
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
  

 
   
    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 
 
    My head swam, and I blinked back surprise as I became acutely aware of my surroundings. The stone stairwell where I still sat next to a smiling Nodrin suddenly seemed very cold as I tried to process what the wizard had just said.  
 
    “Like right now?” I asked in confusion. “I’m supposed to go become a wizard… right now?” 
 
    “Right now,” Nodrin said, and he was still smiling about the situation, even though I was a little confused.  
 
    We’d only rescued Mother Sevahtra from the Council prisons literally minutes ago. I knew Vhondryl and her posse of Council cunts were going to retaliate for busting their number one prisoner out of the cells, and I wanted to be around for that. There was no way I was leaving everyone to fight the battle I had started.  
 
    “But we can’t,” I said with a shake of my head, and I glanced up at Mother Sevahtra and Drindessa, who were looking at me with a sense of wonder.  
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Nodrin said, and he cocked his head as he stared at me curiously. “This isn’t a pick and choose situation, Fynn. You’ve been summoned to complete your Apprenticeship. You must go.” 
 
    “Or what?” I asked, but not in a challenging way. I wanted nothing more than to become a wizard, ever since that first trip to the Wizards’ Market that seemed like a lifetime ago at this point. But this really wasn’t the time, especially since Mother told me Vhondryl knew about Tryss’ pregnancy, and that bitch had threatened her and our baby. There wasn’t a fucking chance in the voids I was going to let anything bad happen to Tryss and our baby, and I’d like to see the bitch fucking try.  
 
    “Well, there won’t be another opportunity,” Nodrin explained. “You don’t just decline your chance to receive your own Wizard Lyte, Fynn. It’s just not done.” 
 
    “But…” I said as I shot another look at Sevahtra.  
 
    “Fynn, you have to go,” Sevahtra said, and then a small smile flickered across her lips. “Of course, you’re the only male in the history of anything ever to be willing to give up your chance at wizardry to protect your family. It’s noble, Fynn, but it also borders on stupid. I won’t allow you not to go. You’re going, and that’s an order.” 
 
    “But, Mother--” 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said firmly, and she reached a hand down. I took it, and Sevahtra pulled me to my feet and did the same for Nodrin. Then she dusted Nodrin’s robes off and turned to me again. “I can take care of my House now that I’m back. You’re both going Topside, and when you come back, I expect to see that Wizard Lyte of yours. Don’t fail our House now, Fynn.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said as I stood up straighter, and my long, blue ears twitched at her words.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt the rush of excitement I should have experienced when Nodrin told me about the message. I couldn’t defy Mother’s direct orders, and I didn’t want to. Of course Mother Sevahtra was completely capable of running her House, like she had been for years before I came along. Plus, if I was successful in my mission to become a Wizard, that would really help us out in the imminent war.  
 
    “That is something else,” Drindessa said as she eyed me with something close to reverence. “I’ve never seen a male advance so quickly from Apprentice to Wizard.” 
 
    “Well, Fynn isn’t just any male,” Sevahtra said, and she gave my ear a fond little tug. “He’s something special.” 
 
    “I’d say,” Drindessa said as she turned, and then we continued up the staircase to the main level of Station Thirty, where we had set up base for the upcoming war. 
 
    We were supposed to regroup and prepare for the next battle, but since Nodrin had received the rather violent message that I was ready to be a Wizard, well, it changed things.  
 
    “Nodrin,” I said as we ascended the steep stone steps. “Um, how long is this thing going to take?” 
 
    “This thing?” Nodrin asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound flippant.” I winced. “I’m super stoked to catch my own falling star, but--” 
 
    “But you’re worried,” Nodrin finished for me, and his long white beard bobbed as he nodded. “Of course you are, I’d be more concerned if you weren’t. But fear not, Fynn, time passes differently Topside than it does down here.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and hope surged through my chest. “So that means…” 
 
    “It may seem like we’re on the Topside for a while,” Nodrin said. “But down here, time moves at about a quarter of the speed as it does up there.” 
 
    “So, if we’re Topside for four hours, it’s only an hour down here,” I said with a nod. “Okay, that’s reassuring.” 
 
    “Fynn, I know you’re concerned about our family and Oshara, as you should be,” Nodrin said in a serious tone. “But this is your Wizardship. I implore you to focus on that. You need to think of the future. When Claden’Du takes over the Council, we’re going to need a powerful wizard there to put the pieces back together. Is that going to be you?” 
 
    “Fucking right it is.” I grinned and straightened my back. “You’re right, I know how important this is.” 
 
    I finally let myself feel the full weight of the excitement. I opened my ether without even realizing it, and suddenly I was floating above the stairway. My head bumped against the stone ceiling, and I had to temper my ether so I didn’t give myself a traumatic brain injury. 
 
    “That’s what I like to see,” Nodrin said with a smile.  
 
    Voids, it felt great to have my ether back. I was only without it for a short while when I was rescuing Sevahtra, but during that time, it had felt like something was missing from my body and my soul. My ether was a part of me that I knew now I could never go without it. Magick coursed through my veins, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much different it would feel when I was a full-fledged wizard. I could only get more powerful once I had my own Wizard Lyte, and I was already pretty fucking powerful, not to toot my own horn.  
 
    “This is a big step for Claden’Du,” Sevahtra said as she watched me float above her head. “I trust you not to fuck it up.” 
 
    “Thank you for your vote of confidence, Mother.” I smirked. 
 
    “Oh, I have the utmost confidence in you, Fynn, I always do,” my Matron said with a wave of her hand. “But still, don’t fuck this up for us.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised.  
 
    “Oh, for voids sake, Sevvy, let the boy enjoy the moment,” Drindessa said, and she shot me a wink.  
 
    The dominatrix Matron had taken a minute to warm up to me, but I figured the fact her daughters, the Blessed Eight twins, were getting closer every day to giving her grandbabies for the first time, and that I was responsible for those babies, well, she seemed to like me a lot more these days.  
 
    “Oh, please, just wait until he comes back here with his Wizard Lyte and an even bigger head, you’ll be regretting those words,” Sevahtra said, but she shot me a wink to let me know it was all in good fun.  
 
    “Probably,” Drindessa said with a flick of her wrist. I imagined a whip in her hands, and it was easy to picture the Matron in her dominatrix latex and a simping client. “But still, he deserves this moment.” 
 
    “Well, knowing Fynn, he won’t be happy until he has that Wizard Lyte in his hand,” Nodrin said, and he tapped his long, crooked nose that had definitely suffered a break or two over the years.  
 
    “You’re not wrong,” I laughed, and I floated back down and joined them on the cold stone steps as we approached the landing. “They sure do pick the timings, though, don’t they?”  
 
    “Wizardry has never subscribed to anyone’s timetable,” Nodrin said, and then a wistful look in his eye appeared. “I remember when I was called for my starlight mission.” 
 
    “Oh, so do I,” Sevahtra scoffed. “All too well. It was the birth of our first child.” 
 
    “I can’t apologize enough, my dearest,” Nodrin said, and the wizard placed a hand over his heart while he bowed his head. “You know if I could change it…” 
 
    “I know,” Sevahtra said, and there wasn’t a trace of malice in her voice. “I managed without you, and you brought your Wizard Lyte home and let Erakasyne hold it, at just six hours old.” 
 
    “She put it straight in her mouth,” Nodrin recalled fondly. 
 
    “She was always so precocious,” Sevahtra said, and her voice caught in her throat.  
 
    There was a moment of silence while they remembered their firstborn daughter, who was a victim of Daria Ozin-Na’s cruel attacks on Claden’Du. That was before my time as a drow, but I felt their grief right along with them. They’d lost a lot more than just Erakasyne. Helera was the First Daughter now, but she was actually Sevahtra’s twelfth-born daughter. The family never forgot their loved ones, but they rarely let themselves openly grieve, and sometimes the grief just snuck up on them.  
 
    “So…” Nodrin cleared his throat. “Like I said, our schedules are not important in the wizarding world.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said, and I breathed a sigh of relief that my mission was coming for me now, and not when Tryss was giving birth to our first child.  
 
     We came to the landing at the atrium level of Station Thirty, which Dagwyn had operating like the military headquarters it was. There were stations set up all across the wide atrium in preparation for the upcoming battles, and I spotted a pop-up armory being stocked by large ogres, who carried cases of weapons in their large arms. There were also medical tents with triage areas, a mess tent that was already cooking up mushroom stew for soldiers who needed energy to fight, and blacksmiths setting up their tools so they were ready to start repairing weapons.  
 
    “Looking good so far,” Sevahtra said as she eyed the goings-on in the atrium. “I hope we have more weapon stations than just those ones.” 
 
    “I’m sure Dagwyn has it covered,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “You’re right.” Sevahtra turned to Nodrin and me, and she clasped my right arm and Nodrin’s left arm while she looked between us with a serious expression. “I owe you both my life, I can’t thank you enough for saving me. Now go become a wizard, Fynn.” 
 
    Mother pulled me into a hug, and my head was pressed between her large, soft breasts. I closed my eyes and breathed in her feminine, flowery scent while I enjoyed her milky pillows against my ears until she pulled my head back by my silver braid. Then the Matron tipped my head further back so her crimson gaze bored into my eyes.  
 
    “Mother,” I muttered as I got lost in her ruby eyes.  
 
    “Good luck, my son.” Sevahtra leaned down and pressed her lips against my forehead. 
 
    “Thank you,” I breathed.  
 
    My Matron didn’t show affection often, but when she did, she had this way of making you feel like the only drow in the world.  
 
    “Take care of him, Nodry,” Sevahtra said as she pulled away and rejoined Drindessa’s side, and if I wasn’t mistaken, it looked like the hard-ass Matron was fighting back tears.  
 
    “Always,” Nodrin said, and then he gestured for me to follow him.  
 
    I waved goodbye to the two Matrons before I followed Nodrin out of the atrium and up toward the riding stables.  
 
    “I figured you’d like Greenie with you on this journey,” the wizard said as we climbed the external staircase up to the new stables of Station Thirty.  
 
    “My best girl.” I smiled fondly.  
 
    “It will be her first journey to the Topside, I’m sure,” Nodrin remarked. “Very few creatures are permitted access there.” 
 
    “So, how do folk get up there without the help of the lizards?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh, they’ve got a handy little transportation system rigged up, you’ll see,” Nodrin replied.  
 
    “They?”  
 
    “We’ve got to go through the Purlieu Protection checkpoint,” Nodrin explained. “The Council of Kynreas, the capital of the drow world, oversees the Purlieu Protection Unit, which regulates inter-world travel.” 
 
    “So, sort of like Border Patrol,” I said as a memory of a past life came to me, involving large beasts with males on top of them and something I understood to be a weapon in their laps.  
 
    “I’m not familiar with the name, but conceptually, yes, it sounds similar,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    Before I could ask more questions about our upcoming journey, we made it to the upper level of Station Thirty and stepped into the newly built stables. Dagwyn had apparently increased security up here as part of her reinforcement procedures, because the stables were crawling with soldiers, all wearing the Claden’Du insignia. While we were part of an alliance that involved several other Houses, it was an unspoken understanding that Claden’Du would be the House everyone fought under. None of this would have happened without Sevahtra and the rest of Claden’Du, myself included. 
 
    Nodrin and I pushed our way through the sea of soldiers, and a stable hand rushed to help us, but we waved the duergar away and continued on ourselves. I found Greenie’s stable easily, and my lizard was curled up in the corner sleeping, like she usually was. The excitable girl must’ve sensed me, though, because her eyes flew open, and then she was in front of me a second later and nudging her scaly nose into my face.  
 
    “There’s my girl,” I said as I gently headbutted her back. It hadn’t been that long since I took Greenie out on my team’s raids of the Upper Houses, but she always greeted me as if it had been months since we last saw each other. “We’re going on a special mission today, Greenie girl, are you up for it?” 
 
    “Reeeeee,” the riding lizard squealed as she spun around in circles from excitement, which I took to mean an emphatic yes.  
 
    “I thought so,” I said as I slid into the stable to start preparing for the journey.  
 
    “I’ll grab a loaner lizard,” Nodrin said, and he slipped away from Greenie’s stable.  
 
    I went through a condensed version of the basic riding routine for the lizard. I started with a quick brush while I made sure she was fed and watered, then I sprayed her down with some water to make sure her scaly skin didn’t dry out too much on the journey. Lastly, I checked her talons to make sure they were in the best shape possible for clinging onto the sides of slippery stone structures.  
 
    Once I was assured Greenie was ready for the ride, I led her out of her stable, where I saw Nodrin approaching us with a prepped lizard I recognized as Spots. 
 
    “We’re ready,” I said as Greenie pranced proudly beside me.  
 
    “Let’s not waste any more time, then,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Agreed.” I nodded and led Greenie around the milling soldiers and to the edge of the landing platform.  
 
    Nodrin and I saddled up, and the wizard took the lead from there. He angled Spots at a nearby stalagmite and dug his heels into her sides, and the lizard rocked back on her thick, powerful flanks and launched herself and Nodrin off the landing platform and into the air. Greenie didn’t even need my instruction, she instinctively slithered to the same spot as Spots. Her amber eyes surveyed the stalagmite in front of her, and then she rocked back and launched us up, too.  
 
     Greenie landed gracefully on a nearby stalagmite, just a few feet away from Spots. Greenie’s long, sharp claws expertly clutched the stone surface, and I clenched my thighs around her thick middle to keep myself upright on her back. Greenie and I worked well together, and I could read her movements pretty well by now, so I knew when to clench, or lean into a turn, or center myself and let her do all the work.  
 
    The lizard flicked her amber eyes back to make sure I was safe, and then she climbed up the stalagmite behind Spots and Nodrin. Her lizard instincts were unrivaled, so she slithered up the stone easily until she reached the top. We waited for Nodrin’s cue before we followed Spots as she launched them to a nearby, taller stalagmite.  
 
    I eyed our surroundings while I let Greenie do her thing. I glanced toward the Citadel Center, where the Council Courthouse was located, which was where we’d just rescued Mother Sevahtra from. We were too far away for me to see what was going on, but I could tell there was a commotion. Turbulent noise carried through the cavern, and I could only imagine the fallout from our prison break. I knew we had some pretty big shit to come back to, and I wondered how long it would take us to gain control of Oshara, now that we’d pretty certainly baited Vhondy into battle. After what she’d done to Sevahtra, and knowing how protective our family was of her, I figured Vhondy wouldn’t last a week.  
 
    Although, I couldn’t discount the Council’s power just yet. They’d proven they had a trick or two up their sleeves, but we had the anger on our side. They fucked with our Matron and threatened my pregnant lover.  
 
    They didn’t stand a chance, those cunts.  
 
    My eyes slid to the Upper Houses behind the central stalactite, but there was no notable activity in the nearby ones. Of course, Houses Twenty-Four and Twenty-Five, the nearest Upper Houses, were on our side now, after we’d, ah, convinced them to join our alliance. We’d had a surprisingly lucky run with our raids so far, but the First Matron, Vhondryl, had more enemies than she realized in the Upper Houses. This boded well for the alliance and her eventual takedown, but we still had a fair few Upper Houses against us.  
 
    Hopefully, my elevated Wizard status would help us as we fought what was likely to be Oshara’s biggest battle yet. I tried to picture what it would feel like to become a full-fledged wizard, but I couldn’t even imagine. The excitement grew in my chest as I imagined snatching the falling star out of the air and holding it up triumphantly as… something magickal happened. It was hard to imagine the process when I had no idea what it entailed, and Nodrin hadn’t shared much about it. I mean, I understood that he wanted me to go into it with an open mind, but I wouldn’t mind a clue here or there. I wondered if I asked Drogu-ani for a clue, if she’d give it to me, but the Goddess of Chaos probably wouldn’t give me anything straightforward anyway. I sighed as I resigned myself to just waiting to find out what it was like, but then I perked up as I realized I was literally on the way to find out right now.  
 
    My thighs clenched around Greenie’s midsection as she hurtled us through the air to another nearby stalagmite, and I could tell the time was getting closer to when Nodrin and I would have to levitate our lizards through the crisp air, since there weren’t any nearby stalagmites to leap to. Greenie slithered to the top of our current stalagmite and joined Spots’ side. Nodrin glanced over at me, and I gave him a nod to confirm I was ready. Then I opened up my ether enough to support both Greenie and myself while I levitated. I waited for Nodrin to lift into the air with Spots before I levitated Greenie and myself up, and we followed the wizard as he shot up into the air and headed toward a stalactite above us.  
 
    The air whipped around us, and I took a deep breath and enjoyed the sensation with a grin on my face as I appreciated my new life for a moment. Sure, it was full of danger and the constant threat of death, but I was riding a freaking lizard and soaring through an underground city.  
 
    How fucking cool was that? 
 
    Nodrin guided us to an edge on the smallish stalactite, and the lizards seemed eager to participate again as they sank their claws into the stone ground.  
 
    “Good girl,” I said as I leaned down to pat Greenie’s scaly neck.  
 
    She trilled happily in response, and she pushed into my pets.  
 
    “We’re not far,” Nodrin said, and I looked up to see him gesturing to a stalactite in the distance.  
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” I said as I settled into the saddle again.  
 
    “Have I failed you yet?” Nodrin asked with a grin.  
 
    “Nope,” I replied with a grin of my own, and then I pulled Greenie’s reins and directed the lizard to the edge of the stalactite. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Good,” Nodrin said before Spots took off toward another nearby stalactite in the direction Nodrin had pointed.  
 
    Greenie and I followed, and we spent the next half-hour or so jumping from stalactite to stalactite until eventually, I saw it. A stalactite up ahead was different from the others, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. It seemed to shift slightly as we approached it, and I wasn’t sure if that was a magickal enchantment to make it seem like it was moving, or if it was actually moving. The stalactite also had a strange energy emitting from it, not necessarily a bad energy, just a… strange one. I guess I’d find out why soon enough, since Spots had just rocked back on her haunches again and aimed herself at the strange stalactite.  
 
    Greenie and I followed closely behind, and we landed next to Spots on the seemingly shifting stalactite. Luckily, it was stable enough for us to land on without any issue, and I glanced over to see Nodrin practically giddy with excitement.  
 
    The wizened wizard dismounted from his lizard and grabbed her reins, so I followed suit and hopped off Greenie. I grabbed her reins and joined Nodrin’s side, and the wizard was still grinning as if we were going to go capture his Wizard Lyte instead of mine.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Nodrin asked, and his voice was vibrating with excitement. “I’ve only been Topside once since my own Apprenticeship, and that was many moons ago.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never been Topside, so you’re winning so far,” I said as I followed Nodrin toward what looked like a solid stone wall.  
 
    “Not long now,” Nodrin said.  
 
    The wizard pulled his riding lizard to a stop in front of the solid stone wall and gestured for me to stand very close to him. Once we were so close we were touching, Nodrin reached out and laid his hand flat against the stone wall. A pink light flashed against his handprint, and then the stone wall split in two as if it had been a door this whole time.  
 
    “Cool,” I remarked as Nodrin pressed through the mystery door. I followed closely behind him, along with the lizards, and I looked around at the tiny room. “Is this…” 
 
    Before I could finish my question, the stone wall slid shut behind us as a pink light appeared overhead, and then the whole room moved. I stumbled in surprise, and Nodrin reached a hand out to catch me.  
 
    “Careful,” Nodrin said as the room rocked back and forth.  
 
    I got the sensation we were moving up, but also further into the stone stalactite at the same time. Greenie stuck close to my side as her amber eyes darted around in confusion while the room shook as it moved.  
 
    “It’s okay, baby girl,” I said in a soothing tone as I stroked behind the lizard’s ear.  
 
    “Mrrrrr,” Greenie whined and pushed her weight against me. 
 
    “Won’t be too long,” Nodrin said, and the wizard was unaffected by the shifting room.  
 
    In fact, he was bouncing on the balls of his feet with excitement.  
 
    “So, this is the border patrol we’re going to now, right?” I asked to distract myself and the lizards from the uncomfortable sensation of the shaking room. “Or, sorry, what did you call it earlier? Purley Protection Unit? 
 
    “Purlieu,” Nodrin corrected with a nod. “That’s right. Usually just a quick interview with an agent to make sure our reasons for going Topside are legal and legitimate. There’s hardly ever an issue when it comes to wizards.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I widened my stance to help maintain my balance better.  
 
    But I didn’t have to steady myself for long, because moments later, the moving room rocked to a stop, and the stone wall in front of us slid open again. Nodrin led us out into a large, busy room that definitely had a bureaucratic feel to it. There were long, snaking lines with harassed-looking uniformed agents sitting behind tall, glass-plated desks, and a short female hobgoblin dressed in the same dark green uniform as the agents behind the desks approached us with a stack of parchment in her hand.  
 
    “Business or pleasure?” the hobgoblin squeaked.  
 
    “Business,” Nodrin answered.  
 
    “Desk Four,” the agent instructed as she handed a piece of parchment to Nodrin, and then one to me. “But the lizards need to be stored in the visitor stables first. You know where that is?” 
 
    “I do, thank you,” Nodrin said as the hobgoblin waddled away on her short, hairy legs. Then the wizard gestured for me to follow him through a door at the back of the busy room.  
 
    The door led us through a dark, twisting corridor, and I could tell by the smell that the visitor stables were waiting for us at the other end. Luckily, it wasn’t a long journey, and the corridor opened up into decently busy stables.  
 
    Another uniformed agent approached us, a large female orc this time, and she spoke in a clear, bellowing voice. She carried a stack of parchment in her hands as well, and she had a set of keys strapped to her waist that jangled loudly as she moved. 
 
    “Two stables or one?” the female orc asked.  
 
    “One should be fine,” Nodrin said.  
 
    “Very well,” the agent said. She raised a hand, and a duergar stable hand scurried forward and took the reins from mine and Nodrin’s hands. “They’ll be in holding stable six until the status of your application is determined.” 
 
    The agent ripped a piece of parchment from her pile and handed it to Nodrin, and I caught a glimpse of a giant number six scrawled on the parchment before Nodrin shoved it in his robe pocket.  
 
    I gave Greenie a quick goodbye pet, and she looked at me forlornly over her shoulder as the duergar stablehand led her away. 
 
    “Back the way you came,” the female orc instructed, and I could tell by her tone that she wanted us out of her way ASAP.  
 
    “Thank you,” Nodrin said with a nod, and then he spun on his heels and returned to the corridor from whence we came.  
 
    I followed closely behind him, and soon we were back in the main room, waiting in the line for Desk Four.  
 
    Nodrin and I quickly filled in the paperwork while we waited in the long line. The application, if you could call it that, was pretty basic. It asked for basic details like city of origin and purpose of visit. I chuckled at the question about my birthplace, but ultimately settled on Oshara for the answer. Nodrin didn’t seem overly concerned about the paperwork, so I didn’t stress about it. Once it was finished, Nodrin and I rocked back on our heels and observed the long line in front of us.  
 
    “Is it usually like this?” I asked as I surveyed all of the different races in front of us.  
 
    “Seems pretty quiet today, actually,” Nodrin said with a tilt of his head. “We might have something to do with that, with all of our raids and whatnot.” 
 
    “Do drow often travel to the Topside?” I had a million questions, and now seemed like the perfect opportunity to ask the wizard, since we were stuck in this line in the name of bureaucracy anyway.  
 
    “Rarely,” Nodrin said with a shake of his head. “We’re not cut out for the sunlight on the Topside, so it’s generally not advised to travel there often.” 
 
    “But some do? For fun?” I asked. “Is that why the agent asked if we were here for business or pleasure?” 
 
    “Trips for pleasure are rarely approved, and usually only if someone has an in with an agent,” Nodrin said as he gestured to the seated agents behind the desks. “We decided centuries ago that it was in our best interest to limit visits to the Topside, and vice versa, for our own safety. There exist a variety of races and species on the Topside who could destroy the entire drow civilization easily, if they were so inclined. Hence the need for the Purlieu Protection Unit here to regulate the comings and goings.” 
 
    “So, presumably, most of these folk here in the line are going Topside for business?” I asked as I cocked my head and surveyed the eclectic mix in front of me.  
 
    There were drows, duergars, orcs, ogres, changelings, and more, and they were all looking bored while they waited for their turn at the desk.  
 
    “Presumably so,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “What sort of business does an ogre have on the Topside?” I frowned. “They’re hardly inconspicuous, and their magick isn’t strong enough to conceal themselves for very long.”  
 
    “They could have work contracted on the Topside,” Nodrin explained. “There are some magick friendly places in the Topside where magickal creatures are able to work with the proper permits. Ogres and duergars are suited for underground work that the Topside races find too dangerous or degrading to do themselves.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I commented as I looked up and down the waiting line with this new information. I spotted a female drow who was decked out in clothes similar to one of Drindessa’s working outfits, and I chuckled as I hooked a thumb in her direction. “I take it there are some Topside brothels in operation, as well?” 
 
    “One of the few occupations where you can get paid more Topside than down here,” Nodrin answered with a grin. “I’d be heading Topside as well if that was my occupation.”  
 
    “I wonder if Drindy ever ventured up for some work experience,” I mused.  
 
    “I think she did once,” Nodrin said as he tugged at his long, white beard. “But it was too bright for her, if I’m remembering correctly.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, how are we going to get around that?” I asked as I studied Nodrin’s red eyes. Our eyes were designed for the dark underground world. I couldn’t even fathom the pain of the sun, which from all the accounts I’d read was so bright and hot it burned the skin of the Topside walkers.  
 
    “There’s an enchantment we can use, I don’t want you to worry about that,” Nodrin said with a wave of his hand.  
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged and put that worry out of my mind while we slowly stepped forward in the line.  
 
    Nodrin and I waited for a full hour in the long line behind Desk Four, and when we finally reached the front, the male drow agent held out his hand with barely a glance at us. He perused the paperwork, and then he reached for a large stamp and brought it down heavily on both pieces of parchment before handing them back to us.  
 
    “Wizard applications go through the Magickal Elements Unit, third door to the right,” the bored agent said as he waved us through to the hallway behind him.  
 
    “Thank you,” Nodrin said happily, and I followed the wizard through the hallway and to the third door on the right.  
 
    It was a plain wooden door, unremarkable except for the plaque that read ‘Magickal Elements Unit’ tacked on to the front. Nodrin pushed through the door as if he belonged there, and we found ourselves in a small, plain room, which was empty except for a row of seats dug into the earthen walls and another door on the far wall.  
 
    “More waiting?” I asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be as long for this one,” Nodrin remarked as he crossed the small room and took a seat. “We’re the only ones here, after all.” 
 
    “True,” I said as I joined him on the earthen bench.  
 
    Sure enough, my ass had barely touched the seat before the second door opened, and a tall, bulky orc agent wearing the familiar green uniform appeared in the doorway.  
 
    “Wizard application?” the orc grunted.  
 
    “That’s right,” Nodrin said as he rose to his feet, and I was right behind him.  
 
    “Follow me,” the orc agent said, and he disappeared back through the doorway.  
 
    Nodrin and I quickly followed him through another dark hallway, which could barely contain the orc’s large frame, until we made it to another small, nondescript room. After all this hassle, I could see why folk never bothered to try to visit the Topside without a damned good reason. This all seemed like a colossal waste of time, but I figured I had to play the game to win the prizes. Maybe when Claden’Du took over Oshara, we could rework this system somehow to make it more accessible, but that was an issue for another day.  
 
    The orc agent led us into the room and gestured for us to sit at the lone table in the middle of the room, which had four chairs surrounding it.  
 
    “Won’t be long,” the orc grunted once we were seated, and then he left the room and shut the door behind him.  
 
    “Is he lying?” I asked in an amused tone as I rocked back on the back legs of the chair so the front legs hovered in the air. “Are we going to be here for hours?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Nodrin said with a slight frown. “The process is a little different now than when I did this. I was just approved in the main line back there.” 
 
    “Huh,” I hummed as I continued to rock. “Wonder what prompted the change.” 
 
    “Probably nothing.” Nodrin shrugged. “Just a way for the Purlieu Unit to feel like they’re doing something.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the door opened, and two halfling agents in green uniforms entered the room with stacks of parchment in their hands. They were interesting-looking creatures. They were both male and a fair bit shorter than Nodrin and me. Their skin was pale white with a hint of pink, and they had messy hair growing from the top of their heads and some sticking out from their noses and ears. They had human-like features, but they were smaller than the diagrams of humans I’d seen in the tomes. They seemed friendly enough as they took their seats and arranged the parchment in front of them before finally looking up at us. 
 
    “Which one is Nodrin and which one is Fynn?” one of the agents asked, and I squinted at his uniform and saw ‘Agent Falkirk’ written on a small nametag.  
 
    “I’m Fynn,” I said.  
 
    “So, that makes me Nodrin,” the wizard said with a serene smile.  
 
    “And your purpose for your trip to the Topside is to complete…” Agent Falkirk glanced down at the parchment in front of him. “Fynn’s Apprenticeship?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nodrin said proudly.  
 
    “It says here that Fynn has only been a Wizarding Apprentice for a short while,” Falkirk continued with a frown. “It’s extremely unusual for an Apprentice to be summoned so soon, is it not?” 
 
    “It is,” Nodrin agreed with a nod. “But Fynn is an extraordinary Apprentice, one who Drogu-ani herself aided in his magickal studies. He’s more prepared for this journey than I was when I made this same trip.” 
 
    “Which was when exactly?” the second agent asked, and his nametag read ‘Agent Rorimac.’ 
 
    “It’s in the paperwork,” Nodrin said. 
 
    “I know it is,” Rorimac said with a raised eyebrow. “But I’m asking you. You’re not going to make this difficult, are you?” 
 
    “It was before you were even born,” Nodrin said patiently. “I have no desire to make this difficult, I simply wish to get my Apprentice to his summons as quickly as possible so his mission does not fail.” 
 
    “We want that for young Fynn, too,” Agent Falkirk jumped in. “There’s nothing more exciting for an Apprentice than his summons.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said with what I hoped was a disarming smile.  
 
    “Is that your only reason for traveling to the Topside today?” Agent Rorimac asked with a dark scowl.  
 
    “Of course.” Nodrin nodded.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Rorimac hummed while he tapped the parchment in front of him.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” Nodrin asked, but he remained calm. 
 
    “You’re both Oshara born, correct?” Rorimac asked.  
 
    “Correct,” Nodrin replied.  
 
    “Hmmmm,” Rorimac hummed again.  
 
    “And we are on a time-sensitive mission,” Nodrin said gently as he reached into this robe and pulled out his Wizard Lyte, which was glowing brighter than I’d ever seen it glow. “Of course, I understand you have a job to do, but I’d like that taken into consideration.” 
 
    “Noted,” Rorimac said in a bored tone, but Agent Falkirk was a bit friendlier as he shot us a tight-lipped smile.  
 
    “We just need to take this to our supervisor,” Falkirk said as he shuffled the parchment in front of him. “Are you two okay to wait in here for a few more minutes?” 
 
    “Are we allowed to say no?” I asked in a lighthearted tone and with a friendly grin so they knew I was joking.  
 
    “No,” Rorimac said.  
 
    “Then we’ll be here,” I said.  
 
    “We’ll try to make it quick,” Falkirk said, and the two halfling agents stood up and exited the room, which left Nodrin and me alone again.  
 
    “Well, that went well,” I sighed.  
 
    “Something’s not right,” Nodrin muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “It should be a quick approval,” Nodrin said as his brow furrowed. “I’ve never heard of supervisor approval for an Apprentice Wizard on his summons.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed as I wondered what the problem was, but I felt like I didn’t know enough about the process to hazard a guess. “Should we be worried?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nodrin sighed. “I hope not.” 
 
    We fell into an uncomfortable silence while we waited for the agents to return. I glanced around the small room, but it was empty and unremarkable, so I settled into my own thoughts as we awaited our verdict.  
 
    What would it mean for me if we were denied entry to the Topside and I couldn’t complete my mission? Was that even a thing that happened? Would I get another summons? Nodrin had said before that I only got one chance, but if the circumstances were out of my control, then surely I’d get some sort of clemency on the situation. I glanced over at Nodrin, whose face was passive, but I knew the wizard well enough to spot the small nervous habits he had, like bouncing his knee and stroking the bottom quarter of his beard repeatedly. I was about to offer some comforting words to the wizard, but the door opened again.  
 
    Another agent pushed into the room. He was another halfling, but he was taller and older than Falkirk and Rorimac. His green agent uniform also contained stripes across the sleeves that I hadn’t seen on any other agent, so I took this to mean he was higher ranked. His nametag read ‘Agent Idrees,’ and he had a serious look on his face and what I recognized as our applications in his hand.  
 
    “Nodrin and Fynn of Claden’Du?” Agent Idrees asked in a deep, but soft voice.  
 
    “That’s us,” I said brightly. I couldn’t tell if the agent was bringing good or bad news, but I decided to err on the side of optimism. “So, about that application?” 
 
    “Yes, about that,” Agent Idrees said, and then he took a deep breath and looked into my eyes. “It has been denied.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I felt like the wind had been pushed out of my lungs, and my vision went dark for a moment. I could sense my hopes of becoming a wizard slip through my fingers, and I drew in a long shallow breath as my vision returned.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nodrin said, and the sound of the wizard’s voice brought me back to reality. “Did you say ‘denied?’ How is that possible? For an Apprentice’s Summons? I’ve never heard of this!” 
 
    “I understand you have questions,” the halfling supervisor said, and he crossed the small room and took the seat across from me. “I’m happy to answer them, let’s just all relax.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m relaxed,” Nodrin said as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “I just don’t understand how this could happen. We filled out the required paperwork, we have proof Fynn here is taking part in his summons, and we jumped through these silly new hoops that have been put in place to make our lives more difficult than necessary. Please, tell me, Agent Idrees, how did a wizard’s application get denied?” 
 
    “Okay,” the supervisor sighed. “I understand this is a unique situation for you, it is for us, too. Unfortunately, there is currently a ban in place that prevents us from allowing any citizens of Oshara to travel Topside.” 
 
    “What?” Nodrin bellowed, and he leaned across the table and leveled an intense glare at the agent. “How is that legal?” 
 
    “It’s not coming from us,” Idrees said quickly. “We take orders right from the Council of Kynreas.” 
 
    “And what business does the Capital City have interfering with Osharan citizens’ rights?”  
 
    “The orders just came through moments before you handed in your applications,” Idrees said with a grimace, and I instantly understood what had happened. “I’m sorry, but my hands are tied.” 
 
    “Vhondryl,” I seethed as I turned to look at Nodrin. 
 
    “That bitch,” Nodrin whispered as he met my gaze. His eyes were dark with anger, and he turned them back on Agent Idrees. “The no-travel order came from Oshara’s own Council, didn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Idrees said, but I could tell it was true by the way the supervising agent avoided eye contact with us.  
 
    “What can we do to appeal?” Nodrin asked.  
 
    “Unfortunately, nothing,” Idrees said, and the halfling agent seemed genuinely sorry for the way things were turning out. “I mean, you could file an appeal, but the turnaround time on that is at least three weeks.” 
 
    “Three weeks!” I cried out, and I cast a worried look at Nodrin. “But my summons…” 
 
    “There must be something else,” Nodrin pleaded with the supervisor. He reached into his robes again, pulled out his glowing Wizard Lyte, and showed it to the halfling agent. “Please. I know you know what this means. If Fynn doesn’t--” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Idrees cut him off with raised hands. “But my hands are tied. This is above me.” 
 
    “Fucking voids,” I muttered as I let my face fall into my open palms. I rubbed my face wearily and felt my eyepatch slip from my Dark Eye. I quickly adjusted the eyepatch, but not fast enough.  
 
    “What’s that?” Idrees asked suddenly.  
 
    I looked up to see the supervising agent staring intently at my eyepatch, except he seemed more curious than combative, and I realized I could possibly use this to my advantage. 
 
    “Oh, this old thing?” I asked as I flipped my eyepatch up to reveal my Dark Eye.  
 
    ‘Dark Eye’ was a bit of a misnomer, because in appearance, the right eye was actually several shades lighter than the crimson eye on the left, or my normal eye. I called it my Dark Eye because the vision out of that eye was darker than it should be, like I was behind a smoke screen when I used it. Unlike my normal eye, which just had the same normal vision that every other drow had. My Dark Eye had come in handy a time or two since my conception, like when I was participating in the final maze of the Kels’Rin-Kai ceremony, and I’d been bombarded with painfully bright lights from all angles to prevent me from completing the maze. My Dark Eye had definitely saved my ass then.  
 
    However, the strange physical appearance of the eye wasn’t exactly drow standard, and I learned early on it was better to keep the eye covered so as not to attract any unwanted attention, or to be accused of possessing mage magick, which was a big no-no down here.  
 
    “Wow,” the halfling breathed as he studied my unusual eye. “I’ve never seen anything like that. What is its purpose?” 
 
    “Helps me see when it’s super bright,” I said with a shrug and what I hoped was a casual tone. If I was totally honest, I wasn’t sure why I’d been gifted with this unusual appendage, but I’d made the most of it so far. “And this helps me see when it’s super dark.” 
 
    I opened my ether and produced a quick ball of light in my hand, but only for a second before I flicked it away. I glanced up to see the halfling gaping at my empty hand before he turned his wide eyes on mine. 
 
    “Is that mage magick?” Agent Idrees asked in a hushed tone full of amazement.  
 
    I’d been accused of mage magick since I made my appearance in the drow world. A lot of my magick was different and special. Truthfully, I didn’t know the origin of any of my magick, it’s just what was given to me and was as much a part of me as my soul or my ether. I knew mage magick referred to a sort of innate understanding of the magickal world. Mages didn’t need to study as hard, and they didn’t rely on the added tools like wizard devices and potions with strict, particular ingredients. It made sense the halfling was interested, it was likely mage magick had been a topic of interest for him his whole life.  
 
    I realized this could be my in. The halfling border patrol agent was above the petty inner workings of a drow city, but ancient and sometimes forbidden magick from his ancestors?  
 
    Well, who could resist? 
 
    “You know, it could be,” I said casually. “I’ve never had it confirmed, but it looks like it could be, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “But you’re not…” the agent trailed off as he studied my face, then my body, then my Dark Eye again.  
 
    “I’m an anomaly,” I said with a grin. “Even my Apprentice summons to the Topside. Did you see the dates on my application? Have you ever seen an Apprentice advance so quickly?” 
 
    “Dates,” Idrees muttered. He flipped through the parchment and studied my application, and I watched as his eyes widened before he met my gaze again. “How?” 
 
    “Like I said, an anomaly,” I said as I spread my hands out wide in front of me.  
 
    “That must be mage magick, right?” Idrees asked, and he glanced at Nodrin, who shrugged in response.  
 
    “Well, if it was, it wouldn’t be very prudent of us to reveal that to a member of the PPU, would it?” Nodrin said, and he studied his nails as if he hadn’t a care in the world.  
 
    “Yeah, we’d be wanting to keep that under wraps,” I said as I took my cues from the wizard. “I mean, if there was someone we could trust, then sure, but you know. Hands are tied and all that.” 
 
    “Well…” Idrees said with a glance at the door.  
 
    He waited a beat as if he expected someone to come through it, but when it remained shut, he turned to us and leaned in.  
 
    “My grandfather, he was special,” Idrees said in a voice barely above a whisper. “He never said it outright, but it was an open secret there was some mage magick running through his veins.” 
 
    “So you know what it’s like,” I said as I leaned across the table conspiratorially. “To be, you know… special.” 
 
    “I do,” Idrees responded with a note of wonder in his voice as his gaze fixated on my Dark Eye again. Suddenly, he sighed, leaned back, and glanced down at our application again. “Well, voids. I can’t be the one to keep you from this… whatever it is you’ve got going on.” 
 
    The halfling supervisor’s eyes flicked to mine again, and I felt hope swelling up in my chest.  
 
    “Does that mean…” I began carefully.  
 
    “Shh,” Idrees said as he raised a pale finger to his mouth in a shushing gesture and glanced toward the door. When he spoke again, it was in a low voice. “I’m going to get you to the Topside. But others have seen your application, and they know you’re Osharan citizens. So, we have to be discreet about this.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I leaned back in my chair and mimicked turning a key over my mouth to indicate my silence on the matter.  
 
    I watched the gears turning behind the halfling’s eyes, and then he started to nod slowly, so Nodrin and I exchanged a hopeful glance.  
 
    “Okay, shift change is in about a half-hour,” Idrees said slowly. Then he suddenly grabbed the application from the table, shuffled the papers, and tapped them against the table as he stood up. “You two sit tight, I’m going to make some adjustments to your applications.” 
 
    The halfling supervisor strode out of the room, and the door shut with a resounding click behind him.  
 
    “Think he’ll pull it off?” I asked Nodrin as we stared at the door the halfling had disappeared behind.  
 
    “Here’s hoping,” Nodrin sighed. “Good thinking with that mage connection, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned as I replaced my eyepatch over my Dark Eye.  
 
    And then we waited. I figured we’d have to wait at least the half-hour that Idrees had mentioned, and then probably some more, but the halfling supervisor surprised me by returning exactly a half-hour later, and he had a pleased look on his face and papers in his hand.  
 
    “Good news,” Idrees said as if he hadn’t been in here minutes before with considerably Not Good News. “Your applications were approved, and you may now proceed to the Topside Transportation Unit.” 
 
    “Well, that is much appreciated, my good sir,” I said as Nodrin and I rose from the table. Then I reached out, grasped Idrees’ hand in a firm handshake, and looked him in the eye. “Your kindness won’t be forgotten.” 
 
    “Nor will your greatness,” Idrees said in a low voice with a pointed glance at my eyepatch, but then he broke the handshake and gestured for us to follow him out the door. “This way to the TTU.” 
 
    We hurried to follow the halfling as he strode confidently through the corridors of his workplace, despite being in the act of committing fraud. Our footsteps echoed through the stone space, and Idrees nodded courteously at coworkers who passed us, but no one paid Nodrin and I any attention, which I was thankful for. The employees we passed did seem fresh-faced, like they were just starting their shift, and they’d have no reason to question their supervisor leading two approved applicants through the hallways. We just had to hope none of them were heavily involved in Osharan politics, but we continued to the TTU unmolested, so it looked like we were safe.  
 
    Idrees brought us to a large set of double doors that were made of plain, polished metal and had the air of bureaucracy around them. Everything in the drow world was beautiful and intricately carved, but the official offices apparently didn’t have much time for pageantry. Idrees waved his hand over a device fixated on the wall next to the doors, and the doors slid open from top to bottom. We followed Idrees through the doors, then through two more sets of similar doors, before we finally made it to a set of smaller doors with the words ‘Topside Transportation Unit’ etched into the smooth metal.  
 
    There was a duergar guard station in front of these doors, and he held his hand out to us, but Idrees waved him away.  
 
    “I’ve got their papers here,” Idrees said as he waved our amended applications in front of him. “They’re good to go.” 
 
    The duergar guard grunted and whispered an incantation, and the doors slid open. Then the duergar stepped back and gestured for us to enter the small metal space.  
 
    “Thanks again,” I said as I turned to Idrees, but the supervisor gave me a look as if to communicate that I shouldn’t say anything else in front of the duergar guard. I nodded knowingly before I leaned in close to the halfling and spoke in a low voice. “About our lizards…” 
 
    “They’re taken care of,” Idrees responded in a low voice. Then he leaned back and spoke loud enough for the duergar to hear, too. “Your Topside pass is valid for twenty-four hours only, as you know. So, if there’s nothing else, safe travels.” 
 
    Idrees stepped aside so Nodrin and I could finally enter the small transportation unit. We hurried inside, and I turned to say a final thank you to the halfling supervisor who risked his career to help me, but the doors slid shut before I could even open my mouth.  
 
    A great rumbling sound filled the small, metal room a moment later, and I glanced at Nodrin to make sure that was normal. The wizard seemed unbothered, so I just leaned back and waited for the journey to start.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait long, because seconds later, the metal transportation unit began to shake violently before it shot up through the layers of earth. I held on to the bars that lined the walls as we hurtled toward the Topside. It wasn’t the most comfortable sensation, but I couldn’t help but grin. I would put up with any shitty journey if it meant I would become a Wizard on the other side of it. I’d been dreaming about this moment ever since I first caught sight of Nodrin’s Wizard Lyte, which was made of glowing blue starlight. That first trip to the Wizards’ Market opened my eyes to the wonderful world of wizardry, and I was so excited to become a part of it, I almost couldn’t breathe.  
 
