 
 
    “So, that one probably won’t do anything?” I suggested, and I placed it back on the shelf before I grabbed the round bottle with the blue liquid.  
 
    It was a pleasant-looking potion, and then I wondered if it was even a potion, since it seemed the green one wasn’t.  
 
    “Maybe not,” Nodrin said, and he leaned forward to watch me repeat the process.  
 
    I uncorked the vial, popped the cork off the second bottle, and dripped the liquid onto my skin. I felt a relaxing sensation instantly, and I quickly corked the bottle and moved it away from my skin in case it had the same damning effects as the lavender concoction upstairs.  
 
    I let the small drop of the blue liquid on my skin absorb there for a moment while I worked out the layers of smells.  
 
    “Definitely lavender,” I said. “But also, um, pureed oyster eyes, and salamander orchid.” 
 
    “Mild love potion,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Hmm…” I gestured to the bottle in his hand. “That one looks more suited for a love potion than the blue one.” 
 
    “Well, let’s check this one,” Nodrin said, and he handed me the bottle.  
 
    I took it and went through the same motions, and as soon as the liquid touched my skin, I knew it was the poison. 
 
    “Ick,” I said as I immediately ran my finger along the dirt ground to get the poison off my skin. “Lichbriar thorns, pulverized ogre skull, and licorice. Gross.” 
 
    “Not a good combination,” Nodrin said as he carefully placed the pink liquid containing vial back on the shelf. He grabbed the last bottle, the tall, skinny one with red liquid, and he uncorked it before he handed it to me. “This should be the magick one, then.” 
 
    I splashed a bit of the scarlet liquid on my finger like I had with the others, and I used my newfound sense to detect the ingredients.  
 
    “Phantom flower, fey cherry, spiderbloom, and wishfern,” I listed off.  
 
    “That’s definitely the one,” Nodrin said with a smile. “That’s the perfect combination for a seeking spell, if anything’s going to open the door, it’s that.” 
 
    “Soo,” I said as I swirled the thick red potion around in the tall, skinny vial. “Reckon I just swig it down, and the door will open?” 
 
    “Are you willing to try that?” Nodrin asked with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “For my Matron Mother and my House?” I grinned. “Anything.” 
 
    Then I tipped the potion into my mouth and felt the sweet liquid slide down my throat. I sensed the effects instantly. My fingertips started to tingle, and they seemed lighter. I scooted over to the door, and while no latch or knob had appeared, I reached out and placed my long blue hands flat against the door. I pushed gently, and this time it swung open easily and revealed a slightly larger crawlspace.  
 
    “Excellent work, Fynn, Nodrin said as he peered over my shoulder at the dim crawlspace.  
 
    “Alright, next leg of the journey,” I sighed, and I placed the vial on the shelf on my way down to my knees. “I hope the others are doing okay up there.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” Nodrin said as he lowered himself to the ground.  
 
    I could tell he was just eager to get to Sevahtra, and I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    I crawled into the larger crawlspace, but it was a short tunnel that led us into a larger room, where Sevahtra was tied to a chair in the corner with a large flat leaf plastered over her mouth so she couldn’t speak.  
 
    Her eyes were flooded with relief when she saw us.  
 
    “Mother!” I cried out as I laid my eyes on her, and I scampered into the room and rushed to untie her.  
 
    “Oh, Sevvy, what have they done to you?” Nodrin fell to our Matron’s feet and pulled the plastered leaf off her mouth.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Sevahtra reassured her lover immediately. “Pissed the fuck off, but I’m fine. They didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Thank Drogu,” Nodrin said, and he started to cover the Matron’s face in tiny kisses. He got a few in before Sevahtra pulled away.  
 
    “Please tell me Tryss isn’t here,” she said in a panicked voice. 
 
    “No,” I said as I tugged her restraints free and let her hands loose. Then I stood in front of her chair to face her. “Why?” 
 
    “Vhondryl knows she’s pregnant,” Sevahtra grumbled as she rubbed her wrists, which were marked from the rope. “She was threatening some nasty things, and I’m not sure if that was just to wind me up since she wasn’t physically torturing me, or if that’s her real plan.” 
 
    “Well, obviously, I’m not going to let that happen,” I said with an edge in my voice. 
 
    “I know that,” Sevahtra said as Nodrin helped her to her feet. “But you’re not much use down here if she’s up there right now.” 
 
    “She’s not,” I confirmed with a shake of my head. “I wanted her to stay home for that very reason.” 
 
    “Smart boy,” Sevahtra said, and then she pulled me in for a hug. She squished me against her ample bosom, and I breathed in her sweet scent as I wrapped my arms around her waist and squeezed her back. 
 
    “Oh, it’s good to see you,” I breathed.  
 
    “Same, my child,” Sevahtra said fondly. “Thank you for rescuing me. And thank you for taking care of the House while I was gone.” 
 
    “You’ve been gone for like five minutes,” I scoffed with a wave of my hand.  
 