    The drow world was incredible, but the wizarding world was something else. I recalled the first time I entered the Market, when I had to crack a riddle to be permitted access, and I remembered the rush of excitement I experienced when I got it right. I felt my ether tingle with excitement and anticipation, and it caused a shiver to run up and down my spine.  
 
    I heard Nodrin chuckle, and I looked over to find the wizard staring at me with a twinkle in his eye.  
 
    “What?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “You’re excited,” Nodrin remarked.  
 
    “Of course I am,” I said as my grin broadened. “Also nervous. But mostly excited. Imagine how much Claden’Du will benefit from having two of the most powerful wizards in the city in their Inner Circle while we take over the city.” 
 
    “You seem confident,” Nodrin said with a lifted eyebrow.  
 
    “More confident than I’ve felt in a while,” I said, and I bounced on the balls of my feet while we continued to hurtle toward the Topside. “It’s probably the adrenaline, but Drogu’s tits, I’m excited.” 
 
    “You should be, young Fynn.” Nodrin smiled. “This is a journey you won’t forget in this lifetime.” 
 
    “Or the next, or the one after that,” I said as the metallic container continued to shake around us. Suddenly, a thought came to mind, I gestured to Nodrin’s eyes as I frowned. “Will you be okay Topside with those?” 
 
    “Good catch, Fynn,” Nodrin said with a nod. “No, I’m going to have to protect my eyes, as will you.” 
 
    “H-How do I do that?” I asked as possibilities flashed across my mind of what would happen if my eye met direct sunlight. I imagined intense pain and a loud sizzling noise, and I shuddered at the thought.  
 
    “Like this,” Nodrin said, and he leaned forward and swapped my eyepatch from my Dark Eye to my normal eye. The vision from my Dark Eye was blurry in the darkened metallic room, but I could still see the grinning wizard.  
 
    “Really?” I asked as I adjusted to the feeling of the patch on the opposite eye. “That’ll be enough?” 
 
    “For the duration of our trip, at least,” Nodrin said with a nod. “I’ll need a little bit more magick to protect mine.” 
 
    Then I watched as Nodrin pushed himself away from the wall of the transportation unit. He rolled the sleeves of his robes up and kept a surprisingly steady stance, despite the rocking of the room, and I knew I was about to witness some kick-ass magick.  
 
    Sure enough, Nodrin started muttering under his breath, and he moved his hand across the air in front of him in what I now recognized as a protection insignia. As his hands moved and the words flowed from his lips, I noticed his eyes started to slowly darken. They went from the bright red that I was accustomed to, to a darker ruby, then a darker burgundy, until finally it was a deep, deep shade of maroon, with a coating of dark gray across it. It was bizarre to see on the wizard, but it also kind of suited the old man.  
 
    “Cool.” I grinned. “How long will that last you?” 
 
    “Until I reverse it,” Nodrin said with a wave of his hand, so I knew not to be concerned about the wizard’s eyes while I was off catching my falling star, which was a relief.  
 
    The metal contraption continued to push us through the layers and layers of earth we had to cross, but I could tell we were getting close by the way Nodrin’s excitement grew. Before I could ask him how much longer the journey was, the metallic contraption shuddered to a stop, and then the air filled with a light blue mist. I cast a curious glance at Nodrin, who was holding his arms out wide to let the mist cover him completely.  
 
    “Disinfectant,” Nodrin explained. “For our protection, and that of the flora we encounter on the Topside. The biodiversity of the Topside and our world isn’t always compatible.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said and mimicked Nodrin’s gesture until the blue mist evaporated, and then we were left standing with slightly damper skin.  
 
    We lowered our arms, and Nodrin glanced at the door eagerly until it slowly slid open to reveal my first glimpse of the Topside.  
 
    “Wow,” I whispered as I followed Nodrin out of the transportation unit and took in the sight.  
 
    We’d been deposited into a thick forest, where the trees grew taller than at least four ogres stacked on top of each other. Their dark green leaves were so thick and dense, I almost couldn’t see the sky above.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    The sky above was a stunning bright blue color I’d never seen before. It didn’t have the shine of starlight, but it was so bright I knew my imagined sizzling of eyeballs would be accurate if our sensitive red drow eyes weren’t protected. I could tell the bright shining star known as the sun was to the left of me, and I could even feel the heat from it between the thick treetops.  
 
    A breeze picked up, and I drew in a long breath and enjoyed the fresh, leafy smell of it while it rustled through the treetops. I even felt it on my eyelashes. Topside also lacked the underlying smell of death and decay that was so prevalent in Oshara. I’d grown accustomed to that smell, so it didn’t bother me at all, but I’d be lying if I said its absence wasn’t preferable.  
 
    Suddenly, I caught sight of something fluttering in the treetops, and I watched as something small and furry scurried away. Then I heard the sound of unseen creatures singing and signaling to each other, and I grinned at the exotic sounds.  
 
    I glanced over at Nodrin, and the old wizard looked positively gleeful as he paced around the clearing in which we’d been deposited. Then I heard a rumbling sound, and I turned to see the metallic contraption slowly descend into the earth and disappear without a trace. I briefly wondered how we’d find it on the way back, but I was too overwhelmed with the sensations of the Topside to worry about that too much. I trusted Nodrin knew the way back anyway.  
 
    “It’s beautiful up here,” I said as I turned my attention to my surroundings again.  
 
    “Isn’t it?” Nodrin agreed with a toothy grin. “I wish I had occasion to visit Topside more often.” 
 
    “Well, we’re here now,” I said, and I matched his enthusiasm as I bounced on the balls of my feet.  
 
    “Indeed we are, and we must make haste,” Nodrin said as a serious look passed across his face. “We need to move before dusk sets in and the nighttime creatures come out to play.” 
 
    “Dusk?” I asked curiously as Nodrin stepped away from the now disappeared transportation unit. 
 
    “You’ll see soon,” Nodrin said with a twinkle in his eye. His footsteps were confident as he led us through the Topside forest, and I was suddenly overwhelmingly grateful that I had such a great mentor through this crazy process.  
 
    I decided to honor him in the best way I knew how: asking him loads of questions so he could show off his superior knowledge.  
 
    “So, what are the rules up here?” I asked. “I feel like we skipped some steps down below before we traveled.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong.” Nodrin chuckled. “Every other time I’ve gone Topside, we’ve had to endure the most boring information dump of rules and regulations by whichever bored agent was unfortunately assigned briefing duty that day. You’re lucky you didn’t have to go through that.” 
 
    “I’m lucky a lot that way,” I snickered. 
 
    “Indeed you are.” Nodrin nodded. “Instead you get my briefing, and I’m much more fun.” 
 
    “Of that, I’m sure,” I said with a smile. “So, what should I be careful of? Magick is allowed, right?” 
 
    “It… is, and it isn’t,” Nodrin said as he stepped over a large fallen branch. “Legally, it’s allowed in extreme circumstances. But, even then, it’s highly discouraged, and it should be used as a last resort only. For your protection, and for the protection of the species on the Topside.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a nod. “We don’t want to be hunted down and killed because the species on the Topside don’t understand our magick. And we definitely don’t want to lead them down to our world.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nodrin said with a hint of pride in his voice.  
 
    “Okay, so magick only in extreme cases,” I said. “Even when I’m… catching the falling star? Is that possible? To do it without magick?” 
 
    “You’ll see when you get there,” Nodrin said vaguely as he waved his hand. “Hmm. What else? No souvenirs, except your starlight, of course.” 
 
    “Yeah, that one’s kind of important,” I laughed, and I felt another wave of excitement shiver up and down my spine.  
 
    Then I noticed the trees were starting to thin out, and I realized we were approaching the edge of the forest. I could see more of the blue sky, which was slowly darkening, and I could see tall, pointed mountains in the distance, with one very large mountain very close in front of us.  
 
    “Wow.” I let out a long whistle. “Is that the one we’re scaling?” 
 
    “The one and only. It’s gorgeous isn’t it?” Nodrin sighed wistfully. “The Topside has a charm about it that we can’t replicate down below.” 
 
    “Probably something to do with that,” I said, and I gestured to the sinking sun. I could still feel the heat radiating off it, but I noticed when we passed under the shade of a tree, it was significantly cooler. I also noticed the blue of the sky was shifting, and there were notes of oranges and pinks near the ball of fire. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “Very normal, and quite a sight to behold,” Nodrin answered. “Come, let’s get higher so we can fully appreciate the sunset.” 
 
    “Sunset,” I repeated, and I liked the way the vaguely familiar word felt in my mouth.  
 
    I continued to follow the wizard as the trees thinned more, and the leafy forest floor was replaced with rocky terrain as we approached the base of the huge mountain. I eyed the obstacle in front of us uncertainly, but when I glanced at the wizard, he was smiling from long, pointy ear to long, pointy ear.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked in an excited tone. It was still strange to see his darkened eyes, but the excitement behind them was undeniable.  
 
    “Umm, anything else I should know before we set off?” I asked as I eyed the top of the mountain, which seemed impossibly far away, especially considering we wouldn’t be using magick to reach the summit.  
 
    “My dear Fynn, this is a learning experience,” Nodrin said happily as he took off toward the base of the mountain. “Anything else you need to know, you’ll learn on the way.” 
 
    I hurried after the wizard as we began the next leg of the journey. I noticed the breeze had picked up, and it was getting cooler by the minute, but luckily we were used to the cold, darkness of the underworld, so I wasn’t too concerned about that. Nodrin surprised me with his agility as he easily hopped over rocks and avoided crevices that could break an ankle. I shouldn’t be that surprised since I’d seen his skills in navigating down my spiderweb to save Sevahtra’s life, so I reminded myself not to underestimate the old man.  
 
    We finally made it to the rocky base, and Nodrin didn’t hesitate to start scaling the gray mountainside. I grinned and followed him immediately. The surface of the mountain was cold and jagged, with enough pieces of rock jutting out to be used as hand and footholds. Nodrin was a few feet up the mountain before I worked out the best position to start from, but as soon as I figured it out, I was fast behind him. 
 
    I was surprised with how easy it was to climb the side of it, and it wasn’t long until we reached the first flat area where we were able to take a break from the climbing. We leaned against the cold stone mountain as we caught our breath, and I glanced up the side of the rockface to see that our journey was only going to get more difficult.  
 
    “You sure we can’t use magick?” I asked with a sigh.  
 
    “You won’t need it, I assure you,” Nodrin said, and I could tell the old man was trying to downplay his labored breathing. “Your logic will take you just as far as your magick, especially on the Topside, and especially with that sharp mind of yours.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…” 
 
    “More sure than I’ve ever been,” Nodrin replied and clapped me on the shoulder. “Are you ready to keep going? I think we can follow this path up for a while.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said.  
 
    “No, no,” Nodrin said, and he stepped back and held out his hand so I would pass him. “It’s your turn to lead the way, this is your mission.” 
 
    “O-Okay,” I said as I stepped past the wizard.  
 
    I tried to hide my nervous excitement, but it was probably written all over my face. Fuck it, I should be nervous and excited, so I shook out the energy and continued along the narrow, twisting path that led us up higher onto the mountain.  
 
    As we walked, the sun dipped below the horizon more, and the sky was filled with vibrant shades of pink and orange. I stopped in my tracks to admire the beauty.  
 
    “Incredible,” Nodrin said in a voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    I glanced at the old man to see his darkened eyes pointed at the sky and a look of wonder on his face. I turned back to the gorgeous sunset and smiled. It was an incredible sight, one I could never tire of in this lifetime. I wondered if Tryss would ever have the opportunity to see the amazing sight of a sunset, and I decided right then and there that I would do whatever it takes to bring my lover to the Topside so she could see it. She deserved such beauty in her life.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I murmured. 
 
    At least, not in this life. 
 
    We stood in comfortable silence for a few moments admiring the colorful sky, until the sun dipped even lower, and the other side of the sky darkened to a deep bluish-purple.  
 
    “We should move,” Nodrin said gently.  
 
    “Right.” I nodded before I continued up the path in front of me.  
 
    It was harder to see now that the sun was almost fully set, and I knew we probably shouldn’t have wasted time to stop and admire the sunset, but it was worth it. I swapped my eyepatch over to my Dark Eye again so my normal eye could take over responsibility of seeing in the dimmed light. I continued to admire the twilight as we carefully climbed the rocky path.  
 
    Soon, the path narrowed too much to continue up it, and it was time to climb again. I glanced at the wizard, who gave me a reassuring nod, so I posted up in front of the mountainside and scanned the surface for the best finger and footholds. Nodrin joined me, but he kept a few feet of distance in between us.  
 
    I finally spotted an edge jutting out that I could fit my long, blue fingertips behind with enough grip to pull my weight up from the ground. But I’d quickly learned from my first small scaling trip that the footholds were what really gave me the height I needed to climb the mountain successfully. 
 
    I found an angle to get my foot into, and I wedged my right foot into it, while I searched for the perfect place for my left foot. I found it, but I had to kick off from my right foot in order to reach it. I made sure I also had somewhere to grab with my hands, and once I was certain I could reach all of the angles, I pushed myself off from my right foothold and launched myself up the side of the mountain.  
 
    My left foot found its hold easily, and my left hand grabbed onto an extended piece of rock. I pulled myself tight against the mountainside, which I found helped my balance. The stone was cool against my skin, but I found it relaxing, especially in contrast to the effort it took to climb the jagged stone mountain. I continued to scale the surface in the same method of finding footholds to give me length and fingerholds to keep me in place until I found the next foot hold.  
 
    I made sure to keep tabs on Nodrin, but the wizard was doing just fine without me. It was clear he had scaled a mountain or two in his time, and it was comforting to see the old man move with such finesse. It boosted my confidence in my own abilities, and I continued on my way until we finally reached another landing.  
 
    When our feet were on solid ground again, we both collapsed in an exhausted heap against the cool surface of the mountain while we caught our breath again. My fingers, back, legs, and toes all ached from the effort, and I felt an exhaustion so encompassing I was sure I could fall asleep right now and sleep for a full twenty-four hours.  
 
    That wasn’t an option, of course, so I enjoyed the moment of rest while I had it.  
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered as I glanced up the mountainside we still had to climb. It seemed to be getting smoother the more we went up, which would make it more difficult to scale.  
 
    “Fear not, young Fynn,” Nodrin said as he wiped the sweat from his brow without looking up. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.” 
 
    “I appreciate the confidence, but…” I stood up, faced the mountainside again, and searched for the holds necessary to climb. I tried a few approaches, but I couldn’t get more than two feet off the ground.  
 
    By then, Nodrin had turned his body to face me so he could watch, but he remained seated. The old wizard would need more rest than me, but that gave me time to map out the next approach, anyway, so I didn’t mind.  
 
    “Ugh,” I grunted in frustration after another false start. I shot the wizard a worried look, but he waved it away.  
 
    “Figure it out,” Nodrin said, but not unkindly.  
 
    “Okay…” I blew out a long breath.  
 
    Then my eyes saw a piece of stone jutting out from the mountain that I hadn’t tried yet, so I grabbed hold of it and pulled gently to make sure it could hold my weight. As soon as I tugged, the piece of rock broke off in my hand, and a thunderous rumbling sound emerged from the mountain above me while a few pebbles rained down on me.  
 
    I looked up to see the rocks above me shifting, and some began to fall. 
 
    “Oh,” Nodrin gasped as he jumped to his feet.  
 
    “Shit,” I said as my eyes went wide. “Did I just start a landslide?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Back up,” Nodrin said in a sharp voice.  
 
    I quickly scurried away from the mountainside and joined Nodrin near the edge of the path. I watched as a few rocks slid and bounced down the side of the mountain, and I cringed at the sound.  
 
    “Shit,” I said, and I covered my eye to prevent any small pebbles from stabbing me in the eyeball.  
 
    Then, as suddenly as the rocks started falling, they stopped. I shot a look at Nodrin, but the wizard looked just as confused as me.  
 
    “Huh,” he said.  
 
    “Sooo, maybe I didn’t start a landslide?” I asked as I looked up the mountainside. The sun was almost entirely gone now, and I had to squint into the darkness to see, but I couldn’t see any more falling rocks.  
 
    Instead, I saw a flash of movement. Something green. And a moment later, I heard a familiar sound.  
 
    “Reeeeeeee.” 
 
    “Greenie?” I asked in a surprised tone. Then I raised my voice and called out louder. “Greenie? Is that you, girl?” 
 
    “Voids,” Nodrin whispered in wonder.  
 
    The lizard suddenly appeared from behind a rock about twenty-five feet above us. She squealed in delight when she saw us, and she immediately started to slither down the rocky surface of the mountain with ease. She reached the narrow landing quickly, and the lizard wrapped her scaly body around me.  
 
    “What are you doing here, girl?” I asked as I scratched behind her ears. “You’re supposed to be in the stables down below.” 
 
    “Mrrrrrrrr,” Greenie grunted as she stubbornly nudged her nose into my side.  
 
    I placed my hand under Greenie’s chin and lifted her face so I could get a good look into her deep red eyes. It was a weird thing being able to read a creature’s mind, but I opened my ether, and my psionics worked just as well as they did with everyone else. Images of Greenie sneaking out of the stables and scaling up the narrow elevator shaft until she made it up to the Topside filled her mind.  
 
    “Greeeeenie, you naughty girl,” I said when I pulled out of her mind, and I dragged my knuckles across her forehead affectionately. “That was a very, very risky thing to do.” 
 
    “She escaped?” Nodrin asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Looks like it,” I said as I continued to scratch my Bestest Girl.  
 
    “Hmmm,” Nodrin hummed and studied the sly lizard.  
 
    “What?” I asked with a voice tinged in concern. “I mean, obviously, it’s not the best scenario, but she’s here now, and she can help us, which is a good thing, right?” 
 
    “It is,” Nodrin said tentatively, and his eyes flicked to the top of the mountain before they rested on the lizard again. “I don’t know if the Purlieu Protection Unit will feel the same way about it, though.” 
 
    “Pffft, what are they going to do? Kill her?” I scoffed, but when Nodrin answered me with silence, I put a protective arm around my lizard. “Wait, they’re not going to kill her, are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nodrin said with a sorrowful look in his eye. “But she wasn’t properly decontaminated before she came up here. The PPU has put down creatures for less than that. It’s extremely difficult to get a creature approved to come to the Topside anyway. This is a unique situation, to say the least.” 
 
    “This whole thing is unique,” I said with a wave of my hand. Then I looked down at my Best Girl, and she was looking up at me with the sweetest smile. I squished her face into mine and I knew I’d never let anything bad happen to her. “We’ll figure it out when we have to go back, but for now she came to help us, and it would just be rude to not let her at this point, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Nodrin said with a resigned sigh.  
 
    I could tell the wizard was still hesitant about the situation, but we didn’t really have the time to sit and debate it anyway, so I started prepping Greenie for our trip up.  
 
    Luckily, the folk down at the PPU hadn’t bothered to unsaddle my girl, so she was pretty much ready to go. I had to adjust the saddle some in order to accommodate both Nodrin and me on her back, but the drow had perfected the art of the saddle by making them easily retractable for reasons just like this. Greenie preened as I adjusted her riding gear, and even without the psionics, I could tell she was very proud of herself for escaping and coming to my rescue.  
 
    “Who’s a good girl?” I asked as I gave her one final check over.  
 
    “Mrrrrrrrrrrr,” Greenie purred excitedly before she slithered around in a proud circle.  
 
    “That’s right,” I cooed as she nuzzled up to me again. “And now it’s go time. You ready, girl?” 
 
    “Brrr.” Greenie proudly stood on her hind legs as her tongue flicked out of her mouth, and her red eyes had a determined look in them. Then she fell down on all fours and waited patiently for us to mount her.  
 
    I swung a leg over first and posted up in the saddle in the front position. Nodrin didn’t hesitate to join me once I was settled in the saddle, and I sensed the wizard’s warmth on my back as he took his seat. Once we were settled, I clamped my legs around Greenie’s midsection, and I glanced back at the wizard.  
 
    “You ready? Secured?”  
 
    “As secure as possible,” Nodrin replied, and I felt his hands grasp the side of the saddle. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Alright, girl,” I said as I tugged at the reins. “Take us up.” 
 
    Greenie was off as soon as the command left my lips, and I had to clench my thighs around her tighter as she started to scale the steep, rocky mountainside.  
 
    “Oooft,” Nodrin grunted as Greenie took off with more force than we expected.  
 
    The lizard used her powerful flanks to launch us fifteen feet up into the air before her razor-sharp claws burrowed into the slate-gray mountainside, and she kept her belly to the stone as she slithered up a little and launched us again.  
 
    It was a rough ride, but we were going a lot faster than we had before the lizard arrived.  
 
    “Good girl,” I said through gritted teeth so as not to discourage the quickly moving lizard, and hope and excitement were growing in my chest again as the summit of the mountain approached.  
 
    The sun finally sank fully below the horizon, and the sky turned into a beautiful inky blue-black ocean that was dotted with thousands and thousands of little balls of light and a giant, full moon. I’d only seen paintings of a night sky before, but no amount of paint could capture this incredible sight.  
 
    The moon was so much more detailed than I ever could have imagined. In the paintings I’d seen, the moon was a large circle with a couple of squiggly details on it. In reality, it was so much bigger than I’d pictured, and the squiggly details didn’t capture the beauty of the visible craters and imperfections of the moon’s surface.  
 
    And the light. Of course, logically, I knew the moon gave off light, but the strength of the full moon was unreal. The drow world was often shrouded in a comforting darkness, but the moon hung in the sky and seemed proud in its brightness, as if it could shine light on all of your deepest, darkest secrets.  
 
    The jolt of Greenie landing on a narrow path brought me back to reality, and I realized the air was getting thinner the closer we got to the top. My body seemed to instinctively know what to do, and my breathing adjusted itself naturally. My breaths became faster and deeper, and I sensed Greenie’s lungs adjust as well. She took a moment at the small landing, but only for a few seconds, then she launched us higher again.  
 
    As we climbed, I noticed the mountain started to become covered in a powdery white substance that I could feel cold radiating from.  
 
    “This is the fastest trip I’ve ever taken to a mountaintop,” Nodrin called out, and even without turning around, I could hear the glee in his voice.  
 
    “It seems very efficient!” I had to raise my voice over the whistling wind around us, and then I gestured to the white stuff. “Is that…” 
 
    “Snow,” Nodrin said loudly.  
 
    “It’s cold.”  
 
    “Snow can only fall where it’s cold,” Nodrin explained.  
 
    “Ahh,” I responded as I racked my brain for the Topside weather conditions I’d read about. I vaguely remembered a passage about the powdery white substance which only fell in certain regions and conditions, and I wondered what other Topside-specific weather or natural conditions I’d be able to see on this trip.  
 
    “Get her to stop at the next landing,” Nodrin suddenly instructed me.  
 
    “You got it!” I answered, and I leaned down and whispered the instructions right into Greenie’s ear to make sure she could hear me over the wind. I knew she understood by the way she flicked her tongue out at me and the way she slithered faster up the stony mountain.  
 
    By now, we were shivering from the cold of the mountaintop, and Greenie finally slithered to a stop on a rocky platform near the very top. Once she stopped, Nodrin and I quickly dismounted, and then all three of us instinctively huddled together for warmth.  
 
    “Excellent work, Ms. Greenie,” Nodrin said as he dragged his knuckles across Greenie’s forehead.  
 
    “That’s why you’re my Bestest Girl,” I said as I scratched the riding lizard’s ear, and the lizard preened at all of the positive attention.  
 
    “Unfortunately, this is as far as we can go with you,” Nodrin said as he turned his attention to me. “The rest of the trip is for you and you only.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” I said and glanced up at the remaining mountaintop that I needed to climb. Of course, I knew I’d have to do the nitty-gritty part on my own, but Nodrin and Greenie had been such a good comfort up until this point, and I wished they could join me for the last part. 
 
    “I know you’ll do amazing things up there,” Nodrin encouraged me. “Don’t be afraid, your talents and skills will get you through this.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod, but a twister of emotions wreaked havoc inside my mind and chest. I shoved my hands under my armpits to warm them up, and I had to control my jaw so my teeth didn’t audibly chatter as my mind raced with a million scenarios about what I was about to do. I worried the cold would take me out before I could even reach the top, and a shiver went up and down my spine, partly from the cold, and partly from the uncertainty.  
 
    “Here, I’ll give you a little something for your trip,” Nodrin said with a twinkle in his eye, and he gestured for me to get even closer to him. “Just don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “I won’t.” I shook my head as I leaned in close to Nodrin. 
 
    The wizard rested his forehead against mine as he muttered something softly, and a wave of heat washed over me, from my toes to my head.  
 
    “Ahhh,” I sighed as the warmth crept into my extremities. I felt like a burden had been eased from my mind, and I could think clearer now that I wasn’t worried about staying warm.  
 
    “That should do us for a while,” Nodrin said with a wink, and I noticed the wizard and the lizard both looked visibly more relaxed as well now that they had the invisible blanket of magickal warmth.  
 
    “You won’t get in trouble for that?” I asked above the whipping wind, and I glanced around as if a PPU agent was going to jump out from behind a boulder and arrest us all right there. 
 
    “All the way up here?” Nodrin chuckled and waved a hand. “I’d like to see anyone try to prove it.” 
 
    Before I could answer, I saw a flash of bright light in the sky above us, but it quickly disappeared. My stomach lurched, and I turned to Nodrin.  
 
    “Was that my…?” I couldn’t even finish the sentence, and I could hear my voice shaking with panic.  
 
    “No,” Nodrin said with a firm shake of his head. “Trust me, you’ll know when it’s your falling star. But you better hurry up and get up there.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said with a nod. I couldn’t miss my chance at becoming a wizard just because I didn’t get up the last few feet of the mountain fast enough. I started to step up the path, but then I quickly turned around and wrapped Greenie up in a big hug. “Thanks for helping us, girl.” 
 
    “Mrrrrrr,” Greenie purred into my ear, and she nuzzled into my neck until I pulled away.  
 
    “And, Nodrin…” I began. 
 
    “We’ll speak after, young Fynn,” the wizard said sagely as he rested a large, warm hand on my shoulder. “You don’t need it, but I bid you good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a lopsided smile, and I pulled the wizard in for a quick hug before I finally started up the short path to the top of the mountain. 
 
    The path was covered in the powdery white substance, and I was pleased to hear a crunching sound beneath my feet as I walked across the snow. It was cold, yes, but it was also pleasant and strangely comforting. The snow was unmolested, and I looked back at the footsteps I left in the white substance and couldn’t help but smile. Then I bent down and scooped some of the snow up into my hand. It was cold, wet, and crunchy, with a consistency I’d never encountered before. As I walked, I scooped up some more and scrunched it together in my hand until it formed an icy-cold ball. I tossed the ball back and forth between my hands, and the snow became more and more packed until it was surprisingly sturdy. I cocked my hand back as I got the overwhelming urge to throw the ball of snow, and I launched it at the side of the mountain. I laughed in delight as the ball burst on impact, and little mini balls of snow rained down and disappeared into the snow below.  
 
    I wished Tryss was here with me so we could have fun tossing these compacted balls of snow at each other.  
 
    I made a few more balls to toss as the bright moonlight guided my way up the path, but the light wreaked havoc on my eyesight, especially when wispy gray clouds covered the shining disc. I had to keep switching my eyepatch from my Dark Eye to my normal eye to accommodate the brightness and darkness, but I somehow managed to make it up the winding path without breaking an ankle, until I finally reached the summit.  
 
    I drew in a deep breath of the thin, cold air of the mountaintop, and I took a quiet moment to enjoy the view after scaling the side of a mountain. It was even more beautiful now that I was stationary. The stars blinked and sparkled on their inky canvas while the moon still hung proudly as the center of attention.  
 
    I adjusted my eyepatch over my Dark Eye so I had my regular vision due to the brightness of the moon, and my gaze fell from the sky to take in the surrounding scenery. Mountaintops of varying heights scraped at the sky, which created a serrated skyline. I breathed in the frigid air and felt my ether tingle with Nodrin’s warming spell, and I was grateful the wizard was able to bend the rules to keep me comfortable on the most important mission of my life.  
 
    I glanced behind me from the path I’d just come from, but it twisted enough so Greenie and the wizard were no longer in my sightline. I hoped they were staying warm down there, and I turned my attention back to the night sky while I settled in to wait for my falling star, which Nodrin assured me I wouldn’t be able to miss.  
 
    As I waited, my thoughts wandered to my family down below. So much had happened in such a short time that it was almost easy to forget we’d basically started a war just a couple hours ago. An image of Sevahtra tied up in the holding cells of the Courthouse flashed in my mind, and anger bubbled in my chest. I had to take a few deep breaths to calm myself down while I reminded myself my Matron Mother was safe back in her House now.  
 
    Of course, I’d feel a lot better if I was down there with her, to defend her in case that Vhondryl bitch came for my family again, which she was surely already planning to do.  
 
    If Vhondryl was smart, she wouldn’t go after Sevahtra and the others straight away, she’d regroup and plan a real attack. But no one had ever accused the Council of being smart. I recalled what Sevahtra had said about Vhondryl’s insinuations that she’d come for Tryss and the other pregnant women, and the anger flared in my chest again. I welcomed the anger, though. It was better to feel anger than fear, and I couldn’t let fear take over me right now, not while I was standing at the top of a mountain, miles away from being able to intervene if the Council did attack.  
 
    I tried to push the train of thought out of my mind, but the more I tried, the more the thoughts came. I pictured Vhondryl storming the House of Claden’Du while my family recovered from the battle. I imagined the First Matron crossing the banquet hall and seizing Tryss, who cried out for me in her last moments before Vhondryl raised a sword and-- 
 
    “No,” I said out loud, and I shook my head firmly back and forth. I couldn’t afford to get distracted by made-up scenarios in my head, not when I was about to change the course of my life, and my family’s, forever.  
 
    I needed to keep my mind sharp and focused on the mission at hand.  
 
    I turned my eyes up to the sky and scanned the twinkling canvas for a falling star. My falling star. The one that would give me enough power to take Vhondryl and the whole Council out in one fell swoop. The brutal, bloody, and violent battle that played out in my head was a stark contrast to the quiet peace that actually surrounded me on the mountaintop, but I came out victorious in this imagined battle, so I felt comforted anyway.  
 
    I turned my attention to the moon again. It was just too beautiful not to. It didn’t move as swiftly or as obviously as the sun had, and it had an air of confidence about it that the sun also lacked. I’d read the moon could be seen in the sky even when the sun was out, something the sun wouldn’t dare do to the moon when it was her time to shine. I didn’t know why I imagined the moon as feminine, but it seemed natural. The way her light shone and guided the way with that quiet confidence. She was a force of nature, much like Sevahtra, or Helera, or… any of the women in my life.  
 
    I grinned as I imagined all of my beautiful lovers naked in the pale moonlight. I’d seen Sashti in a similar condition, but now I wanted that experience with Tryss, Helera, Dagwyn, Imrae, too, and fuck it, maybe Mizzy and Breena. My cock stirred as I pictured their beautiful bodies naked with me on top of the mountain, and I warmed up in a way Nodrin’s incantation couldn’t mimic.  
 
    I glanced around me again and wondered if I had time to warm myself up in a way that would bring me some much needed relief, but I quickly decided against this idea as the wind picked up around me. I just couldn’t bring myself to pull my cock out in this cold, cold weather, but I let the thoughts of my naked lovers keep me warm from the inside.  
 
    Time dragged on, and the sky darkened even more the deeper we got into the night. The moon and stars shone even brighter, but I worried Nodrin had gotten the timing wrong. I couldn’t help but feel like my falling star should have arrived by now. I shifted my weight between my feet as I contemplated if I should make a quick trip down to Nodrin. Surely, they’d be freezing their asses off waiting for me. I glanced down at the path and took a shuffling step toward it.  
 
    Suddenly, the sky above me lit up in a brightness that couldn’t be attributed to the moon. I looked up to see, and I knew instantly this was it. 
 
    My falling star.  
 
    Nodrin had been right, I didn’t need to ask. This was definitely it. The big, bright star was hurtling directly toward me faster than I’d ever seen anything move before. 
 
    “Whoa,” I breathed, and I froze in wonder for a second as I watched my falling star draw nearer.  
 
    Then I shook my head and jumped into action. I made my way to the very edge of the summit as the falling star continued its path toward me, and I reached out, grabbed onto the jagged edge of a sturdy rock that protruded over the edge, and planted my feet shoulder-width apart.  
 
    I felt like I had a solid foundation, so I leaned over the edge and reached my hand out as far as I could. I watched as the falling star approached me, and something twinged in my chest.  
 
    Would this really work without my magick?  
 
    I figured it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if I opened up my ether just a little bit, enough to make sure the force of the falling star wouldn’t strike me dead, at least. I slipped my ether open just a bit, and I kept my eye on the ball of blue burning flame that was getting bigger and closer.  
 
    Suddenly, it was in front of me, and I had no choice but to reach my hand out further as I attempted to snatch the falling star from the night sky.  
 
    The brightness of the star forced me to close my eyes, but I felt the force of it slam into my hand. There was no pain, just force, and I tightened my grip on the rock so I didn’t fall. But as soon as my fingers curled around the star, I experienced a tugging sensation behind my belly button, and a bright bluish-white light shrouded my vision. Then it was like I was hurtling through the air, and my chest grew tight with panic as I tried to figure out what happened.  
 
    Had I fallen from the top of the mountain?  
 
    After a moment, the movement seemed to have stopped, but too soon for me to have fallen, so I opened my eyes.  
 
    And I realized I was far, far away from the top of the mountain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Where…” I muttered out loud as I glanced around the boxy room I’d appeared in.  
 
    The mountaintop was nowhere to be seen, nor was anything else. The room was empty, but at least it was warm, and I half-expected Drogu to pop out from somewhere since this magickal place felt vaguely familiar. It was brighter and less gloomy than Drogu’s lair, though, so I racked my brain for other ideas as I spun around the room looking for clues.  
 
    Once I turned back, I spotted a white box in the center of the room that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    “What the…” I stepped toward the box. I walked slowly and continued to glance around the room, but nothing and no one appeared, so I carried on with what I was doing.  
 
    When I reached the box, I bent down to study it. It was missing a latch or a keyhole or hinges, and no matter how much I studied it, I couldn’t see a way to open the box. I realized I had no choice but to reach down and pick the damned thing up, so that’s what I did.  
 
    Carefully.  
 
    I half-expected the box to explode or something when I touched it, but when my hands wrapped around the edges, nothing happened, so I stood up with the box in my hands.  
 
    I turned the box over in my hands to check if there was an opening I hadn’t seen, but there was still nothing. I contemplated smashing the box against the ground, maybe that would open it up, but I remembered what Nodrin said about using my logic, so I continued to rotate the box as I searched for its true opening.  
 
    After a few frustrating minutes, I wasn’t any closer. 
 
    “Why won’t you just tell me what to do?” I growled as I shook the box back and forth in my hands.  
 
    Suddenly, a whistling sound started to come from the box, and I looked at it in surprise.  
 
    “Magick word,” a deep, disembodied voice said, and I could tell it came from the box. 
 
    “Ummm…” I couldn’t see where the voice was coming from, but I’d seen stranger things in my time as a drow, so I didn’t spend too much time worrying about that.  
 
    “Magick word,” the voice repeated.  
 
    “Magick word…?” I muttered out loud before it suddenly clicked in my mind. My magick word from my first visit to the Wizards’ Market. “Oh! Duh! Umm, shadows.” 
 
    As soon as I said the magick word, the top of the box flung itself open, so I peered inside to see a black lump at the bottom of the box. I reached inside and wrapped my fingers around it. It was cool and smooth, and I pulled it out of the box to study it.  
 
    Once I opened my hand, I knew instantly what it was.  
 
    My very own Wizard Lyte.  
 
    The black stone looked like it had been split in two, much like Nodrin’s, and there were flecks of beautiful blue light throughout the stone. It was heavy in my hand, and the blue flecks were shining brightly in contrast to the dark stone that surrounded it.  
 
    Before I could study it anymore, I felt that tugging sensation behind my belly button again, and the room around me suddenly disappeared as I was hurtled through time or space or both, until I landed with a lurch on the cold mountaintop again. 
 
    The wind whipped around me as I held my Wizard Lyte out in front of me, but I didn’t even care about the cold wind as I studied my glowing rock with a smile on my face. Elation filled my chest. This was it. My very own Wizard Lyte. I couldn’t believe how simple the process had been. I literally had just reached out and snatched a falling star from the sky, and now I was a wizard.  
 
    “Wooooo!” I cried out as I pumped my fist in the air.  
 
    Then I spun around to head back to the path down to Nodrin and Greenie, but I stopped in my tracks when I saw another drow wizard standing on the mountaintop with me. It didn’t take me long to figure out he was a wizard. He had the long beard that was customary, but not required, of other wizards, but the giveaway was the glowing Wizard Lyte that hung around his neck and shone through his robes.  
 
    “O-Oh, umm, hi,” I said. 
 
    The wizard was a tall, thin, and very, very, very old drow, and when he waved his hand without a word, the Wizard Lyte suddenly disappeared from my hand and reappeared in his.  
 
    My heart sank as the physical manifestation of my wizardry status was suddenly gone from my possession. 
 
    “Hey, what the--” I began, but the ancient wizard raised his hand again, and I fell silent as I tried to work out what was happening.  
 
    “Fynn, First Son of Claden’Du,” the wizard spoke finally, and his deep, booming voice easily drowned out the harsh whipping wind on the top of the mountain.  
 
    “Umm, y-yes,” I said, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from my Wizard Lyte, which this other asshole held so callously in his hands, like it wasn’t fucking mine.  
 
    I didn’t scale this whole mountain just to have this old bastard rob me of my wizarding status.  
 
    “Name the three most important magickal elements in a fitful sleeping draught.” The wizard’s voice was clear and steady, and his piercing scarlet eyes didn’t stray from my face, even as he turned my Wizard Lyte over in his hands.  
 
    “Eye of werewolf, fire beetle gland, and moon lichen,” I answered instantly. I felt an internal moment of pride, and I nodded my head as I realized Helera’s intense potions lessons had really worked.  
 
    “Under which circumstances will cartomancy bring you the best accuracy?” the wizard asked, with no acknowledgement of my first answer being Totally Correct.  
 
    “A full strawberry moon, or as the seven-year flower blooms,” I said.  
 
    “What is Bashals’ tendrilight?” the wizard asked, and again there was no acknowledgement of my answer.  
 
    “A magickal device that looks like a lantern, but it attacks on command,” I said, and this time there was a clear edge of annoyance in my voice. “Look, you took my Wizard Lyte, and I need that back, so can we stop fucking around here?” 
 
    “When would you use basilisk bone?” the wizard continued as if I hadn’t spoken.  
 
    “Making impenetrable armor,” I answered with a huff, and I crossed my arms over my chest as I glared at the wrinkly wizard. “Is this, like, part of my wizard training, or are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Your magickal knowledge is impressive,” the wizard said in an even tone. He seemed unbothered by my annoyance, which just annoyed me even more, but obviously this old-ass wizard was important to getting my Wizard Lyte back, so I took a deep breath and kept my temper in check.  
 
    “Thank you,” I responded as politely as I could. The wind whipped my braid against my face with a painful snap, but I shook it off as I focused on the ancient drow. “I’ve been preparing for this moment for a long time.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t,” the wizard said in an amused tone, and I watched a smile play across his old, sunken lips. “Your Apprenticeship progressed faster than any I’ve ever seen, but we can’t pretend it’s been a long time.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” I admitted as a grin came to my face as well. “But you know what I meant.” 
 
    “All too well.” The wizard nodded. “We’ve been watching you. We know of your special talents, and of your, ah, special relationship with the Goddess of Chaos.” 
 
    “Drogu-ani,” I said. “Yes, I owe the Goddess a lot, my life included.” 
 
    “Speaking of your life,” the wizard said as he casually tossed my Wizard Lyte from hand to hand.  
 
    “What about it?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    The old drow stopped tossing my Wizard Lyte and fixed me with a serious gaze. I felt a twinge in my stomach, and I knew something big was about to come out of the unnamed wizard’s mouth.  
 
    “Are you willing to risk it for this?” the wizard asked as he held my Wizard Lyte up in the air.  
 
    Then, without warning, the wizard hurled my Wizard Lyte over the edge of the mountain.  
 
    “Wha-- Noooo!” I cried out, and I instinctively launched myself over the side of the mountain after it.  
 
    Opening my ether wasn’t even a conscious choice, it was just second nature to me. But as I was levitating over the side of the mountain, I heard Nodrin’s voice in my head telling me not to use magick on the Topside, and I chuckled as I soared toward the Wizard Lyte.  
 
    Little late for that now.  
 
    The Wizard Lyte was moving fast, but I was faster, and after a few seconds of soaring through the frigid air, I wrapped my fingers around the cracked blue-black stone and immediately changed direction to return to the top of the mountain with the mysteriously ancient drow.  
 
    The wizard was waiting for me patiently with his arms crossed across his chest and an impassive look on his face.  
 
    “Nice try,” I said as I held my Wizard Lyte out in front of me.  
 
    The wizard arched an eyebrow before he lifted his hand and flicked his wrist. A ball of bright red flame shot through the air, and it was headed for my face. I dodged out of its path at the last second and scowled at the wizard as I clutched my Wizard Lyte tightly at my side.  
 
    “Hey, what the fu--” 
 
    Before I could finish, the wizard launched another magickal attack my way. This time, it was a ball of black light that exploded into a thousand spiders that scurried toward me while clicking their pincers.  
 
    Again, the solution came naturally to me. I hissed out a command to the mass of spiders in their own arachnid language and told them to turn around and attack the wizard instead.  
 
    When the wave of black spiders turned around and headed back toward the wizard, he chuckled.  
 
    “Very impressive,” he said with a smile. He waved his hand again, and the spiders disappeared, and I realized the wizard was still testing my magickal abilities. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I stood up straighter. “Spiders are sort of my specialty.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding you have another specialty,” the wizard said as he studied me. 
 
    “Um, I guess I have a couple, do you mean…” 
 
    “Tch,” the wizard said as he waved his hand again, and suddenly Tryss appeared on top of the mountain with us.  
 
    Her pregnant belly was swollen bigger than it should be, and her eyes were fierce as she held a sword at her side.  
 
    “Tryss, what are you doing here?” I asked with a frown as I took a step toward her.  
 
    “Raaaaaaahhh!” Tryss responded with a feral scream, and then she launched herself at me in a frenzied attack. She raised the sword to her side and swung it in a wide arc, but I dove out of the way just in time.  
 
    “Babe, what the fuck?” I demanded as I shuffled away before she could swing her sword around. The Wizard Lyte was still in my hand, and I quickly shoved it deep in my pocket so I wouldn’t lose it.  
 
    “I’m not your babe,” Tryss replied in a deep voice that wasn’t her own. 
 
    Suddenly, I understood what was happening. This wasn’t Tryss, it was a trick. Maybe a daemon or something, I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t have time to figure it out because Fake Tryss was coming at me again.  
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed as I narrowly missed the tip of the sword against my ribs.  
 
    “Fight back,” Tryss growled, and she placed a hand on her swollen belly as she readjusted her sword for another attack.  
 
    “I’m not going to--” 
 
    I was cut off as Tryss hurled herself at me again, and again, I hopped out of the line of attack.  
 
    “Gaaaaaah!” Fake Tryss screamed. 
 
    Then I watched in a mixture of horror, confusion, and admittedly wonder as Fake Tryss transformed into a fake version of our Mother, who was now holding the sword instead.  
 
    “What’s this?” Fake Sevahtra sneered. “Can’t handle my youngest? Let’s see if you can take on me.” 
 
    Fake Sevahtra didn’t give me a chance to respond before she rushed me. She moved faster than Fake Tryss since she didn’t have the pregnant belly, and I had to react faster. I dove out of the way at the last minute, but Fake Sevahtra recovered quickly and came at me for another attack.  
 
    “Fucking voids,” I said as I dodged it again.  
 
    I didn’t have a weapon, and I was trying to abide by Nodrin’s advice of not using my magick, even though I felt it coursing through my veins stronger than ever. I figured that was a result of the Wizard Lyte in my pocket, but since I’d already broken the no magick rule up here, I tried to tamper it and use my logic instead. 
 
    But I was running out of options as Fake Sevahtra advanced on me for another attack. I glanced at the old-ass wizard who’d set this daemon upon me, but he was just standing there and watching.  
 
    “Come on, little boy,” Fake Sevahtra taunted as she swung her sword above her head. “Or can you not take it anymore? I knew you were never cut out for drow life. Few males are, and you just don’t make the cut.” 
 
    “You bitch,” I seethed as anger flared in my chest, and I turned to Fake Sevahtra with a glare.  
 
    Logically, I knew this wasn’t the real Sevahtra, and the words were designed to hurt me, but I’d be lying if I said it didn’t work. I tried to push away the feeling, but I felt the overwhelming urge to beat Fake Sevahtra to a pulp.  
 
    I took a step toward her but hesitated. I knew it wasn’t really my Matron Mother, but it sure as fuck looked like it.  
 
    “I knew you couldn’t do it,” Fake Sevahtra sneered. “You’ll never be strong enough to survive in the drow world. Drogu-ani made a mistake with you.”  
 
    Suddenly, I saw red. Before I realized it, I’d put my head down and started running full force at Fake Sevahtra with my teeth bared and a desire to kill. Fake Sevahtra screamed as I approached, and suddenly, the daemon, or whatever it was, transformed again.  
 
    This time, it took the shape of a small child. The child wore my face, with some of Tryss’ features as well, and I understood instantly that this was supposed to be our child.  
 
    I stopped in my tracks and dropped my hands to my sides as I stared dumbfounded at my fake child. She looked so real, and all I wanted to do was reach out and touch her face gently, to push the hair that had fallen across her cheek back, and cradle her in my arms to keep her safe. My logical side was screaming this child wasn’t real, but my instincts fought to protect the little girl.  
 
    “Daddy?” the small child said in the sweetest voice that made my heart melt. “Are you twying to huwt me?” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” I said as the child’s eyes started to well up. I rushed forward and kneeled in front of the child before I reached out and grasped her tiny elbows. “No, baby, I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    “O-Otay,” the child said, and she wiped the tears away from her face with a small smile.  
 
    When she moved her hand away from her face, though, something had changed. The sweet angelic face twisted into a sinister one, and her smile had an evilness about it.  
 
    “What the…” I said as I dropped my hands and backed away.  
 
    Suddenly, the child started to growl and snap at me like a creature, and I shook my head violently to try and clear the fog and hesitation that clouded my thoughts. I couldn’t fall for this again, and I was pretty sick of it at this point.  
 
    The snarling child advanced on me slowly, and she licked her lips as if she was sizing me up for dinner.  
 
    “Daddy looks delicious,” the child said, but this time her voice was deep and daemonic. It was a wild contrast to her cute face, but the sound of the daemon’s voice made my blood run cold.  
 
    I considered picking up the child and punting her off the side of the mountain, but one look at that face, and I just couldn’t, even if she looked like she was about to devour me whole.  
 
    Instead, I tried a different approach as another idea came to me.  
 
    I looked deep into the advancing child’s eyes and opened up my ether so I could step inside the daemon’s mind. Voids with the stupid Topside rules, if there was ever a time that called for magick, this was it. I glanced at the ancient wizard, but he was still watching with an impassive look on his face, so I proceeded with my plan.  
 
    Besides, psionic magick wasn’t even visible. 
 
    My psionics worked instantly, quicker and sharper than before I possessed the Wizard Lyte, but the daemon’s mind was confusing and dark and really fucking guarded. I could tell the fake child was still advancing toward me on the mountaintop, and I had to be fast.  
 
    It took all of my psionic strength to break through the daemon’s barriers, but once I did, it was easy to control the simpleminded creature.  
 
    Stop, I hissed inside the daemon’s mind.  
 
    The child stopped instantly on the mountaintop. 
 
    Show me your true form, I instructed.  
 
    The child’s face twisted in anger as it tried to resist my instructions, but I continued to repeat the phrase inside the daemon’s mind until it started to work. The child’s body started to transform, and it was a sick sight to see. Her body stretched out, which caused her cute little face to melt like wax. Then it twisted and reformed into an ugly, black face as her body became taller and thinner.  
 
    Moments later, the daemon in front of me looked like he’d just crawled out of a fiery hell pit. His skin was black as coal, and his serrated teeth were an ashen gray color. His eyes were as red as flames, but with a creepy black slit in the middle of them, and his daemonic skin steamed on the cold mountaintop. His forked tongue slithered out of his mouth as he slowly approached me in his natural form, and I pulled out of his mind and bounced on the balls of my feet.  
 
    I could fight a daemon a lot easier than I could fight a child with my visage. 
 
    I squared my feet as the daemon advanced on me, and I noticed the daemon flinched when he walked. I looked down to see his feet were sizzling against the snow, and each step he took on the powdery substance looked painful for him.  
 
    Suddenly, I had an idea that would make Nodrin proud since it didn’t require me to use any more magick on the Topside.  
 
    I bent down, scooped up two handfuls of snow, and quickly packed them together to form a large snowball. Then I took aim and fired the snowball at the approaching daemon, and I grinned in satisfaction as it blasted him square in the face.  
 
    The creature let out a blood-curdling scream as his spindly hands covered his sizzling face, and he stopped in his tracks. I didn’t hesitate, and I reached down and scooped up another handful of snow. I formed another snowball and launched it at the daemon, then another, and another, and another, until the sizzling sound filled the mountaintop, and the daemon was screaming in agony.  
 
    “That’s right, you little bastard,” I growled as I hurled another snowball at his writhing body.  
 
    I stepped toward the daemon as I threw the snowballs, and he backed up with each step until he was almost at the edge of the mountain. It was then that I noticed the sky behind the daemon was tinged with light blue, and I realized I was almost out of time on the Topside, because the sun would be up soon. 
 
    Even more reason to finish this little shit off right now.  
 
    The daemon was still struggling against the pain of the cold, wet snow on his fire-forged skin, and I decided to end this fight with a flare. I ran at the daemon and launched myself feet first at his chest. My heels connected with the daemon’s chest, and his wiry body jerked at the force. I landed on my back, but I scrambled up to my elbows just in time to watch the freak bastard tumble backwards off the side of the mountain. His high-pitched scream rang in my ears, but it subsided the further down he fell, and I sprang to my feet to peer over the edge so I could witness his black, burnt body crash against the rocks.  
 
    I watched as he landed in a small crevice, and then his body sizzled, dissolved, and disappeared.  
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” I said as I pumped my fist in the air, and I turned back to the safety of the mountaintop to find the ancient wizard staring at me intently. “O-Oh, um, I was supposed to do that, right?” 
 
    “You were,” the wizard confirmed with a nod, and he went back to staring at me intently.  
 
    “Cool, go me, then,” I said with a grin, and I reached into my pocket to retrieve the Wizard Lyte, which I held out in front of me. “Does that mean I get to keep this?” 
 
    “No,” the wizard said shortly, and he waved his hand.  
 
    The Wizard Lyte disappeared from my hand.  
 
    “What the--” I began in an enraged voice, but the wizard raised his hand, and I bit my tongue.  
 
    “You’ve displayed cunning, magick, and logic beyond any I’ve ever seen in an Apprentice,” the wizard said in a deep, calm voice.  
 
    “O-Oh,” I said as I shuffled my weight between my feet, and I was confused about this turn of events. “Well, if I’m so great, why don’t I get my Wizard Lyte?” 
 
    “The typical Wizard Lyte would not suffice for you,” the wizened wizard said. “Instead, you deserve this.” 
 
    The wizard waved his hand again, and something appeared in my palm. I held up the new object, which looked similar to the Wizard Lyte, but instead of an organic, split shape, this one was in the form of a five-pointed star, and the center of it glowed bright with the captured starlight. I turned it around in my hand and studied the gorgeous rock, and I felt an instant connection to it that I couldn’t put into words. My ether glowed within my soul, and I felt my strengthened magick course through my veins, so much so that white sparks suddenly emitted from my fingertips.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked in a voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    “It’s your Wizard Lyte, but a heightened version that’s usually reserved for supreme wizards,” the ancient drow explained. “It usually takes a hundred years or more to even be considered for such an honor, but you’ve displayed more than I ever could have expected, Fynn. You think quickly on your feet, you know when to use your magick and when to use your logic. You display compassion when others wouldn’t, but you’re not afraid of deadly force. Your magick comes to you naturally in a way that would suggest you’ve studied the craft for years, but you haven’t, have you?” 
 
    “No,” I answered.  
 
    “I’ve never met a wizard more deserving of the Wizard Starlyte than you,” the old drow said with a nod. “Congratulations, Fynn. You’re a wizard.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile so wide, my cheeks ached.  
 
    “Now, your family needs you,” the old wizard said in a serious tone. “Make haste before it’s too late.” 
 
    My heart lurched, but before I could ask the wizard what he meant, he disappeared, and I was left alone on the top of the freezing cold mountaintop. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    When I realized the wizard wasn’t coming back, I turned and hightailed it back down the path I’d come up. I needed to get back to Nodrin and Greenie ASAP so we could get back down to Claden’Du. The elated feeling of becoming a wizard was tempered some with the old drow’s cryptic words, but at least I had more powerful magick in my pocket to help save my family.  
 
    As I hurried back down the path, I couldn’t help but smile. That had been an intense process, and the image of my fake daughter was still burned into my mind, but the mysterious wizard had gifted me with an enhanced version of Wizard Lyte, which I hadn’t even known existed. I’d come so far on my journey since I’d been resurrected as a drow, but as that experience had demonstrated, there was still so much to learn.  
 
    I felt the Starlyte in my pocket, and I grinned as I ran my fingers along the points of the star shape. I would examine it more closely when I wasn’t jogging down a twisting, slippery slope on the edge of a mountain.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to reach the landing where I’d left Nodrin and Greenie, and I turned the corner to see them waiting for me. Immediately, Greenie slithered up to me and wrapped her scaly body around mine. I could tell the reptilian creature wasn’t enjoying this cold weather, and I knew we had to get down from the mountaintop as quickly as possible.  
 
    “So?” Nodrin asked, and his voice was thick with excitement as his eyes lit up. “How did it go? Did you meet him?” 
 
    “What, you mean that old guy?” I scoffed.  
 
    “Is that all you think of me?” a voice from behind me said, and I spun around to see the same old wizard standing behind me.  
 
    “Baragh Blundyth!” Nodrin pushed past me until he reached the old wizard, and the two of them embraced fondly. “Voids, is it good to see you again. How long has it been?” 
 
    “Too long, my friend, too long,” the wizard, apparently called Baragh, replied as he patted Nodrin on the back.  
 
    The two wizards were smiling ear to ear when they pulled away from their embrace, and I looked between them with a cocked eyebrow. Now that I wasn’t fighting for my life and my wizardry on the top of the mountain, I took a moment to study the old wizard more closely. Many wrinkles lined his face, and they deepened when he smiled, but he had a boyish charm in his eye. His gray beard was well groomed and oiled slick as it stretched to the center of his stomach, and it bobbed when he spoke. 
 
    “So,” Nodrin said, and he cocked his head at me. “How did he do up there?” 
 
    “Nodrin, you weren’t lying,” Baragh said, and he clapped a hand on my mentor’s shoulder while they both studied me. “He really is something else.” 
 
    “I told you,” Nodrin said with a grin. “What’d you give him? Not a potions and poisons test, I hope, we just had one of our own. Oh, was it arachnomancy? He’s great at that.” 
 
    “I started with a bit of arachnomancy, but I could tell instantly how talented he was in that department,” Baragh began. “His reaction time is impeccable, in all regards. He uses his ether with ease and grace, and watching him levitate felt like I was watching a theatrical performance.” 
 
    “That’s my boy,” Nodrin said in a proud voice while they continued to appraise me.  
 
    “O-Oh, ummm, thanks,” I said as I rubbed the back of my head. I was confident in my abilities, but hearing them being so openly praised by these two powerful wizards was something else.  
 
    “So, what was it then?” Nodrin asked, and he nudged his friend with his elbow.  
 
    “Psionics on a daemon,” Baragh said as he leaned his head into Nodrin. 
 
    “What?” my mentor gasped. “Not an oor’dug? The shapeshifter?” 
 
    “The very one,” Baragh said as he puffed out his chest. 
 
    “That hasn’t been used in centuries,” Nodrin said in a voice barely above a whisper. It was hard to hear him with the whipping wind, but the wizard was still gazing at me with wonder.  
 
    “It’s reserved only for those worthy, as you know,” Baragh said.  
 
    “Wait,” Nodrin said. “Does that mean…?” 
 
    “The Starlyte, yes,” Baragh replied with a smile, and they continued to stare at me until I couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “Alright, what’s going on here?” I asked as I looked between the two wizards. “Nodrin, you know him?” 
 
    “Of course, Baragh and I go back to my own Apprentice days,” Nodrin said with an affectionate glance at his friend. Then he turned back to me and met my gaze. “It’s customary for the Mentor wizard to choose his Apprentice’s Tester.” 
 
    “My Tester,” I repeated as my gaze shifted to Baragh. In fairness, he did look like a wizard who knew what he was talking about. I turned back to Nodrin. “How long ago did you ask him?” 
 
    “After our first trip to the Wizards’ Market,” Nodrin said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    “Really?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up my forehead. “That long ago?” 
 
    “I knew you were special from the start, young Fynn,” Nodrin answered. “And Baragh has been a dear friend for many, many years. I knew as soon as you got your card reading that Baragh would be the one up here to test you.” 
 
    “And of course, when Nodrin came knocking, figuratively speaking, I knew I had to meet this Apprentice he spoke so highly of,” Baragh interjected. “And you did not disappoint.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m still confused,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to work out the situation. “So, was Baragh the one who decided it was time for me to graduate from my Apprenticeship?” 
 
    “No.” Nodrin shook his head. “That message comes directly from the Supreme Wizarding Council.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Baragh said as he slapped a palm to his forehead. “It’s been so long since I’ve been an Apprentice, I’ve forgotten how secretive the whole process is. Young Fynn here doesn’t know anything about it, does he?” 
 
    “Not much,” Nodrin confirmed.  
 
    “Well, we have a lot to discuss,” Baragh said, and he waved his hand.  
 
    Three cozy-looking chairs appeared, along with an already crackling fire, and the old wizard gestured for us to sit. 
 
    “Ummm…” I glanced nervously at the lightening sky.  
 
    “Oh, right, you two have places to be, apologies,” Baragh said, and he waved his hand again, which caused the chairs and fire to disappear. Then he gestured over the side of the mountain. “How about we levitate down there and talk on the way back to the transportation unit?” 
 
    “Can we do that?” I asked with a frown. “I thought we were supposed to avoid using magick up here.” 
 
    “That’s just what we tell Apprentices,” Nodrin said with a wave of his hand.  
 
    “Wait, really?”  
 
    “Of course,” Baragh chuckled, and then he gestured around us. “We’re not running into anyone up here, are we?” 
 
    “No, I guess not, but--” 
 
    “This mountain range was specifically chosen for its lack of accessibility to Topside species who would be, ah, uncomfortable with stumbling upon us,” Nodrin explained. “We discourage Apprentices from using magick solely to test their reaction.” 
 
    “If we presented you with an issue that required magick to solve, and you refused to use it based on the rules, then you weren’t ready to be a wizard,” Baragh added. “One of the top indicators of a good wizard is knowing when to use his magick. You didn’t hesitate to use magick when it was warranted just because you were afraid of breaking the rules, and you also recognized when magick wasn’t the only option. Like I said before, you’re a natural.” 
 
    “Thank you, and now I feel more comfortable doing this,” I said as I opened up my ether and levitated into the air.  
 
    I swung myself in a wide arc above the two wizards, and Greenie tried to jump up to join me, so I extended my levitating powers to her, and soon we were both levitating in the air above the wizards.  
 
    “See? A natural.” Baragh grinned before he shot into the air, too.  
 
    Nodrin followed quickly behind, and soon we were all levitating down toward the base of the mountain.  
 
    The sky was getting brighter by the minute, and I knew Greenie was still frozen stiff from the frigid air on the mountaintop, so it was in everyone’s best interests to make the journey quick. A few moments later, we had landed on the firm earthen ground again, where the air was warmer and filled our lungs easier. As soon as we were on solid ground, we instinctively started walking toward the shelter of the thick forest.  
 
    “So,” I said as we found our pace. “Tell me about this Supreme Wizard Council.” 
 
    “Well, you know of the Wizard Council in Oshara,” Nodrin began.  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. “It’s composed of all the wizards in the Inner Circles of the Upper Houses.” 
 
    “Correct,” Nodrin said. “But the Supreme Wizard Council is much, much bigger than any one city’s council. The Supreme Wizard Council is made up of wizards of the highest degree, ones who are in direct contact with deities, ones who have practiced longer than you and I have been around.” 
 
    “Are you a member of the Supreme Wizard Council?” I asked Baragh.  
 
    “It is my life’s ambition,” Baragh answered with a sigh. “But no, not yet. I had to apply for permission to be your Tester through the Supreme Council, but the decision to Test comes from them.” 
 
    “And how do they decide when it’s time to Test?” I asked.  
 
    “Now that, we can’t answer,” Baragh said. “We don’t know the inner workings of the Supreme Council, but there are observable patterns. For example, both Nodrin and I were tested right before a major event in our lives occurred, but we know others who were tested after a major event. In your case, I believe both of these are true.” 
 
    “Up top, you said something,” I recalled. “You said my family needed me. You made it sound urgent. Should we be walking faster?” 
 
    “Wizards have a flair for the dramatic,” Nodrin chuckled. “Of course, Baragh knows of Claden’Du’s struggles…” 
 
    “In a general sense, just from keeping up with Nodrin here,” Baragh finished, and he stroked his long, oiled beard as he spoke. “But I don’t know the specifics, so you have nothing to be worried about. Well, not because of my words anyway. Nodrin tells me the situation down there is pretty intense.” 
 
    “It is.” I nodded, and then I reached into my robe pocket and pulled out my Starlyte, which was still glowing bright. “Hopefully, this will help us.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Nodrin whispered as he studied the star-shaped stone in my hand.  
 
    It really was incredible. The glowing blue stone in the center had a crack along the inside of it, but the black, star-shaped encasement was nothing short of art. The star had two thin rope-like details that wrapped around the stone, and there were tiny, tiny carvings of tiny, tiny stars splattered across my enhanced version of Wizard Lyte. I could feel the power emanating from the stone, but more importantly, I could feel my ether pulsing with a strength it didn’t possess before I arrived on the Topside. I could tell this Starlyte was special, and I could feel that this would really change things for me and my Houses in the upcoming battles, even if I didn’t know how yet.  
 
    The sun had fully risen from the horizon now, and I swapped my eyepatch around to my normal eye so my Dark Eye was able to filter out the harshness of the sunlight. It was still brighter than it was underground, but my eyes weren’t burning with pain, and I could see just fine, so I couldn’t complain.  
 
    Greenie suddenly nudged me in the shoulder, and I turned to see the lizard peering curiously over my shoulder. 
 
    “Greenie, my girl, take a look.” I lifted my arm so the lizard could snuggle in beside me, and I held up my Starlyte. “Isn’t it beautiful? You helped me get this, you know. Who’s the bestest girl?” 
 
    “Mrrr,” Greenie purred and nudged her nose into me, but her eyes were fixated on my Starlyte. She turned her nose to it and sniffed it gently, and then her tongue flicked out as she went to lick it.  
 
    “No, no,” I chuckled as I moved the stone out of her reach. “Not for licking. But I’ll get you some nice sugar cubes when we get back home, I promise.” 
 
    “I haven’t been to Oshara in a few decades,” Baragh commented as we entered the tree line. “Seems like I’m best waiting until there’s a new House in power.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I said with a grin. “We have big plans for the city once we take down the current Council.”  
 
    I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the dark. There was still some sunlight filtering through the treetops, so I kept my Dark Eye uncovered as Nodrin led the way back toward the transportation unit.  
 
    “I trust it will be a different city than the one you remember,” Nodrin said to his friend.  
 
    “If it’s still standing,” I muttered as I felt that nervous feeling gnawing at my chest again. “We’ve been up here a while. Aren’t you worried Vhondy has retaliated?” 
 
    “Relax, young Fynn, enjoy your time on the Topside while you can,” Baragh said in a soothing voice. “Time passes differently in the two worlds. Up here, life is ruled by the sunlight, and time passes according to its path. Down in the drow world, we’re not bound by such things.” 
 
    “Life is different in the darkness,” I said with a grin.  
 
    Baragh’s words eased my worries, and I took a deep breath of forest air and savored it. I would miss the freshness of it, and how it was untinged by decay and death with every breath. I still wanted to bring Tryss up here so she could experience the Topside in its full glory.  
 
    But that could be a while. We had a war to win first.  
 
    We continued to press through the forest with Nodrin leading the way until the wizened wizard stopped on the edge of a clearing.  
 
    “Until next time,” Nodrin sighed as he glanced out over the thick Topside forest. Then he tapped his foot on the ground in front of him, and there was a whirring sound as the ground in front of him separated and the metallic transportation unit reappeared.  
 
    “This is where we part ways,” Baragh said.  
 
    The two wizards embraced warmly and clapped each other on the back, and then Baragh turned to me and stuck his hand out.  
 
    “O-Oh,” I said as I grabbed his hand and pumped it up and down while I clutched my Starlyte in my other hand. “Thank you for everything. And sorry about the, you know, old guy comment.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, son, I am old,” Baragh laughed. “And no need to thank me, you earned it. I expect you to do great things with your Starlyte, and with Nodrin in your corner. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I said confidently. 
 
    “I know,” Baragh said as he dropped my hand and stepped a few feet back. 
 
    “But where are you going?” I asked as I gestured to the transportation unit. “Don’t you need to go down, too?” 
 
    “I do, but I have other business to attend to first,” Baragh said vaguely.  
 
    “We won’t keep you,” Nodrin said, and he gently nudged me to the metallic box.  
 
    “Thanks again,” I said as I pulled Greenie fully into the box, and Nodrin followed.  
 
    We waved goodbye to my Tester as the doors slid shut with a rumble. The metallic box continued to rumble, and Greenie pushed her body against mine in fright as it began to move.  
 
    “Hold on,” Nodrin said as he reached out and pushed a hand against the wall.  
 
    I followed suit before the box suddenly fell into the ground, and I felt like my stomach dropped to my feet.  
 
    “Whoa,” I muttered as the box rocked back and forth and continued to fall deeper into the earth. It was a different sensation than going up, and it took my internal organs a minute to adjust.  
 
    “Reeeeeeeeeee!” Greenie screeched, and her red eyes were wide in fear.  
 
    “It’s okay, girl, you’re okay,” I said in a soothing tone as I reached one hand out and laid it on the back of her neck. “I’ve got you, you’re safe.” 
 
    As suddenly as the metallic room had started to move, it stopped. I glanced at Nodrin with a startled expression, and the wizard grinned.  
 
    “It’s a lot faster on the journey down,” he explained, and then he faced the doors and waited for them to open while Greenie and I readjusted.  
 
    A few seconds later, the doors slid open to reveal Agent Idrees waiting for us with an angry expression on his face.  
 
    “What the fuck are you two playing at?” the supervisor agent seethed in a low voice, but then he glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was around.  
 
    “What?” I asked in a startled tone. “You were the one…” 
 
    “I’m talking about that,” Idrees said as he jabbed a finger in Greenie’s direction. “I already bent the rules for you two, then you go and bend them even more to bring your voiding lizard Topside! Do you have any idea the amount of shit you could have caused?” 
 
    “Could have?” Nodrin asked in a serene tone. “So… didn’t.” 
 
    “W-Well, I, ummm…” Idrees faltered.  
 
    “We had nothing to do with it,” I explained quickly. “Greenie made her own way to the Topside, we didn’t come back for her or anything like that. She’s a clever girl, she must have slipped away from the guards down at the stables.” 
 
    “Highly unlikely,” Idrees snorted, and then he glanced behind him again. “Our guards--” 
 
    “Are probably overworked and underpaid,” Nodrin interjected calmly. “Look, she came to the Topside and found us, and she’s been with us the whole time, so she didn’t get into anything unsavory. Now, we can stand here and argue about it, or we can get out of this hallway in case someone comes and finds out about all the rules you bent.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Idrees huffed, and I could tell the halfling was resisting the urge to check over his shoulder again.  
 
    “Look, I swear on Drogu-ani herself that we had nothing to do with my lizard’s escape,” I said in a low voice. “But I can’t say I’m disappointed she got to see the sunset. They really are something else, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Ah, the sunset,” Idrees repeated, and his eyes glazed over with a wistful look on his face.  
 
    I realized I could tell what the agent was thinking, even without direct eye contact. His mind was full of images of sunsets, and I could tell the halfling had seen a fair share in his lifetime. I felt my ether pulsing again, and I hypothesized that my Starlyte had enhanced my psionic abilities to the point that I didn’t need direct eye contact anymore.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to test this theory out more, but that meant I needed to get out of here and back down to Claden’Du.  
 
    “So, yeah, we’re super sorry about that, but Greenie here has a mind of her own,” I said as I willed the halfling to agree with me and move on.  
 
    “Fine,” Idrees grunted, and he gestured for us to follow him. “I’ve got your other lizard ready to go, and then I need the lot of you to make like a tree and leave before anyone finds out about this.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” I said, and we all hurried after Idrees as he took surprisingly long strides for his short stature.  
 
    We passed a few other agents, and there were a couple curious looks in Greenie’s direction, but Idrees’ supervisor title held enough weight that no one stopped and questioned us. The halfling led us to a small room where Spots was waiting for us. Nodrin hurried over to the lizard and grabbed his reins, and then Idrees gestured us out the door again.  
 
    “Come on, I’m taking you out the back entrance,” the supervisor said in a curt voice before he turned on his heel and continued down the hallway. We had to jog to keep up until we reached a plain brown door with no handles. Idrees stepped up to it and laid his hand over the center of it, and a blue light appeared above his handprint before the door swung open into darkness. “You’ll find your way from here.”  
 
    “Thanks for all your help, we really--” I began.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, my pleasure and all that, just go on,” Idrees said impatiently as he waved us through.  
 
    The halfling was clearly more concerned about his job than receiving thanks for breaking the rules. 
 
    “You got it, boss,” I said again as I led Greenie through the door and onto a narrow platform outside of the building. I could see the lights of Oshara twinkling far below, and I mounted Greenie as Nodrin and Spots joined me on the platform while the door swung shut behind us.  
 
    “Care to give your new Starlyte a try?” Nodrin asked in a playful tone as he swung a leg over Spots’ midsection.  
 
    “Always,” I said with a grin. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “You should be able to levitate all of us together now,” Nodrin said with a twinkle in his eye. “Let’s see how far you can make it while your ether supports all four of us.” 
 
    “Challenge accepted.” My grin widened, and I opened my ether up even more.  
 
    I sensed it extend to the others easily, and as I levitated myself and Greenie into the air, Nodrin and Spots rose, too, even though I couldn’t detect Nodrin’s magickal energy.  
 
    Which meant this was all me and my magick. 
 
    “Amazing!” Nodrin cried out as I began to levitate us down toward the city. “How does it feel?” 
 
    “Natural,” I responded truthfully.  
 
    My enhanced ether and Starlyte felt like they were a part of me now, like they were as important as my lungs or heart. It was like the magick I’d been so proud of before, during my Apprenticeship, was child’s play compared to this new feeling, and I was even more confident about the upcoming war.  
 
    That Vhondy bitch had no idea what was coming her way, and I couldn’t wait to show her.  
 
    I breathed in the dank drow air as we descended the darkened sky. It wasn’t as refreshing as the clear, fresh air on the Topside, but this air felt more like home. Topside was cool and all, but I’d adjusted to my life as a drow, and I was more than happy in my violent underground world with all of my incredibly sexy drow lovers. My cock stirred at the thought of my beautiful and pregnant Tryss asleep in our bed right now, and I couldn’t wait to be warm and cozy up with her.  
 
    I was so lost in my thoughts that my levitating went on autopilot, and I was surprised to realize we’d arrived at Claden’Du already. The House was dark, since it was the middle of the night down here, but it looked peaceful and unraided so far. I directed us all to the landing platform, and then I reached down to pat Greenie’s neck. 
 
    “Sorry, girl, I meant to give you some climbing time,” I said.  
 
    “Mrrrr,” Greenie said with a tired jerk of her head.  
 
    “Maybe you needed the rest, after all,” I chuckled as Nodrin and I dismounted our lizards.  
 
    “I think we all do,” Nodrin said and reached for Greenie’s reins. “You go along, I’ll take care of the lizards.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked with a frown. “I don’t mind…” 
 
    “Go,” Nodrin said as he waved my concern away. “I know you’ll want to tell Tryss all about the Topside before you get a wink of sleep, so you better get moving.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a grin, but in my mind, Tryss and I were doing other things that didn’t involve talking.  
 
    I gave the lizards a quick goodbye, and then I hurried into the dark atrium and up the dim stairs with the help of my fae-fyre until I reached Tryss’ sleeping chambers. I slipped into the bedroom to find my lover sleeping peacefully. Her gentle snores filled the room, and I grinned as I quickly undressed and slid into the warm bed next to her.  
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Tryss hummed, and her body snuggled into mine as I wrapped an arm around her naked waist and spooned her. Suddenly, my lover gasped and turned her body around to face mine. Her red eyes went wide, and her voice was thick with sleep. “Fynn! How did it go? Are you okay? Are you a wizard now?” 
 
    “I am indeed,” I said with a wide smirk, and then I leaned down and covered her mouth in a passionate kiss. I pulled back and kissed the tip of her nose before I looked into her eyes again. “It was amazing, but I’ll tell you all about it in the morning. I just want to hold you now.” 
 
    “Really?” Tryss purred, and her voice suddenly sounded thick with lust. Then her hand slithered down and wrapped itself around my hardening cock. “Because I think congratulations are in order.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t mind that,” I said, and I shifted my hips so Tryss had better access to my growing member.  
 
    “I need to suck some wizard cock,” Tryss giggled playfully, and she continued to stroke my cock as she positioned herself between my legs.  
 
    I watched her big, soft tits swing beautifully as she moved, and my mouth watered at the thought of sucking on her purple nipples. By the time she settled in, my cock was diamond hard, and Tryss gazed into my eyes as she lowered her mouth onto my erection.  
 
    “Uuuuunnnggghhh,” I moaned as her hot, wet mouth slid all the way down to the base of my cock.  
 
    Tears sprang to her eyes as my huge member filled her throat, and she struggled to breathe, but that didn’t even slow her down.  
 
    Tryss clamped her lips around my giant cock, and she pressed her tongue flat against it as she sucked and slowly dragged her mouth up to the tip, all while maintaining watery eye contact. I felt her hot saliva drip down my cock and coat my balls as she repeated the movement, and she slowly increased the speed with each movement.  
 
    I wrapped my fingers through her hair and pulled gently, and I could tell my lavender-skinned lover enjoyed it by the way her eyes lit up. On the next upstroke, she gently nibbled the tip of my cock, and the jolt of pleasurable pain sent a shiver up my spine.  
 
    “Mmm, your wizard cock tastes amazing,” Tryss said as she pulled back and wiped a drop of spittle from the corner of her mouth.  
 
    “You want to taste some wizard cum?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Ohh, yes, please,” Tryss sighed and licked her lips.  
 
    “Get back down there, then,” I said, and I guided my cock back into my lover’s moist mouth.  
 
    Tryss started to suck my cock again like it contained the antidote to a deadly poison she’d just ingested. Her head bobbed frantically as her mouth worked magick on my cock. She used two hands to keep my huge member upright, then slurped and gagged on my cock until tears were streaming down her face, but I could tell she was enjoying every second of it.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” she hummed around my dick, and the vibrations tickled me in just the right way.  
 
    “Good little slut,” I purred as I guided Tryss’ pretty face up and down my shaft. “You love that wizard cock, don’t you?” 
 
    “Mhmm.” Tryss nodded, and her eyes were wide and submissive as she looked up at me.  
 
    “You look so pretty with my wizard cock in your mouth,” I breathed, and then I moaned as she flicked her tongue across my tip while she wrapped a hand around my balls. I felt my orgasm approaching, but I wanted to enjoy this for as long as possible, so I willed it down for now.  
 
    Tryss seemed to notice my internal struggle, because her eyes suddenly got a devilish twinkle in them, and she started to suck harder and faster. Her mouth moved up and down my shaft with a sexy grace, and the enthusiastic sounds she made almost sent me over the edge. 
 
    “Let me taste that wizard cum,” Tryss begged when she came up for air.  
 
    Before I could answer, she took my whole cock in her mouth again, and my body twitched with pleasure.  
 
    I felt my orgasm rush to my cock, and I decided to give Tryss what she wanted so badly. I grabbed her hair again and pushed her mouth all the way down so the tip of my cock was pressed against the back of her tight, hot throat. Then I watched Tryss’ eyes go wide as my orgasm exploded into the back of her throat in thick spurts. My pretty lover almost gagged on the sheer amount of my seed, but she managed to take it all without pulling away. My body shivered with pleasure as my cock pumped the last of its seed into Tryss’ throat, and she pulled away with a satisfied look on her face. She maintained eye contact while she slowly and deliberately swallowed every last drop of my cum. 
 
    “Well, how does it taste?” I asked playfully as Tryss crawled up to join me at the top of the bed and wiped the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “Magickal,” Tryss replied with a grin. Her long braids were mussed from my fingers, and she swung them over her shoulder to get them out of the way as she curled up under my arm and pushed her body against mine.  
 
    “Good,” I said and shifted my weight away from her. I grabbed Tryss’ wrists and quickly pulled them over her head, and then I pinned her down to the bed. “But I’m not done with you yet.” 
 
    “Ohhh, I like this,” Tryss said with a serrated smile, and she wiggled her hips under mine.  
 
    My cock was still rock hard despite unleashing my load into Tryss’ pretty mouth moments ago. I pushed my pregnant lover’s knees apart so the lips of her dark purple pussy spread open, and I could see her tantalizing flower. I used a long finger to push apart her lips and swirl little circles over her dripping wet pussy, and she moaned and wiggled with delightful anticipation until I finally directed my cock to Tryss’ warm entrance. Then I looked deep into her eyes as I slid into her. I enjoyed the sight of her crimson eyes going wide with pleasure and a bit of pain as I entered her fully. Her tight pussy clenched around my throbbing member, and the sensation caused me to shudder.  
 
    “Fuck, that little pussy feels amazing,” I said through gritted teeth as I slid my cock in and out of her wet hole.  
 
    “I love your giant cock,” Tryss moaned, and she threw her head back in pleasure.  
 
    Her tits bounced in rhythm with my strokes, and I leaned my head down and took her left nipple in my mouth. I sucked and flicked my tongue against the hard nub, and then I gently nibbled on it, which caused Tryss to buck wildly underneath me. I couldn’t help but grin with my mouth still pressed against her pillowy tit. Then I leaned back and enjoyed the sight of her tits bouncing and her pussy gushing while I continued to thrust.  
 
    “Ugh, you look so fucking breedable right now,” I grunted as I felt a gush of pussy juice cover my cock, and I could tell my words turned my pregnant lover on. “I wish I could put another baby in you.” 
 
    “Fynn, I want to have so many of your babies,” Tryss gasped out. She grabbed my hand and laid it on her stomach, where there was the slightest bump from our growing baby.  
 
    “I’m going to impregnate you again as soon as this one’s out, don’t you worry,” I said as I rubbed her swollen belly. My cock got even harder at the thought, and I looked down at my pretty, pregnant lover. “I love you so fucking much, do you know that?” 
 
    “Fuck, Fynn, I love you, too,” Tryss breathed, and I could tell by the way her body tensed that she was getting close to orgasm.  
 
    So, I reached a hand down and found her engorged clit. I pinched it between my thumb and forefinger, and I rolled the sensitive nub in between my fingers as I leaned down and pressed my mouth against Tryss’ ear.  
 
    “You’re going to be my beautiful pregnant lover forever,” I whispered into her ear. Tryss moaned excitedly as her body tensed even more, and I grinned as I continued to thrust. “I’m going to breed you with my wizard seed for the rest of our lives so you can birth as many beautiful babies as we can have and rebuild our House. I’m going to fill your pretty little pussy with my seed over and over and over again.” 
 
    “F-F-F-Fuuuuuuckkk!” Tryss groaned as her entire body shook, and her pussy released a waterfall of juices as her orgasm washed over her.  
 
    I continued to thrust harder and harder as my pregnant lover came all over my cock. I felt her orgasm dripping down my shaft and balls and slithering down my legs to pool beneath my knees, but I still didn’t slow down.  
 
    Tryss’ screams of pleasure got louder the faster I pumped, and her body continued to shake as her orgasm dragged on and on.  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I grunted as my lover’s extended orgasm brought another one to the tip of my cock, but I wasn’t ready to stop yet.  
 
    I suddenly pulled my cock out of her dripping pussy, and in one quick movement, I turned Tryss over so her face was pressed into the pillow and her ass was high in the air.  
 
    My purple lover’s body was still shaking with the force of the orgasm, and her toes were curled so hard in ecstasy, I thought they might pop off, but it was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen, so I didn’t hesitate to bury my cock into her from behind. I slammed into her fully, and she cried out in pleasure as her legs shook even more. 
 
    “I can’t stop cumming!” Tryss cried out, and I gave her perfect round ass a nice slap.  
 
    “Good,” I grunted as I rammed my cock deeper into her pussy. Then I reached around and laid my hand against her swollen belly, and I could feel another orgasm brewing in my balls. “Are you going to be my good, breedable girl forever?” 
 
    “Yes, Fynn, yes!” Tryss screamed out as her body and her voice continued to shake. She’d had insane orgasms before, but never ones that went on this long, and it was hot as fuck.  
 
    I started to rub her baby bump in slow circles, and my cock got even harder while her body pushed against mine at every point of contact. 
 
    “You’re so sexy when you’re pregnant,” I murmured as I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensations of her wet, slurping pussy and swollen belly. I couldn’t wait until her belly was even bigger, and I could hold it in both hands while I entered her from behind. The thought of our baby growing in there turned me on so much, I held my lover tighter as I thrust harder into her.  
 
    “Fill me with your seed, please, Fynn,” Tryss begged. “I need your seed. I need your babies inside me forever. Breed me again. Breed me, Fynn, breed me.” 
 
    “You want me to put another baby in you?” I grunted as her hole clutched at my thrusting cock. Then I slithered a hand up to her bouncing tits, grabbed onto one, and shook it. “These are going to get so big when they’re filled with milk for our babies.” 
 
    “Yes, please, Fynn,” Tryss sobbed as she shoved her round ass against my thrusting hips. She wiggled it back and forth while she shot me a pleading gaze from over her shoulder. “Give me more babies, please, with your giant wizard cock.” 
 
    “Cum on my wizard cock again,” I commanded. “Then I’ll put another baby in you. Do it now.” 
 
    “Unnnnghhh!” Tryss cried out as she followed my orders instantly.  
 
    I had to hold her body up by the waist so she didn’t collapse as her orgasm rocked her again. Her throat was releasing insane, guttural noises as a deluge of pussy juices exploded from her hole and dripped down over my shaft. Then her pussy locked down around my dick, and that sent me over the edge.  
 
    “Wooow,” I breathed as I pumped a stream of pearly-white seed into Tryss’ dark purple and swollen pussy. Her body was still convulsing from her orgasm when I collapsed on top of her, and I breathed heavily as Tryss continued to murmur and wriggle underneath me. Then I pressed my mouth against her ear again. “Good girl. Keep cumming for me, suck my seed deeper into your pussy. Give me another baby.” 
 
    “Oh, F-F-Fyyynnnn,” Tryss stuttered, and her eyes rolled back into her head as her body tried to cope with the multiple intense orgasms.  
 
    She continued to shake and convulse for at least another minute while she let out adorable gasps and moans. I watched in amusement until her body finally stilled, and then I rolled over, pulled Tryss’ body tight against mine, and wrapped my arms around her slender waist. 
 
    “Voids, you’re so beautiful when you cum,” I murmured against her hair. “Well, you’re always beautiful, but you’re extra beautiful when you cum.” 
 
    “And you’re sexy as fuck when you’re depositing your seed into me,” Tryss giggled breathlessly, and then she wriggled away from my grasp enough so she could reach her face up and kiss me. “And that was incredible.” 
 
    “It sure was.” Suddenly, a yawn appeared out of nowhere, and I tilted my head back and unleashed it.  
 
    Tryss stuck a finger in my open mouth and giggled, and my yawn was cut short.  
 
    “You’re tired,” Tryss said in an amused and sleepy voice as she rested her head against my chest. “You can tell me all about your trip tomorrow, but you should get some sleep.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said as the exhaustion from the day finally washed over my body, and I suddenly felt so heavy that even the power of my Starlyte couldn’t drag me out of bed now. “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too…” Tryss said, but her voice trailed off, and she was snoring by the time she finished the sentence.  
 
    I grinned as I drifted off into my own deep slumber.  
 
    The next morning, Tryss and I woke up in the same position we’d fallen asleep in, with her tucked under my arm and me holding her tight. The sleep was deep and restful, and when I woke, I felt an excitement that took me a moment to place.  
 
    Suddenly, memories from the day before rushed into my mind. The trip to the Topside, Baragh testing me on top of the mountain, an image of my unborn child in daemon form, getting my Starlyte, and, of course, the amazing sex when I got home.  
 
    I grinned as I pulled Tryss tight against me, and she murmured happily.  
 
    “Good morning,” she sighed, and her voice was thick with sleep. 
 
    “Morning, baby,” I said as I kissed the top of her head. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “After last night? Uh, yeah.” Tryss chuckled, and then she stretched her arms high over her head and groaned. “That was incredible.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” I smirked as I watched her lean body stretch gracefully. Her soft tits bounced joyfully, and I couldn’t help myself. I had to reach out and grab them to give them a squeeze. Tryss chuckled when I did, and I could tell she enjoyed it, so I took my time squeezing and appreciating them.  
 
    “So, tell me all about yesterday,” Tryss said excitedly as she sat up in bed. “Now that I’m awake and satisfied.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to satisfy you again, instead?” I asked with a devilish grin as my hand slid down her body and landed on her warm pussy.  
 
    “Trust me, I always want that,” Tryss giggled, and she wiggled her womanhood against my hand. “But right now, I really want to hear all about it. Tell me, pleeease.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled as I pulled my hand away and sat up next to her. “So, first we had to go to--” 
 
    My words were cut off with a banging on the outside door, followed shortly by Dagwyn’s voice.  
 
    “Oi, you two love birds!” Dagwyn called through the door. “Now that you’re done keeping everyone up all night with your lovemaking, your presence is needed in the Banquet Hall of Station Thirty.” 
 
    “Damnit, were we that loud again?” Tryss asked with a groan.  
 
    “Umm, did you hear yourself last night?” I snickered. “I’d be surprised if you didn’t keep all of the Lower Houses up with your screams.” 
 
    “Well, whose fault is that?” Tryss fired back playfully. “You were the one making me scream.” 
 
    “Hello?” Dagwyn called out again as she released another flurry of poundings on the door.  
 
    “Alright, we hear you!” Tryss answered loudly in an annoyed voice. “We’ll be down in five.” 
 
    “Hurry up, Mother says it’s important,” Dagwyn barked back, and then her footsteps pounded against the stone corridor as she hurried away from our room.  
 
    “We better get going, I’ll tell you everything when we get a minute,” I said as I threw the covers off us and quickly dressed.  
 
    Tryss followed suit, and a couple minutes later we were dressed and headed out to the levitating platform hand in hand. I decided to show off my new wizard powers, and I levitated Tryss and me together to Station Thirty. Tryss squealed in delight as she soared through the air in my control, but I knew Mother was waiting for us, so I didn’t mess around too much. I landed on the platform of House Thirty, and we hurried inside to the Banquet Hall.  
 
    Once we pushed in the door, we glanced at each other in confusion, since the Hall was quiet and empty.  
 
    “Ummm…” I glanced around the empty room, and suddenly, there was a loud crack. 
 
    “Surprise!” a dozen voices called out as everyone appeared out of nowhere, and decorations filled the room. The tables also suddenly filled with delicious-smelling foods and mushroom coffee and more. There was a large banner stretched across the wall that read ‘Congratulations, Wizard Fynn!’ and my family was gathered around with smiling faces, along with all of the members of the alliance. 
 
    “Aw, what’s all this?” I asked with a wide smile. “You guys didn’t have to do this.” 
 
    “As if we weren’t going to celebrate you graduating your Apprenticeship and becoming a wizard,” Helera said with a grin as she broke away from the crowd and embraced me warmly. “Nodrin tells us it was something quite special. Congratulations, Fynn, I’ve never met a wizard more worthy of the title.” 
 
    “Thanks, Helly,” I said as I returned the embrace. 
 
    “We are certainly proud,” Sevahtra said as she gently pushed past her First Daughter and wrapped me up in an embrace of her own. “And we’re all eager to hear what happened on the Topside.” 
 