    “Five minutes too long,” Sevahtra said, and she grabbed Nodrin’s hand and started toward the door. “Now let’s get out of here and go home.” 
 
    “Gladly,” I said, and I rushed ahead of them so I could take the lead, in case there was anything waiting for us on the other side.  
 
    Luckily, there wasn’t, and we made it through the potion room and through the second crawl space and back to the big giant pit.  
 
    My metal spiderweb was still in place, and Mother whistled when she saw it.  
 
    “Fynn, was this you? Very impressive.” 
 
    “And he did it without his ether,” Nodrin said with a hint of pride.  
 
    “Without your ether?” Sevahtra asked and looked at me sharply. “What’s wrong with your ether?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing, it’s just…” I waved my hand around my head. “Deactivated. Is yours not?” 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said with a shake of her head. “It was in the cell back there, but here, no. You, too, Nodrin?” 
 
    “Me, too,” the wizard said with a nod. 
 
    “Must have been the lavender mist,” I muttered.  
 
    “What?” Sevahtra asked with a frown.  
 
    “Forget about it for now.” I shook my head. “But we can get to the top faster if you can levitate us.” 
 
    “Of course I can,” Sevahtra said, and she floated right up into the air.  
 
    “Well, that’s going to make our journey a lot easier,” I laughed.  
 
    Before the words had even left my mouth, I felt my feet leave the ground as Mother held a hand out toward me, and one out toward Nodrin, and soon we were all levitating up to the top of the massive pit while gracefully avoiding my metallic spiderweb on the way up. The journey up was a lot faster than the one down, and Sevahtra landed us gently on the lip of earth to the side of the hole, just next to the door that would lead us back to the lavender mist. 
 
    “You two take over from here,” Sevahtra said, and she suddenly looked exhausted.  
 
    Nodrin sidled up to her, and the Matron leaned heavily on her consort.  
 
    “Alright, we’ll need to be fast through this next part,” I said, and I peeled off my chest armor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sevahtra asked in a confused tone.  
 
    “Here,” I said. I pulled my linen tunic off, ripped it into three sections, and handed everyone a piece of the torn cloth. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Nodrin said, and the wizard took his and folded it over itself so it was double layered. Then he tied it around the back of his head so the cloth was firmly covering his nose and mouth.  
 
    “What do we need this for?” Sevahtra asked, but she immediately followed Nodrin’s movements and tied the homemade mask around her face.  
 
    “Some sort of sleeping mist out there,” I said as I tied my own mask to my face and replaced my chest armor. “We’re going to need to be fast. As soon as we’re through that door, we run straight to the other side to the other door, no stopping or anything. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” Nodrin gripped Sevahtra’s elbow tightly and then motioned for me to take the lead.  
 
    “Hold your breath, just in case,” I said.  
 
    I took a deep breath in and held it, and then I reached for the handle and swung the door open fully.  
 
    I could still see some light blue mist clinging to the air, and as soon as I opened the door, I saw the mist start to shoot out stronger, so I knew we only had seconds to get across the room. I glanced behind me to make sure the others were ready, and Nodrin shot me a nod, so I turned back and sprinted to the other side of the room. I heard Nodrin and Sevahtra behind me, and when I reached the other door, I pulled it open and flung myself through it.  
 
    And landed right in the middle of a battle.  
 
    “Fynn!” Helera shrieked when she saw me, and I let out my held breath as I watched her going head to head with an orc guard. “Help!” 
 
    Instantly, I noticed I could feel my ether again, and Drogu’s tits I wanted to get out of here, so I held nothing back.  
 
    I opened up my ether and summoned my light powers. We were already breaking out Oshara’s most wanted criminal, I was Enemy Number One on Vhondy’s shit list, so what’s a little light powers added to the mix, anyway? 
 
    I released a large ball of burning blue light, and it soared through the air and barreled the orc over. Helera jumped out of the way at the last second, and the orc was dead before he hit the ground.  
 
    Helera rushed over to me, and then she caught sight of her Matron Mother. The First Daughter’s eyes went wide, and she flung herself into Sevahtra’s arms.  
 
    “You’re alive!” Helera sobbed.  
 
    “Yes, and I’d like to stay that way,” Sevahtra said, but there was a smile on her face. “Let’s wrap it up here and get home.” 
 
    “Amen,” I said, and I turned back to the bloody battle. I was pleased to see everyone who had come on the platform with me was still alive, and the ground was littered with the dead bodies of Council guards and a few of our soldiers.  
 
    “They sounded the alarm a minute ago, Vhondy will probably be here any second,” Helera said in a worried tone.  
 
    “Fuck this, let’s move,” I said, and I searched for Zephyr.  
 
    The changeling was locked in battle with a much shorter duergar guard, but the duergar was moving quicker than I’d ever seen a duergar move. I crashed their fight by grabbing a nearby club and smashing it over the duergar’s head from behind.  
 
    “Thanking you greatly,” Zephyr said with a grin as he wiped blood away from his brow. “Successful mission?” 
 
    “Got her back, and now it’s time to go,” I said.  
 