    “Let him get some food first,” Dagwyn said bossily as she pushed past her Mother and sister to grab my neck roughly, and she pulled me in for a tight hug. Then she stepped back and gave me a once-over. “We all heard how much energy he expended last night, and that was after the whole wizard thing. Poor thing must be starving.” 
 
    “I could eat,” I said with a grin.  
 
    I was well past the point of being embarrassed that everyone heard me fucking Tryss senseless last night. Frankly, they should be used to it by now.  
 
    The others cleared a path for me so I could reach the table, where I sat down near Mother Sevahtra’s seat. Then everyone sat at the table, and we started to pile our plates high, and the questions began.  
 
    “So, how was it?” Helera asked as she leaned forward eagerly. “What was the Topside like?” 
 
    “Did you run into any Upper Houses on your way there?” Imrae interjected. 
 
    “Did it hurt your eyes?” Dagwyn asked, and she raised her voice over the others. “I heard the sun is too much for some drow.” 
 
    “It was fine for me,” I said as I tapped my eyepatch.  
 
    “And your mission?” Helera pressed. “What was it like capturing the falling star? Did it hurt?” 
 
    “Voids, can you let the male eat?” Tryss snapped at her prying sisters and Imrae.  
 
    “Thanks, babe, but it’s okay.” I chuckled as I reached for a carafe of mushroom coffee, and I poured some into an orange-colored clay mug. Then I launched into a detailed retelling of the events from yesterday, starting from the beginning when Nodrin and I left the Lower Houses.  
 
    Everyone hung on my every word as I recounted the surprise of being rejected at the border, then the helpful agent who bent the rules for us. I popped torn off pieces of meat and mushroom parcels in my mouth as I spoke, and I chewed around my words when I got to the part where we finally got to the Topside.  
 
    “I wanna go,” Dagwyn groaned as I gave a description of the beautiful landscape on the Topside, from the mountain ranges to the sky that changed into so many different colors. 
 
    “Me, too,” Imrae said in a wistful tone, and I grinned at the defected Upper House Darnem. 
 
    “One day, I’ll take all of you,” I said, and then I reached over and squeezed Tryss’ hand so she knew she’d be the first one.  
 
    “Then what?” Helera asked, and she glared at her sister for her interruption before she turned back to me with eager eyes. 
 
    I continued my story by recounting how Greenie escaped the stables so she could be involved, which garnered a chuckle from the table. Finally, I got to the part about going to the mountaintop on my own, and Nodrin held up a hand.  
 
    “That’s all young Fynn can say about that for now,” Nodrin said serenely. “A wizard’s mission is sacred and private, so go ahead and skip past it.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said in a disappointed tone.  
 
    I’d wanted to tell them about the daemon child with my face on it, but I figured I could save that for just Tryss and tell her in private later, so I skipped the details. 
 
    But I did tell everyone about receiving the Starlyte instead of the basic Wizard Lyte.  
 
    “Wooowww,” Drindessa breathed as she regarded me with wide eyes. Then her face broke into a wide grin. “So my grandbabies will have Star Wizard blood in their veins.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said with a shrug and a chuckle. I popped a whole meat and mushroom parcel in my mouth and chewed slowly while everyone continued to watch me curiously.  
 
    I had to admit, I enjoyed the attention, so I took my time, but I finally swallowed it down and wrapped up the end of my story.  
 
    “Yay, Fynn, yay!” Essie cried out, and the toddler clapped her hands together excitedly.  
 
    The table erupted into laughter and then applause as everyone continued to stare at me in amazement.  
 
    “Wooooo! Fuck, yeah, Fynn!” Imrae added enthusiastically, and there was another round of laughter as a few more folk added their own cheers to the mix.  
 
    “Thanks, everyone,” I said with a wide grin, and then I washed down my parcel with a big gulp of revitalizing mushroom coffee. “So, yeah, overall success, I would say. What did I miss down here while I was up there?” 
 
    “Surprisingly, nothing,” Sevahtra said as she sipped her own mug of mushroom coffee. “We expected Vhondryl to retaliate in some form, but there’s been nothing yet. We’ve increased security tenfold in each of the Houses, but we’re not going to sit back and rest on our laurels now.” 
 
    “So, we’re planning an attack today?” I asked in a serious tone.  
 
    “I think we should,” Imrae said with a somber nod. “Based on my knowledge of the Council, I think--” 
 
    “Can’t we celebrate Fynn for like five more minutes before we get into battle planning?” Tryss asked in a whiny tone as she tore apart a marinated mushroom with her fingers. “Like he just did this amazing thing that’s going to help us so much, but we’ve already moved on from it, apparently.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I said gently as I patted my hormonal lover’s knee. “Let’s get through this war we’ve created, then I promise, there will be plenty of celebrating.” 
 
    “Fine,” Tryss grunted, but I caught her eye and blew her a kiss, and her mood lightened some. 
 
    Then I turned back to Sevahtra, who was already whispering to Drindessa in an urgent tone.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” I asked as I prepared myself mentally for talk of battle tactics. 
 
    “Well, we’re thinking we should strike again soon,” Sevahtra began as she pulled her head away from Drindessa’s. “Vhondy will be--” 
 
    Sevahtra was suddenly interrupted by the sounds of screams and weapons clashing together outside the Banquet Hall, and we all sprang to our feet.  
 
    “I guess Vhondy had other ideas,” I said, and I decided it was time to put my new magick to the test.  
 
    I waved a hand so the food on the table disappeared and was replaced by a cache of different weapons.  
 
    “Wow,” Tryss murmured, and the others looked at me in wonder again.  
 
    “We can be impressed later,” I said as I reached for a spear.  
 
    The fighting noises got closer until suddenly the Banquet Hall doors exploded open behind me. I spun around, expecting to see Vhondryl and her army, so the sight of Imrae’s mother, Tallrene standing there covered in blood made me pause. 
 
    “Hello, daughter of mine,” the Upper House Matron said as she looked past everyone to stare at Imrae. “I’ve come to take you home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “What the voids, Mother?” Imrae demanded, and the defected Darnem snatched a sword from the table. “What are you doing here? Did Vhondy send you? Are you on her side now?” 
 
    “None of your business!” the Matron snapped. 
 
    “I think you’ll find it fucking is!” Imrae thundered as she rounded the table with her sword held high.  
 
    Essie started to cry, which also caused Xune, our temporarily adopted child, to start crying as well. But then I saw Sashti scoop the children up into her arms from the corner of my eye, and the Aseni woman whisked them away to the farthest corner of the room, away from the brewing fight.  
 
    “How are you here?” I asked suddenly as I stared down the invading Matron. “I thought…” 
 
    “You thought your psionics were strong enough to keep me away?” Tallrene fired back in a mocking tone. “Unfortunately for you, my dear consort, Sabal, noticed there was something awry with me as soon as I returned to my House. He was able to break through your silly little psionics and reverse the effects, and then he made my mind impenetrable. Go on, try your little tricks now.” 
 
    I made eye contact with the Upper House Matron, and I could tell she had a whole bunch of protective magick in place. Of course, now that I had the Starlyte, my psionics were more powerful than ever, and I was certain I could break through her defenses and control her again, but I wanted to give Imrae the chance to confront her bitch of a mother, so I rocked back on my heels and crossed my arms over my chest.  
 
    “Neat trick, but it’s not me you have to worry about right now,” I said.  
 
    “Fucking right it’s not,” Imrae said as she pushed past me and approached her mother. 
 
    “Careful,” I said in a low tone, and I stepped between the warring mother and daughter duo. “Let’s find out what’s going on before we start the bloodshed.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Imrae snorted as she gestured to her mother’s bloodied clothes. “She didn’t wait, why should we? How many of your guards do you think she killed to get through here?” 
 
    “Good point,” I said. “But still, let’s at least try.” 
 
    “Fine,” Imrae said curtly, and she spun around to face her mother again. “Tell us what the fuck you’re doing here before we send your decapitated head back to Vhondryl on a spike.” 
 
    “My, my, is that how I raised you to speak to your mother?” the Matron asked in a mock offended tone.  
 
    Suddenly, a few more females filed into the Banquet Hall, and it was easy to recognize them as Imrae’s sisters. Two of them were stocky like their Matron Mother, and the third was slender like Imrae, but their faces were all similar enough that there was no confusion about their lineage.  
 
    “Drada,” Imrae said in a surprised tone as she addressed the sister who looked most like her. “What are you doing here? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Im, you need to come with us,” the Zara said in a soft tone, and her three braids swished gently as she took a small step toward her older sister. “It’s been long enough.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Imrae said as she continued to speak only to Drada. “I’ve taken an oath, I’m part of this alliance now. I can’t leave.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can come to some sort of agreement,” Drada said in a hopeful tone as she glanced between Sevahtra and me.  
 
    “Why?” Imrae asked sharply. “So Mother can turn me into another one of her pawns while she holds Geldriia’s death over me?” 
 
    Drada winced at the sound of their dead sister’s name, but she shook her head furiously.  
 
    “Come on, Im, we haven’t seen you in how long?” Drada asked with a pleading expression. “We didn’t know if you were dead or alive or imprisoned or what.” 
 
    “Shows how much faith you all have in my abilities,” Imrae snorted as she glared at her sister. “Have you even been to the lake lately, Drad? Have you seen it? Have you seen where Geldriia…” 
 
    Imrae’s voice trailed off, and Drada rubbed a hand across her weary face while the other two sisters whispered to each other. Then Tallrene pushed past Drada and pointed a finger at Imrae. 
 
    “Enough of your bitching,” Tallrene snapped. “You’ve left us no choice but to join Vhondryl’s side, you know. We had to, otherwise we would be charged with your crimes. Yours, not ours. You’ve put your whole family at risk, and it’s time to stop slumming it in the Lower Houses and fulfill your fucking duties as Darnem.” 
 
    “Mother,” Drada murmured.  
 
    “No, no, let’s hear it!” Imrae screeched. Her eyes had a wild look about them I’d never seen before, and I stepped out of the reach of her sword, which she was swinging around absentmindedly. “Let’s hear how everything is my fault, as usual.” 
 
    “Well, I hate to break it to you, princess, but this time it is,” Tallrene sneered. “You’re not the innocent victim you want the world to believe.” 
 
    “And you’re not the wise, compassionate Matron you’d have people believe,” Imrae snapped back. “Just wait until the Council finds out the truth about Geldriia.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” Tallrene said dismissively as she waved her hand. “You’ve been threatening me with that since you were a child, don’t you know it holds no weight now?” 
 
    “Can you two please give it a rest?” Drada pleaded, and then she stepped up to Imrae and took her hands.  
 
    I stepped forward quickly and took the sword away from Imrae while her sister held her and looked into her eyes.  
 
    “Imrae, please come home, if not for Mother, then for me. She’s not lying. Vhondryl raided our House and accused us of harboring you as a spy, we had no choice but to renounce you and join her side, or she would have killed her on the spot. But if you just come back with us, we can say you were kidnapped or something. Just please come home.” 
 
    “After you renounced me?” Imrae scoffed as she dropped her sister’s hands and stepped back. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Im, please,” Drada begged.  
 
    “Forget it, let the bitch stay,” Tallrene said as she shot Imrae a contemptuous look. “At least now we can tell Vhondryl where she is so she can get off our backs about it. We’ll be sure to let her know you’re comfortable in the Lower Houses partying away.” 
 
    Tallrene raised her eyebrows at the decorations that still covered the walls, and then she glowered at her Second Daughter again. 
 
    “But--” Drada began.  
 
    “Any more from you, and you can stay here with her,” Tallrene snapped at her Third Daughter. Then the Matron’s face broke into a saccharine smile, and her voice went at least two octaves higher. “Come now, we have a meeting to get to.” 
 
    “Mother,” Imrae said as she calmly held her hand out to me for the sword, and I wordlessly handed it over to her. “I can’t let you go to that meeting.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, kill me?” Tallrene scoffed.  
 
    Suddenly, Imrae moved faster than I’d ever seen her move. In one quick motion, she launched herself at her mother while she held her sword in front of her, and I watched as the sharp blade pierced the Matron’s stomach and came out the other side of her body.  
 
    Tallrene’s face froze in shock, and she looked down at the sword lodged into her midsection, then back up at her daughter. She tried to form words, but nothing came out of her mouth except a trail of sticky red blood that dribbled down her chin.  
 
    Imrae grinned, and then she pulled the sword out of her mother’s abdomen with a slick squelching sound. The room was silent as we watched Tallrene fall to her knees, gurgle on her own blood, and then face plant onto the stone floor.  
 
    Imrae flicked the blood off the end of the blade and then toed the inert body of her Matron Mother. When there was no reaction, Imrae leaned down and pushed the body over on its back. Tallrene’s lifeless eyes stared ahead at the ceiling, and her nose was smashed from falling straight on her face.  
 
    “Imrae, what have you done?” Drada asked in a low voice as she joined her sister’s side to look down at their dead mother’s body.  
 
    “What the fuck, Imrae?” the First Daughter screamed as she rushed to kneel beside Tallrene’s body. The sister flicked her long braid over her shoulder, leaned down to their mother’s head, and shook it back and forth. “Mother, wake up. Wake up, Mommy, please.” 
 
    “She’s not waking up, Menzobaar,” Imrae said flatly. “But congratulations on your promotion.” 
 
    “How could you do this?” Menzobaar sobbed as she cradled Tallrene’s dead body in her arms. Their other sister joined Menzobaar, and they both cried over their dead mother, while Imrae continued to look indifferent, and Drada looked conflicted.  
 
    “Well, that’s one less thing we have to worry about,” Imrae said in a hollow voice as she handed me the bloodied sword and wiped her hands on her skirt.  
 
    “Um, yeah, I guess so,” I said as I eyed the dead Matron. Then I leaned in close to Imrae’s ear. “But what about…” 
 
    “Us? What about us?” Menzobaar screeched as the tears continued to flow down her face. “We’re going to fucking kill you, Imrae! How dare you!” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” Drada said as she ran a hand across her tired face again. “Drogu’s hairy cunt, you’ve put us in an awful position, Imrae.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Imrae said, and then she turned to me. “I don’t care what happens to them. Kill them, let them go, magick them away to the voids. I don’t care.” 
 
    “Imrae!” Drada snapped.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Drada,” Menzobaar said in a mirthless tone as she shifted her mother’s dead body off her lap and stood up with a wild look in her eye. “I’m going to take care of this like Mother should have long ago.” 
 
    Menzobaar raised her hands, and I knew instantly she was about to perform some sort of magick against Imrae, but I didn’t give her the chance. Within seconds, I was in her mind, and I instructed her to drop her arms and stop this attack against her sister. My psionics worked instantly, thanks to the power of the Starlyte, and Menzobaar froze in place with a confused look on her face.  
 
    “Thanks, Fynn, now tell her to go jump off a bridge,” Imrae said dismissively.  
 
    “Imrae, what has gotten into you?” Drada cried out in a frustrated tone. “I know you and Mother weren’t exactly close, but--” 
 
    “But nothing!” Imrae seethed as she rounded on the one sister she seemed to care about. “Mother has hated me ever since she found out Geldriia and I were sneaking away to the lake, and I’ve never been able to redeem myself in her eyes. She’s made my life miserable since I was a child, and I’ve been dreaming about killing her ever since she killed Geldriia. I love you, Drada, but you’re either with me or against me, and right now it looks like you’ve chosen your side. So why don’t you and those two idiots get out of here before I lose my patience with you lot, as well.” 
 
    “But you’re my sister,” Drada said in a strangled voice. “I can’t…” 
 
    “You can,” Imrae said, and there was a softness in her voice for the first time since her family had arrived. Then she took her younger sister’s arms again and gazed into her eyes. “Why don’t you join me? Join the alliance, and you can see what it’s like to have a supportive family.” 
 
    “I can’t just…” Drada’s voice trailed off as she glanced back at her other sisters.  
 
    “Fine,” Imrae said as she dropped her sister’s hands and stepped away from her again. “Then run. Get out of here. Leave Oshara, because we are going to raid your House and kill everyone who’s left.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t--” 
 
    “Really? You don’t think I would?” Imrae’s face was cold as she gestured at her dead mother’s body. “Please, I’m telling you this because I love you, you need to get out of here. Now.” 
 
    “You should listen to her,” I said in a somber tone.  
 
    I hadn’t seen this side of Imrae before, but I knew the Upper House Darnem carried a lot of guilt and family-related trauma, and even I couldn’t predict how she’d act next.  
 
    The sisters shared a conflicted look, but Drada finally sighed and turned back to her other sisters.  
 
    “Come on, we need to go,” Drada huffed as she stormed toward the door.  
 
    “But…” Menzobaar began, and her eyes were still glassy from my sudden psionics assault.  
 
    “Shut up and move,” Drada snapped, and her two sisters scurried to her side, but then they paused as all three sisters gazed down at their mother’s dead body. 
 
    “Are we really just going to let them go?” Dagwyn asked, and her voice was full of disbelief.  
 
    “Yes,” I said as I watched Imrae carefully, but the defected Darnem turned away from her dead mother’s body, made her way back to the table of weapons, and started to polish a sword like she hadn’t just killed her own mother.  
 
    “Okay,” Dagwyn answered with an uncertain glance at Imrae.  
 
    “But not without a little parting gift,” I added with a grin.  
 
    “What are you… ooohh,” Dagwyn said as her eyes lit up with understanding. “I know that look.” 
 
    “What?” Drada demanded as she spun around to face me.  
 
    “You need to leave Oshara,” I repeated in a stern voice as I made eye contact with Imrae’s sister. 
 
    “I know,” Drada said with a frown. “That’s what you just said.” 
 
    I took this moment to step inside of Drada’s mind, which was surprisingly easy to do. I figured an Upper House Zara would have better defense mechanisms in place to prevent her mind from being so easily penetrated, but I also had to keep in mind that she’d just seen her sister murder their mother in front of her, so maybe she got a pass on not being entirely on top of it. Her thoughts were right at the forefront of her mind, and I could tell she was being honest and had every intention of leaving Oshara as soon as possible, but I could also tell her feelings about her sisters were strong. She had a special bond with Imrae, and Drada wanted what was best for her older sister, so her mind was full of thoughts about how to help Imrae. Drada was also worried about her other two sisters, though, but I knew how to fix that. 
 
    “Good,” I said as I pulled out of Drada’s mind. “And now you’re going to have to trust me.” 
 
    “Why?” Drada asked as her eyes flicked to Imrae.  
 
    “Don’t trust him!” Menzobaar screeched and clutched Drada’s arm. “Come on, Sabrae, we need to get Drada out of here.” 
 
    “Daggy, Helly, could you take care of the body, please?” I said in an even tone without looking away from Imrae’s sisters.  
 
    “On it,” Dagwyn said instantly.  
 
    Helera grabbed Tallrene’s dead body under the armpits while Dagwyn grabbed the feet, and the two sisters hauled the dead body out of the hall and toward the atrium, so I figured they were going to toss the body off the side of the House.  
 
    Menzobaar tried to protest, but Imrae casually pointed her sword in the direction of her sister, and Dagwyn and Helera removed the body without a hitch. 
 
    “Menzobaar,” I said in a calm tone, and then I stepped inside her mind before she even made eye contact.  
 
    Just like Drada, it was surprisingly easy, but that made sense for the same reason. Menzobaar’s mind was pretty simple to navigate through, so I could tell she wasn’t the sharpest arrow in the quiver. It didn’t take me long to find her recent memories, and it was easy to manipulate them.  
 
    Each mind I’d been in so far was different, and for Menzobaar, the memories in her mind appeared as physical manifestations of flowers. I took great joy in crushing the flowers that had just sprouted up with memories of the last twenty minutes or so. At the very least, I spared Menzobaar the painful memory of watching her mother die in front of her. Then I magicked a couple of new memories that didn’t involve Imrae or their mother. Instead, I tricked her mind into believing they’d been sent on a mission to collect flowers, but they’d gotten lost, and we were simply sending them on their way. Menzobaar was simple enough to believe that.  
 
    Once I’d implanted the new memories, I pulled out of Menzobaar’s mind and quickly repeated the process on the other sister, Sabrae. It was, again, a simple process, and I could tell these two sisters had never been burdened with the gift of intelligence.  
 
    I pulled out of the other sister’s mind and glanced around to notice Sevahtra had stepped in front of Imrae and shielded her from the sight of her psioniced sisters.  
 
    I shot Sevahtra a wink and then turned back to the three sisters.  
 
    “It’s time for you to go, Drada,” I said pointedly. 
 
    “Yes, Mother needs her flowers,” Menzobaar agreed, and there was a faraway tone in her voice.  
 
    “Flowers?” Drada asked with a frown. 
 
    “Yes, the flowers you were sent here to gather,” I explained as I made eye contact with Drada. “You got turned around and came to the wrong House. Once you drop off Menzobaar and Sabrae at your own House, then I think you can find the flowers on your own.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” Drada said as she cottoned on to what I’d done. 
 
    “Mother needs her flowers,” Sabrae repeated with a nod.  
 
    “We better get moving then,” Drada said flatly.  
 
    She cast one last look toward Imrae, but Sevahtra crossed her arms over her chest, glowered at the Zara, and continued to shield Imrae from their view.  
 
    “Good seeing you,” I said cheerfully as Drada led her confused sisters out of the banquet hall.  
 
    We all waved them out of the room and then breathed a sigh of relief when they were gone.  
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Sevahtra said as she stepped away from shielding Imrae.  
 
    “Mmmm,” Imrae intoned in a bored way.  
 
    There was a tense silence as Imrae polished the sword she’d used to kill her mother, and the rest of us glanced around at each other nervously. That had been an insane display from Imrae, and I was suddenly glad she was on our side.  
 
    “You okay, Im?” I finally asked, but she flicked her wrist as if it wasn’t a question worth asking. 
 
    “We should hit House Six,” Imrae said casually as if she hadn’t just committed matricide.  
 
    “Six? Why?” I asked as I joined her side, and then it was as if a spell had been broken.  
 
    Everyone moved at once, mostly toward the table of weapons.  
 
    “Because their House Wizard is a potions master,” Imrae continued calmly.  
 
    “So he is,” Nodrin said with a thoughtful stroke of his beard. “Narlros, right?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Imrae said, and she flashed a smile. “He’s always provided Vhondryl with a huge stash of healing potions, and I’m sure he keeps more in their vaults. If we take out that supply, or take it over, it’ll be a big hit to Vhondryl and her team.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Imrae,” Sevahtra said, and I glanced at my Matron to see she was watching Imrae with a mixture of wonder and pride.  
 
    Killing your own Matron Mother was A Big Thing, and I could tell Sevahtra had some feelings about it, but those feelings didn’t include fear. Clearly, my Matron wasn’t worried about Imrae pulling that stunt with her. 
 
    “Thanks,” Imrae said as she absentmindedly continued to polish the sword in her hand.  
 
    Then Dagwyn and Helera entered the hall again, and they joined us at the table.  
 
    “Alright, new plan,” I said, and I raised my voice so everyone could hear. “We’re raiding House Six. If what Tallrene said was true, I take it she was on her way to a meeting with Vhondryl and her allied Houses, which means they’re probably planning an attack right now. I say we strike first, take their healing potions stash, hit them where it hurts.” 
 
    “Good call,” Helera said as she slipped into battle strategist mode easily, and she turned her attention to Imrae. “What sort of defense should we expect to encounter?” 
 
    “Violent,” Imrae said. “House Six fights like they have nine lives each, and they kinda do, considering their wizard is the top Healer in Oshara.” 
 
    “So, we should take him out first,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “That wouldn’t be a bad approach,” Imrae agreed.  
 
    “Alright, we need to strategize.” I pushed aside some weapons so there was enough space on the table. “Dagwyn, can you--” 
 
    “On it,” Dagwyn said, and she rushed to the corner of the room where there was a tall stone carved basket that contained rolled-up scrolls. Dagwyn flicked through them until she found the right one, and then she hurried back to the table and unfurled the map for Station Six so we could all see it.  
 
    The Upper House had the same basic setup as most of the other Upper Houses, the atrium was grand, and the vaults were heavily guarded. We gathered around the map, and Imrae pointed a long, thin finger at Vault Seven.  
 
    “That’s where they stockpile the potions,” Imrae informed us, and then she slid her hand over to Vault Five. “And that’s where Narlros spends most of his time, making the potions.” 
 
    “Okay, so we need two teams to raid the vaults,” I said as I worked it out in my head. “Then two more on the upper levels to deal with the fallout. Does that sound reasonable?” 
 
    “I think so,” Imrae said with a nod.  
 
    “Works for me,” Sevahtra agreed, and then she leaned back and surveyed the group. “That is, if we have the resources to sustain four raiding groups, and a security detail here.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Tryss said with a sudden smile. “You haven’t seen all the work Fynn did while you were locked up.” 
 
    “Mother, you should see it,” Dagwyn said, and her red eyes went wide with excitement. “We took even more Houses while you were gone. Twenty-Four and Twenty-Five are ours now, so that makes…” 
 
    “Six Upper Houses on our side,” Sevahtra finished as she shot me an impressed look. “Excellent work, Fynn.” 
 
    “We needed it,” I said with a shrug. “And now we don’t need to worry about resources, we’ve got plenty of those. And quite a few more soldiers willing to fight for the cause.” 
 
    “Lake lovers,” Imrae added.  
 
    “Excellent,” Sevahtra said with a serrated smile. “Let’s get planning, then. Fynn, I want you to be responsible for the potions, so pick the team you want to join you on that mission.” 
 
    “Oh, me!” Tryss said as she excitedly bounced on the balls of her feet.  
 
    “No,” Sevahtra and I said in unison.  
 
    “What?” Tryss asked in a surprised tone as she looked between us.  
 
    Sevahtra and I exchanged a loaded look, and then I sighed. 
 
    “I don’t think any pregnant women can join us,” I said gently.  
 
    “What?” Tryss thundered, and this time her tone was full of rage. “You think just because I’m pregnant I can’t--” 
 
    “No,” I said as I held my hands up to stop the onslaught of accusations. “That’s not what I think at all, but…” 
 
    “Vhondryl knows you’re pregnant,” Sevahtra interjected, and then her eyes flicked to Sashti. “And possibly you, too.” 
 
    “She specifically threatened everyone with child,” I added. “This is for your safety, trust me. I don’t want to take any risks, all pregnant women are staying here, and they’ll be assigned a protection unit.” 
 
    “But--” Tryss began.  
 
    “This is not a negotiation,” Sevahtra said sharply. “You’re staying.” 
 
    “Please, babe,” I said as I gently pulled Tryss into a side hug. “Please, do it for me and our child.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Tryss grunted angrily, but then her face melted, and she rested her forehead against my shoulder. “Fine, but I’m not happy about it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have expected you to be,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I guess I’ll just leave you to it, then,” Tryss said as she pushed her forehead off my shoulder. “Come on, girls, we’ve got pregnancy stuff to do anyway.”  
 
    I could tell my lover was a bit miffed, but I also knew she understood the dynamics of wartime. She strode across the room and hooked arms with Sashti, who had her hand on her belly. The Blessed Eights joined them, so all the pregnant women were gathered together, and I couldn’t help but smile in pride.  
 
    “Thanks for understanding, babe,” I said, and I blew her a kiss.  
 
    She returned the kiss, and then the women, with Essie in tow, filed out of the Banquet Hall. 
 
    Once they were gone, the rest of us got into the nitty-gritty of the raid planning. I chose my team to include Dagwyn, Helera, and Imrae. I figured it would be good to have Imrae with me in case anything was different in the layout of the Upper House. I wanted Dagwyn for her fierce battle techniques, and Helera was sort of a package deal since I knew the two sisters wouldn’t let anything happen to each other.  
 
    Sevahtra arranged the rest of the teams. She was taking Nodrin, Drindessa, and Zephyr to confront the wizard a couple vaults over. Then Rilrae was taking Breena, Mizzy, and Hugmug, our newest orc addition to the alliance, to the upper levels as one team, and Thamegazi was going to lead a team of soldiers to join them. We also had insta-portals set up and ready to transport soldiers as needed, thanks to Dagwyn’s planning in the dungeons.  
 
    We split up into our teams, and Dagwyn helped us run through battle scenarios. We didn’t want to risk any injuries before the raid, so it was more of a walk-through, but we practiced raiding the potions vaults and setting up the insta-portal quickly so we could get out with the potions smoothly. The excitement in the room grew with the more time that passed, and soon I knew it was time to get moving, before Vhondryl got her shit together and raided us.  
 
    “Alright!” I called out, and everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at me for directions. “Everyone, get armored up and get ready.” 
 
    There was a flurry of excited movement as everyone rushed to the weapons tables, and the room filled with the sound of metal clattering against metal as everyone dressed and gathered their weapons.  
 
    A few minutes later, the raiding members of the alliance were looking up at me with eager eyes ready for battle, and who was I to keep them waiting any longer?  
 
    I grinned widely and rubbed my hands together.  
 
    “It’s go time, team.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    We headed to the levitating platform as a group, and I grinned at the sound of our armor and weapons clanking against each other as we walked. The air was thick with excitement and bloodlust, and I felt my magick coursing through my veins and just waiting for the chance to shine. 
 
    “Alright, we’re going to stick to the plan,” I said as I led the pack out of the hall and into the atrium. “My team is heading straight for the potions cache in vault seven, Sevahtra’s team is going for the wizard nearby, and the rest of you are taking care of the guards and defending army.” 
 
    “And Tryss gets to stay behind and twiddle her thumbs,” Dagwyn snickered.  
 
    “Watch your mouth,” Sevahtra said sharply. “One day, Drogu willing, you’ll be pregnant, and you’ll have to sit some things out. I’ll be sure your sisters mock you at every turn, and then you will understand how childish you’re being.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mother,” Dagwyn replied, and her ears drooped at the scolding.  
 
    “You owe Fynn the apology, not me,” Sevahtra continued in her sharp tone. “That’s his child and your niece that Tryss is protecting right now.” 
 
    “O-Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,” Dagwyn said, and she turned her wide eyes on me. “I’m s-sorry, Fynn, I didn’t mean--” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said with a wave of my hand. “But Mother is right. I wish more than anything that Tryss could be going into battle with us, but she’s doing the most important task of any of us right now. Protecting our bloodline.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sevahtra said with a pointed look at Dagwyn. “You’d do well to remember that.” 
 
    “Y-Yes, Mother,” Dagwyn said, and then she fell silent and looked at her feet as we continued through the atrium. 
 
    The atrium still bore traces of Tallrene’s attack. There were blood splatters and bloodied weapons all over, but the bodies of our dead guards had been removed, and it was business as usual in the makeshift operating base.  
 
    Dagwyn had a smart mouth, but the Second Daughter sure knew how to run an army.  
 
    We continued out to the levitating platform, and I grinned as I wrapped my hand around my Starlyte, which was now on a leather cord around my neck. I felt like showing off my magick again, so I opened up my ether and felt the intense magick spreading from my gut.  
 
    “Alright, everyone, open up your ethers, I’m taking us over,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “All of us?” Hugmug asked in his soft voice that contradicted his massive size.  
 
    The orc raised an eyebrow at me, and I could tell he was doubting my ability to be able to carry them all with my ether. I couldn’t blame him, it wasn’t a normal feat to pull off, so I decided to show him just how capable I was. I extended my ether to him and then levitated his massive body into the air with ease, and the orc’s eyes went wide as I spun him upside down in circles.  
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it!” the orc cried out, and I levitated him back down to the platform. He landed on his feet, but he looked like he was about to fall over from dizziness. Once he got his bearings, he turned to me with a grin. “Forgive me, good sir, I won’t doubt your magickal abilities again.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I returned the grin before I turned back to the group. “Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “Woooo!” Dagwyn cried out as she pumped a fist in the air. “Let’s go steal some motherfucking potions.” 
 
    “And fuck up some bitches,” Helera added with a grin.  
 
    “Fuck, yes.” Sevahtra smirked, and a devious glint appeared in the Matron’s eyes. “Take us up, Fynn.” 
 
    I grinned and opened my ether more, and then I levitated the whole group up into the air.  
 
    “This is fucking amazing!” Helera cried out as she floated in the air with my powers.  
 
    “No, it’s not,” Dagwyn said, and I glanced over to see her face was a strange shade of green as she kept her gaze firmly up toward the Upper Houses. Dagwyn had a thing about heights, that thing being she fucking hated them, but right now she had no choice except to suck it up and not look down.  
 
    “I’ll be fast,” I said, and I sped us up so we were practically hurtling through the air toward House Six.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach the Upper House, and I could see from afar that the security had been ramped up. All of their levitating platforms were crawling with guards, who spotted us coming a mile away. I could see them pointing at us and discussing how they were going to react to the approaching attack. 
 
    “Alright, the battle starts now,” I said to the group as I summoned magick to my fingertips in preparation for an attack.  
 
    Sure enough, I saw the guards below us start to pull arrows from their quivers. 
 
    “Fuck, yeees,” Dagwyn said, and I could see her load up her own arrow from my peripheral vision.  
 
    “Stick to the plan,” Sevahtra reminded everyone as we got closer.  
 
    “Incoming,” Hugmug grunted.  
 
    “To your left, Daggy,” Thamegazi remarked.  
 
    Seconds later, an arrow came speeding toward us, but Helera was able to parry it away with her sword as it lost momentum in the downward arc.  
 
    “Soft,” Helera scoffed as we drew nearer.  
 
    But the guards hadn’t given up yet. I watched as at least twenty of them raised their bows toward us, and I knew we wouldn’t be able to bat them all away.  
 
    It was time for a different approach.  
 
    I summoned my protective magick lessons and prepared a defensive shield. There was a loud twanging sound as the guards below released their arrows in our direction, but I encased my whole group in a protective bubble shield, and I grinned as the projectiles bounced off the light blue ball of light surrounding us.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Thamegazi asked, but there was a laugh in his voice. “This is incredible, I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” I asked with a smug smirk.  
 
    The guards below us also wore confused expressions on their faces, and I knew I’d never get tired of others’ reactions to my magick.  
 
    “Incredible,” Drindessa agreed from somewhere behind me.  
 
    “Focus, everyone,” Sevahtra said as we drew nearer to the platforms.  
 
    “Right,” I said in a serious tone. “I’m going to drop the shield when we land. Let’s get through these fuckers, then we’ll break off into our teams. Everyone ready?” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement from the group, and I could tell they were all focused on the attacking guards below us, so I sped us up. Seconds later, we landed on the platform, and I dropped the shield.  
 
    The battle began instantly.  
 
    A mass of guards descended upon us, but we were ready. Dagwyn shot arrow after arrow after arrow at the oncoming soldiers, and I watched several of them drop like flies before I was distracted by an ogre guard lumbering toward me with a morning star held above his head.  
 
    “That’s cute,” I said before I fired a ball of light at the ogre’s exposed chest.  
 
    “Unnhh!” the massive ogre guard grunted as he was knocked back a few feet from the force of my magick.  
 
    But ogres made good guards due to their thick skin and impressive tenacity, so the green-skinned monster shook off the blast and came at me again. 
 
    “Ohh, tough guy,” I said with a grin. I charged up another ball of magickal light energy, and this time I made it stronger with my enhanced ether before I launched it at the ogre’s throat.  
 
    He let out a strangled sound as he was thrown backward through the air, and he landed on the ground with a thud.  
 
    As it happened, the ogre guard landed right next to where Rilrae was standing, and the sweet-looking baker sank her sword into the ogre’s neck before he had the chance to even think about getting up. Then she pulled her sword out, and a thick stream of blood spurted from the ogre’s neck. He gurgled while he attempted to stem the flow of blood, but he didn’t stand a chance. He bled out within seconds, and Rilrae shot me a wink before she turned back to fight an oncoming duergar.  
 
    “Thanks, Raerae!” I called out, but I didn’t have any more time to express my gratitude before another guard came running at me. I could see more soldiers filing out from the door in my peripheral, and I knew we were in for quite the fight.  
 
    “I’m calling for backup!” Zephyr yelled.  
 
    I glanced in his direction to see him reach into his armor and pull out an insta-portal. The changeling chucked the device onto the ground, and a large round portal appeared. It glowed a pale blue, then there was a whirring sound, and suddenly at least fifty of our finest soldiers appeared on the platform.  
 
    “Get to work!” I commanded, and the soldiers immediately filed off the platform and joined the battle.  
 
    The sounds and smells of battle permeated the air. Metal clanking against metal, grunts and screams of pain, fresh blood flowing freely. I took in a deep breath and grinned. The Topside had its charms, but this was real drow life, and I was here for it.  
 
    But I had a mission to focus on, so I didn’t have time to wax poetic about the beauty of battle. Instead, I stuck two fingers in my mouth and let out a loud whistle.  
 
    “My team, on me! Sevahtra’s, too!” I shouted.  
 
    Dagwyn and Helera were to my left fighting a group of duergar guards, and Imrae was back to back with Nodrin as they took on a couple of orcs together. I quickly joined the sisters and helped them fight off the duergars, and by the time we battled them back, the others were ready. Zephyr had summoned more soldiers, so I felt comfortable leaving the others to it.  
 
    My team and Sevahtra’s joined me at the edge of the platform, and I didn’t waste any time. I quickly levitated all of us into the air and brought us down a level to the narrow landing platform in front of the vaults. There was a group of bloodthirsty guards waiting for us, but the adrenaline was coursing through our veins already, and we were ready to take them on.  
 
    I’d been relying on my magick up until now, but as the soldiers approached me, I reached for my sword and unsheathed it in one swift movement as an orc soldier rushed me with a dagger in each of his big, beefy hands.  
 
    The orc was quick for a creature his size. I swung my sword at him, and he caught it between the blades of his daggers and shoved it to the side. I lost my balance for a moment, but I recovered quickly and just in time to parry a dagger attack from the large orc.  
 
    “Watch it, buddy,” I said in a mocking tone as I sidestepped another attempted attack.  
 
    “Stupid drow,” the orc grumbled through his large tusks, and he spun around to face me again.  
 
    “Right, because orcs are known for their intelligence,” I fired back as I twisted my sword in the air. “Sorry, but I don’t have time for this anymore.”  
 
    I pulled my sword back behind me at a sideways angle, and then I swung my arm in a large arc and flung the sword at the orc’s face. He raised his daggers in an X in front of his face, and my sword clattered against his defense, but I already had a light ball hurtling toward his exposed stomach.  
 
    “Unnnfff!” the orc grunted as the magickal light ball hit him so hard that it flung him back against the outer stone wall of House Six.  
 
    His head hit the stone with so much force that his eyes went blank, and his legs buckled underneath him. He slid down to the ground and left a trail of blood along the stone wall, and I knew he was dead by the time he hit the ground. He fell face forward, and I grinned wildly when I saw gray brain matter leaking from his skull. I felt a weird sense of pride, like my drowness was validated by my violence and bloodlust.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to ponder this before three more soldiers descended on me, but the adrenaline and magick was coursing through me with ferocity, and I was ready for them.  
 
    A duergar charged at me with a club in his hand, and the little guy grunted as he swung it wildly at my knees. It was easy to dodge his blows, but when I hopped to the side, another duergar soldier was waiting for me. I spun out of the way of his attack, only to be met with a third duergar.  
 
    “Okay, you fuckers,” I spat as I swung my sword in the air and danced from foot to foot. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    I charged at the nearest duergar and moved like I was going for his head, but when I got close enough, I faked him out, ducked down, and swung my sword at his feet. The sharp blade of my sword sliced right through the flesh and bone of the duergar’s shins. He let out a wail as he fell to the ground, and blood gushed from his dismembered legs.  
 
    I heard another one approaching me from behind, so I spun around while still close to the ground, swung my sword in an upward arc, and landed it right under the duergar’s armpit. He grunted as I slid the sword out of the wound, and he fell to the ground and started convulsing.  
 
    “Digion!” the third duergar cried out as he rushed to the convulsing soldier’s side, but the duergar stilled and died. Then the third duergar rounded on me with fury in his eyes. “You bastard! That was my brother!” 
 
    “Well, you can join him,” I said casually, and then I suddenly rushed the duergar and drove my sword into his eyeball.  
 
    I pulled my sword out with a satisfying squelch, and the duergar dropped dead next to his lifeless brother.  
 
    “Another one bites the dust.” I grinned. 
 
    The words felt familiar to me, but I shook the thought away and turned to see the chaos surrounding me. The others were locked in battle as well, but I knew we had to get through to the vaults soon before we were overwhelmed, so I opened my ether and started blasting anyone who got in my way until I created a wide path to the vault doors.  
 
    “Come on, to the vaults!” I roared.  
 
    Everyone wrapped up their battles by killing their opponents, and there was finally enough of a lull in the battle that we could make our way through the door to the vaults. The others followed me into the earthen corridor of the vaults, and I mentally recalled the layout from the maps and followed it in my mind toward vault seven.  
 
    We ran into another group of guards on their way to us, and we took them all out pretty easily since we outnumbered them two to one. I knew we only had a few minutes before another wave of soldiers came for us, but luckily we’d reached vault seven, where the healing potions were contained.  
 
    “You got this, Fynn?” Sevahtra asked as she eyed the door.  
 
    “We’re good, you go take care of the wizard,” I said breathlessly as I reached for the handle of the wooden vault door.  
 
    “On it,” Sevahtra said, and she continued down the corridor with her team close behind her.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked my team, who were watching me expectantly.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Dagwyn said as she impatiently bounced from foot to foot. The pretty priestess was covered in our enemy’s blood from head to toe, and it was oddly charming.  
 
    “Fuck, yes,” Imrae said with a wicked grin, and I could tell the defected Darnem was just as eager to take down the Upper Houses as we were.  
 
    I twisted the handle and pushed the wooden door, but it didn’t budge.  
 
    “Fuck this,” I muttered, and I stepped back and blasted the door with a powerful ball of light energy.  
 
    The force of my magick shattered the door into smithereens, and I grinned.  
 
    “You’re really loving this new magick, aren’t you?” Helera said with a smirk.  
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” I shot back. 
 
    “Totally, I’m insanely jealous,” Helera giggled.  
 
    “I’ll show you some tricks later,” I said, and then I pushed through the blasted door.  
 
    The others followed me into the small round antechamber that had another door on the other side of the room. I quickly crossed the small space and tried the door, but it was also sealed shut, so I went through the same blasting process. I was sure there was some sort of magickal defense against intruders, but luckily my magick was strong enough to break through it now that I had my Starlyte.  
 
    I stepped through the blasted door as well and into the circular vault that was full to the brim with shelves and shelves of potions in various sizes and shapes of bottles.  
 
    “Wow,” Helera said behind me. “Impressive.” 
 
    “Calm yourself down,” Dagwyn teased her twin. “We’re not here to study.” 
 
    “Oh, man, the fun I’d have in here,” Helera said as she stepped to the nearest shelf and ran her fingers along a few of the bottles.  
 
    “No time,” I said as I approached the shelf and studied the bottles myself. “Can you tell which ones are for healing?” 
 
    “Umm, all of them, it looks like,” Helera said as she took a step back and surveyed the shelves. “At least on this side. There are varying strengths, some for minor wounds, and some for when you’re knocking on death’s door, but they all appear to be healing.” 
 
    “Alright, start gathering them,” I said, and I reached out and took as many bottles into my arms as I could. “Daggy, do you have that insta-portal? Let’s send these back to the vaults of Thirty.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve set one up for Rilrae’s bakery,” Dagwyn said as she pulled the device out of her armor. “I figured it would be a good idea to have a stash away from our Houses, just in case we get raided.” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” I said as Dagwyn tossed the device on the ground, and a portal appeared with its familiar glowing blue light. “Is there someone there to get them off the portal so we can close it?” 
 
    “Yup, sent a couple soldiers to be on standby for this reason,” Dagwyn said with a proud grin.  
 
    “Wow, I’m impressed,” Helera said as she regarded her sister.  
 
    “You always underestimate me,” Dagwyn said, but she was still grinning.  
 
    “Well, I won’t be going forward.” Helera smirked and approached the portal with an armful of potion bottles.  
 
    We all loaded as many bottles as could fit on the portal and stepped back while Dagwyn whispered a command, and then we watched as they disappeared and the portal went dark. A few moments later, the portal lit up again, which meant the soldiers on the other end had cleared it off in Rilrae’s bakery, and it was ready for another round. We loaded up a few more rounds of potions before we’d cleared the one side of the room. I tucked a few healing potions in my armor just in case, and then we moved onto the other side of the room.  
 
    “These ones all healing as well?” I asked Helera. I could tell some of them were, but I wanted the priestess to be able to flex her potion skills she worked so hard on.  
 
    “Majority,” Helera said with a nod as she surveyed the shelves.  
 
    “Fuck it, let’s take them all,” Dagwyn said, and she stepped forward and grabbed an armful.  
 
    “Not a bad idea at all,” I said, and the others and I joined her.  
 
    With a few more trips to the portal, the room was cleared of all the backup potions, hundreds and hundreds of bottles’ worth. The soldiers Dagwyn had stationed in the bakery worked quickly, and we were able to teleport them all without a hitch.  
 
    Once the final shipment was on the portal, we stepped back and watched the potion bottles disappear as the portal went dark. We waited until it lit up again, and then Dagwyn deactivated it. The portal shrank into a small device again, and the warrioress reached down and pocketed the device again.  
 
    “Good work, team,” I said with a proud grin.  
 
    “This was fun,” Imrae giggled. The poor girl had been cooped up in hiding for a while now, so I was glad to give her the chance to stretch her legs and commit some light crimes.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Now, I think we should--” 
 
    Before I got the chance to finish, I heard a bloodcurdling scream from down the hall, followed by Sevahtra’s voice.  
 
    “Nodrin! No!” 
 
    The women and I moved as one as we rushed to the door. We ran with all our might through the antechamber and out of vault six as we headed in the direction Sevahtra’s team had taken off.  
 
    “Mother!” Helera shouted, and the desperation was thick in her voice.  
 
    “Nodrin!” Dagwyn cried out.  
 
    “We’ll get them, don’t worry,” I said as we sprinted down the corridor.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to reach the vault Imrae had indicated belonged to the wizard, and as soon as we approached the open door, I could hear Sevahtra sobbing from inside. We rushed inside the door, through the small antechamber, and into the main vault, and I stopped short at the sight in front of me.  
 
    Sevahtra was sobbing over Nodrin’s body while she held his head in her lap. I could tell Nodrin was alive, but barely. He was releasing ragged, pained breaths, and there was a thin stream of blood trickling from his left nostril. On the other side of the room, the wizard of House Six, Narlros was lying dead on the floor with a dagger lodged between his eyeballs.  
 
    “Shit,” Imrae muttered as she entered the room behind me. 
 
    “Mother, what happened?” I asked as I rushed to her side and kneeled down to get a good look at the wounded Nodrin.  
 
    “That fucking bastard,” Sevahtra spat as she jerked her head at the dead wizard across the room. “He pulled off some sort of spell, I’ve never even heard of it. Nodrin just fell, and I haven’t been able to get anything out of him. He can’t talk, he can’t move, I don’t know what to do! I can’t reverse a spell I don’t know, I can’t, I don’t know--” 
 
    Sevahtra devolved into a fit of sobs that filled the room, and my heart wrenched at the sound of her pain. My Matron was usually so composed, but I reminded myself she’d lost nearly her entire family only a short time ago. 
 
    And I wasn’t going to let her lose anyone else.  
 
    “It’s okay, we’ll figure this out together,” I said as I surveyed the wounded Nodrin. “What else can you tell me about the spell? Do you remember what he said? Was there any sort of light or anything that came with it?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Sevahtra wailed, and she squeezed Nodrin’s head to her bosom.  
 
    “Mother, you need to get it together,” Dagwyn said in a surprising display of maturity and control. Then she kneeled down next to Sevahtra and took her face in her hands. “Think. Answer Fynn’s questions. Nodrin’s life depends on it.” 
 
    “H-He, umm…” Sevahtra began, but then her eyes slid down to Nodrin again and started to well with more tears.  
 
    Helera rushed to her mother’s side and put an arm around her shoulder, but Dagwyn held her ground. 
 
    “Mother!” Dagwyn said, and she shook Sevahtra’s face. “Focus! What happened when the wizard cast the spell?” 
 
    “There w-was a flash of green light,” Sevahtra said with a sniffle.  
 
    “Good,” Dagwyn encouraged. “What else?” 
 
    “Umm, whatever he said sounded like it started with an S,” Sevahtra said as she took a deep breath. “I don’t know, it all happened so fast…” 
 
    “Oh, Mother,” Helera said in a pained voice.  
 
    Dagwyn finally released Sevahtra’s face, and Helera pulled the Matron in for a hug while I gently shifted Nodrin’s head from her lap to mine.  
 
    “Okay, let’s figure this out,” I muttered to myself as I leaned down and put my ear to Nodrin’s mouth.  
 
    The wizard was still breathing, but it was weak. I racked my brain for spells that matched Sevahtra’s description, but my mind was drawing a blank.  
 
    Suddenly, I remembered all of the healing potions I’d stashed in my armor earlier, so I pulled them all out and laid them out on the ground in front of me. Imrae kneeled down next to me and surveyed the potions bottles, which were all different shapes and colors.  
 
    “Good call saving some of these,” Imrae said. “But they’re all different. Which one are you going to use?” 
 
    “Working on it now,” I said.  
 
    Suddenly, Nodrin let out a huge, gurgling cough, and blood sprayed from his mouth and spattered all over his white beard. Sevahtra let out another wail, and I knew time was running out.  
 
    “Nodrin, no,” Sevahtra sobbed, and she laid her head on his chest. “Please don’t leave me, too, I’m not ready yet.” 
 
    “Little help here, Helly,” I said in an anxious tone as I gestured her to my side.  
 
    The First Daughter was the potions expert, after all. 
 
    “What have you got?” Helera asked as she wiped away tears and joined my side to survey the bottles.  
 
    I was surprised at how well the daughters were functioning while Mother was in tatters, but we didn’t have much choice. We needed to save Nodrin.  
 
    “You tell me,” I said as I gestured to the many bottles. 
 
    “This one is for mild cuts and bruises, it won’t help us,” Helera said, and she shoved aside a small bottle filled with thick green liquid.  
 
    “And this one is for illnesses, like upset stomachs and things, right?” I asked as I grabbed a round bottle with a rosy-pink liquid.  
 
    “That’s right, that one won’t help us here,” Helera confirmed. 
 
    “It sounds like it was some pretty powerful magick,” I remarked as I tossed the pink healing potion aside. “Are any of these specifically for use against spells?” 
 
    “These two,” Helera answered, and she grabbed an oval bottle with a cerulean blue, sparkly liquid, and a heart-shaped bottle with a deep crimson liquid inside. “But they’re different, one of them is for psionic based magick, and one is for corporeal based magick. If we give him the wrong one, it could be deadly.” 
 
    “We better not fuck it up then,” I said. Then I winced as Nodrin coughed and spluttered again, and a fleck of his blood landed on my cheek.  
 
    Now that Helera had narrowed down the potions, it was my turn to add to the diagnosis. I hoped Nodrin’s mind was well enough for me to read, but I knew there was only one way to find out, so I reached down and peeled Nodrin’s eyelids open. 
 
    “Careful,” Helera gasped.  
 
    Sevahtra was still fighting back tears, and Dagwyn pulled her in for a comforting hug while she shot me a serious look over Mother’s shoulder.  
 
    “Relax, I won’t hurt him,” I said before I focused my eyes onto Nodrin’s unfocused ones as they rolled around his skull. Then I gently shook Nodrin’s head and tried to focus my psionics. 
 
    “Uuunnnnhh,” Nodrin groaned, but a moment later, I was in.  
 
    As soon as I stepped into his mind, I was assaulted with a dark energy. It was clear his mind was addled from the spell, but I needed to know what spell was cast on him, so I pushed deeper into his darkened mind.  
 
    Come on, Nodrin, give me a clue, I murmured into the wizard’s mind. Give me a clue.  
 
    Nodrin’s thoughts were clouded in pain, and I knew the poor guy was suffering, so I needed to find the source and fast. I’d practiced my psionics on Nodrin long enough now that I knew his mind well, so I made my way to the recent memory portion of his brain. After some struggle, I finally made it there, and I saw it was in tatters. His mind walls were torn down, and pain was vibrating around the area. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It was bad, but I could tell by the damage that the magick used against Nodrin was psionic-based. The spell had corrupted his mind, and it was falling apart from the inside out. If it had been corporeal-based magick, his mind would more or less be intact, and the spell would be eating his organs. But the psionic-based magick was convincing his body it was shutting down, and that’s how the physical symptoms manifested.  
 
    Now that I knew it was psionic based, I quickly pulled out of Nodrin’s mind and returned to the physical world.  
 
    “Psionic-based,” I gasped, and I clutched at my chest as a shooting pain coursed through it. I knew it was an effect of being in such close proximity to the spell that damaged Nodrin, and I had a new appreciation for the pain the wizard was going through. “It’s bad, he needs the antidote fast.” 
 
    “This one,” Helera said, and she quickly grabbed the bottle with the blue liquid.  
 
    I tipped Nodrin’s head back and held the bottom of his jaw open while Helera uncorked the potion bottle and tipped the liquid into Nodrin’s mouth. Nodrin resisted at first, but I held his head steady, and the liquid poured down his throat. He gagged and choked on the liquid, but I held his jaw shut so he was forced to take it all until he finally stilled in my arms. 
 
    There was a moment of tense silence as all of our eyes were glued to Nodrin’s face. Then the wizard’s eyes suddenly popped open, and they met mine.  
 
    “Thank Drogu for you, Fynn,” Nodrin croaked out as a small, tired smile crept across his face. “That was a close one.” 
 
    “Nodrin!” Sevahtra gasped, and her voice was ripe with relief as she threw herself across Nodrin’s chest and wept.  
 
    “Sevvy, my dear, I’m okay,” Nodrin said in a soothing tone as he held the Matron tight. “You didn’t think Fynn would let me die, did you? After I just took him Topside? Not a chance.” 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said before she took a deep breath, and then she pushed herself upright again. “Of course I had absolute faith in Fynn saving you.” 
 
    “You could tell by all the wailing,” Dagwyn teased.  
 
    “You just wait,” Sevahtra said as she narrowed her tear-swollen eyes and wagged a finger at her Second Daughter. “Wait until you’re soul bonded, and you watch your soulmate be cast upon by a terrible spell you’ve never heard of. Let’s see how pulled together you are.” 
 
    “Umm, did you not see how pulled together I was during your little freak out?” Dagwyn fired back. 
 
    “So, you weren’t concerned for my health, daughter of mine?” Nodrin asked as he pushed himself up to a seated position, and he winced as he moved. 
 
    “Of course I was,” Dagwyn said with a frown. “I still am. What hurts?” 
 
    “Everything, but it will pass,” Nodrin said with a wave of his hand, and then he glanced at the potion bottles scattered around the ground and looked up at Helera with a grin. “And I must have you to thank for your potions knowledge. Excellent work, my child.” 
 
    “You should be thanking yourself,” Helera said as she returned the grin. “You were the one who told me I had an affinity for potions when I was knee-high, and you always encouraged me to study them more.  
 
    “Clearly, that was all for my benefit, as I knew you’d be saving my life one day,” Nodrin chuckled, and the injured wizard went to stand up.  
 
    Helera and I rushed to help him, and together we pulled Nodrin to his feet. He stumbled for a second, but then he found his footing and was able to walk without our assistance.  
 
    “At least you took that guy out,” Dagwyn said as she gestured at the dead wizard across the room. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck that guy,” Helera grumbled.  
 
    “And the potions?” Sevahtra asked as she sidled up beside Nodrin to make sure he didn’t stumble again. “Did you clear the vault?” 
 
    “Yup, all the potions are safe at Rilrae’s,” Dagwyn said and lifted her chin proudly.  
 
    “Except these,” Helera said, and she bent down to scoop up the few bottles scattered around the ground.  
 
    “Hey, where’s the rest of your team?” Imrae asked suddenly with a frown. “Weren’t you with Drindessa and Zephyr?” 
 
    “This one sent them away,” Sevahtra said with an eye roll as she hooked a thumb at Nodrin. “He wanted to face off with the wizard by himself, but I refused to leave his side. Good thing I didn’t.” 
 
    “Ahh, a good old-fashioned battle royale,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Exactly,” Dagwyn said. “Whatever that is.” 
 
    “We should see how the others are faring,” Imrae said with a glance at the door as the faint sounds of battle drifted through the air.  
 
    We all made our way to the door and hurried through the antechamber and back out to the corridor outside the vaults. Imrae took the lead since she knew the layout the best, and she led us toward the spiral stone staircase to the upper atrium level. As we were climbing the steep stairs, we heard the telltale signs of someone coming down toward us, and we all braced ourselves for a fight. 
 
    But then Drindessa appeared in the stairwell, and she shot us a serrated smile.  
 
    “There you are!” Drindessa cried out. “Good to see everyone survived.” 
 
    “Just barely,” Nodrin replied with a wince. 
 
    “Oh, what happened in there?” Drindessa asked, and she frowned at Nodrin’s crumpled composure.  
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Sevahtra said quickly. “We’ll explain when we debrief. How’s it going up there?” 
 
    “It’s fantastic,” Drindessa said, and her smile returned. “We’ve got the run of the place now, House Six is under our control.” 
 
    “Excellent work,” Sevahtra said.  
 
    Nodrin suddenly coughed again, and it devolved into a fit of coughs that resulted in him bent over at the waist and gasping for air.  
 
    “Right, we’re taking you home,” Sevahtra said tersely as she slipped under Nodrin’s arm again to keep him upright.  
 
    “No, we have to--” Nodrin began, but the coughing took over again.  
 
    “Are we sure we gave him the right potion?” I muttered to Helera under my breath, but Nodrin heard and waved his hand at me.  
 
    “It’s the right potion, it was just a powerful spell, my son,” Nodrin said around his coughs. “It might take a bit longer for the effects to fully wear off, but I’m safe now, thanks to you. I’m perfectly capable of carrying on with the takedown of House Six. 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said firmly, and then she turned to Dagwyn. “I trust you can take over from here?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dagwyn said, and the Second Daughter drew herself up to her full height and puffed out her chest.  
 
    “Good.” Sevahtra nodded. “Helera, you stay with Dagwyn and make sure the transition goes smoothly. Fynn, I want you to accompany us back to House Thirty. Nodrin’s magick is compromised, and I want you with us in case we run into any more problems. Imrae, I think you should return with us for now.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother,” I said.  
 
    “Yes, Madam,” Imrae added.  
 
    “Thank you, va’ulvim,” Sevahtra said before she gestured for us to start moving again. “Does anyone have an insta-portal set up to House Thirty for us to use?” 
 
    “Here,” Dagwyn said, and she reached into her armor, pulled a device out, and handed it to me.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I clasped the device tightly as we climbed to the landing.  
 
    Once we were on flat ground, I tossed the device on the ground and activated the portal that appeared.  
 
    “Be quick, Vhondy will be itching to take us down now that we’ve taken another House,” Sevahtra said to the others.  
 
    “We will,” Helera reassured the Matron. 
 
    Then Sevahtra, Nodrin, Imrae, and I stepped onto the small portal and waved goodbye to the others before the portal was activated. The tugging sensation behind my belly button appeared as Helera, Dagwyn, and Drindessa disappeared from my vision, which went dark for a second. Then the teleportation was complete, and we were back in House Thirty in a lower vault room, but I could tell instantly something was wrong.  
 
    “It’s too quiet,” I said slowly as I stepped off the portal.  
 
    “Yes, something is off,” Sevahtra agreed.  
 
    The others quickly followed me off the portal and out of the vault room. The corridor was empty, and the vaults that had been full of soldiers and blacksmiths and things were also empty, and the contents of the room were in disarray.  
 
    “Hmmm,” I hummed, and then I made my way to the stairs and sprinted up to the main level. 
 
    As soon as I hit the landing, my fears were confirmed.  
 
    House Thirty had been raided, and there was no one alive in sight.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Fuck!” Sevahtra hissed as she reached the landing behind me. 
 
    “Tryss!” I called out instantly, and I ran in the direction of the room where the pregnant women were staying. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” Imrae gasped as she made it to the landing, too.  
 
    “Vhondryl,” Nodrin said, and his voice was full of seething anger.  
 
    I barely registered what they were saying, I was too focused on getting to Tryss, and their voices faded the further I ran away from the landing. I had to hop over dead bodies as I moved, but soon I made it to the staircase that led up to the living quarters. The pregnant women had commandeered the two largest living quarters and turned one into a big nursery and the other into a pregnancy haven filled with things to make their pregnancies more comfortable, like body pillows and salves for their expanding bellies. All I could think about was getting to that room and making sure Tryss and our unborn baby were safe. I felt the blood pounding in my ears as my feet slapped against the stone floor, and I sprinted up the steps two at a time.  
 
    I finally reached the landing, but my feet didn’t stop moving once I hit flat ground. I continued to sprint down the corridor until I reached the corner. Then I swung a hard left and looked down the stone hallway toward the two rooms, and my heart sank when I saw both doors were ajar. Surely if the women were in there, they’d have the door shut against whatever threat destroyed the House, right? Did Vhondryl follow through on her threat to kidnap all the pregnant women? Had she gone rogue and killed them? The possibilities raced through my mind as I sprinted toward the open doors.  
 
    I reached the first one, the nursery quarters, and my heart sank even further when I saw it had been turned upside down. The beautiful pram we’d been gifted by Sevahtra was in pieces, all of the baby decorations had been torn from the walls, and there were baby clothes thrown around the room.  
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed. 
 
    Then I spun and sprinted to the room next door, which had suffered a similar fate in being torn apart from top to bottom. The women were nowhere to be seen. I fell backward against the wall, slid down to the ground, and put my head in my hands as my vision faltered.  
 
    What the fuck had happened while we were gone? 
 
    Footsteps in the corridor pulled me back to reality, and I scrambled to my feet before Mother entered the room. She wasn’t going to take this well, and I couldn’t afford to display any weakness in front of her.  
 
    “Fynn!” Sevahtra called out, and I stepped out in the hallway to meet her. Our gazes met, and her eyes were full of concern. “Are they…?” 
 
    “They’re not here,” I said quickly, and I raised my hands to slow the approaching Matron down before she barreled me over.  
 
    “Where are they?” Sevahtra demanded in a high-pitched voice. 
 
    “Mother,” I said, and I reached out a reassuring hand to rest on her elbow. “You need to stay calm. They’re not here, but the place has been tossed.” 
 
    “That bitch,” Sevahtra seethed, and her body started to shake beneath my hand.  
 
    Imrae was right behind Mother and approaching us fast. I could see Nodrin approaching the room from behind Imrae, but the poor wizard was still struggling to get his full mobility back. When Imrae reached us, she stepped around us and went straight into the pregnancy room. I heard a couple things shuffling around, and then she appeared at the doorway again.  
 
    “Well, there are no dead bodies, so that’s a good sign,” the defected Upper House Darnem said in a matter-of-fact tone. Then she met my eyes and jerked her head at the room behind her. “Fynn, come take a look at this.”  
 
    I frowned, but I left Sevahtra in the hall as Nodrin finally reached us and took over the job of consoling the troubled Matron. Poor Mother had already almost lost Nodrin today, now she had to deal with the uncertainty of a daughter and family members of the alliance.  
 
    I followed Imrae into the room until she stopped in front of a large marble vanity desk with a carved oval mirror hanging over it. Imrae gestured me closer, and then she pointed to a small area on the bottom right side of the mirror.  
 
    “Is that supposed to be there?” Imrae asked.  
 
    I squinted at the area she pointed to, and it took me a second before I saw it. There was something out of place amongst the deep, ornate carving of the mirror. A small, barely discernible ‘29’ was etched into the glass, and my heart soared.  
 
    “No, that’s definitely not supposed to be there,” I said with a grin.  
 
    Of course, I should have known Tryss was too clever to get kidnapped. She had escaped with the others and left us a note telling us where she was. Of course, it could have been one of the other women, but something in my heart told me Tryss had saved them all.  
 
    “Clever,” Imrae said with a nod. 
 
    “Mother will be so relieved,” I said, and relief flooded through my own body.  
 
    Tryss was safe. Our unborn baby was safe. Sashti, the Blessed Eights, their unborn babies, Essie, and Xune. All safe, and likely due to Tryss’ quick thinking and impressive magickal skills. I couldn’t wait to wrap her in my arms.  
 
    “Relieved about what?” Sevahtra asked as she rushed into the room.  
 
    “They’re in House Twenty-Nine,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “What?” Sevahtra demanded, and her eyes narrowed. “How do you know?” 
 
    “They left a message,” I said as I gestured to the mirror.  
 
    The Matron rushed to my side and blew out a relieved sigh when she saw the etching.  
 
    “Oh, that clever girl,” Sevahtra said with a smile. 
 
    “You think it was Tryss, too, huh?” I smirked.  
 
    “Of course it was Tryss,” Sevahtra said with a wave of her hand. “She knew she had to get the message to us without using magick, in case they had devices or a wizard with them that could trace it. Tryss used to be fascinated with archaic methods of communications and secret signals. How did you know to look in the mirror?” 
 
    “Wasn’t me, it was her,” I said as I hooked a thumb at Imrae. 
 
    “My sister used to have a thing for mirrors.” Imrae shrugged. “I was surprised it wasn’t smashed in the process, so I went to check it out. Turns out it’s magickly affixed to the wall, so it wasn’t going anywhere, but that’s when I noticed the etching.” 
 
    “Good eye, Imrae,” Sevahtra said with an appreciative nod. “I’m glad you’re on our side, you’ve helped this family a lot.” 
 
    “O-Oh, thank you,” Imrae said, and the lavender-skinned woman was clearly caught off guard with the compliment.  
 
    Mother must be feeling sentimental. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get over to House Twenty-Nine to find Tryss and the others.” 
 
    “Can you get us there, Fynn?” Sevahtra asked, and her face suddenly dropped with fatigue. “Nodrin’s still weak, and I’m…” 
 
    “I got it,” I said in a reassuring tone. “Come on.” 
 
    I led Sevahtra and Imrae out of the room, and then we collected Nodrin from the hallway before we quickly made our way down to the atrium and out to the levitating platform. The air was thick with the smell of fresh blood, and we stepped over dozens of dead bodies, and not just Vhondryl’s soldiers. We’d lost a lot of our own chattel in Vhondryl’s raid, although not as many as I would expect. It seemed like Vhondryl had lost a lot more, almost as if our soldiers had been prepared for the raid. I pondered this, but one thing I knew for sure was that I was going to make sure that bitch paid. Luckily for us, we’d managed to turn enough Upper Houses to our side that we weren’t suffering for soldiers.  
 
    On the levitating platform, I opened up my enhanced ether and extended it to the others so we all floated into the air en masse. I sped across the short distance over to House Twenty-Nine, which was under Mizzy’s rule, and I landed us on the platform outside the atrium level with ease. Our feet had barely touched the ground before I took off toward the entrance.  
 
    “Tryss!” I called out as I pushed through the ornate double doors.  
 
    My footsteps echoed through the empty atrium, and there was no sight of Tryss or the others, so I headed for the nearest staircase across the room. I heard footsteps approaching quickly behind me, and I saw Imrae jogging to catch up, so I stopped at the staircase and waited for Imrae to join me seconds later.  
 
    “Which one do you want to take?” Imrae asked as she looked toward the staircase that led up to the living quarters, then toward the staircase that led down to the vaults and dungeons.  
 
    “I’ll go up,” I said, and I didn’t wait for Imrae’s response before I started bounding up the stairs two at a time. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go down!” Imrae called after me, but I was already halfway up the staircase by then.  
 
    I made it to the landing to see the darkened corridor stretched out in front of me. Mizzy’s House had been demolished by Elvy Kun-Valdar before she joined the alliance, and we were still in the process of restoring it. Physically, it was looking great. We just hadn’t had time to move in our spare chattel, and Mizzy still had a long way to go in building her House back up through her bloodline. Since the living quarters were largely uninhabited, I knew I should be able to tell pretty quickly if anyone was up here.  
 
    “Tryss!” I called out into the darkened hallway as I started to make my way down it. “Are you here?” 
 
    I pushed in the first two doors, but the rooms were empty. Just as I was about to push the third door open, I heard a door down the corridor swing open. I whipped my head around to watch as the door creaked open, and a tiny pale face appeared at the bottom of it.  
 
    “Fynn!” Essie cried out as the door swung open fully, and the tiny Aseni toddler came running down the hallway.  
 
    “Essie,” I breathed as my body flooded with relief. I dropped to my knees, and the toddler ran into my arms as the other women appeared at the doorway.  
 
    “You found us!” Tryss smiled gleefully, and she rested a hand on her swollen belly as she made her way down the hall toward us.  
 
    Sashti appeared behind Tryss, and Xune was clinging to her neck tightly.  
 
    I scooped Essie up and stood. Then I closed the short distance between Tryss and me, and as soon as I was close enough, I pulled Tryss in for a hug and a kiss.  
 
    “Hey, you’re cwushing meee,” Essie complained as she wriggled in my arms. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” I chuckled, and I leaned away from Tryss to give the pale toddler some breathing room. Then I reached a hand out and caressed Tryss’ cheek.  
 
    “Mmmm,” my lover hummed as she closed her eyes and leaned into the caress. 
 
    “I was so worried about you,” I said as I watched her beautiful face closely.  
 
    “Worried?” Tryss echoed in a teasing tone as her eyes popped open, and she met my gaze. “You think I can’t handle a little raid?” 
 
    “Oh, I know you can,” I said with a smile, and I dropped my hand to adjust the wriggling Essie in my arms. “But I came back to an empty House, except for all the dead bodies everywhere. I won’t apologize for being worried about you and our baby. 
 
    I reached a hand out and rested it on Tryss’ belly, and the baby bump was a lot more prominent than I recalled it being before the raid. I frowned and opened my mouth to comment, but a sound behind us interrupted me before I could start.  
 
    I spun around to see Sevahtra approaching us from the other end of the hallway.  
 
    “There you are,” the Matron said, and I could tell she was trying to mask the relief in her voice. “You had us worried for a second.” 
 
    “That’s what Fynn was just saying,” Tryss said, and she stepped around me and embraced our Matron warmly. “I told him you should know better than to doubt my abilities during a little raid.” 
 
    “And I’m sure he told you that your abilities weren’t in question,” Sevahtra responded as she pulled her daughter close.  
 
    “He mentioned that, too,” Tryss giggled, and then she pulled away from the embrace and laid a hand on her large baby bump.  
 
    There was a shuffling sound at the doorway, and when I glanced over to see the Blessed Eights standing at the doorway, their bellies had gotten so large, they looked like they were about to pop. Then I glanced over at Sashti, and I noticed her bump was larger, too. I frowned and turned to Tryss, but my purple-skinned lover was already looking at me with a wide grin across her face and a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “You know something I don’t know,” I said in a fake suspicious tone.  
 
    Essie wriggled in my arms some more, so I placed her on the ground, and the toddler ran to Sashti and wrapped her arms around her mother’s legs.  
 
    “Maybe,” Tryss teased.  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Sevahtra said with a mischievous grin of her own. “Fynn, I think Tryss and the others have some things to tell you about. Vhondy will most likely need some time to reorient herself now that we’ve taken out House Six, so how about I take the young ones off your hands and give you some time to talk? Nodrin is waiting in the atrium anyway, and Imrae needs to know you’re safe, too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mother,” Tryss said.  
 
    “Come on, little ones,” Sevahtra said, and she stepped toward the two toddlers, who were still wrapped around Sashti.  
 
    Mother held her arms out, and Xune shot Sashti an uncertain look, but the Aseni woman nodded and assured the toddler it was safe until the child finally relented and shifted into Sevahtra’s arms.  
 
    “Mommy, I want to stay with you and Fynn,” Essie whined in a high-pitched voice as she tugged at Sashti’s dress. “Pwease, Mommy.” 
 
    “We won’t be long, baby,” Sashti said, and she scooped Essie into her arms and then handed her over to Sevahtra.  
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve held this many babies at once,” Sevahtra said, and her expression was soft as she gazed at Essie and Xune.  
 
    “There will be plenty of babies to hold soon enough,” Tryss said as she rubbed her belly and shot me a wink.  
 
    “Let’s go find some sweets for you two, what do you say?” Sevahtra asked as she bounced the toddlers in her arms.  
 
    “Yayyyy!” the children chorused as they shook their tiny fists in the air.  
 
    “Oh, Sevvy, no, they have to--” 
 
    “Eh, eh,” Sevahtra said and shook her head at Sashti. “I won’t tell you how to parent, and you won’t tell me how to grandparent, thank you very much. Grandmas are here to spoil, and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    On that note, Sevahtra spun and headed back toward the staircase as she bounced the toddlers, and they all chanted ‘candy, candy, candy.’ 
 
    We watched them disappear down the staircase, and then I turned back to the others. I opened my mouth again to speak, but Tryss gestured me inside.  
 
    “Come on, we have a lot to talk about,” she said. 
 
    I followed her into the room, and I glanced around to see they had already done a pretty good job of recreating the pregnancy room in House Thirty.  
 
    Tryss gestured for me to sit on the red plush velvet couch. I did as I was told as Tryss disappeared into a side room, and I heard the sounds of tea being made. The Blessed Eights waddled over to the couch across from me and slowly lowered themselves down, while Sashti took a seat on the floor in front of the coffee table between the couches.  
 
    “You don’t have to sit on the floor, here,” I said as I stood up and reached a hand out to Sashti, but she waved it away.  
 
    “I prefer the floor,” the pale Aseni woman said. “Maybe it was all that time spent in the mirror chamber, but I’m perfectly comfortable down here.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…” 
 
    “Quite sure, but thank you, Fynn,” Sashti said, and her smile lit up her pretty face. 
 
    Tryss reappeared in the room then, and she carried a tray of teacups and a big teapot. She laid it on the wooden coffee table and started to pass out the teacups, and once we all had a mug of warm liquid in our hands, Tryss finally sat down and turned to face me.  
 
    “What happened back at Station Thirty?” I asked before she could say anything. “I’m so grateful everyone is okay, but what happened when we left?” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t long after you left that we noticed something was off,” Tryss said as she rolled her mug around in her hands. “I can’t exactly explain it, but the air was different.” 
 
    “The air?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s the pregnancies,” Sashti explained as she gently blew on the tea in her mug. “Our senses are heightened while we’re pregnant, and about half an hour after you left, we all started to feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “All of you?” I asked as I glanced around at the four pregnant women.  
 
    The Blessed Eight twins nodded while they sipped their tea in unison.  
 
    “We knew something was off if we were all feeling it,” Tryss continued.  
 
    “So, we sent a soldier to check the perimeter,” Sashti explained. “He did a few laps, and on the third one, he noticed the House was being watched.” 
 
    “Vhondryl,” I spat.  
 
    “One of her men, anyway,” Sashti said. “And we knew then that a raid was coming soon.” 
 
    “So you got out of there?” I concluded. 
 
    “Well, we let the soldiers know a raid was coming first, of course,” Tryss said, and then her eyes went wide. “I hope we didn’t lose too many resources. Did you get a chance to survey the damage to House Thirty?” 
 
    “Only a bit, I was too worried about you lot,” I said with a gesture around at the women. “We lost some soldiers, and the House was tossed, but it could have been a lot worse. I noticed a lot more dead bodies wearing Vhondryl’s insignia than ours, so that’s a good sign.” 
 
    “Good,” Tryss sighed.  
 
    “How did you make it over here without being seen, though?” I asked with a frown. “And why didn’t Vhondryl raid the surrounding Houses when she didn’t find anyone in House Thirty?” 
 
    “Greenie,” Tryss said with a grin.  
 
    “My girl,” I said as I clutched my chest. I felt a wave of relief, which overshadowed the guilt I felt about not thinking about her in the first place, but I was sure she’d forgive me. She would understand I was too worried about Tryss and our baby. “She got you all over here without being seen?” 
 
    “She’s a clever girl,” Tryss said. “It took a couple trips, but she found the most discreet path for us. She’s currently camped out in one of the vaults with plenty of crickets and sugar cubes.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a grin. “And what about…” 
 
    “Vhondryl herself wasn’t there,” Sashti said with a shake of her head. “We kept an eye on the raid through an impressive work of magick on Tryss’ part.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said with a grin aimed at my lover.  
 
    “It was no big deal.” Tryss waved her hand dismissively. “Just a little question of setting up a visual portal attached to the side of House Thirty. Discreetly, of course. Then we were able to get a live view from the connected portal here.” 
 
    “Visual portal, very impressive,” I said. “Those are hard to get right.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it wasn’t a big raiding party,” Tryss continued. “My guess is they didn’t have the manpower with them to raid the surrounding Houses, and Vhondryl wasn’t there to give them their orders, so they stuck to their original orders and reported back to her after the raid.” 
 
    As she spoke, my pregnant lover rested her hand on her swollen baby bump and rubbed it around in small circles, and my curiosity couldn’t contain itself anymore.  
 
    “Now, I know you weren’t that big when I left for my raid.” I gestured to her belly, and my eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “Did something happen? Did that bitch…?” 
 
    “No, it has nothing to do with Vhondy,” Tryss said with a grin. “Well, in a way, maybe it kind of does, but not in a bad way.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, and Tryss giggled.  
 
    “Oh, tell the poor male,” Sashti said with a chuckle of her own.  
 
    “But this is so fun.” Tryss smirked.  
 
    “I’m so confused,” I said with a shake of my head.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” Tryss said as she placed her teacup down on the table and turned her body to face mine. “Before you left, Mother gave us permission to magickly enhance our pregnancies. Helly brewed us up the potion a couple nights ago, just in case, but when you were on the Topside, Mother agreed it would be better if we gave birth as soon as possible. Since Vhondryl had threatened us so specifically, we figured it would be safer to give birth and keep the babies safe than risk being captured while we were pregnant.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I said as I leaned over and rested a hand on her huge belly. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You had enough to worry about,” Tryss said gently. “But it’s fine now. We’re all safe, and it won’t be too long until we can finally meet our little one.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I rubbed my hand across her bump. I glanced over at Sashti and her bigger bump, then at the twins with the biggest bumps of them all. I eyed the Blessed Eights’ giant bellies curiously, and I tilted my head as a thought occurred to me. I raised my eyes to meet their gaze, and the twins were already grinning at me. “You’re not…” 
 
    “Carrying twins?” the flaxen-haired women said in unison.  
 
    “Sure are,” Tasi added with a proud smile.  
 
    “Both of us,” Eli confirmed. 
 
     The pregnant women all had their hands on their swollen bellies, and I suddenly felt a tightening in my crotch. All of these women were carrying my seed, and I couldn’t help but smile at the thought.  
 
    “Pretty amazing, huh?” Tryss asked, and I glanced up to see her eyes were darkened with lust, and her skin suddenly felt electric underneath my touch.  
 
    “Incredible,” I agreed with a grin.  
 
    “I think we should celebrate,” Tryss said, and she suddenly leaned forward and wrapped her hands around my growing cock. Then she glanced at the other women and raised an eyebrow. “What do you think, ladies?” 
 
    I looked over to see the three other pregnant women staring at me with hungry eyes. They laid their teacups on the table and shifted their weight closer to me.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Sashti said with a grin.  
 
    Suddenly, all four pregnant women were gathered around me, and their hands pushed me down so I was lying flat on my back across the couch.  
 
    “Celebrate, indeed.” I grinned up at them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Four pairs of hands caressed my body as my penis grew to full strength. I was still wearing some armor from the raids, but I quickly stood and peeled everything off so I was standing stark naked in the middle of the four pregnant women. The sight of their pregnant bellies stretching the fabric of their dresses was driving me crazy, and I wanted nothing more than to run my hands across their beautiful pregnant skin.  
 
    “Fuck, I forgot how impressive it was,” Tasi said, and the golden-haired twins eyed my erect cock greedily. 
 
    “Mmm, I didn’t,” Esi said, and the other twin reached out and started to stroke the soft skin of my hard dick. 
 
    “I can never forget,” Tryss purred as she pulled me back down to the couch and started to kiss my neck and ear.  
 
    “Get these off,” I said, and I tugged at Tryss’ dress and glanced at the others so they knew I meant all of them, too.  
 
    “Why, you want to see our big bellies?” Tasi purred.  
 
    “Fuck, yes, I do,” I breathed.  
 
    The women giggled and exchanged glances. Then they all stood in a line in front of me and one by one stripped their thin dresses from their pregnant bodies.  
 
    Tasi and Eli’s bellies were the biggest. I could see gentle stretch marks around the side of their stomachs, and my cock twitched at the sight of my first conquests. Sashti’s belly was the next biggest, and her pale skin was stretched delicately across her stomach so much that I could see her vascular network beneath her skin. Then came Tryss, who had the smallest belly, but not by much. All of the women’s breasts were also swollen to almost twice the size they were when I knocked them up, and the sight of all four women carrying my seed so obviously was almost enough to make me cum without touching them. 
 
    Almost.  
 
    “Voids, you’re all so beautiful,” I murmured, and I scooted to the edge of the couch.  
 
    Tryss was the farthest to my left, then there was Sashti, then Tasi, then Eli. I grabbed Tryss’ wrist and Eli’s wrist, and I pulled them closer to me so there was a semicircle of pregnant women surrounding my face. Once all of their big bellies were close to my face, I took my time worshiping each one of them.  
 
    I started with the biggest. I rubbed my hands all over Eli’s giant bump, and I enjoyed the sensation of her smooth, taut skin under my hands. Then I pushed my face into her belly, breathed in deeply, and dragged my tongue across her belly button.  
 
    “Unnnghh,” Eli moaned as she clutched at my shoulders, and her knees started to shake.  
 
    I grinned and then moved onto Tasi’s belly. I gave her the same treatment as I massaged her belly and buried my face in the evidence of my growing seed. The flaxen-haired twin had a similar reaction to her sister, and I could tell the Blessed Eights were as horny for me now as the night I’d impregnated them both.  
 
    After a few moments, I moved onto Sashti and her swollen belly. Her pale blue skin looked so delicate that I made sure my touch was gentler as I slid a hand over her bump. It was as smooth as glass, and I just couldn’t get enough of it. My hands roved all over her belly and up to her swollen breasts while Sashti leaned her head back and moaned. My cock was diamond hard as I worshiped the pale pregnant belly, and I was aching to bury my cock into one of these pregnant women.  
 
    Finally, I turned to Tryss last and grinned. Of course, I was thrilled about all of these beautiful knocked-up women, but Tryss was different. She was special. This baby was made from love, not a political power move, and that made this even more exciting. I laid a hand on either side of Tryss’ swollen belly and slid my hands up and down. I suddenly felt a flutter underneath my left hand, and I glanced up at Tryss.  
 
    “The baby kicked,” Tryss said, and her eyes swam with tears. “Our baby, Fynn.” 
 
    “Voids, I love you so much,” I said as I smiled wide at the sensation.  
 
    I took extra time with Tryss’ belly, and I covered her smooth, swollen stomach with kisses as I rubbed small circles around the sides of her belly that protruded away from her torso.  
 
    “Mmmm, that’s nice to watch,” Sashti murmured, and I looked over to see the pale woman watching me worship Tryss’ pregnant belly while she rubbed her own bump with both hands.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” the Blessed Eights added in unison, and both twins were cupping their bellies, too.  
 
    “Fuck, this is too much,” I said as I reached out and rubbed a hand across all four bellies in a row.  
 
    “Let us take care of it, then.” Sashti grinned before she reached out and gently pushed me back against the couch. Then the pale woman lowered herself down so she was kneeling in front of me, and she positioned herself with perfect access to my cock.  
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed as Sashti wrapped her hands around my dick.  
 
    Tryss joined me on the couch and kneeled next to me so her pregnant belly was pushed against my side, and Eli kneeled down on my other side so that I had a big belly on either side of me. Then Tasi positioned herself behind Sashti, and she reached her hands around to cup Sashti’s huge, milk-filled tits as Sashti lowered her mouth over my rock-hard cock.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuck,” I groaned as Sashti’s hot, wet mouth wrapped around my shaft and started working up and down.  
 
    Tryss and Eli pushed their bellies against me, and I reached a hand out to rub each belly back and forth while I enjoyed Sashti’s mouth. Sashti hummed in delight as Tasi played with her tits, which made her suck my cock even more enthusiastically.  
 
    “Voids, you’re so sexy,” Tryss murmured in my ear. “I love watching you get your cock sucked.” 
 
    “Have you seen yourself?” I fired back as I drank in the sight of Tryss’ body. “I’m going to keep you pregnant forever, you’re so beautiful when you’re carrying my baby.” 
 
    “Oh, Fynn,” Tryss gasped, and she suddenly grabbed my hand and shoved it between her legs.  
 
    Her pussy was already dripping wet, and I wasted no time in getting two fingers up inside of her. Tryss gasped again and clutched at my shoulders, and she dug her fingernails into my skin as I started working my fingers in and out of her tight, wet hole.  
 
    “What about me?” Eli pouted, but she didn’t wait for an answer. The golden-haired twin just grabbed my other hand and pressed it against her feminine mound.  
 
    “Didn’t mean to leave you out,” I said with a grin, and I moved my hand down and found her hole open and waiting for me.  
 
    I slid two fingers inside of her, and I growled as I fingered both pregnant women at the same time. Tryss and Eli moaned like crazy as my fingers became saturated with the juices of their hungry pussies, and Sashti continued to suck my cock while Tasi leaned over Sashti’s shoulder and started to bite it gently. 
 
    The sounds of all four pregnant women moaning were driving me crazy, and I was pretty sure my cock had never been bigger or harder. Sashti’s eyes were swimming with tears as she struggled to take it all at once, but that didn’t slow her down. She worked her eager mouth up and down my shaft while Tasi continued to play with her huge, round tits, and we continued like this for a few more glorious minutes until Tryss got impatient.  
 
    “Fynn, I need your cock inside me,” Tryss whispered into my ear.  
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I said.  
 
    Sashti pulled away from my cock, and I felt the cool air against where her hot mouth had been a second ago. Not for long, though, because Tryss quickly swung a leg over my lap and straddled me. Then Tryss tipped my head back and looked deep into my eyes as she lowered herself onto my hard, wet cock.  
 
    “Wowww,” Tryss whimpered as I filled every inch of her tight, wet pussy with my eager erection. 
 
    Sashti shifted so she took the place next to me where Tryss had just been, and Tasi stood up and situated herself behind Tryss. Then the Blessed Eight twin wrapped her arms around Tryss’ torso and squeezed her engorged tits.  
 
    “You love those big, pregnant tits, don’t you?” I asked the twin with a smirk.  
 
    “Sooo much,” Tasi purred before she wrapped her head around Tryss’ torso and started to suck on one of her erect purple nipples while Tryss rocked her hips back and forth on my cock.  
 
    “Voids,” Tryss moaned as she tossed her head back in ecstasy and rode me even harder.  
 
    “You look incredible,” I said through gritted teeth as her tight pussy gripped my cock. Then I reached out and ran my hands all over Tryss’ giant belly that was swollen with my seed.  
 
    “You feel incredible,” Tryss fired back, and her hips ground down on me even harder while Tasi continued to suck on her nipple. 
 
    “Mmm, I want a taste of those beautiful tits,” Eli said, and she shifted herself so she could position her mouth over Tryss’ other nipple. 
 
    “Ooooohhhh!” Tryss cried out when Eli started to suck her nipple.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I murmured as I enjoyed the sight of Tryss riding my cock while the pregnant twins sucked on her tits. Then Sashti lowered her head and started to nibble at my neck while I continued to rub Tryss’ huge belly.  
 
    “You know you need to knock us all up again,” Sashti whispered into my ear, and the words sent a shiver down my spine. “We all want your seed again as soon as these babies are out.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I gasped as Tryss started to bounce faster up and down on my cock.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Sashti sighed as she nibbled some more. “It was all we could talk about while you were at the raid.” 
 
    “It’s… true…” Tryss said between bounces. Then she threw her head backwards and squeezed her eyes shut. “We… need… your… seed… aaaaaaahhhhh!” 
 
    Tryss suddenly convulsed as an orgasm rocked through her body, and a rush of juices dripped from her tight pussy and rolled down over my cock and balls. I held her waist and pushed her down harder on my cock as the twins continued to suck her sensitive nipples, and Tryss’ eyes watered from the force of her orgasm. Once her body stopped rocking, she fell forward, and it took all of us to hold her up so she didn’t collapse on top of me. We managed to hold her limp body up while she grinned with her eyes closed.  
 
    “Enjoying yourself, babe?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” Tryss answered as she finally opened her eyes and met my gaze. “My orgasms are so much more intense when I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Another reason to keep you knocked up forever,” I said as Tryss moved to climb off me, and Sashti scooted out of the way to give her some space.  
 
    “No complaints from me,” Tryss giggled and flopped down on the couch beside me.  
 