    “Excellent.” Zephyr nodded. “You take Sevvy and the others home, I’ll stay to get the soldiers back.” 
 
    The changeling reached into his pocket and pulled out the insta-portal. Then he threw it on the ground, and it expanded into the platform that would take us back. I whipped around and motioned for Nodrin and Sevahtra to join me while our soldiers engaged in battle with the guards. The wizard and Matron made their way over to me, and Helera was hot on their heels.  
 
    “Where’s Drindy?” Helera asked as they approached the platform.  
 
    “I’ll get her, you lot go. Now.” Zephyr motioned us onto the platform.  
 
    “Thanks, Zeph, see you soon,” I said, and together the four of us stepped onto the platform. 
 
    Since it was only programmed to go to the dungeons of Station Thirty, we didn’t need to give it instruction, we were squeezed and teleported instantly.  
 
    As soon as I could open my eyes on the other side, I saw Dagwyn.  
 
    “Thank Drogu!” Dagwyn cried out as we all hurried off the platform to let the others through. “Mother, you’re alive!” 
 
    “Why does everyone keep saying that?” Sevahtra asked in an amused tone as Dagwyn flung herself into her mother’s arms. “Did you really think I’d let those Council bitches take me out?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like you’d have had much choice in the matter,” Dagwyn sniffed as she pulled away from the embrace. “Did they hurt you? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Sevahtra sighed. 
 
    Before she could say anything else, the platform lit up again, and we stepped away as a dozen or so soldiers appeared on it, along with Drindessa. 
 
    “Sevvy,” the dominatrix said as she stepped off the platform and embraced her friend. “Good to see you’re still alive.” 
 
    “Takes more than that to kill me,” Sevahtra said with a wave of her hand.  
 
    Dagwyn stepped around us and started directing the battle worn soldiers back to where she wanted them, and Drindessa hooked her elbow through Sevahtra’s and started to lead her out of the room.  
 
    “So, tell me everything,” Drindessa said with a hint of glee in her voice. “What sort of torture tools did they use?” 
 
    “You’re just always thinking about work, aren’t you?” Sevahtra scoffed as she nudged her friend gently. “No torture, I’m afraid, just some light verbal abuse.” 
 
    “They must have wanted you alive and well for something,” Drindessa said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Well enough to stand trial, probably,” Sevahtra said. “Vhondy will be pissed she never got the chance to parade me in front of Oshara in shackles. I expect a swift retaliation from those Council cunts. Vhondy will be out for blood now.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’d like to see her try,” I scoffed. “She’ll have no chance now. We managed a couple more raids while you were being held, and let’s just say, we’re not going to be struggling for numbers or resources any time soon.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Sevahtra asked with raised eyebrows. “Well done, Fynn, I knew I left you in charge for a reason.” 
 
    “Your male has proven worthy, indeed,” Drindessa said, and she started to give Sevahtra a rundown of the raids as we stepped out of the portal room. 
 
    Nodrin and I followed the two Matrons out of the room, and we headed toward the staircase that would lead us up to the banquet hall. Sevahtra got a good look at how the dungeons were running, and she nodded with an impressed look on her tired face.  
 
    “Is this all Daggy’s doing?” the Matron asked.  
 
    “Sure is,” I said.  
 
    “She’s done a fine job,” Sevahtra said as we entered the staircase and started to climb the slick stone stairs.  
 
    “She really has,” Nodrin said with a smile. “In fact, she was--” 
 
    Nodrin stopped talking suddenly, and I turned to see his eyes had started to roll back in his head as his jaw went slack.  
 
    “What the--” I said, but then Nodrin swayed on his feet, and I reached out to prevent the wizard from falling and smacking his head on the stone.  
 
    The wizard fell into my arms and started to convulse violently, and I had no choice but to lower him and myself down to the steps. Then I rested his head in my lap while he convulsed so he wouldn’t hurt himself. 
 
    “Nodry?” Sevahtra cried in a shrill voice. She turned and hurried down the steps to join the wizard’s side. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a frown. “He didn’t have any of the potions, and none of us are affected by the mist anymore. I don’t know.” 
 
    And I really didn’t. I’d never seen anything like this before, and the wizard had been by my side the whole time, so I had no idea what was happening to him.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Drindessa said in a soothing tone as she pulled Sevahtra in for a hug, but the dominatrix shot me a look that suggested she didn’t trust her own words.  
 
    Nodrin continued to convulse violently, and then he suddenly went still and quiet and looked like he was sleeping.  
 
    “Nodrin?” I asked as I bent over his head and shook him gently. “Nodrin? Are you okay?” 
 
    The wizard’s eyes flew open, and strangely, a big smile stretched across his face.  
 
    “I’m more than okay,” Nodrin said as he sat up, and his smile didn’t fade. “I’ve just received a message.” 
 
    “A message? Like that?” I frowned. “Well, what was it about?” 
 
    “You’re Apprenticeship,” Nodrin said with a smile. “It’s time for you to catch your falling star and become a full-fledged wizard.” 
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