    Just then, Sashti rose and stepped in front of me with a devilish grin.  
 
    “My turn,” the pale Aseni woman said, and she started to climb up on my lap where my rock-hard cock was still pointed at the ceiling.  
 
    “Be my guest.” I grinned as Sashti straddled me and hovered over my cock for a second.  
 
    Tasi reached out and grabbed my erection and held it steady as Sashti guided her hole above it, and then the pale woman looked me in the eyes as she lowered herself onto it.  
 
    “Unnghh,” I groaned as Sashti’s wet pussy wrapped around my cock.  
 
    The twins immediately covered Sashti’s pale lavender nipples with their mouths, and Sashti groaned as she started to work her hips on my cock, too. Tryss leaned back on the couch and watched the scene while she spread her legs and started to rub her swollen clit. I caressed Sashti’s pregnant belly while she rode me until I got the intense desire to lay her on her back and watch her beautiful, milk-filled tits bounce while I fucked her.  
 
    I reached up and gently pushed the twins away from Sashti’s nipples, and then I stood, lifted Sashti in my arms, spun around, and gently laid her on her back across the couch. Then I bent my knees and entered her again. 
 
    “Fuck, that was hot,” Tryss groaned as she worked her clit even faster between her fingers.  
 
    “Beautiful,” the twins breathed at the same time, and they moved to each side of Sashti so they could continue sucking on her bouncing tits.  
 
    “Voids,” I muttered as I worked my long, hard shaft in and out of Sashti’s pale pussy. Her tits looked incredible, especially when they filled the twins’ mouths. I laid both my hands on Sashti’s big belly while I fucked her hard.  
 
    “Fuck, Fynn!” Sashti gasped as she wrapped her fingers through the twins’ hair, but her eyes were locked on mine. “Give it to me harder.” 
 
    “Unnghh,” I groaned as my cock got even harder at her words. I pulled my hips back even farther and drove my shaft as deep as I could into the pale woman’s pregnant pussy. 
 
    “Yes, Fynn,” Tryss breathed, and I glanced over to see my lover’s wide eyes watching my cock penetrate her friend. “Fuck her harder.” 
 
    “As you wish,” I said through gritted teeth, and I slammed into Sashti as hard as I could as her lust-filled screams filled the room.  
 
    “I’m going to cum!” Sashti gasped, and I made sure to maintain my hard, fast rhythm as the twins worked their tongues over Sashti’s hard nipples.  
 
    “Do it,” I commanded. “Cum all over this cock that knocked you up.” 
 
    “O-O-Ohhh, y-y-yesssss!” Sashti cried out, and her back arched so much that my cock almost slipped out. Then her body slammed against the couch again, and I could tell her orgasm was coursing through her body as she lost control of her limbs and started to shake.  
 
    Once her body stilled, she shimmied away from my cock and breathed heavily as she laid her head back against the couch.  
 
    “Incredible,” the twins whispered in unison, and I turned my hungry gaze onto them. 
 
    “Your turn,” I rumbled.  
 
    “We might be too far along to be able to handle all of that,” Eli said as she took in the sight of my massive, throbbing erection.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I have another plan,” I said, and I gently pushed the two sisters down on the couch so they were on their backs.  
 
    The Blessed Eights were lying in front of me with their legs spread open, and I could already see their sangria-colored pussies were swollen, wet, and eagerly waiting for some action.  
 
    Sashti and Tryss read the situation quickly, and Tryss positioned herself over Eli’s body while Sashti shifted and leaned over Tasi’s body. Sashti and Tryss started to cup and rub the Blessed Eights’ tits and bellies while I found their clits with my thumbs and started working their pussies at the same time.  
 
    “Ooohhhh,” the twins moaned in unison, and I had to admit it was hot as fuck that they were so in sync, even with their pleasure.  
 
    I continued working their clits with my thumbs as I inserted my middle and forefingers into their tight, tight holes. They groaned as I moved in and out of them, and both of their pussies gushed with wet, fragrant juices.  
 
    I could tell they were pretty close to orgasming already.  
 
    “Excited, are we?” I teased as I worked their pussies harder and faster. 
 
    “Yes!” they gasped together.  
 
    “Watching you fuck them…” Eli breathed as she lazily gestured to the other two women.  
 
    “It’s a work of art,” Tasi finished.  
 
    Tryss and Sashti exchanged delighted glances as they nibbled the twins’ nipples, and I leaned down to kiss their huge bellies while I continued to thrust my fingers in and out of them.  
 
    “You’re all so fucking beautiful,” I groaned as the twins bucked their hips in rhythm with my fingers.  
 
    “And you’re incredible,” the twins said together. Then they both wrapped their fingers through the other women’s hair as their bodies tensed.  
 
    “Yes,” I encouraged since I knew they were about to cum. “Cum for me. Cum for me, and I’ll give you my seed again.” 
 
    “Oh, Fynn!” the twins cried out in unison as they reached completion.  
 
    Their pussies let out waterfalls of cum that dripped down to my wrists, and their bodies bucked in the same way as sweat beaded across their foreheads from the force of their orgasms.  
 
    I continued to gently caress their sensitive clits while I watched their huge bellies rise and fall with their labored breathing. Then Tryss and Sashti leaned back, and their baby bumps were crowded together, and I suddenly knew what I needed to do. 
 
    I needed to spread my seed across all of these pregnant bellies.  
 
    “Fuck,” I said through gritted teeth as my erection pointed straight up. I stood up to my full height and started to stroke my cock back and forth.  
 
    Tryss caught on instantly, and she gave me a sexy look as she started to rub her big belly. The other women took the cue from Tryss, and I watched as all four pregnant women started to rub their own bellies, then each other’s. I felt the orgasm rush from my balls to the tip of my penis, but I wanted to enjoy the sight a bit longer.  
 
    “Look at us all,” Tryss said in a husky voice as she ran her hands along Eli’s huge stomach. “Look at all these babies you put inside of us. You and your seed, Fynn.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to have your baby,” Sashti added as she slowly ran her long fingers around her stomach.  
 
    “I need your seed inside me always,” Eli said as she cupped a milk-filled breast with one hand and rubbed her belly with the other.  
 
    “Same,” Tasi said, and she grinned at me while she leaned over and dragged a tongue over Sashti’s huge belly.  
 
    “Voids,” I muttered, and I was so turned on, I almost couldn’t see straight. I tugged my throbbing erection some more until I knew I was about to explode.  
 
    Tryss recognized the look instantly, and she swatted everyone’s hands away and adjusted so she was flat on her back.  
 
    “Cum on our huge pregnant bellies, Fynn,” Tryss breathed.  
 
    Her words tipped me over the edge, and my orgasm exploded from the tip of my engorged cock.  
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” I groaned as I guided my cock across all four women so that my pearly-white seed sprayed out over each of their bellies.  
 
    They all reached down in unison and rubbed my warm cum right into the skin of their huge, swollen bellies, and I squeezed every last drop of cum out of my cock. Once it finally stopped coming out, I sank down on the couch between the pile of pregnant women to catch my breath. They all leaned over me until I felt their big bellies press against me, and I sighed contentedly as I enjoyed the aftershocks of my orgasm.  
 
    “That was…” I began.  
 
    “Incredible,” the Blessed Eights said in unison.  
 
    “Absolutely incredible,” Sashti sighed with a smile on her face.  
 
    “Really, I think we should all be pregnant at the same time always and do that, like, all the time.” Tryss giggled as she nuzzled into my neck.  
 
    “I’m more than happy to keep you all pregnant and do that as many times as you’d like,” I said. “I’ll breed you all for as long as you’re breedable.” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Tryss murmured, and I noticed her voice sounded tired.  
 
    “Sleepy?” I teased.  
 
    “After that?” Tryss giggled again. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “A bit, but I could go again,” I said as I reached down to cup Tryss’ ass in one hand and Sashti’s ass in the other. 
 
    “I’m up for it,” Sashti said as she wiggled her ass in my hand and started to nibble on my chest.  
 
    I felt my cock twitch again as the women started to gyrate against me again, but a sudden, frantic knock at the door killed the mood in its place.  
 
    “Fynn? Tryss?” Imrae’s voice called out from the other side of the door. “Mother Sevahtra needs you downstairs right now. It’s urgent.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Coming!” I called out.  
 
    “Again?” Tryss asked, and the women all giggled.  
 
    “Soon,” I said with a grin, and I peeled myself off the pile of pregnant women. Then I reached a hand down and helped Tryss up, too.  
 
    “We’ll be waiting,” the Blessed Eight twins sang in unison.  
 
    At first, I’d always thought their way of speaking in unison and finishing each other’s sentences was creepy, but in the context of sex, it was hot as fuck, and I was definitely up for another orgy of pregnant women that included them.  
 
    “Looking forward to it.” I smirked.  
 
    “Do you want us to come with you?” Sashti asked as she shifted position on the couch.  
 
    “No, you three stay here, clean yourselves off, take your time,” I said as I picked up Tryss’ dress from the floor and handed it to her. “You and I should get down there, though. There’s still a war approaching, and I’m not sure how kindly Mother and the others would take ‘pregnant orgy’ as an excuse.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Tryss said as she took her dress from me.  
 
    “Okay, we’ll be down after that,” Sashti said as she rose from the couch and headed toward the en-suite bathroom.  
 
    “No rush,” I said.  
 
    And there really wasn’t. The pregnant women definitely wouldn’t be involved in any sort of battles or strategizing now that their pregnancies had been sped up.  
 
    Suddenly, Imrae banged on the door again, and I winced.  
 
    “Not for you, anyway, but we better get going, Tryss,” I added. 
 
    “Sash, I’m using your dress to clean off!” Tryss called out, and she picked up Sashti’s pink dress and wiped my drying cum off her big belly. “Sorry!” 
 
    “It’s fine, I’ve got more!” Sashti called back from the other room.  
 
    “Are you two okay?” I frowned as I noticed the Blessed Eights hadn’t moved from the couch yet. They were still lying on their backs with their knees spread apart and their hands on their bellies. It was a fantastic sight, but I needed to make sure their intense orgasms hadn’t knocked them out. 
 
    “Yup, we just need a minute,” Eli said. “It’s tiring carrying your babies around, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not sorry,” I said, and I reached down to cup the two huge pregnant bellies in my hands one last time before I turned to the door and gestured for Tryss to follow me. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    We hurried to the door and pulled it open to see Imrae standing there with her hand poised to knock again.  
 
    “Oh, there you are,” she said, and she dropped her hand to her side. “Sorry for being so persistent, but Sevahtra is pretty eager to speak to you.” 
 
    “About what?” I asked as we stepped out of the room, and I pulled the door shut behind us to give the other women some privacy while they cleaned the remnants of my orgasm off their pregnant bodies.  
 
    “I might know somewhere safe for the pregnant women and kids to hide,” Imrae said as she led the way down the corridor toward the staircase. “But I’ll let Sevahtra give you the details. I think she would like to feel in control again.” 
 
    “Good call, Im,” I said as I laid a hand on her lower back. 
 
    “Oh.” Imrae suddenly glanced between Tryss and me with a wide grin as she took in our disheveled, sweaty appearances. “I’m sorry, did I interrupt something?” 
 
    “Actually, no, perfect timing,” I said as Tryss and I exchanged sly glances.  
 
    “Lucky,” Imrae muttered with a sideways glance at Tryss, but Tryss didn’t take it to heart.  
 
    Instead, she nudged Imrae with an elbow and grinned.  
 
    “I’m sure Fynn is up for some more fun once he’s recovered,” Tryss said playfully. “Right, lover?” 
 
    “Always.” I chuckled as I laced my fingers through Tryss’.  
 
    It wasn’t too long ago that Tryss would be overtaken with jealousy at the thought of me with another woman, but she’d gotten over that as her maternal instincts took over. As long as she was able to bear my seed, she didn’t mind about my extracurricular activities with the others.  
 
    “Are the others back?” Tryss asked Imrae as we started to descend the staircase.  
 
    “Yes, we sent a soldier to wait for them at Thirty, and he brought them all back about fifteen minutes ago,” Imrae explained.  
 
    “Good, we can debrief,” I said as we reached the landing of the atrium. 
 
    We followed Imrae through the atrium and to the right toward the banquet hall, where the other teams were sitting around a long wooden table still wearing their battle armor flecked with blood. Their heads turned when we entered the dining hall, and their faces flooded with relief when they saw Tryss.  
 
    “Thank Drogu,” Helera said as she rushed to her pregnant sister’s side and embraced her in a side hug.  
 
    “What?” Tryss chuckled as she returned the hug. “Surely Mother told you I was fine. We all are.” 
 
    “Yes, but I didn’t want to believe it until I laid eyes on you,” Helera said as she pulled away, and I noticed her eyes were teary.  
 
    “Thirty was a fucking mess,” Dagwyn said as she joined the other two sisters. She gave Tryss a quick hug and then turned back to the table to hide her tears. “Would’ve sucked to see you lost in it.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for caring, but I’m fine,” Tryss reiterated, and she shot me a wink. “More than fine.” 
 
     I returned the wink as I led Tryss by the hand to the table where everyone else was gathered. Drindessa, Rilrae, and Zephyr were looking worse for wear with their faces splattered in blood. Zephyr even wore a deep gash across his cheek, but when I gave him an inquisitive look, he waved it off silently and mouthed that he was fine. Hugmug, the large blue orc that he was, looked comically big next to Thamegazi’s small duergar frame, but both recent additions to the alliance had proven their worth by fighting alongside us in the raid to rescue Mother and to take over another Upper House. They also wore the evidence of battle with their bloodied armor and worn-down weapons. They nodded respectfully at me, but they stayed a few feet back from the table to allow the family members to gather around.  
 
    “Imrae said there was something you needed to tell us,” I said. 
 
    Tryss and I slid onto the long bench seats at the table, and the others all took a seat, as well. I heard a rattling sound, and I turned to see Fespius hobbling to the table with a jug of mead in one hand and a few clay mugs in the other.  
 
    “Master is sssafe,” Fespius said as he gleefully rushed to my side and held out a mug. “This makes Fespius happy indeed.” 
 
    “Glad I can contribute to your happiness, bud,” I said, and I held out the ceramic mug while Fespius filled it with mead.  
 
    “Yes, it makes Fespius very happy when--” the hobgoblin servant began, but Mother cut him off with a withering glare.  
 
    “Not now, Fespius,” Sevahtra said with a warning tone in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Fespius mumbled, and he continued to pass out the mugs without speaking.  
 
    “So, what is it?” I asked as I sipped my mead, even though I already knew the basics.  
 
    “I think it’s best if the women and children find shelter elsewhere for the time being,” Sevahtra said. “And Imrae knows a place for them to stay that no one knows about.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” I said with a slow nod. Then I glanced at Imrae with a lifted eyebrow. “No one knows about it, you say?” 
 
    “Not even the Council knows about it,” Imrae said.  
 
    “Really?” I asked as I tilted my head. “How did you manage that? What is this place?” 
 
    “It’s a stalagmite near the old duergar camps. You know, the ones that are underwater now.” Imrae’s face tightened when she spoke.  
 
    The rising lake had been the biggest point of contention between Imrae, her family, and the others in the Upper Houses. She had a personal connection to it via her dead sister, and the Upper Houses’ refusal to acknowledge the problem with the rising water levels was what led Imrae to defect from her position of power and join our Lower House alliance.  
 
    Suddenly, a faraway look crossed the freckled Darnem’s eyes, and I could tell she was lost in her own thoughts. I didn’t even need my psionics to tell me she was thinking about her dead sister.  
 
    “Ahem.” I cleared my throat softly to pull Imrae out of her thoughts. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said with a shake of her head as she came back to the present. “Anyway, there was a stalagmite near the camps that we used to frequent. Our duergar friends, being the natural diggers they are, carved out a whole inner cave network we would play in when Mother let us go down to the lake. We never told another soul about it, so it was never registered with the Council as a living quarters, even though we spent years making it habitable. We even managed to get running water in there, which is pretty impressive if you consider our age at the time.” 
 
    “It sounds perfect,” I said before I knitted my eyebrows together. “But when was the last time you were down there? Are you sure it’s still standing?” 
 
    “I spotted it during our last trip to the lake, but I didn’t point it out at the time,” Imrae said with a nod. “So I know it’s still standing and not underwater, but I don’t know how much the interior has held up over the years.” 
 
    “Well, we better go check it out,” I said as I rose to my feet. 
 
    “Right now?” Tryss asked in a surprised tone. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I glanced at Sevahtra, who nodded in agreement. “Our priority right now is keeping you and the others safe, and that bitch Vhondy could return at any minute. We need to get you to a safe hiding spot as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go then,” Tryss said as she rose from her chair with some struggle. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, you’re not going anywhere,” Sevahtra snapped at her pregnant daughter. “Sit back down.” 
 
    “But--” Tryss began to protest. 
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said firmly. “Fynn and Imrae will go check out the location on their own, and if it’s safe, Fynn will transport you there. Don’t even try to fight me on this one. You’re staying here where we can keep an eye on you and the others. Just because you’re about to become a mother doesn’t mean you don’t still answer to yours, and I’ll give you a nick in your ear if you push me on this.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” Tryss murmured in a defeated tone as she sat back down.  
 
    “Thanks, babe,” I said, and then I leaned in close to her ear and whispered so only she could hear. “She almost lost Nodrin today, so give her a break.” 
 
    Tryss nodded her understanding, but her face was still sad, so I gave her a quick kiss. 
 
    “Hey, we’ll help you gather whatever you need to take to your hiding spot,” Helera said to her sister in an uncharacteristically gentle voice.  
 
    “Good idea,” I said, and I shot Helera a grateful look before I turned back to Tryss. “Why don’t you and the others pack a couple bags of whatever you need to bring for the kids and yourselves. You may be there for a while, so grab everything you need.” 
 
    “Okay.” Tryss sniffled. 
 
    “Good,” I said before I turned back to Sevahtra. 
 
    “Make haste, my son,” Sevahtra said as she gestured toward the door. “The sooner we get the women and children to safety, the easier I’ll breathe. We’ll be here preparing for the next raid.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” I said with a nod, and I gestured for Imrae to follow me as I headed toward the door.  
 
    There was a chorus of goodbyes from the others, and we waved to them as we hurried out of the room.  
 
    “We’re not going too far,” Imrae said as we made it to the levitating platform.  
 
    “Good,” I said as I glanced around at the darkness. I was half-expecting to see Vhondryl leading her army and coming for us, but the air was quiet. Almost too quiet, but right now, I had to focus on scouting out a safe place for Tryss and the others, so I opened up my ether and floated into the air above Imrae. “Where to?” 
 
    Imrae grinned and opened up her ether to join me in the sky.  
 
    One thing I’d noticed since I’d received my full wizard status and the Starlyte hanging around my neck was that I was much more in tune with the ether and magickal abilities of others. I could sense when someone opened up their ether more than usual, and I could tell how strong their magick would be before they performed any. Imrae’s was on the weaker side, but I figured that was from being holed away underground while she was in protection. I could even feel it gaining strength the more she used it. The poor thing just needed to stretch her wings, and I was glad to give her the opportunity to do so.  
 
    “Follow me,” Imrae said gleefully as she soared toward the direction of the Thoroughfare. She swooped through the air in big arcs, and I could tell she was enjoying herself as the cool air whipped around us.  
 
    Once we got closer to the central stalagmite that contained the Thoroughfare, Imrae swooped downward and headed toward the place where the old duergar camps used to be. They were drowned in the rising lake water now, but I spotted a stalagmite just barely sticking out above the water, and Imrae headed toward it. A few minutes later, we’d landed on a small rock formation that jutted out from the side near the top.  
 
    “Is this it?” I asked uncertainly as I glanced over the edge and noticed the lake water was lapping up against the side, about midway down.  
 
    “This is it,” Imrae confirmed with a grin, but then she followed my gaze and grimaced. “The lower levels might be flooded, but like I said, we spent a lot of time down here, so we should still be able to find some areas of it that are safe enough to stay.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” I said. “How do we get in?” 
 
    “If I remember correctly…” Imrae began, and her voice trailed off as she approached the stony side of the stalagmite. The freckled woman reached a hand out and pressed it against the side of the stalagmite with a determined look on her face, but nothing happened. Her eyebrows knitted together, and she took a step back and studied the side of the stalagmite. “Hmmm.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” I offered.  
 
    “No, I think it’s just…” Imrae trailed off again as she glanced out over the water and then back at the side of the stalagmite.  
 
    She took three steps to her left, reached her hand out again, and pressed it against the stony wall. This time, the wall cracked right down the center of her hand, and it split open just enough to allow our bodies through the small crack.  
 
    Imrae turned to me with a wide smile. “Got it.” 
 
    “I see that,” I said as I eyed the narrow crack. 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe, come see,” Imrae reassured me as she stepped up to the crack and angled her body sideways. “It’s not far to the inside, come on.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said uncertainly. 
 
    I watched as Imrae squeezed her thin body through the crack and disappeared, so I had no choice but to follow her. I sidled up to the crack, sucked all my breath in, and elongated my body so I could fit through the narrow crack Imrae and her friends had designed when they were, presumably much smaller, children.  
 
    We would definitely have to widen the doorways for the pregnant women to fit through, but I’d worry about that later.  
 
    It was a tight squeeze, and I kept my breath held as I sidestepped through the crack until it finally opened up into a surprisingly large room. Once I stepped out of the crack, I released my held breath and felt a wave of relief at not being crushed to death in a random, unknown stalagmite.  
 
    Imrae was waiting for me with a big smile on her face, and she gestured around the room. 
 
    “Isn’t it great?” she asked with an eagerness in her eyes.  
 
    “It sure is,” I said as I glanced around the room. 
 
    It was so dark, I had to activate my fae-fyre to see, but even then, there wasn’t much to take in. The dark room was sizable for sure, and I could see it easily containing all the pregnant women and the children, but there wasn’t much in the way of creature comforts. The room had clearly been decorated by children, since the walls were covered in crude drawings done in colorful inks. There was a tattered sofa that looked like it would collapse if I sat on it, but at least there were three chairs carved into the side of the stone walls, each with blankets that had seen better days tossed across them. The air smelled dank and moldy, and there were definitely critters scurrying across the darkness.  
 
    “Okay, well, it’s not in the best shape now, but when we were kids, this was like our own personal palace,” Imrae said wistfully as she spun around the room with her arms flung wide.  
 
    “I can imagine.” I smiled.  
 
    It was easy to picture a young Imrae and her sister sneaking away to their secret hideaway with their secret duergar friends. Imrae had possessed an air of mystery about her ever since I met her, and this only added to it.  
 
    Imrae suddenly stopped spinning, and she walked quickly to the wall where a piece of parchment was hanging.  
 
    “Oh, my Drogu, I’d forgotten about this,” she whispered, and I joined her side to see that tears had sprung in her eyes.  
 
    I glanced at the parchment, which was covered in words I didn’t understand.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “Our clubhouse rules,” Imrae said with a watery smile, and she reached out to trace her fingers over the parchment. “Written in our own secret, made-up language, which is really just a bastardization of Duergan.” 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked. 
 
    “Just the usual,” Imrae said with a wave of her hand. “Keep it a secret, never reveal its location to others, no mothers allowed, and so on and so forth.” 
 
    “Think you may have broken a rule or two by bringing me here,” I said with a playful nudge.  
 
    “I think my sister would forgive me, given the circumstances,” Imrae laughed. Then she turned back to the rest of the room and crossed her arms over her chest while she studied it. “This is the top level, we can take a look to see if any of the lower levels survived first, then we can start to make this place livable for the others.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Imrae strode across the room to a small nook I hadn’t noticed before, and she squeezed inside it and then pressed her hand against the wall. The stone wall creaked open to reveal a staircase, and Imrae didn’t hesitate to start descending it, so I rushed to follow her.  
 
    The staircase smelled even mustier than the room, and I didn’t have high hopes for the condition of the rest of the secret clubhouse, but it was fun to see Imrae get to relive a piece of her rebellious youth. The freckled Darnem practically skipped down the crudely dug out staircase until we reached another landing with a stone wall at the end of it. Imrae pushed her hand against it, and the stone wall split open again before Imrae stepped through it. I followed her to reveal a room slightly smaller than the one upstairs, but it was in surprisingly good condition, apart from the smell. 
 
    “Voids, this brings back some memories,” Imrae sighed as she walked around the room, which was clearly the kitchen and washing area.  
 
    “Is this the indoor plumbing you were talking about?” I asked as I strode across the room to a small sink with rusted taps. I reached out and turned a knob, and a spray of brown liquid sputtered from the spout. 
 
    “It needs an update, but yup,” Imrae said proudly. “Hey, this was a big deal for us when we were kids, don’t judge.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” I said with a wide grin. “I’m very impressed.” 
 
    “Let’s keep going down and see how much is still livable,” Imrae said, and she gestured for me to follow her to another nook in the corner.  
 
    She opened it up again with her hand, and we squeezed through the opening and started to descend another staircase with Imrae leading the way. We didn’t even walk for a full minute before Imrae stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I peered around her shoulder, but my question was answered by the water lapping against the bottom half of the staircase. “Oh.” 
 
    “Alright, so we’ve got the top two floors to work with,” Imrae said as she turned and started to ascend the stairs again. “Not too bad, could be worse.” 
 
    “Certainly better than nothing,” I agreed as I followed her back up to the kitchen level. 
 
    “We need to make it livable, though,” Imrae said as she surveyed the room. 
 
    “Between the two of us, I think we can manage,” I chuckled.  
 
    Imrae and I exchanged a glance, and then we moved at the same time and began to work.  
 
    There were years of dirt and grime to clean up, but Imrae had two things this time that she didn’t have when she made this club house years ago: a much stronger control of her magick, and me.  
 
    We worked methodically as we started in one corner of the room and swept across to the other. Magick that had once seemed impossible to me came easy now that I had the power of the Starlyte. A simple cleansing spell worked wonders on the exposed surfaces, and I took care of that while Imrae used some vanishing magick to rid the space of any unnecessary remnants of the clubhouse’s past. Within a half-hour, the kitchen area was spotlessly clean. It was just missing utilities, but I figured Tryss would be packing those up back in House Twenty-Nine as we worked. I’d even managed to use a bit of tunnel magick to widen the doorways and clear the rusted pipes to get clean water flowing again.  
 
    “Looks better than ever,” Imrae said with a grin, and then she jerked her head at the staircase. “Again upstairs?” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” I nodded and followed the freckled Darnem back up to the top level from which we’d entered.  
 
    We repeated the cleaning process on the top floor, and I used some more of my tunnel magick to create three separate rooms amongst the large space. Once we were done, we stood back and admired our handiwork.  
 
    “It looks incredible,” Imrae said with a soft yet sad smile. “Geldriia would be so happy.” 
 
    “I’m glad we could do your sister proud,” I said as I pulled the freckled woman in for a side hug.  
 
    “Me, too,” she murmured, and she quickly wiped away the tears in her eyes. “Do you think the women will like it?” 
 
    “They’ll be thrilled,” I said. “And I know one more thing that will make it even better.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Imrae asked as I stepped away from the embrace and toward the door that led to the outside.  
 
    “I think it needs a little protection,” I said as Imrae followed me.  
 
    It was much easier to walk through the crack in the wall since I’d widened it, and moments later we were standing in the brisk air outside of the stalagmite. Then I glanced up to the tip of the structure and surveyed how much space it took up while I nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Imrae asked as she eyed me curiously.  
 
    “Well…” I said as I reached for my Starlyte tied around my neck. I pulled out the magickal stone and wrapped my fingers around it while I felt its energy course through my veins. “This is pretty out of the way, but for Sevahtra’s sake of mind, I want to add a little protection.” 
 
    “On the whole stalagmite?” Imrae asked as her wine-colored eyes went wide. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “With this, I can.” I grinned as I lifted my Starlyte up. 
 
    “I need to see this,” Imrae said as she stood back and crossed her arms over her chest in anticipation.  
 
    “Drogu knows I love an audience,” I snickered as I opened up my ether.  
 
    With my Starlyte in my hand, I felt the magick in every inch of my body, and I knew I was about to perform the most powerful piece of magick I’d attempted yet.  
 
    But I also knew Tryss and the others’ lives depended on it, so I couldn’t fuck it up. 
 
    I ran through Nodrin’s breathing technique quickly. Three breaths in, one long breath out. This made my ether glow even brighter in my soul, and I knew I was ready. I held out both hands and started to mutter a protection incantation that Nodrin had taught me during my Apprenticeship, and a barely noticeable light blue bubble started to form around me. I had successfully created a protective shield around my person before, but creating one for a whole stalagmite was a totally different game.  
 
    With the strength of my Starlyte, the shield grew bigger and more opaque, and I opened up my ether as much as I could as I willed the shield to grow even more.  
 
    I was shaking with the effort, but it didn’t take too long for the shield to expand. I used my levitation powers so I was floating up above the stalagmite with the shield surrounding me. I positioned myself above the stalagmite and shifted the shield so it encompassed the whole structure. Then I recalled another incantation that I had only learned about in theory.  
 
    If this worked, then the shield would stay put, even when I lowered my hands.  
 
    “Enyalie,” I muttered, and the shield glowed bright blue as I felt a shift in the magick coursing through my hands. After a moment, I lowered my hands and, to my delight, the shield remained above the stalagmite. “Excellent.” 
 
    I grinned and quickly levitated back down to the platform where Imrae was watching me.  
 
    “That was incredible,” she murmured as I joined her side, and her eyes were still glued to the shield above the stalagmite.  
 
    The shield would prevent any sort of weapons or spells from penetrating the perimeter. 
 
    “It’s pretty cool, but a bit obvious,” I said as I tilted my head to look at it, as well. “So, I have another idea, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I quickly levitated back into the air, and I floated up above the stalagmite and the shield. There was another spell I only knew about in theory, but the success of the shield and the power of the Starlyte gave me the confidence that I could pull it off. I held my hands out in front of me, with the Starlyte wrapped around one of them, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “Dolen unweg sina,” I said, and a stream of inky-black smoke poured from my palms and encompassed the stalagmite, shield and all.  
 
    I waited a few moments until the smoke had settled. The stalagmite was now covered in a thin layer of opaque smoke, and if the spell had worked correctly, then this obscurity charm should make the stalagmite impossible to detect unless the person already knew where it was. Since Imrae insisted no one knew about it, then the women should be safe here under my protective magick.  
 
    Since I knew about it already, I was able to glide through the black smoke and the shield and return to the platform with Imrae. 
 
    “What was that?” Imrae asked with a frown as I landed next to her. “It went dark for a minute, then back to normal.” 
 
    “Obscuring spell,” I explained. “No one can find it unless they know about it.” 
 
    “Clever,” Imrae said in an impressed tone as she eyed me up and down.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said and shot her a wink. “We should get going. Mother will be eager to get the women and children out here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Imrae said.  
 
    We levitated up into the air together, and I let Imrae take the lead again as she led us away from the stalagmite and into the brisk air. We flew a similar route that we had used to get to the stalagmite, but I noticed something strange as we passed nearby the Thoroughfare.  
 
    “Hey!” I called out, and Imrae slowed and glanced back at me as I gestured to the Thoroughfare. “What’s going on over there?” 
 
    Imrae levitated to my side and frowned at the central stalagmite, where there was clearly some sort of ruckus going on. I could see from here the streets were flooded with all sorts of people, and they were angry. 
 
    “Hmm,” Imrae hummed as she tilted her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud cry from the citadel center, and an explosion so big went off that I could feel the shockwaves from the air.  
 
    “We need to check it out,” I said, and Imrae and I raced toward the Thoroughfare. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The closer we got to the Thoroughfare, the more obvious it was that something big was going on there. The explosion had sounded huge, and I’d expect to hear people screaming in fear and running for their lives or something. Instead, the crowds in the streets continued on in droves through the citadel center. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered as I lifted my eyepatch for better depth perception and squinted toward the crowd.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Imrae said as we sped toward the levitating platform outside of the Thoroughfare. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as we rapidly approached the platform. “But I have a feeling we need to find out.” 
 
    We glided to a stop and started walking as soon as our feet hit the platform. Now that we were closer to the Thoroughfare, we could hear the stampede of the crowd as they marched through the streets while they chanted.  
 
    “What are they saying?” Imrae asked, and her freckled nose was wrinkled in confusion.  
 
    “I can’t tell yet, let’s get closer,” I said as I grabbed Imrae’s hand, and we started to jog toward the town square.  
 
    We reached the edge of the crowd and fell in behind a drow couple holding signs in the air.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I leaned in between the couple. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” The male turned his head toward me, but when he caught sight of my face, his eyes went wide. “Drogu’s tits, you’re--” 
 
    “Fynn!” the female gasped as her head also turned to meet my gaze.  
 
    “Umm, yeah, sorry, have we met?” I asked. 
 
    “We have now,” the female said, and she suddenly threw her arms around my neck. “The people’s hero!” 
 
    “I, umm, what?” I blinked in confusion as the stranger released the embrace.  
 
    “Fynn,” Imrae murmured.  
 
    I glanced over at her, and then I followed her gaze to the signs that were being hoisted into the air by the crowd around us.  
 
    Some of the signs were in the shape of my head and displayed images of my face, complete with the Dark Eye that I usually kept hidden beneath my eyepatch. Other signs said things like ‘Fynn - The People’s Hero’ and ‘The Dark Eyed Wizard’ while others displayed messages like ‘Save Our Lake’ and ‘Death to Vhondryl.” 
 
    “What the voids?” I asked as I took in the giant images of my visage. They were kind of disturbing, but also kind of cool as fuck, so I couldn’t help but grin, especially when I saw my face being held up by a sexy female drow.  
 
    “Looks like you’re some sort of hero,” Imrae said in an amused tone. 
 
    “I mean, we knew that, but it’s good the rest of the city finally cottoned on,” I fired back with a wink. 
 
    “Of course you’re a hero!” the male drow in front of me said, and he gave me a friendly whack around the shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah, I mean, breaking into the Courthouse to rescue your Matron after the bitch Vhondryl wrongfully imprisoned her,” the female drow said with a shake of her head. Then her wide, pink eyes darkened with lust as she looked me up and down, and her eyes lingered on my crotch area. “Pretty impressive, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smirk, but then I turned my eyes on the large crowd again. “Is that really why everyone is out here? Because my House blew up the Courthouse?” 
 
    “Mostly,” the female drow said with a nod.  
 
    “But also, word got out about the Lower Lower Houses,” the male said in a serious tone.  
 
    “Oh, you mean how Vhondryl’s bitch-ass Council destroyed them and lied to us about it?” the female drow seethed.  
 
    “Exactly,” the male confirmed as anger flashed in his eyes. 
 
    I was actually surprised to see drows caring about those outside of their respective families and Houses, but on the other hand, maybe they’d realized that if the Council was so glib with the fate of the Lower Houses, it was only a matter of time before all of Oshara was underwater. 
 
    One question was burning through my brain, though.  
 
    “How did everyone find out?” I asked with knitted eyebrows.  
 
    Obviously, our attack on the Courthouse wasn’t subtle, so I expected some backlash over that. I didn’t expect it to be in our favor, though. I knew the Council had a way of twisting everything to make them look like the Good Guys, so they must have fucked something up pretty bad.  
 
    “Some Upper House Zara leaked a bunch of documents and then vanished, apparently,” the female drow said with a shrug.  
 
    I immediately turned to Imrae, and her eyes widened as her face blanched.  
 
    “Do you think…” I murmured.  
 
    “Drada,” Imrae whispered, and her face broke into a smile.  
 
     I was suddenly very grateful about my decision to release Imrae’s sisters instead of slaying them like their mother. I didn’t know about the other ones, but Drada at least had really pulled through for her sister. I’d known from my psionics that she would flee Oshara like she promised, but she must have hatched the plan to release all the information about Vhondryl and the Council after she’d left us, and she must have worked fast. In the few hours it had taken Imrae and I to sort out the secret hideout for the pregnant women and children, Drada had released top secret information to the public, and the public organized themselves into a protest immediately.  
 
    It really was incredible to see. 
 
    “Remind me to send your sister a thank you note,” I said with a grin. “Wherever she is.” 
 
    “We’ll find her after all this,” Imrae said as she gestured over the crowd, and the freckled woman was grinning from ear to ear. Her family situation had been strained to say the least lately, and I was glad that at least her sister had pulled through for her one last time.  
 
    Suddenly, a murmur started to ripple through the crowd, and I looked up to see dozens of faces turned my way.  
 
    “Is that him?” 
 
    “Who’s he with?” 
 
    “He’s much hotter in person.” 
 
    “Get him up here!” 
 
    I felt a few sets of hands grab at me, and I was suddenly hoisted into the air while the crowd around me started chanting. 
 
    “Fynn! Fynn! Fynn!” 
 
    I reached for Imrae’s hand, but I was pulled away by the crowd surfing me forward. A few seconds later, though, I saw as Imrae was hoisted into the air as well, and then we were both being crowd surfed to the center of the town square.  
 
    “Fynn! Fynn! Fynn!” the crowd continued to chant.  
 
    “What the voids is going on?” I shouted across the crowd to Imrae, but I couldn’t keep the laugh from my voice.  
 
    It sure was fun being carried by the faceless crowd. Some of the hands even got a little grabby. Manicured fingernails reached for my crotch like they were hoping to get a graze of my large member, while other hands cupped my ass a little more than necessary. I heard female drows scream in excitement as my body passed over theirs, and I chuckled with delight.  
 
    I could get used to this kind of treatment.  
 
    “No idea, but I’m enjoying it!” Imrae shouted back over the din.  
 
    I watched as she slapped a male’s hand away from her tits, but she didn’t let it stop her from having fun as we continued to surf over the crowd.  
 
    Finally, we started our descent as the crowd began to lower us toward the fountain of Drogu-ani that once took up the center of the town square. Now, I could see it was no more than a pile of rubble, and I suddenly understood what that big shockwave we’d felt from outside the Thoroughfare was. The townspeople had blown it up.  
 
    I glanced down at the ground to see Drogu’s decapitated stone head smashed into the ground, and I smiled.  
 
    The Goddess of Chaos would be loving all of this chaos.  
 
    The crowd was still going wild and chanting my name as they waved their signs around in the air. It was fantastic to see, and I felt more confident than ever about Claden’Du’s takeover. The citizens of Oshara were already on my side, so I knew I had their support when I went through with the ultimate takedown.  
 
    Suddenly, an idea occurred to me, and I turned to the crowd and raised my arms. To my delight, the crowd fell silent, and they watched me expectantly while they waited for me to speak.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin because that kind of power was pretty fucking cool.  
 
    “Citizens of Oshara,” I began, but then I felt like that was too formal for the crowd waving my face in the air. Some of the females in the crowd screamed with joy, so I winked, and the crowd went wild. Then I held up my arms again, and they fell silent. “You all are fucking awesome, did you know that?” 
 
    The crowd erupted with applause, delighted screams, and more chants, and Imrae and I exchanged a happy smile. I raised my arms up again, and the crowd fell silent and waited with bated breath for my next pearl of wisdom, which I was ready to deliver.  
 
    “Thank you for coming out here and showing your support for… me,” I began. The giant replicas of my face waving back and forth in my sightline was kind of distracting, but I pushed through. “But I need you again. Do you think you can turn up for me one more time?” 
 
    “Aye!” the crowd roared, and there were screams and stamping of the feet in response, as well. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a grin as I looked out over the rambunctious crowd. “I need you all to return home for the time being, but return here to the square at the tenth hour tomorrow evening. And I need you to bring the chaos. Can you all do that for me?” 
 
    “Aye!” the crowd responded again as they shook their signs and stamped their feet more.  
 
    There were even a few females who’d climbed up on top of someone else’s shoulders to get a better look at me. I waved at the eager female fans, and one of them lifted her top to flash me a set of beautiful, perky tits.  
 
    If this was what I had to look forward to when Claden’Du finally took Vhondryl and the corrupt Council over, then that was okay in my books. And I knew Tryss wouldn’t mind the extra attention coming my way, as long as I kept giving her my babies.  
 
    “What’s at the tenth hour?” Imrae muttered as she leaned in close to me, but she kept a smile on her face for the crowd. Of course, the Upper House Darnem knew how to work a crowd, she had plenty of experience watching her mother and the other Matrons on the Council lie and manipulate crowds since she was a baby.  
 
    Although, it worked in my favor since she was on our side now. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I replied back discreetly.  
 
    Truthfully, I’d just decided on the spot that we could use the crowd to our advantage. Mother Sevahtra and the others knew the final battle was approaching, the tension was palpable all throughout the city. Now that I knew we had the support of the citizens, then we could use them to create a distraction in the streets of the Thoroughfare, and Vhondryl would have no choice but to spend time and resources containing the crowd before they destroyed the city.  
 
    That would give us the perfect opportunity to strike.  
 
    All of a sudden, a murmur passed through the crowd, and I noticed some fingers pointing behind me. I spun around and squinted in the direction of the pointing, and I saw the Courthouse standing tall and overlooking the square. There were workers and guards milling around as the destruction that my team had caused was being repaired, but that’s not what the crowd was pointing out.  
 
    Nope, they were pointing to the huge round window and the mysterious figure lurking right behind it. The figure stepped closer to the glass, and I could just make out Vhondryl’s long, slender frame. She had a contemptuous glare on her face as she surveyed the crowd, and then her eyes fell on me, and the glare turned positively murderous.  
 
    But there was nothing she could do. If she tried to attack me now, the crowd would descend into chaos, and it would be all too easy for me to slip away with Imrae. Vhondy wasn’t going to attack now, though. She was probably still reeling from the loss of House Six and all its healing potions, and she couldn’t afford to lose more soldiers in a futile riot. 
 
    I grinned and blew the First Matron a little kiss, which just further enraged her. Then I turned back to the crowd.  
 
    “Let’s get that bitch!” I cried out as I thrust my fist into the air.  
 
    The crowd went wild again, and I felt the excitement growing in my chest as the beginning of the end began. I saw more tits flashing while the crowd chanted my name, and I joined in on their feet stamping and hand clapping.  
 
    “What now?” Imrae asked as she stomped her feet and clapped her hands on beat with a big smile on her face.  
 
    “We need to get back,” I murmured without breaking the rhythm of the celebrations.  
 
    “Better tell your adoring fans,” Imrae said with a wink.  
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, and then I raised my hands to silence the crowd again. The power I felt when they obeyed my silent command spread through my chest like warm honey, and I couldn’t wait to make this power official. “It’s time. Go now, and I’ll see you all at the tenth hour.” 
 
    The crowd roared again, but it started to disperse from the edges. Imrae and I stepped down from the ruined water fountain, and we started to quickly make our way toward the levitating platform so we could head home. I glanced back at the window to see Vhondryl was still glaring daggers at me, so I gave her a little wink and a wave before I turned back and pushed my way through the crowd. The people parted for us as we walked past, and hands grabbed at every part of my body, but we finally pushed through and made it away from the throngs of people.  
 
    I could finally breathe as we made our way out to the levitating platform.  
 
    “So, they really love you,” Imrae said with a grin that caused her freckled nose to wrinkle adorably.  
 
    “Who doesn’t?” I winked. 
 
    “Um, Vhondryl, my mother, Elvy Kun-Valdar,” Imrae said as she ticked off the names on her fingers. “Shall I go on?” 
 
    “Hey, two of them are dead, so they don’t count,” I said as I pointed a finger at Imrae.  
 
    “Alright, you got me there,” she chuckled.  
 
    “And Vhondryl can go jump off a cliff, I don’t care what that bitch thinks about anything,” I said.  
 
    “Hear, hear,” Imrae said.  
 
    We approached the edge of the platform, and I realized I didn’t even have to consciously open my ether anymore. My body knew when I needed to perform magick, and it just became second nature for it to recognize it on its own.  
 
    Being a wizard was fucking cool.  
 
    I stepped off the platform and floated easily into the air, and Imrae was close behind me. Although I didn’t expect Vhondryl or her creepy crew to attack or follow us now, I figured it was best not to make any more waves than the tsunami I’d already created, so we sped quickly away from the citadel center and back toward House Twenty-Nine, where the others were waiting for us.  
 
    The trip through the brisk, dark air was uneventful, and we landed outside House Twenty-Nine without a hitch. We continued across the platform and into the atrium, which Dagwyn now had set up and running as a command center again, like she had at House Thirty. We slithered through the bustling crowd of soldiers and craftsmen, and we headed to the banquet hall, which was the unofficial meeting spot at every House for us.  
 
    There was a small crowd in the banquet hall that consisted of Sevahtra, Helera, and Dagwyn, and they were sitting around the table with a few plates of light snacks between them.  
 
    Mother rose from the table as we approached.  
 
    “Did you do it?” Sevahtra asked with a worried note in her voice. “Did you find somewhere safe for them?” 
 
    “We did it,” I confirmed with a nod, and then I swung a leg over the chair next to Dagwyn and plopped down. I reached for a marinated mushroom and extracted the juiciest one I could see, and I popped it in my mouth and sucked the delicious juices out of the meaty texture of the vegetable.  
 
    “The stalagmite needed a little work,” Imrae explained as she took the seat across from me and next to Helera. “But we managed to get it up to livable standards. And Fynn performed some pretty impressive magick, so it’s protected and obscured from outsiders.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Sevahtra said, and she sank back into her chair as the worry relaxed from her face.  
 
    The poor Matron had really had a hard time lately, what with being captured by our enemies, then almost losing her consort wizard and her pregnant daughter. I was glad I could ease some of her burden by providing a safe space for the pregnant women to live out the remainder of their pregnancies.  
 
    “Are they upstairs?” I asked as I jerked my head toward the staircase behind me.  
 
    “Yeah, the Blessed Eights weren’t feeling great, so they’ve all rallied around them,” Dagwyn said with an eye roll. 
 
    “I can’t wait ‘til you’re pregnant,” Helera teased her twin sister. “You’re acting all tough now, but you just wait. I can see it now. ‘Oh, Helly, I can’t reach my feet, help me put my shoes on please. Oh, Helly, I’m so sick, fetch me some mushroom broth, pretty please.’” 
 
    “Psht, you wish,” Dagwyn scoffed with a wave of her hand. “I refuse to be a burden just because I’m knocked up.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet child, you have no idea,” Sevahtra laughed. “I was just like you before I carried my first child, you know. That’s where you get it from. Then I was on bed rest for three months with my firstborn, and I learned pretty quickly that pregnancy isn’t something to be judged or predicted.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Dagwyn said with a smirk, and her confidence had crossed the territory into arrogance, as the warrioress was wont to do. 
 
    “Yes, we will.” Helera grinned. “Your confidence is astounding.” 
 
    “Speaking of astounding confidence,” Imrae said as she reached for a meat and mushroom parcel. “Ask Fynn what happened at the Thoroughfare today.” 
 
    “You were at the Thoroughfare?” Sevahtra asked as she sharply turned her crimson gaze onto me again.  
 
    “It wasn’t our intention,” I said as I reached for another marinated mushroom. “We were coming back from the secret hiding spot, and we noticed a commotion going on, so we stopped by to take a look.” 
 
    “Ohh, what sort of commotion?” Dagwyn asked, and she leaned forward excitedly and flicked her two braids behind her shoulders. “I love a good commotion.” 
 
    “Oh, it was a good one,” I snickered.  
 
    Then I quickly explained what happened in the Thoroughfare, and how I had informed the crowd to return the following evening at the tenth hour, which gave us the perfect opportunity to attack Vhondryl again.  
 
    “Excellent,” Sevahtra said with a grin when I finished. “Good thinking, Fynn, sharp as ever. We need to plan what we’ll do while we have such an excellent distraction on our side.” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking--” I began, but Sevahtra cut me off with a raised hand.  
 
    “But first, I want to get the women and children to the safe spot,” the Matron said in a stern voice. “I can’t trust Vhondryl not to raid us at any moment, so I want to make sure they’re safe before we start our planning.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I rose from my chair as I licked the peppered mushroom marinade off my fingers. “I’ll get them now, and we can head over. Who wants to join us?” 
 
    “Oh, me!” Dagwyn said, and she sprung to her feet.  
 
    “No,” Sevahtra said sharply.  
 
    “What?” Dagwyn asked, and her ears drooped as she turned to our mother with a frown. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” I said as I studied Mother’s face. “You have the most information about our military operations. If you’re captured and tortured, it’s best if you don’t know the location of the safehouse.” 
 
    Sevahtra met my eyes and nodded slowly, and Dagwyn let out a loud sigh as she sank back into her chair.  
 
    “I want to be pissed about that, but it’s a good point,” she muttered dejectedly, and she pushed her mug back and forth across the table to distract herself from the rejection. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Helera said as she raised her chin into the air. “Someone else needs to know the location, in case Fynn and Imrae are compromised.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sevahtra said, and then she turned to Imrae. “And I’d like you to stay here while they make the journey.” 
 
    “Of course,” the freckled Darnem said with a nod. “Can’t have everyone who knows the secret location traveling together in the same group.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sevahtra agreed. “We’ll work out how best to utilize our distraction while you’re away.” 
 
    “Alright, Helly, let’s go,” I said. 
 
    The First Daughter sprang to her feet, and we waved goodbye to the others as we headed up the staircase to the living quarters, where the pregnant women and the children were staying temporarily since Vhondryl had destroyed House Thirty. 
 
    We made it up the stairs and down the corridor to the combined rooms where they were staying. The doors were shut, so I knocked gently and waited. I heard shuffling noises behind the door, and a few seconds later, it creaked open, and Sashti’s pale face appeared in the crack.  
 
    “Oh, it’s you. Hi, Fynn, Helly.” Sashti spoke in a quiet voice as she pulled the door open wider for us. “Come on in, but Tasi and Eli aren’t feeling well, so keep the volume down.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, and Helera and I stepped into the room, which had been darkened to accommodate the unwell twins, although I didn’t see them.  
 
    Instead, I saw the two children, Essie and Xune, napping on the couches in the living area. I hoped the women had cleaned off those couches considering the last thing we’d done on them was pure filth, and I couldn’t help but grin at the memory of all of my beautiful, naked, pregnant lovers. But then I shook the thought out of my head as I glanced around.  
 
    “Where’s Tryss?” I asked. 
 
    “She was just dampening some cloths for the twins, I’ll go check on them,” Sashti whispered, and she headed toward the door in the corner that led through to the other room with a hand on her large pregnant belly.  
 
    “Get them ready to move,” I said. “We’ve got your safehouse ready.” 
 
    “Now?” Sashti paused with her hand on the door and turned to me with a frown. “Can’t we wait a little longer? They’re really not well.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” I shook my head. “But once we’re there, they won’t have to move again until all of this blows over. I know it’s not ideal, but we need to move them now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sashti said with a sigh.  
 
    “We’ll get the kids ready,” Helera offered as she quietly moved toward the couches.  
 
    “We’ve got everything packed and ready to go, so we just need to wake everyone up,” Sashti said, and she disappeared into the other room to fetch the twins and Tryss.  
 
    Helera and I woke the toddlers. They fussed at first, but I scooped Essie up and cradled her in my arms until she rested her head on my shoulder and dozed off again. Xune did the same thing with Helera, and we rocked them back and forth as we waited for the others. A couple minutes later, Sashti returned with the Blessed Eights, who were looking huge and paler than usual. Tryss brought up the rear, and she had at least three bags slung over her shoulders while she cradled her stomach, which was bigger than ever.  
 
    “Hey, gorgeous,” I said softly as Tryss approached me. We kissed quickly, and then I glanced around at everyone. “Is this everything you need? We need to move, so make it quick if there’s anything else.” 
 
    “We should be fine,” Sashti said.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” I said, and we headed toward the door.  
 
    It was quite the sight to behold, with four heavily pregnant women and two sleeping toddlers, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as we made our way out to the nearest levitating platform. With the state of the Blessed Eights and the sleeping toddlers, I knew it would be best if I used the power of my Starlyte to levitate us all there as a group. I handed Essie off to Helera, and she cradled both toddlers in her arms as my ether opened and extended to the others. A few moments later, we were floating through the air, slower than usual, but we were on our way.  
 
    I glanced toward the Thoroughfare as we passed close by, but the excitement had died down now that the crowd had dispersed. I hoped that bitch Vhondryl was panicking. She deserved every ounce of anxiety that came her way.  
 
    We approached the stalagmite, and I grinned as I realized I was the only one who could see the shimmering structure through the haze of the obscurity charm.  
 
    “Get ready to land,” I said to the crowd.  
 
    “Land where?” Sashti asked in a confused tone.  
 
    “Just trust me,” I chuckled.  
 
    Since I had put the protection spells up with the use of my ether, the others passed through the barriers of the spells without a hitch since they were currently using the power of my ether. Once we passed through the obscurity charm, the others gasped as they finally laid eyes on the secret stalagmite.  
 
    “What the voids?” Tryss asked with a disbelieving laugh. “Did you do that? Is that your magick?” 
 
    “Sure is.” I smirked as I led the group to the narrow platform outside the upper level. I levitated us down, and the toddlers woke with a jolt as we landed.  
 
    “Mama!” Essie cried out instantly.  
 
    Sashti rushed to take her child from Helera’s arms, and I moved to help the Blessed Eights, who looked like they were about to fall over at any second.  
 
    “You two okay?” I asked in a concerned tone as I took hold of their arms to try and steady them.  
 
    “I think this is normal,” Tasi said, though there was a green tinge about her face, and she looked ready to spew.  
 
    “Totally normal,” Eli said, but her face was the same shade of green.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get inside, I set it all up for you,” I said, and I led the group through the narrow entryways Imrae had taught me to open.  
 
    The women and their pregnant bellies barely fit through the narrow spaces, but we just managed. Once we were inside the safehouse, we paused as the women looked around at the freshly spruced up space.  
 
    “Wow,” Sashti said in an impressed tone. “This looks pretty good considering we only learned about it a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said as I guided the Blessed Eight twins toward the bedroom area. “Imrae and I wanted to make it nice for you.” 
 
    “We appreciate it.” Tryss smiled.  
 
    I took the twins through to the bedroom area and laid them on adjacent beds.  
 
    “Thank you, Fynn,” they said in unison. Then they rolled over on their sides, and I got the distinct impression they wanted to be left alone, so I headed out to the living area and shut the door behind me.  
 
    The others were already settling into the space. The toddlers were running around chasing each other while the women were checking out the facilities. I gave them a quick tour of the whole place, including the lower level, and I made sure they had everything they needed.  
 
    “This is a huge load off our minds, Fynn, thank you so much,” Tryss said, and she pulled me in for a hug. It was a bit awkward around her huge belly, but any touch from my lover was good.  
 
    “Anything for my girls,” I said, and I gave her a kiss as I rested a hand on her belly. “We need to get back now, though. Mother has some plans she wants to go over with us.” 
 
    “Of course, but come visit soon,” Tryss pouted.  
 
    “Come back soon, Fynn!” Essie called out from the other side of the room as she chased Xune behind the couch.  
 
    “I will,” I said with a chuckle, and then I gave Tryss another kiss before I headed back toward the exit with Helera close behind me.  
 
    Before I could make it, a scream suddenly pierced the air, and we all stopped to stare at each other. Then there was another scream. Then two screams at once.  
 
    “The twins!” Sashti gasped with wide eyes, and she ran as fast as her pregnant belly would allow toward the sleeping quarters.  
 
    We all followed her, and we burst into the room to see the Blessed Eights sitting up in bed with their knees spread apart and their faces twisted in pain.  
 
    “Voids,” Tryss muttered.  
 
    “This is it,” Sashti said, and she rolled up her sleeves as her face hardened. “They’re in labor. The babies are coming.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “Shit,” Helera said in a panicked voice. “What do we do?” 
 
    “Helly, get us a basin of water and a bunch of towels, and get the toddlers in a magickal playpen. They’re going to be there for a while.” Sashti took over the situation, and since she was the only one who actually had experienced giving birth, we all acquiesced to her knowledge. “Tryss, Fynn, come up here and help me.” 
 
    Helera rushed out of the room while the rest of us approached the laboring twins. Tasi and Esi were squeezing each other’s hands, and they let out another scream that was so in unison, it sounded rehearsed.  
 
    “Tasi, Eli, your babies are coming, and you need to listen and do exactly what I say, okay?” Sashti said as we reached the beds.  
 
    “Yes, Sashti,” the twins said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Good,” Sashti said in a soothing voice. “Fynn, take Tasi’s hand. Tryss, you take Eli’s. Ladies, spread your legs out for me a bit more.” 
 
    Tryss and I took our positions at the head of the beds. I grabbed onto Tasi’s hand, and the flaxen-haired twin squeezed it so hard, I thought my fingers would pop off.  
 
    “That’s a nice, strong grip,” I said as I breathed through the pain. I could handle a little pinch in my hand considering these two were about to push babies out of their vaginas.  
 
    As if they’d read my mind, the twins let out guttural screams of pain at the same time, and Tasi’s grip around my hand tightened even more.  
 
    “Good, that’s it,” Sashti encouraged as she switched between the two twins and checked out what was going on between their legs.  
 
    Once she was satisfied, she grabbed a few of the spare blankets I’d magicked into the safehouse, and she draped them over the Eights’ bent knees to create a tent of privacy. It was clear the pale Aseni woman was the most comfortable around birthing women, her moves looked practiced and perfected.  
 
    “Here you go!” Helera returned with a basin full of steaming water and several towels tossed over her shoulders. She rushed to the foot of the beds and placed everything down, and Sashti shoved a few towels into her hands.  
 
    “Thanks, now wet these and get ready,” Sashti said.  
 
    “Ready for what?” Helera asked as she dipped the towels into the basin.  
 
    “You’ll see soon enough,” Sashti said with a wry grin.  
 
    The twins let out another coordinated scream, and Tryss winced as Eli crushed her fingers with that insane pregnant death grip. Tasi did the same to me, but I breathed through the pain because I knew what she was going through was worse.  
 
    “What do I do?” Helera asked with wild eyes as she held up the wet towels.  
 
    “Take some deep breaths,” Sashti said. The twins followed her instructions, but Sashti gave Helera a pointed look. “I was talking to you.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Helera said, and her hands fell to her side. The towels dripped water onto the floor as Helera started to take deep breaths along with the twins, and it would be an amusing sight, if Tasi wasn’t trying to pulverize the bones in my fingers right now.  
 
    “You’re doing well, ladies, it’s looking good so far,” Sashti said as she switched from between Eli’s legs to between Tasi’s.  
 
    “Is there something…” Eli began through gritted teeth. 
 
    “… we can take?” Tasi finished. 
 
    “Oh!” Helera gasped suddenly, and her pretty face lit up with excitement. “Potions! I have potions!” 
 
    “That’s great, Helly, but now’s not a good time for a lesson,” I grunted as Tasi gave my hand another breathtaking squeeze.  
 
    “No, like, the healing potions from House Six,” Helera explained as she shoved the towels at Sashti, who took the sopping wet towels as Helera spun on her heel and hurried out of the room.  
 
    Sashti took the sudden departure in stride, and she wrung the extra water out of the towels and folded them into long strips before she handed one to Tryss and one to me.  
 
    “Lay these over their foreheads, cool them off a bit,” Sashti instructed us.  
 
    Tryss and I followed her orders, and the twins sighed contentedly when the cool towels touched their skin. Sashti started to wet more towels, and as she bent over the basin, I realized she was going to get a sore back if she needed to be doing that a lot.  
 
    I waved my hand, and a small stool appeared at the end of each bed. When Sashti noticed, she shot me an appreciative smile.  
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t have much time to enjoy the comfort of the seat, because Helera rushed back into the room with a potion bottle in each hand and held them up excitedly.  
 
    “Got it,” she said proudly. “I helped Daggy sort the potions at Rilrae’s while you were setting this place up, Fynn, and I noticed a few pregnancy pain relief ones, so I stocked up on that, because, well, obviously.” 
 
    Helera gestured to all the pregnant women in the room with a look that said ‘need I say more.’ 
 
    “Give them to us!” the flaxen-haired twins screamed in unison.  
 
    “Oh, right,” Helera said, and she jumped at the force of the screams. The First Daughter rushed to the head of the beds, and she handed me one of the bottles and yanked the cork topper off the bottle in her hand.  
 
    “How much do we give them?” I asked as I pulled the cork topper off the bottle I held. The pale pink potion inside swirled and sparkled, and it looked kind of tasty, actually. 
 
    The twins released another primal scream of pain, and Helera winced.  
 
    “Umm, let’s just go ahead and give them all of it,” the priestess said, but then she glanced at Sashti.  
 
    Sashti nodded in confirmation, so Helera tipped Eli’s head back and let the pale pink liquid slide down her throat.  
 
    I repeated the process with Tasi, and the results were instant. Tasi released her death grip on my hand, and her whole body relaxed back into the bed.  
 
    “Ohhhh, that’s nice,” Tasi murmured as a small smile crept across face. Then she laid her head against the pillow and closed her eyes.  
 
    “So nice,” Eli said, and I glanced over at the other twin to see her settling into the same position.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as Tasi’s hand slid away from mine, and I flexed my crushed fingers and enjoyed the distinct lack of shrieking as the potion flooded through the Blessed Eights’ veins.  
 
    “Thank Drogu for that potion, this makes it easier on all of us,” Tryss said as she rubbed a finger in her eardrum.  
 
    “It certainly does,” Sashti said. The pale woman positioned herself between Tasi’s legs, and then she glanced up at the rest of us. “I’m going to need someone to help me down here.” 
 
    Tryss, Helera, and I exchanged glances, and the air thickened with tension as we all immediately avoided eye contact.  
 
    “Umm,” Helera muttered uncertainly.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” Sashti said in an exasperated tone as she looked between us. “You’re all such big, tough soldiers, and you can’t handle a little child birth?” 
 
    “I just don’t want to, you know,” I said as I gestured under the blanket tents. “Like… see it…” 
 
    “Fynn!” Sashti scolded me with a frown.  
 
    “Actually, I get it,” Tryss said with a half-shrug. “Fynn spends a lot of time between legs, mine mostly, and I would prefer if the sight of all of that wasn’t ruined for him.” 
 
    “Fine, Fynn is out,” Sashti said with a wave of her hand, and she pointed at Tryss and Helera. “Which one of you is it, then?” 
 
    “Well, I’m just worried the stress of seeing it would cause some harm to mine, maybe hurry it along or something, and I’m not far enough along to deliver, so I don’t want to risk that,” Tryss said as she rubbed her belly with both hands. “I’m just not sure if I’m the best person for the job given my current condition.” 
 
    “Really?” Helera shot her sister an annoyed look. “You’re using your pregnancy to get out of assisting with a birth? Do you realize how asinine that sounds? If anything, that makes you the perfect candidate! You should see what’s coming your way in a few weeks.” 
 
    “So you’re not planning on being pregnant ever?” Tryss snapped at her sister. “If it’s a learning experience, you have just as much to learn as me, so go on. Learn.” 
 
    “You are such a brat!” Helera fired back as she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back, and everything in her body language said ‘fuck you.’ 
 
    “Helly, get down here and help me,” Sashti interjected in a firm tone.  
 
    She turned her pale eyes on Helera, her soul sister, and I knew the fight was over.  
 
    “Fine,” Helera sighed, and she shot Tryss one last glare before she joined Sashti at the end of the beds. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “That potion and the twins are going to do most of the work,” Sashti explained as she handed Helera another damp towel. “Just be ready to catch.” 
 
    “Catch?” Helera said, and her face paled as she held the towel draped limply across her outstretched arms.  
 
    “You take Eli, I’ve got Tasi here,” Sashti said as she gestured with her small, round chin at Eli’s knees. “Go on, the potion should be working, it’ll be easy.” 
 
    I could tell Helera was fighting to keep the disgust off her face as she sat on the stool at the end of the bed, peeled the blanket back from Eli’s knees, and dipped her head under the blanket. Her face reappeared after a moment, and she glanced at Sashti. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as I was expecting,” Helera said with a shrug. 
 
    “See? I told you that you could handle it.” Sashti grinned.  
 
    “I’m not as much of a natural as you, but it’s fine,” Helera said. “At least, I think it is.” 
 
    Sashti scooted her stool next to Helera’s and peered under the blanket before she scooted back to Tasi. 
 
    “Yup, looks good, but be ready, they look like they’re about a minute out,” Sashti said as she positioned herself in preparation. 
 
    “One minute,” the twins said, and their voices were thick with the relaxing effects of the potion.  
 
    Tryss and I instinctively reached down and started to rub our respective twins’ shoulders. They hummed contentedly and linked their hands together, and I thought it was sweet that they would be connected while giving birth. 
 
    “You can tell just from looking at them?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s impressive,” Tryss said as she eyed Sashti curiously. “How many times have you done this?” 
 
    “Enough,” the pale woman said with a mysterious smile. “Not many sets of twins though, so this should be fun.” 
 
    I knew drow twins were more likely to carry twins, and I grinned from ear to ear as I realized my first four children were about to be born.  
 
    “Four strong fetal heartbeats,” Sashti said confidently.  
 
    “Excited?” Tryss asked, and I noticed she was watching me closely. 
 
    “Thrilled,” I said, and then my eyes fell to her large baby bump. “It makes me even more excited for ours.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Tryss said as she rubbed her belly.  
 
    “That’s really sweet, you two, but these two are having babies right now, so can you focus, please?” Sashti said as the twins started to stir.  
 
    “Voids, here they come,” Helera said, and her face lit up with a mixture of panic and excitement as Eli started to wiggle her hips.  
 
    “Oh, they are speedy little buggers,” Sashti chuckled. “Tryss, I need you to record the exact time the babies are born.” 
 
    “Of course, just tell me when,” Tryss said, and she brought her wrist up to rest on her baby bump so she could watch her timepiece. 
 
    We watched on as both women squared their shoulders and reached under the blankets. The twins let out an eerie giggle, and then there was a squelching sound followed by a pop.  
 
    “Now,” Sashti said, and a second later Helera and Sashti leaned back in their stools with writhing purple babies in their hands.  
 
    “Wow,” Helera said as she held the wriggling baby in her hands with a look of wonder in her eyes.  
 
    “Fourteenth hour, twelfth minute, seventy-eighth second,” Tryss announced. 
 
    “Turn her over,” Sashti instructed Helera firmly but kindly. “Hold her in the palm of your left hand and give her a good hard tap on her back.” 
 
    Helera followed Sashti’s instructions and flipped the baby over in her arms. She gave her a gentle tap on the back, but Sashti told her to really go for it, so she did, and then the baby spluttered and started to cry.  
 
    “Oh!” Helera gasped, and she flipped the baby right-side up as they both began to scream their teeny-tiny heads off.  
 
    “Our babies,” the twins chorused.  
 
    I looked down, and I was surprised to see the Blessed Eight twins were lucid, with bright, clear eyes and focused expressions.  
 
    “Wow, that potion doesn’t last long, does it?” I asked as Sashti and Helera wiped the babies off with the damp towels before handing them to their mothers.  
 
    “The sound of the baby’s first cry is the mother’s antidote to the potion,” Sashti explained as she nestled the baby she’d just helped birth into Tasi’s arms. “It allows the mother to be relieved of the pain of childbirth, but alert for their care. Especially helpful in times of war and unrest.” 
 
    “That is some well thought out magick,” I said with a nod, and then I turned my attention back to the newborns. I leaned down to study my two firstborns, and I noticed something I wasn’t expecting on the baby in Tasi’s arm. “Oh! It’s a boy!” 
 
    “Really?” Tryss asked in a surprised tone. She glanced over at the baby, and her eyebrows shot up her forehead. “Fynn, your firstborn is a son.” 
 
    “One of them,” Helera corrected as she gestured to the other newborn. “Ours over here is a girl.” 
 
    “Fyndi’ira,” Esi said automatically. “That’s her name.” 
 
    “Fyndi’ira, like Fynn?” Helera asked with a smile. “Perfection.” 
 
    “Isn’t she,” Eli said as she cuddled the baby close to her breast.  
 
    The baby quietened down at her mother’s touch, and she suckled the air as her tiny fists grasped at her mother’s finger.  
 
    “And this precious boy is Elkantar,” Tasi said as she nuzzled my son affectionately. 
 
    “Second babies are coming,” Sashti suddenly announced, and she and Helera jumped into action.  
 
    The process was pretty much identical, and a few moments later, there were two more babies born into Oshara. The women wiped them off with towels and placed them in their mother’s arms.  
 
    “Another boy!” I grinned as I studied my two sons.  
 
    “Dantrag,” Tasi said as she held the second baby for the first time.  
 
    “That’s incredible,” Tryss whispered.  
 
    “Another girl here,” Helera said.  
 
    “Greyanna,” Eli chirped as the second girl twin nuzzled into her chest. 
 
    I looked back and forth at the two sets of identical twins, and my heart just filled with love.  
 
    “Here, Fynn,” Tasi said as she held up the babies. “Hold your first born sons.”  
 
    I leaned down and carefully picked the babies out of Tasi’s arms, and then I stood up straight as I gazed into the tiny, purple, scrunched-up faces of my sons. It was a feeling I’d never experienced before, and I couldn’t possibly explain it. I knew I would die for these two babies in a heartbeat, and I’d never let any harm befall them. But I knew I couldn’t always be there for them, so I’d raise them to be strong and intelligent, so they could fend for themselves. I hadn’t been expecting boys when girl births far outweighed boy births in the drow world, but I felt like it was a sign of the changing times. The entire city of Oshara was being uprooted around us, and a lot of that had to do with me, who had started out as a lowly male drow. Maybe this was a sign the backhanded bitchiness of a matriarchy wasn’t the best way to run a society, and we needed to shake things up.  
 
    As these thoughts rushed through my head, I glanced over at the other set of twins, and my heart swelled at the sight of the tiny baby girls. 
 
    “Here,” Eli said when she noticed me watching them, and she handed the newborns to Tryss.  
 
    Tryss handled the babies like a natural, and she brought them close to me so I could get my face in their little bellies and breathe in that new baby scent. My girls wriggled with excitement as they made high-pitched grunting noises through their teeny-tiny mouths.  
 
    It was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.  
 
    “This is incredible,” I murmured, and I couldn’t help but laugh with joy. I tried to split my attention equally between the four rambunctious newborns, but there were too many writhing limbs and tiny swinging fists and itsy-bitsy kicking feet to keep track of.  
 
    “It’s pretty hot watching you be a father,” Tryss said to me in a low voice as her eyes darkened.  
 
    “Don’t you two start that,” Helera said in a warning tone. “Not here, not now.” 
 
    “Sorry, Helly,” Tryss giggled.  
 
    “Later,” I muttered with a wink, but then I noticed the mothers’ faces were long with yearning, so I handed the newborns back to the Blessed Eight twins.  
 
    The two blonde drows immediately pulled their dresses down to expose their creamy, milk-filled breasts, and they positioned the babies in front of a nipple each. The babies latched on instantly, and they suckled adorably as they absorbed the nutrition from their mother’s milk.  
 
    “Perfect,” Tasi and Eli sighed in unison as they settled into motherhood comfortably.  
 
    There was a sudden crash from the other room, and Sashti’s eyes widened.  
 
    “The toddlers!” she gasped, and she dashed into the other room to check on them.  
 
    “We need to let the others know,” Helera said suddenly, and she reached into the folds of her fabric, pulled out a communication device, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Imrae will have to bring them here!” I called out after her.  
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem,” Helera said over her shoulder as she crossed the doorway.  
 
    The Blessed Eights, Tryss, and I spent the next while passing around the babies and learning how to tell them apart. It felt like no time had passed at all, but a scuffling sound caused me to look up at the door, and Drindessa dominated the doorway in a black, skintight latex catsuit and huge smile across her face.  
 
    “My grandbabies!” the Matron cried out, and she rushed to her daughters’ side to get a look at her first four grandchildren.  
 
    Imrae lingered behind Drindessa, and then she hung out by the doorway as the family reunited. 
 
    “Mother!” the Blessed Eights chorused happily, and there was more fussing and cooing over the babies, until the dominatrix turned to me with happy tears in her eyes.  
 
    “Fynn, I can’t thank you enough,” she said as she pulled me in for a squeaky hug. “Thank you for giving me such perfect grandchildren.” 
 
    “The pleasure was all mine,” I said as I squeezed her back.  
 
    “Fynn,” Imrae said quietly, and I turned to the doorway to see the freckled Darnem leaning against the wall and tapping her timepiece. “Nodrin needs you back at the House now. I was told to bring you back before the eleventh hour, and it’s twenty strokes past that.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I handed Greyanna off to Drindessa and turned to Tryss. As much as I was enjoying spending time with my firstborns, there was a war going on outside, and I needed to deal with that. I rested a hand on my pregnant lover’s big belly and leaned my forehead against hers. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I love you… daddy,” Tryss said with a sly grin.  
 
    “Ooh, I think I like that,” I said with a grin of my own, and I gave her a quick kiss before I hurried out the door toward Imrae. “You coming with me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I might as well,” Imrae said with a longing look at the newborn babies and mothers.  
 
    I could tell the poor thing was mourning that she’d never get to share such a moment with her family, so I wrapped a hand around the freckled female’s shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, we’re your family now, you can celebrate these things with us,” I said kindly.  
 
    “Thanks, Fynn, I’m working on it,” Imrae said with a tight smile, and then she gestured for me to follow her. “Come on, Nodrin wants you to work your protection magick on Twenty-Nine, too.” 
 
    “Ah, got it,” I said with a nod, and Imrae and I hurried out of the hideaway house and to the narrow platform outside.  
 
    We didn’t waste any time as we lifted into the air and soared toward our home base. I knew a lot of time had passed birthing the sets of twins, and it was time to get my head back in the game of war. Sevahtra wasn’t going to give me any paternity leave during the upcoming battles.  
 
    I glanced at the timepiece on my wrist and realized it was already twenty strokes to midnight, later than I had expected. A few minutes later, we skidded to a stop outside of House Twenty-Nine and took off at a run. The platform was milling with dozens of soldiers, and we had to squeeze past them. Then we zigzagged through the busy atrium and made it to the banquet hall, where Nodrin was waiting for us with a serious expression on his face and a scroll in his hand.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I approached the concerned-looking wizard.  
 
    “Firstly, Fynn, congratulations on your firstborns,” Nodrin said as his face suddenly brightened, and a smile appeared on his wrinkled face.  
 
    “Thank you, Nodrin,” I said as I returned the smile, but I gestured to the scroll in his hand. “What’s going on? You look concerned.” 
 
    “You remember our friend Faeryl?” Nodrin asked as he tugged at his beard, and his fluffy white eyebrows furrowed together.  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Faeryl was one of our first Upper House allies, and she’d provided us with valuable information already.  
 
    “She just sent us a message,” Nodrin said as he waved the scroll back and forth. “Vhondryl is consolidating her resources between the Courthouse and House Three.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said slowly as I glanced at the scroll in his hand. “She’s divided her resources so we can’t obliterate them at once, it’s clever. But now that we know where they are, we can attack them.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the plan,” Nodrin said with a nod.  
 
    “Alright, well, Imrae said you wanted some help with the protections on House Twenty-Nine--” 
 
    “I already took care of that.” The wizard waved me off. “But there’s something else.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with a barely-contained note of impatience in my voice.  
 
    “She’s planning a secret midnight raid tonight. She’s sending her number two with the orders to bring her your head on a platter, and they’re planning on attacking you in your sleep.” Nodrin’s face broke into a smile. “And I want to show her who she’s messing with.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah.” I smirked as I cracked my knuckles loudly. Midnight was only a couple minutes away. “The war has really started now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “We’ve got soldiers at every entry point,” Nodrin said, and he pushed past me and strode to the door.  
 
    “We noticed that,” I said as Imrae and I followed Nodrin through the banquet hall. “I was wondering why it was so busy, but now I know. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We think Vhondryl’s number two, a male called Orgoloth, is going to attempt to kidnap the pregnant women,” Nodrin explained, and then he stopped suddenly at a table with weapons and armor laid out, so we quickly outfitted ourselves for the upcoming battle. 
 
    “The women they think are still here,” I said, and a smile spread across my face as I reached for a chestplate.  
 
    “Exactly,” Nodrin countered with a grin of his own. “So, I was thinking we could have a little fun with it.” 
 
    “Fun?” Imrae questioned as she hooked a morning star onto the back of her armor. 
 
    “Fun,” I confirmed with a wink directed at the freckled Darnem, but then I frowned. “Wait, Vhondryl’s number two is a male?” 
 
    “Ugh, yeah.” Imrae rolled her eyes. “She always flaunted that around like she was smarter than the rest of us.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked as I slid a sgian-dubh into an ankle holster.  
 
    “Vhondryl has a very suspicious personality, which is common for Matrons, as you know, but Vhondy always took it a step further,” Imrae said, and her lip curled as she spoke. “Her daughters, she has nineteen, were always kept at arm’s length. She didn’t let any of them get close to her, so there was no way they could betray her with her secrets or some shit. So, her daughters aren’t part of running their House, they’re basically just baby making machines for Vhondy. But males, she would let close. Males ‘knew their place,’ as she said.” 
 
    “So, she wanted a servant, not an equal,” I said with a nod of understanding, which transformed into a smirk. “She doesn’t see males as a threat.” 
 
    “I’d hope she’d have learned by now with you,” Imrae fired back as she slapped on a wrist guard. “That you are a big fucking threat. Orgoloth sure isn’t. He struts around like he’s hot shit when we all know he’s a prop, so I guess Vhondryl has a point in that way.” 
 
    “Well, I’m happy to put both of those morons in their places,” I said, and I tilted my head to the side and pushed my chin to the left. There was a satisfying crack as my neck released pressure, and I felt ready for my upcoming confrontation with Orgoloth, also known as Vhondryl’s Stupid Male Slave Who Thinks He’s More Important Than He Is.  
 
     We finished getting ready and then continued out of the banquet hall. 
 
    “So, what was this fun you spoke of?” Imrae asked as we jogged toward the staircase.  
 
    “Oh, that,” I chuckled and shot the pretty Darnem a sideways look. “Fancy playing some dress up?”  
 
    “Oooh,” Imrae said as the light went on behind her eyes, and a wicked smile took over her face. “I always fancied myself a thespian.” 
 
    “Good, since the other women are preoccupied at the moment,” I said, and we followed Nodrin up the staircase toward the living quarters.  
 
    “According to Faeryl, Vhondryl wants revenge for us busting Sevvy out of prison,” Nodrin said as we began to climb the stairs. “We know she was keen on threatening Sevvy with the pregnant women, so we figure that’s where she’ll focus her energies. Well, Orgoloth, not Vhondryl herself.” 
 
    “That bitch is probably too scared to face us,” Imrae scoffed. 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” I agreed. “Speaking of Sevvy, where is she?” 
 
    “She’s down in the vaults, planning a little something special for the Upper House soldiers heading our way,” Nodrin replied as we reached the landing. 
 
    “Voids, they’re in for a shock,” I said as we made our way down the stone corridor. “Raiding us at midnight and expecting us to be asleep, those suckers have no idea what they’re about to face.” 
 
    “We’re a little shorthanded with all the women over assisting the Blessed Eights,” Nodrin said. “But Daggy is still here at least, and she’s doing a fine job down in the dungeons managing our soldiers. And we’ve also got Rilrae, Zephyr, Thamegazi, and Hugmug ready to pick up their swords and fight for us.” 
 
    “Ohh, Orgoloth hates changelings,” Imrae said with a grin. “We should definitely sic Zephyr on that bastard.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d love the opportunity,” I said as I pictured the cool and collected Zephyr facing off with Vhondryl’s psycho second-in-command.  
 
    “You know Orgoloth?” Nodrin asked Imrae with a curious glance.  
 
    “Some.” Imrae shrugged. “I’ve seen him around at meetings. Arrogant prick.” 
 
    “Well, the plan is to send Orgoloth up to you,” Nodrin explained. “If he really is here for the pregnant women, we expect he’ll force the information out of our soldiers as to their whereabouts. Everyone has been instructed to tell him that the pregnant women are up in the living quarters, and ideally he’ll come up himself to find them, only to be met with you.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I smirked as I cracked my knuckles.  
 
    Suddenly, the large astronomical clock in the atrium started to chime, and the three of us exchanged glances.  
 
    “Midnight,” I murmured. “Raiding time.” 
 
    Sure enough, we heard the sounds of an invasion beginning just outside the House as soldiers rushed out to join the fight, and shouting ensued.  
 
    “You two get in there,” Nodrin said as he gestured to the door that led to the room where the pregnant women had camped out. “I’ll send Zephyr up to you, but I’m going to join Sevvy down in the dungeons for the raid.” 
 
    “Okay, stay safe,” I said as I put my hand on Imrae’s lower back and led the freckled Darnem into the darkened room.  
 
    My fae-fyre activated instantly until I waved my hand and magicked some fire into the torches that hung along the walls. Then Imrae and I glanced around at the mostly empty room. It had been cleared out when we took the women to the safehouse, which I now realized was perfect timing. Mother had been right, Vhondryl was coming back for the pregnant women, and now we were going to make her pay.  
 
    I heard the sounds of the battle downstairs, and I groaned.  
 
    “Hate missing out on the action?” Imrae smirked. 
 
    “Sooo much,” I said as I let my head roll back on my neck for a moment. Then I righted it and smiled. “But at least we get to take out Vhondryl’s number two.” 
 
    “Ohh, shall we decapitate him and send his head back to Vhondy?” Imrae asked with excitement in her eyes. 
 
    “Damn, you’re sexy when you talk dirty.” I grinned. “We’re definitely doing exactly that, obviously.” 
 
    Just then, there was a loud crash and boom that shook the whole House, and Imrae and I exchanged worried glances.  
 
    “Do you think we should go check it out?” Imrae asked with a glance at the door.  
 
    “I think we should trust Daggy and the others for now,” I sighed.  
 
    As much as I wanted to join in on the fighting and kill some Upper House bastards, I knew we should stick to the plan. It was hard listening to the painful screams of wounded soldiers, but I just had to convince myself none of those screams belonged to anyone I loved. We would lose some soldiers, of course, but I wouldn’t let myself even entertain the thought that one of my loved ones was injured.  
 
    We had too much war left to fight, I couldn’t lose any of them so soon into it.  
 
    “It sucks not being able to join in, huh?” Imrae asked as she stared at the door.  
 
    “It must have been hard for you,” I said with a grimace.  
 
    Imrae had been confined to a small, underground hideout for a while until we knew we’d be able to keep her safe from the Upper Houses looking for her.  
 
    “It wasn’t my favorite, but at least I didn’t have it as bad as Sashti, that poor thing,” Imrae said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” I muttered.  
 
    Sashti had been confined to an alternate mirror universe for over a year, at the hands of her own mother, no less.  
 
    The drow world really was fucking brutal, and as the sounds of battle echoed up the stairs, I was reminded of my thoughts earlier when I held my twin sons in my hands. There was so much violence and destruction at the hands of the female rulers, maybe it really was time for some male leadership that could introduce structure to the chaos. Drogu might have something to say about that, but I figured I’d bring it up with her the next time I saw her.  
 
    “Fynn,” Imrae said suddenly, and her eyes were alert. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    We fell silent, and I could hear quiet shuffling noises outside of the room.  
 
    “Someone’s coming,” I whispered. “Get to the back of the room, I’ll--” 
 
    Before I could finish, there was a soft knock at the door before it cracked open, and Zephyr slid in and pushed the door shut behind him.  
 
    “Hello, fellow hideaways,” Zephyr said in a soft, silky voice. “I believe I’m here as bait for a hate crime?” 
 
    “Zeph, good to see you,” I said with a grin. “Not really bait, Imrae just thought you might like the chance to go head to head with a changeling-hater.” 
 
    “Nothing would bring me more pleasure,” Zephyr said in his deep voice as he joined us at the back of the room.  
 
    “Excellent,” I said, and then I gestured at the door. “How’s it going down there?” 
 
    “Very well for us.” Zephyr nodded. “Orgoloth brought a small raiding team, and he certainly wasn’t expecting such resistance. We’ve taken some losses, as is natural, but it gives me great hope for the outcome of this war. You’ve assembled an amazing alliance, young Fynn.” 
 
    “Oh, I hardly had anything to do with it,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Imrae here brought us more allies than I did.” 
 
    “Typical Fynn,” Zephyr said as he rolled his eyes at Imrae. “Never taking his due credit.” 
 
    “Yeah, because he’s always too busy doing other amazing things, for which he also won’t take credit,” Imrae said and crossed her arms over her chest, and they both studied me with raised eyebrows.  
 
    “Um, excuse me, I just had my first four children, I’m a new father, I don’t deserve this kind of attack,” I fired back with a grin. Then I stepped over to the beds and tossed Imrae and Zephyr a blanket while I draped one over my own head and wore it like a hooded cloak. “Anyway, come on, act like you’re heavily pregnant, hormonal, and scared of the invasion of your House.” 
 
    Zephyr donned the blanket with a flourish, and his blue face melted as his tusks drooped. Then he started weeping dramatically while he wrapped his arms around his stomach. 
 
    “Not my baby,” the changeling croaked in a high-pitched, female-sounding voice. “Please, not my baby.” 
 
    “My firstborn child, you mustn’t!” Imrae wailed as she threw her blanket over her shoulders, bent over at the waist, and started to waddle around in a circle as if she were burdened by a pregnant stomach.  
 
    Zephyr quickly joined in on the waddling. 
 
    “I’ll die before I let you take my baby!” I cried out dramatically as I threw myself into the circle of waddles. I wasn’t worried about the noise we were making, in fact, noise would draw Orgoloth to us faster, which was what we wanted. Then I glanced around at our waddle circle and, while it was hilarious, it wasn’t really how I wanted Orgoloth to find us, so I straightened up and cleared my throat so the others stopped, too. “Let’s get ourselves situated somewhere more believable.” 
 
    “Well--” Imrae began, but the sounds of footsteps on the staircase outside cut her off.  
 
    “Here they come,” Zephyr muttered.  
 
    I quickly gestured for the others to join me, and we hopped up onto the bed farthest from the door and huddled together with our backs to the door, as if we were scared pregnant women waiting to be transported. Then we waited with bated breath as we heard Upper House soldiers, presumably led by Orgoloth, approach the door to the living quarters. We were in the back bedroom, so they would have to cross through the main room before they reached us. 
 
    “Which one?” a male voice boomed, and it was loud enough to carry through to the back room clearly. The voice had a nasally, whiny quality to it, and I could tell I hated that male already.  
 
    “Orgoloth,” Imrae mouthed to Zephyr and me.  
 
    “Th-That one,” a scared voice squeaked out, and I realized Orgoloth must have taken one of our soldiers hostage.  
 
    “Open it,” Orgoloth instructed the captive.  
 
    So, he wasn’t completely stupid. Orgoloth was forcing the soldier to open the door in case there was an attack waiting for him on the other side, but that wasn’t going to stop us.  
 
    The main door swung open, and the duergar soldier must have entered first. There was a moment of silence, and then I heard the footsteps of Orgoloth and at least two others as they entered the room.  
 
    “Well?” Orgoloth demanded of our soldier. “Where the fuck are they?” 
 
    “Maybe through there?” the soldier squeaked.  
 
    There was a shuffling before the door to the bedroom swung open, and it sounded as if Orgoloth kicked the duergar into the room, with the grunt, thud, and sliding sounds. Footsteps quickly followed, so I knew Orgoloth and his two other guards followed the kicked soldier. 
 
    The three of us stayed in character and let out scared squeals beneath our blanket cloaks. Then we caught each other’s eyes, but we had to look away and stifle our giggles.  
 
    “You! Females!” Orgoloth barked, and I heard footsteps approaching the bed fast. “You’re coming with us!” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said, and in one swift motion, I stood up, tossed my blanket cloak off, and turned to face this arrogant bastard. 
 
    I got my first good look at Vhondryl’s second-in-command, and I had to stop myself from busting out with laughter. The male drow barely came up to my chest, and his silver hair was thin and receding, but his face looked like it wore a permanent scowl.  
 
    Napoleon complex.  
 
    The words floated into my mind, and I knew it meant this little dude felt the need to prove himself since he was so tiny, even if I didn’t know who the fuck Napoleon was. Must’ve been small, though.  
 
    Orgoloth’s two ogre soldiers started to advance on me, but he held up a hand, and they stopped in their tracks. Our duergar soldier took that moment of distraction to sprint out of the room, and I didn’t blame him.  
 
    It was about to get bloody in here.  
 
    “You!” Orgoloth cried out with a surprised expression, but then his face broke into a wide smile, and I noticed the dark, magenta-skinned drow male was missing several teeth. “Oh, Matron Vhondryl will love this. Came for the preggos, but I get you, too. She’ll be sucking my dick gooood tonight.” 
 
    Ahh, so that made more sense. Orgoloth was a sex slave Vhondryl kept on a tight leash, and he needed to prove himself. He probably thought Vhondryl would replace her wizard consort with him, but I knew that would never happen.  
 
    A wizard was always more valuable than a male soldier.  
 
    “Is that right?” I asked in an amused tone as I approached Vhondryl’s right-hand man. I looked around the room pointedly and then lifted my shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t see any preggos, do you?” 
 
    “I--” Orgoloth began, and he glanced at the other two cloaked figures on the bed. “Who are they, then?” 
 
    So, perhaps not the smartest, after all. 
 
    “Hey, Orgo,” Imrae said as she stood and faced us. The freckled Darnem let her cloak slide slowly and sexily down her shoulders as she came to stand next to me. “Miss me?” 
 
    “Imrae,” Orgoloth said in a surprised tone, but then he smiled again. “You know, I think my Matron will forget about the preggos if I bring you two back to her in chains.” 
 
    “Now, that would be a sight to behold,” Zephyr said in his smooth voice as he was the last to reveal himself from beneath the cloak.  
 
    I noticed Orgoloth’s face hardened instantly at the sight of the changeling, so it seemed Imrae was right. This guy really didn’t like changelings.  
 
    “What are you doing here, beast?” Orgoloth spat.  
 
    “Rude, considering you’re a guest in this House,” Zephyr said nonchalantly.  
 
    “Not when we take control,” Orgoloth said as he puffed out his small chest. 
 
    “Funny, aren’t you already in control?” I asked as I tilted my head and took another step toward him. “I mean, your House controls the whole city, yet here you are, looking for leverage against the Lower Houses. Your grasp on control isn’t as firm as you’d want to believe.” 
 
    “I-- you--” Orgoloth spluttered, but then he bared his teeth, or what was left of them, and snarled. He raised his hand, and the two soldiers started to advance on me and the others with raised spears. “Just shut the fuck up and accept that you’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Please,” I scoffed.  
 
    I raised a hand and felt my Starlyte glow against my chest as my ether opened, and then a powerful wave of magick coursed through my veins and out of the palm of my hands, which caused the two ogre guards to go flying backwards across the room.  
 
    Orgoloth’s eyes widened as he saw the full power of my magick, but he quickly adjusted his face back into its natural scowl as he turned to address his fallen soldiers.  
 
    “Get up, you lazy fucking ogres!” he snapped as he unsheathed his own sword and faced us again. “Your little tricks don’t scare me, I know you’re weak at heart. You’re not even a real drow, everyone knows you weren’t born from a real mother like the rest of us. And based on the company you keep, you’re barely even accepted by your own drow family.” 
 
    Orgoloth gave a pointed look at Zephyr, who grinned in return.  
 
    “You know, it’s not uncommon,” Zephyr said calmly as the ogre soldiers staggered to their feet in the background. “Someone as weak and desperate as yourself, unburdened with an abundance of intelligence or strength. You’re angry, who wouldn’t be? Born into a race as powerful as the drow, but unable to hack it with even the average male. So, your hate manifests in racism and a superiority complex too big for your weak shoulders.” 
 
    Orgoloth’s face clouded in anger as Zephyr spoke, and his grip on his sword tightened.  
 
    “The fuck would you know about intelligence?” Orgoloth fired back as his face darkened.  
 
    “I’m intelligent enough to know when I lack intelligence,” Zephyr replied in a calm, amused tone as he drew his two daggers from their sheaths and squared his shoulders. “And I have nothing to prove, especially to you. Do you?” 
 
    I grinned as Zephyr continued to goad the Upper House drow into making a mistake.  
 
    “Fucking get these bastards!” Orgoloth demanded of his soldiers before he rushed forward to attack Zephyr, and the fight finally began.  
 
    Orgoloth and Zephyr became locked in battle as the two ogre soldiers rushed toward Imrae and me. Imrae pulled her morning star out, and a smile spread across her face in anticipation of a fight. I decided not to use my magick since she looked so excited, and I unsheathed my sword and got ready for some good old-fashioned hand-to-hand combat.  
 
    The ogres split off, so one came for me, and one for Imrae. The giant green beasts definitely had the size advantage, but they were big and slow, so I took my time and showed off some fancy footwork as I parried the ogre’s attacks by hopping around him.  
 
    “Fucker,” he grunted as I dodged another swing.  
 
    “Come at me, bro.” I grinned as I danced away from his reach.  
 
    “Bro?” the ogre asked, and he tilted his ugly, bald head. “Like brother? We are not brothers, why do you speak such nonsense?” 
 
    “You get used to it,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    The ogre still looked confused, so I decided it was the perfect time to catch him off guard. I lunged forward and swung my sword in a wide arc aimed at the ogre’s neck. He tried to move out of the way in time, but he was too big, and the blade of my sword lodged itself painfully into the side of his big, green arm, just beneath the shoulder plate of his armor. I pulled the blade out, and there was a squelching sound as deep, crimson blood started to pour from the wound.  
 
    “Uuurgh!” the ogre grunted as he dropped his sword and used his free hand to stem the blood flow from the wound. “Why would you stab your bro?” 
 
    “Hey, you said we weren’t bros,” I snickered as I tossed my sword back and forth between my hands. “And since we’re not bros, I can do this.” 
 
    I caught the sword in my right hand and dashed forward to lodge the blade between the ogre’s eyes. He went cross-eyed as he tried to look at the sword sticking out of his skull, but he didn’t stay alive long enough and instead fell backward to the ground with a thud.  
 
    I quickly pulled my sword out of his skull and turned to check on Imrae. She was locked in a pretty intense battle with the other ogre guard, but she seemed to be holding her own. Then I looked over at Zephyr and Orgoloth, and they were fighting with so much intensity, the world could collapse around them, and they’d keep fighting.  
 
    I decided to help Imrae finish off the second ogre while Zephyr battled the racist prick. 
 
    With my sword in hand, I snuck up behind the second ogre soldier as he raised his spear to swipe at Imrae. He didn’t notice as I got close enough to drive my blade right up into his exposed armpit. He let out a primal scream as the spear fell from his hand, and blood gushed from the wound.  
 
    “Let me!” Imrae barked, and she took a running leap and swung her morning star club through the air so it landed with a loud crack across the ogre’s skull.  
 
    I watched the light go from his eyes as he fell to his knees, and then he collapsed face first onto the ground as blood continued to flow from his armpit. 
 
    “Nice hit,” I said with a grin as Imrae righted herself after the leap.  
 
    “Thanks,” Imrae replied, and her freckles shone against her skin as she shook out her arms. “Feels great to fight again.” 
 
    Before I could reply, I heard a grunt, and I spun around to see Zephyr getting the upper hand on Orgoloth as the changeling directed a kick at the drow’s knees. Orgoloth stumbled and lost his grip on his sword, and Zephyr took the opportunity to kick him down, so Orgoloth was on his knees as Zephyr stood over him.  
 
    “Do you feel big and powerful now?” Zephyr asked with a wicked grin as he raised his daggers and crossed them over Orgoloth’s throat in an x shape with the tips of the blades digging into the drow’s skin. “Do you feel superior?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Orgoloth spat as he glared at the changeling.  
 
    “Hmm, no, thanks,” Zephyr responded with a smile, and then he sliced the daggers across Orgoloth’s throat.  
 
    The sharp blades severed the Upper House male’s neck from his body, and Orgoloth’s head rolled away from his upright body. The decapitated body stayed upright for an amusing second before it fell forward to the ground with a thud. Then Zephyr stepped back with a satisfied smile as I reached down and picked up the decapitated head by its thin hair.  
 
    “Well,” I said in an amused tone as I held the head up. Blood dripped from the neck, and Orgoloth’s eyes stared creepily ahead without seeing anything. “I can’t wait for Vhondryl to see this.” 
 
    “Same,” Imrae said with a wicked grin.  
 
    “Yes, amusing indeed,” Zephyr said as he wiped the blood off his daggers. “Shall we go see how the others are faring?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bring this,” I said as I held up Orgoloth’s head. “As soon as his soldiers see this, they’ll flee. We need them gone so we can plan for tomorrow, anyway.” 
 
    “Make haste, then,” Zephyr said as he calmly resheathed his daggers and gestured for the door.  
 
    I led the way out of the door and toward the staircase. I could still hear fighting going on in the levels below, but they weren’t as intense as the beginning of the raid. We quickly made our way down the staircase, but I stopped about midway down. There was a battle being waged in the banquet hall, so I let out a loud wolf whistle and held up Orgoloth’s decapitated head.  
 
    The fighting stopped instantly at the sight of the opponent’s decapitated head. Our soldiers cheered, while the Upper House soldiers blanched and immediately started retreating. Word spread like wildfire, and the hall was soon cleared of Upper House soldiers as I continued to descend down the stairs.  
 
    Rilrae was among the fighters in the hall, and she rushed to us as we reached the landing with a big smile on her face and blood splattered across her apron, which she wore instead of armor. Then she pointed to the head in my hand.  
 
    “Successful mission up there, I see,” the baker said in an amused tone. “Nice kill, Fynn.” 
 
    “Wasn’t me,” I said as I hooked a thumb at Zephyr.  
 
    “Is that right?” Rilrae asked as she looked the changeling up and down with a twinkle in her eye. “Very nice, indeed.” 
 
    “Not as nice as your sweet pies,” Zephyr replied smoothly. 
 
    “Few things are,” Rilrae replied as a blush crept up her neck.  
 
    “Have you seen Sevvy and the others?” I asked Rilrae.  
 
    “No,” the baker said with a shake of her head. “I know they were in the dungeons, but I haven’t seen any of them.” 
 
    “Hmm, we should go check it out,” I said, and we all headed across the room for the staircase that would lead us down.  
 
    We stepped over dead bodies and puddles of blood as the smells of the battle wafted through the room around us.  
 
    Nothing like the smell of fresh blood in the middle of the night.  
 
    We hurried down to the dungeons level to see a similar scene of bloodshed and the remnants of battles. We stepped over the dead bodies and headed toward the dungeon that I knew Dagwyn was using as a main base, and I hoped she was there safe with Sevahtra, Nodrin, and the others.  
 
    I didn’t have to wait long to find out, for just as we approached the doorway, Dagwyn stepped out looking battle worn, tired, but content.  
 
    “Fynn!” Dagwyn cried out, and she threw her arms around my neck. “Glad to see you survived.” 
 
    “Psht, of course I did,” I said as I returned the hug with one arm. The other was busy carrying Orgoloth’s head.  
 
    Dagwyn stepped back, and when her eyes fell on the decapitated head, she gasped. 
 
    “You got him,” she said.  
 
    “Of course we did!” I laughed. “Were you really worried I wouldn’t get him, and I would die?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Dagwyn said with a wave of her hand. “But in my line of work, you have to understand that battles are unpredictable, and anything can happen when you least expect it.” 
 
    “Well, we’re all fine,” I said as I gestured to the others. “Where’s Mother and Nodrin?” 
 
    “Right here,” Sevahtra said as she stepped out of the room with Nodrin following closely behind. The Matron noticed the decapitated head instantly, and a wide smile spread across her face. “Excellent work, my son.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” I said as I returned her grin, but then a sudden wave of exhaustion washed over me, and I felt my posture droop under the weight of it.  
 
    “I agree,” Nodrin said as he ran a hand over his weary face. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “The longest,” I said with a sigh and gestured around. “Everything went well down here?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dagwyn said as she puffed out her chest. “I had coordinated teams on standby, and we were able to fight off the invasion with minimal losses.” 
 
    “Well done,” I said to the warrioress in an impressed tone. “You’ve really shown off your tactical skills lately, and you’ve been invaluable in helping Claden’Du take over Oshara. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “O-Oh,” Dagwyn said, and she blushed a deep purple. “Um, thank you, Fynn.” 
 
    “Just stating facts,” I said with a shrug, and then I shifted the decapitated head into my other hand and shook out my arm. “Voids, heads are heavier than they look.” 
 
    “Here, I’ll take it,” Dagwyn said quickly, and she reached for the decapitated head.  
 
    “Keep it safe,” I said as I handed it to her. “I want to take it to the Thoroughfare tomorrow, when the citizens flood the street, so I can piss Vhondryl right off.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Dagwyn said with a smile.  
 
    “Fynn, why don’t you take a rest?” Sevahtra suggested while she studied my tired face. “We’ll wrap it up here taking stock of our resources, but you’ve had a long day, and we’ve got more fighting tomorrow, so you need to rest up.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I glanced around all the dead bodies, but even just Sevahtra’s suggestion caused my limbs to go heavy, and I wanted nothing more than to lie on a bed, any bed, and pass out.  
 
    “More than sure, you go,” Sevahtra said firmly as she pointed to the staircase I’d come from. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a tired smile. “Wake me if you need me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sevahtra said.  
 
    I waved goodbye to everyone and trudged my tired body up the stairs, through the banquet hall, and up more stairs until I made it to the living quarters. I pushed into the nearest one and found the bed, and I stripped off my armor as I crossed the room. Luckily, this room hadn’t been disturbed in the battles, so I flopped myself down on the bed, and I was asleep before my head touched the pillow.  
 
    I was jolted awake sometime later by the sensation of someone shaking my arm forcefully.  
 
    “Fynn!” Helera’s voice penetrated my sleep.  
 
    The urgency in her voice woke me instantly, and I shot upright in bed as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes.  
 
    “Helly,” I said, and my voice was thick with sleep. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s Tryss,” Helera said in a panicked voice. “She’s missing.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “What?” I demanded, and I was suddenly fully awake. “Where the fuck could she have gone?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Helera said in a desperate voice. “We’ve looked all over the safehouse, she’s not there.” 
 
    “Is everyone else okay?” My mind instantly went to my newborn children, and I launched myself up from the bed and headed toward the door. I grabbed my robe as an afterthought, and I slung it over my head as I hurried out of the room.  
 
    “Yes, everyone else is fine, it’s just Tryss not in her bed,” Helera said quickly, and she followed me into the corridor as I headed for the staircase. 
 
    “Well, where the fuck is she?” I snapped.  
 
    My mind raced with possibilities of where my pregnant lover could be. Vhondryl must be out for blood after another failed raid on our House, what if she’d tracked down the safehouse and taken Tryss?  
 
    I would throw that bitch from the tallest point in Oshara, then I’d fish her dead, broken body out of the lake and throw her off again, just for good measure.  
 
    “I don’t know, Fynn, but wait!” Helera called out as I started to take the stairs two at a time.  
 
    “I’m not waiting, you keep up,” I said over my shoulder as I bounded down the staircase.  
 
    “Fynn, she can’t have been taken,” Helera puffed as she tried to keep up with me.  
 
    “You don’t know that,” I countered as my feet hit the landing. I didn’t pause, I just continued out toward the levitating platform as my ether opened. A moment later, my magick coursed hot through my body, and I realized I even shot a few sparks of light out of my fingertips. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” Helera insisted as she ran to keep up with my long strides. “No way anyone got through your magick, and everyone who knows the safehouse location is either here or there. We think she just…” 
 
    “What? Ran away?” I demanded. “She would never.” 
 
    “No, of course not, she’d never leave you, I know that,” Helera said quickly.  
 
    “Look, I’ll relax when I find her,” I said as the cool outside air hit my face when I stepped outside. I headed straight for the edge of the levitating platform, without waiting for Helera, but the First Daughter was quick, and she joined me in the air seconds after I levitated.  
 
    “Fine, you obviously need to do this for yourself,” Helera pouted as we glided through the cold air to the shrouded safehouse. “But when you find her safe and sound hiding in a corner somewhere, well, maybe you’ll realize you should have listened to me. We’ve looked for her, obviously, but you’re probably the only person she’d want to see anyway. ” 
 
    “Why would she be hiding in a corner?” I asked as my fae-fyre caught the edges of the safehouse not far in front of us.  
 
    “She always used to do that when she got overwhelmed,” Helera explained, and she had to shout so I could hear her over the rushing wind. “Run and hide in some little nook or cranny, usually with a little stuffed faerie. We used to have to bribe her with Rilrae’s rose biscuits to come out.” 
 
    “Well, do you have any rose biscuits on hand?” I asked, but Helera’s words did calm me down.  
 
    Tryss was already a little cuckoo with her raging pregnancy hormones, then the stress of moving, and four newborn babies testing out their new air-activated lungs. It must be a lot for the poor thing.  
 
    “No, but I’m going to ask Rilrae to whip up a batch just in case she does this again,” Helera fired back. 
 
    We approached the safehouse, but something pulled me to stay in the air.  
 
    “You go ahead,” I said as I gestured for her to continue down to the safehouse. “I’m going to look around out here for a minute.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t come out here, surely,” Helera said as she flicked her long braid over her shoulder and looked down at the inky lake below us.  
 
    The lake water was lapping against the jagged stalagmites with forceful slaps, and I watched the small white waves crest and disappear amongst each other in the ever-rising lake. One slip of the foot and a plunge into that water, well, that was a hundred percent mortality rate. If the angry, toiling water didn’t kill you, the countless, bloodthirsty lake monsters sure would.  
 
    “I’ll be in soon,” I said.  
 
    Helera shot me one last uncertain look, but then she sped back to the safehouse to continue her search for Tryss in there. 
 
    As for me, I did a big, lazy loop around the safehouse, and I let the cool air fill my lungs. My Insight told me Tryss was around here somewhere, so I scanned the areas surrounding the safehouse and looked for somewhere nearby that my lover could have squirreled away.  
 
    A cluster of stalagmites near the base of the safehouse were just barely poking up from the lake, and when my eyes landed on them, I knew I could find Tryss somewhere in that dark maze. So, I navigated myself down close to the rising water and started to loop through the tops of the stalagmites. My fae-fyre was fully activated so I could make out the jagged edges of the stalagmites against the dark lake background, and after a moment, I spotted a flash of silver amongst the black. Tryss’ bright hair would stand out against the darkest of backgrounds, so I navigated over to the stalagmite where I spotted her. 
 
    “Tryss,” I called out as I landed carefully on a slippery overhang at the edge of the stalagmite.  
 
    “Fynn?” Tryss’ voice responded, and a few seconds later, her pretty face appeared from between a crevice in the rocks. She lit up when she saw me, and she tried to rush out to greet me, but the slippery rocks and her huge belly prevented her from moving too quickly, so I rushed to her instead and pulled her in for a big bear hug.  
 
    “You had me so worried,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her slender shoulders and breathed in the sweet, flowery scent of her hair. Then I leaned back and held her at arm’s length while I looked into her puffy eyes. “Everyone’s worried about you, you know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tryss sniffed as she swiped at her eyes. It was clear she’d been crying, but she didn’t appear to be injured or anything.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I gently wrapped my arm around her shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, just, you know,” she murmured as she nuzzled under my arm. She rubbed the top of her head against my chin, and then she reached down and placed my hand on her big belly. “Do you feel that?” 
 
    I let my hand rest there for a moment, and suddenly, I felt it. A kick. My face broke into a wide smile as I felt Tryss’ and my baby kick against her womb.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, and I looked deep into Tryss’ watery eyes. “That’s amazing, and so are you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Tryss said with a small smile, and then she gestured around at the slippery stalagmite that was sprayed with lake water every time a wave lapped up against it. “And sorry about this. I just needed to get away for a minute. Ever been stuck with four screaming newborn babies?” 
 
    “I’m grateful to say I haven’t,” I chuckled. “Yet. But it won’t be long until we’re all stuck with a lot more than that.” 
 
    I rubbed her large belly for effect, and Tryss giggled.  
 
    “I know, which is why I decided I needed any little bit of peace I could get,” Tryss said before she sighed and rested her head against my shoulder again. “So much is about to change, Fynn.” 
 
    “I know, and it’s going to be hard at first. Change always is.” I rubbed Tryss’ shoulder gently. “But just think, in a few weeks, once this all blows over, then Claden’Du will be the ruling House of Oshara, our baby will be here safe and sound, and we can finally relax and focus on our family.” 
 
    “I know,” Tryss sighed as she nestled in more. “It’s just a lot, you know?” 
 
    “I do know,” I said as I rested my free hand on her big belly. “But once we meet our little one in here, it’ll all be worth it, I just know it.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” she said, and then she let out an involuntary yawn and stretched her arms over her head.  
 
    “Let’s get you back to bed.” I smiled.  
 
    “Yes, please,” Tryss murmured sleepily.  
 
    I opened up my ether and let it extend to both of us. Tryss had a lot on her plate right now, the least I could do was levitate her back to the safehouse. We made the short journey over the churning lake on my ether, and a few moments later, we squeezed back through the narrow entrance into the safehouse.  
 
    “Tryss!” Helera cried out in relief.  
 
    “Shhhhh,” the Blessed Eight twins hissed in unison, and I noticed they were both cradling their sets of twins in their arms and gently rocking them back and forth.  
 
    The infants were dozing happily in their mothers’ arms, but we all knew that one wrong sound could set off a fury of tiny fists and screams.  
 
    “Sorry,” Helera whispered with a cringe, but she continued on to Tryss and wrapped her in a big hug. “You had us so worried, you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, what did you think had happened?” Tryss said with an eye roll, but she embraced her sister. “That Vhondy had snuck in and managed to kidnap me and only me without waking anyone else or disturbing the babies? Come on, Helly, you’re smarter than that.” 
 
    “Not when I’m severely sleep deprived, I’m not,” Helera huffed as she stepped back, and her crimson eyes darted around wildly.  
 
    “Hey, it’s all good,” I said as I stepped between the two sisters. “Tryss is fine, she just needed some fresh air. Now, she needs sleep, and so do you, Helly. Why don’t you two head to bed, and I’ll stay up with the twins and the… other two sets of twins.” 
 
    “Really?” Helera asked as relief flooded her tired face.  
 
    “Really,” I said, and then I gently pushed the sisters toward the bedroom area. “Go, I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Thanks, Fynn,” Helera sighed, and her posture immediately drooped from fatigue as she hurried off toward a bed.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” Tryss said around another yawn. Then she gave me a quick kiss and waddled off to the bedroom.  
 
    Once they were off to sleep, I joined the Blessed Eights on the couch. They handed me one twin each from their pair, and I nestled the two babies in the crooks of my arms and rocked them gently back and forth. They were insanely cute. Their little ears wiggled as they slept, and they let out big, big yawns with their eyes closed. My heart exploded with each of their tiny movements. I helped the twins rotate the babies when they woke up to breastfeed, but we were able to keep them quiet enough so they didn’t wake up the two sleeping sisters in the other room. Once the babies had fed, I could tell Tasi and Eli were struggling to keep their eyes open, so I placed the babies into their cribs and shooed the Blessed Eights away to go to sleep.  
 
    “But…” Tasi began. 
 
    “… the babies,” Eli finished, and the two flaxen-haired twins cast a longing look over the cribs.  
 
    “They’ll be here when you wake up, but you need sleep,” I said firmly. 
 
    “What if…” Eli started to protest, but I waved her off.  
 
    “I’ll be right here, and I’ll wake you if I need to. Now go.” I pointed at the bedroom door.  
 
    “Okay,” the twins said in unison, and they shot one last forlorn look at the cribs before they disappeared into the darkened room with the other two sisters.  
 
    Then it was just me and four newborn babies, but since their little bellies were full, they slept soundly in their cribs. I stayed vigilant just in case any of them needed me, but after a while, I drifted off to sleep on the couch.  
 
    “Fynn,” Helera’s voice penetrated my sleep as she gently shook my shoulder.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked as I jolted upright and glanced around wildly. “Where’s Tryss? Are the babies okay?” 
 
    “Relax,” Helera chuckled. “Everyone is fine, you just fell asleep.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I sighed, and I shifted my position on the couch and wiped the sleep from my eyes. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Early, you slept through the night,” Helera said, and she passed me a steaming mug of mushroom coffee. Then she glanced at the cribs. “How did you get them to sleep all through the night?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked as I sipped my coffee, but then I shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know, we were all just really tired, I guess.” 
 
    “Of course, you can get them to sleep through the night when I can’t even get them to settle for a nap,” Helera said with a dejected sigh.  
 
    “Relax, Helly,” I laughed. “They’re not your babies. Of course they’re going to settle for me and the twins better. Once you have your own, you’ll be the best with them, just wait.” 
 
    “Hopefully, Mother allows that to happen soon,” Helera said, and her eyes automatically fell to my crotch as she grinned. “Maybe once Claden’Du is the ruling House.” 
 
    “Probably,” I said as I returned the grin. “We’ll need to build up the House as much as possible once we’re in charge.” 
 
    “Yeah, Helly, it’s your turn next,” Tryss said as she waddled into the room with two hands wrapped around her big, pregnant belly. “I need a break from this before I start on the second one.” 
 
    Tryss joined me on the couch after she peeked at the sleeping babies in the cribs. She rested a hand on my shoulder as she lowered herself onto the cushion next to me, and I handed her my mug of warm mushroom coffee.  
 
    She moaned gratefully and took a sip of the thick liquid.  
 
    “There are plenty of other wombs to fill before we need yours again,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Daggy is going to spend five minutes around these newborns, then she’ll swear off pregnancy forever.” Tryss smirked.  
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” Helera added. “But, Mother will insist, and she’ll give in, and--” 
 
    “She’ll probably love it,” Tryss said with an eye roll. 
 
    “I can definitely picture Daggy raising an army of babies, shoving swords in their hands as soon as they can walk,” I said, and I smiled at the thought of a little army filled with babies wearing my face. 
 
    “That’s definitely how it’ll happen,” Tryss giggled.  
 
    Soon, the babies started to stir, and the women snapped into action. They picked up the fussing babies and started to rock them back and forth. Due to Tryss’ current state of pregnancy, and with the help of a little magick potion, she was able to breastfeed the babies while the Blessed Eights continued to rest. I looked around at the well-oiled system they had going on, and I felt a sudden surge of luck to be raising a family with such competent females.  
 
    It made me excited for the many more babies in the future.  
 
    “Fynn, you should probably get back to Mother and the others,” Helera said as she swapped out a baby with Tryss. “I’m sure she’s already awake and starting preparations for tonight.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said as I rose to my feet and dusted my hands off on my knees. “We’ll send an update over, but I know Mother will expect you all to stay in the safehouse while we finally confront Vhondy.” 
 
    “Not me, surely.” Helera frowned as she rocked a baby back and forth. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Someone is going to have to stay behind at the safehouse with the others, but I’ll talk to Mother and figure it out.” 
 
    “Okay, just let us know,” Tryss said as another baby latched onto her engorged breasts.  
 
    “Of course,” I said, and then I blew her a kiss and hurried out of the room and out to the narrow platform outside the safehouse.  
 
    I levitated right off the platform and headed toward House Twenty-Nine, but I passed by close to the Thoroughfare and peeked in at the city center. The streets were almost empty, and there was an eerie silence hanging over the citadel center. I grinned, because I knew the citizens were staying home and preparing to take to the streets at the tenth hour this evening, like I’d instructed them to do.  
 
    By the tenth hour, these streets would be flooded with citizens on our side, and it would be the ultimate fuck you to Vhondryl before we took the city from under her.  
 
    I sped away from the city and headed back to House Twenty-Nine. As I expected, the House was buzzing with activity when I arrived. There were guards milling around each of the levitating platforms, ready to raise the alarm if there was another, unexpected raid, but after Orgoloth’s failed attempt, I didn’t think Vhondryl would be sending another one any time soon. I was sure that word about my planned protest this evening would have gotten back to her, so I figured she was waiting until then to attack again, but that bitch had no idea what was coming her way.  
 
    I forced my way through the thick throngs of soldiers and made it to the banquet hall, where there was a congregation of the alliance gathered at one of the long, wooden tables, which included Sevahtra, Nodrin, Drindessa, Mizzy, and Breena. There was enough activity going on around us that they didn’t notice me until I approached the table. 
 
    “Fynn!” Sevahtra exclaimed when she saw me. “Glad you could finally make it back to us.” 
 
    “Sorry, dad duties,” I said with a shrug, and then I gestured to the scroll that was laid out on the table in front of the group. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Another note from Faeryl,” Nodrin explained.  
 
    “Voids, what now?” I asked as I felt the stress of the upcoming battle settle into the muscles between my shoulder blades.  
 
    “It’s a good one, actually,” Drindessa smirked. “Vhondryl is shitting herself.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Sure is, plus, we still have this,” Sevahtra said, and she pushed a box toward me with her foot.  
 
    I leaned down and opened the flaps to see Orgoloth’s decapitated head staring back at me with lifeless eyes.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said as I stood back up. “So, she still doesn’t know we killed him?” 
 
    “I’m sure she expects it by now,” Sevahtra said, and she couldn’t hide her satisfied smile. “But I can’t wait to personally deliver the head to her myself and watch her stupid face when she realizes what we did.” 
 
    “I’ve gotta be there for that.” I smirked.  
 
    “Obviously,” Sevahtra said with a nod.  
 
    “How are my grandbabies?” Drindessa asked suddenly. 
 
    “They’re wonderful,” I said with a grin. “Powerful little lungs on them, but they settle well, and they’re freaking adorable.” 
 
    “Aren’t they just?” Drindessa smiled and got a wistful look in her eyes.  
 
    “Drindy,” Sevahtra said as she snapped her fingers in front of the dominatrix’s face. “Focus. We need to take over the city, then you can have all the grandma time you want.” 
 
    “Can’t we just do it now?” Drindessa whined. “I want to see my grandbabies now.” 
 
    “No, we’re sticking to Fynn’s original plan,” Sevahtra said as she nodded at me. “The tenth hour, right, Fynn?” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “That’s when the citizens are going to turn out in droves and flood the streets of Oshara.” 
 
    “Good,” Sevahtra said with another nod. “And we’ve got a plan for the tenth hour.” 
 
    “Excellent, what have we got?” I asked. 
 
    “According to Faeryl’s information, Vhondryl has consolidated her resources in House Three and the Courthouse,” Sevahtra began.  
 
    “I remember,” I confirmed with a nod. “So, I assume we have a team set in place for each location?” 
 
    “Yes, Dagwyn’s been sorting out the two raiding teams,” Nodrin said. “We’ve decided to be creative with the Courthouse raid, bring something that Vhondryl’s really not expecting.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked curiously.  
 
    Nodrin’s eyes darted to Breena, and I glanced over at the young Matron, who wore a grin from ear to ear.  
 
    “Hybrids,” Breena said, and she bounced on the balls of her feet excitedly.  
 
    The lavender-skinned Matron was a gifted soothsayer, so she was able to control the feral hybrid beasts with ease. The intentional breeding of hybrids had been outlawed centuries ago, but there had been more than one Matron who partook in the forbidden practice over the years. Elvy Kun-Valdar had been one of the biggest offenders of this, but we’d taken care of her long ago. She’d left behind a considerable number of the unruly beasts, but Breena had been able to control them with her Soothsaying abilities. Now, they were a vital addition to our army, though we hadn’t had the occasion to put them to use yet, until now anyway. It would scare the shit out of the citizens of Oshara, but I knew the city’s stance on hybrids was something that needed to be changed anyway, so I wasn’t too worried. Once the citizens saw the hybrids were able to be controlled and could come in handy for us, then they’d see how important it was to treat them right. Maybe I could put Breena in charge of a committee once we took over, something about the rehabilitation and rebranding of the poor hybrids.  
 
    “Excellent.” I grinned as I pictured Vhondryl’s face when she was met with a platoon of hybrids of all shapes and sizes.  
 
    She definitely wouldn’t be expecting that.  
 
    “So, hybrids at the Courthouse, then another raiding team at House Three,” Nodrin continued. “Daggy is finishing preparations for the second raiding team, and Zephyr is currently distributing our vast supply of healing potions amongst the soldiers. We expect Vhondryl to be at the Courthouse to watch over the proceedings at the tenth hour.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I agreed. “So, a team of hybrids at the Courthouse at the tenth hour, then a team at House Three at the tenth hour?” 
 
    “The plan is to hit House Three at about the eighth hour,” Sevahtra corrected. “That way, we can take more of her resources before we hit her at the Courthouse, and it’ll throw her confidence off. It’ll be a big battle since she’s consolidated all of her resources there, but our numbers are looking excellent, thanks to you, so we are optimistic.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Where does Daggy want me?” 
 
    “At the Courthouse,” Sevahtra said. “We considered sending you to both, but we want your efforts focused on Vhondryl at the Courthouse, so Daggy is going to lead the raid on House Three, and you’ll lead the raid at the Courthouse.” 
 
    “Works for me,” I said. “And what about the safehouse? Helly wasn’t too thrilled about being left behind to babysit while we all went off to battle.” 
 
    “Hmm, well, we need someone there,” Sevahtra said as she drummed her long, purple fingers on the table in front of her. “I suppose I could ask Rilrae if she’d be willing to sit these ones out. She’s always loved babies.” 
 
    “If she could bake some rose biscuits, too, I think Tryss would appreciate that,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind that,” Sevahtra said with a grin. “And I wouldn’t mind a rose biscuit myself.” 
 
    “Helera can join the Courthouse raiding team, in that case,” Nodrin mused thoughtfully. “Since Daggy is leading the House Three raid, we need to keep them separate since they both know where the safehouse is.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “And how many of our Upper House allies are joining us on the raids?” 
 
    “Almost all of them,” Sevahtra said with a wide grin. “We’re keeping two of them out of the raid, just in case we need a safe place to retreat, but other than that, we have access to all of the resources of the Upper Houses we’ve turned so far. Some of them we’ve already brought over here so Daggy can train them alongside our own soldiers.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said as I stretched my arms wide and glanced at the timepiece that hung on the wall. “So, we have a few hours to prepare, get some food in us, and then it’s raiding time.” 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, it is.” Sevahtra’s lips curled into a wickedly devilish grin.  
 
    So, that’s what we did. I visited Dagwyn in the dungeons, which had been carved out to be bigger to accommodate our increased numbers, and the gifted warrioress was in her element as she directed the legions of soldiers in training exercises. There were too many bodies to count, but I could tell we had thousands and thousands of soldiers at our disposal, and my heart soared with pride and excitement.  
 
    It had been my clever alliance making that allowed us to have such strong numbers going into battle, and after seeing the strength and leadership that Dagwyn was displaying to train the new soldiers, I was more confident than ever about Claden’Du’s future.  
 
    We spent a good chunk of time strategizing over maps about the best ways to approach House Three and the Courthouse, and my confidence only grew the more we strategized. Dagwyn had really done a great job with the soldiers.  
 
    Once it came closer to the eighth hour, we stopped our training and gathered in the banquet hall for a final feast before we began the raids. At some point, Rilrae had traded positions with Helera, so Helera joined us at the feast, along with Sevahtra, Nodrin, Dagwyn, Zephyr, Drindessa, Mizzy, Breena, Thamegazi, Hugmug, Fespius, and a few high-ranking soldiers that Dagwyn decided were worthy of joining us. We feasted happily on thick slices of juicy meats, marinated mushrooms, and an array of desserts baked by Rilrae before she joined the others at the safehouse. We talked battle plans while we ate, and there was a buzz of excitement in the air as we scarfed our food and sipped our meads and wines. Then, once the eighth hour grew closer, Dagwyn and her team headed off for final preparations. Sevahtra and I joined them in the final preparations, and we all made sure that our insta-portals were working so we could call for backup soldiers at any moment.  
 
    Finally, it was time for Dagwyn to lead her team to raid House Three. We saw them off at the levitating platform and watched as the large team, which included Drindessa, Zephyr, and Mizzy, disappeared into the darkened sky as they headed to the Upper Houses.  
 
    “I hope all of her efforts are worth it,” Sevahtra muttered as she watched them disappear.  
 
    “Daggy has been amazing lately, I wouldn’t worry,” I said as I patted Sevahtra’s elbow reassuringly.  
 
    “She has, hasn’t she?” Sevahtra asked as she grinned with pride. “I didn’t expect it from her, but she’s really stepped up.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s get ready for our own raid,” I said.  
 
    Sevahtra and I headed back to the dungeons where we put the last-minute preparations in place. We ran through the maps of the Courthouse one last time, and then it was time to head off to the Thoroughfare. We gathered our team, which included Sevahtra, Nodrin, Helera, Breena, and me, along with several of Dagwyn’s trusted higher-ranking members. Then we set Breena up with an insta-portal so that we weren’t transporting hundreds of hybrids through the air, which we would activate once we had boots on the ground.  
 
    Finally, it was time to leave, and excited anticipation filled the air as we took off through the air toward the Thoroughfare. We moved quickly, and as we approached the Thoroughfare, I grinned. Even from this height, I could see the citizens had turned out and flooded the streets. I could already hear them chanting as they waved more signs, and I pumped a fist in the air as the excitement spread throughout my chest.  
 
    “Fuck, yes!” I cried out. 
 
    Suddenly, an explosion sounded from the Thoroughfare, and the force of the blast reached us in the air and knocked us back a few feet.  
 
    “Fuck!” Sevahtra screamed, and the bag she was holding in her hand swung dangerously back and forth as she clutched onto it desperately. 
 
    “Vhondryl’s gone on the offensive,” I said as the skin around my face tightened in anger. “Come on, we’ve got to go save the citizens of Oshara and take Vhondy and her bitch-ass Council down once and for all.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    My team didn’t hesitate as we sped through the air and landed outside of the Thoroughfare. We took off at a run and headed toward the citadel center, and I hoped the explosion was another result of angry citizens, and not a vindictive First Matron.  
 
    The cobbled streets were already littered with evidence of the crowd, and I even caught sight of one of the signs with my face on it trampled beneath hundreds of footsteps. The crowds were screaming, but I couldn’t tell if they were screaming in protest or in pain. 
 
    I needed to find out, and soon.  
 
    I led the way as I pushed through the throngs of people and navigated toward the fountain of Drogu that had been destroyed the day before, where I got everyone to listen to me the first time. If I could get up there, I could get some height and see what was really going on.  
 
    Before I could make it there, there was another explosion, and this time it was clear Vhondryl was the perpetrator. The explosion came from the front of the crowd, and this time I could hear clear screams of pain and terror. From the front of the crowd, I could see some of the protesters were dispersing and running away from the explosion.  
 
    “That bitch,” I muttered as I continued to push to the front of the panicking crowd.  
 
    Suddenly, a goblin ran past us screaming in pain, and his arm dangled limply from his shoulder as a deep gash oozed thick, red blood. Nodrin stepped in front of the goblin and quickly administered a healing potion while the rest of us forged on. We all had a few vials of various healing potions stashed away in our armor, just in case.  
 
    “Fynn!” Sevahtra cried out.  
 
    I looked over at my Matron and followed her gaze to see Vhondryl standing at the Courthouse window with a sickening smile on her face as she looked out over the destruction she was causing. There was another explosion somewhere in the crowd, and I pieced together that Vhondryl had set up booby traps all over the Thoroughfare in anticipation for our attack. It was clever, I’d give her that, but all she’d accomplished so far was royally pissing me off.  
 
    “Get to the Courthouse,” I said to the team. “We’re taking this bitch down.” 
 
    We pushed through the throngs of people, and they started to recognize me.  
 
    “Fynn,” the murmurs began.  
 
    “Claden’Du is here!” someone called out.  
 
    “Help us, Fynn!” someone else cried.  
 
    As I pushed toward the Courthouse, I came across the rubble that used to be the fountain, so I climbed up on top of it to address the crowd, like I had the day before. There was a cheer from the crowd as they saw me, but there were still wails of pain coming from all around, and I knew we needed to get this battle going. I lifted my hand, and the crowd fell silent as all eyes turned to me. I grinned because this power felt fucking immense, but I didn’t have time to dwell on that right now.  
 
    “Everyone!” I called out, and the crowd leaned forward expectantly. “Thank you for turning out for us today. The time has come. Oshara needs a change. Are you willing to be a part of that change?” 
 
    “Aye!” the crowd roared wildly. 
 
    “We’re taking the Courthouse!” I roared as I punched a fist into the air.  
 
    The crowd started cheering and marching toward the Courthouse straight away, and I scrambled down from the fountain to find Sevahtra and the others.  
 
    “Nice work, Fynn,” Sevahtra said over the noise of the crowd as we were pushed toward the Courthouse among all of the bodies surrounding us.  
 
    “We’ve lost the element of surprise, but I know Vhondy wasn’t expecting all of this,” I said as I gestured around at the crowd.  
 
    “We’ve still got some surprise yet,” Sevahtra said, and she pulled out the insta-portal that would bring Breena and the hybrids into the battle.  
 
    “Careful,” I said as a random drow jostled Sevahtra from the side, so the insta-portal almost slipped from her fingers.  
 
    “Here, you take it,” Sevahtra said and shoved the small round device at me. Then she clutched the bag she was holding close to her chest so no one could knock it out of her hands.  
 
    I tucked the device safely into my armor, and then I reached for my Starlyte and wrapped my fingers around it so I felt the glowing warmth from the stone. I felt my ether open, and as my magick coursed through my veins, I felt a sudden invigoration. Everything we’d been training for over the last few months, everything we had been planning for, it was all about to come into fruition. We were going into battle with the First Matron of the Council, and if we took her down, then the whole system and city would crumble. Claden’Du would step in as the new rulers of Oshara, and life would be forever changed for us.  
 
    I floated into the air without even consciously levitating and hovered above the crowd, and soon the rest of the team joined me. Then Sevahtra, Nodrin, Helera, some high-ranking soldiers including Hugmug, and I were levitating through the air, and we were headed straight for the Courthouse while the people marched onward below us. Vhondryl disappeared from the window as we approached, and I was sure the Matron was preparing for the invasion.  
 
    I hoped that bitch was scared.  
 
    We approached the tall, white, marble building and the beautiful and intricate floral carvings that snaked up the staircase. I wondered if the carving would survive the battle, but if not, I would just commission more carvings once Claden’Du took over.  
 
    We levitated down in front of the large double doors of the Courthouse, and Sevahtra gestured for me to open them.  
 
    “Do the honors, Fynn,” the formidable Matron said with a grin.  
 
    “Happily.” I pushed the doors inward.  
 
    The Courthouse was immediately familiar, and I recalled the last time I’d entered through the front doors for our summons. This visit would be going a little differently. Directly inside the door was the carved stone arch with a waterfall of blue light encompassed within. It was a deceptive magick detector that everyone had to pass through in order to gain access to the Courthouse. 
 
    But not today.  
 
    I lifted my hands and blasted the arch off its legs with a powerful display of light magick. The light went out from the arch as it clattered to the ground in pieces, and my team and I pushed through the rubble into the grand atrium. Suddenly, there was a scuffle from the corner, then a door opened, and dozens of soldiers started filing through it with their weapons drawn.  
 
    “It’s go time!” I called out.  
 
    “Let’s do this.” Sevahtra tied the ends of the burlap bag in her hands around her belted armor, and then she unsheathed her sword with a bloodthirsty grin.  
 
    I reached into my armor and pulled out the insta-portal set up for Breena. I glanced over my shoulder to see Hugmug pull out another insta-portal, and when the orc nodded at me, we tossed the devices onto the ground.  
 
    The portals sprang to life instantly. They tripled in size and lit up with a pale blue light, so the others on the other side would know that our portal was activated. The light dimmed, and then seconds later, Breena appeared from the portal with half a dozen hybrids behind her.  
 
    “We’re in the Courthouse, time to fight!” I said by way of quick explanation as Vhondryl’s soldiers noisily crossed the atrium with their weapons at the ready.  
 
    “On it!” Breena said, and she stepped off the portal with her array of ugly beasts.  
 
    The portal dimmed again, and I knew there were more hybrids on the way. I spotted Krondorl, the spider-cavendish hybrid that had become like a pet to me, and he waved a hairy arm at me as he scurried off to battle. Dozens of soldiers appeared from Hugmug’s portal as well, and I turned to see the two groups of soldiers emerge in the middle of the atrium.  
 
    And thus the battle began.  
 
    Three duergar guards approached me with spiked clubs in their hands and fire in their eyes. One of them even appeared to be foaming at the mouth, and I wondered if Vhondryl had given her soldiers something to enhance their performance. The foamy-mouthed fucker looked particularly vicious as the soldiers advanced toward me, but I didn’t have time for these lowlifes.  
 
    I had a Council to take down.  
 
    I let the duergar soldiers get close enough to me so they thought they could get a good shot in, but when they lifted their clubs into the air, I shot a ball of light energy in their direction, and they all went tumbling backward.  
 
    I didn’t have time to celebrate that win before an orc soldier came running at me full force. He was a big fucker, but he moved fast, and again, I wondered if these soldiers had been enhanced somehow. I dodged the orc at the last second, but he anticipated the move, and he threw himself over me as I tried to move out of the way. His large fist clipped the side of arm, and I felt the force dent my armor, but the adrenaline prevented me from feeling any pain.  
 
    I managed to slide away, and then I pulled my sword from its sheath and angled it upward as the orc swung on me again. I shoved the tip of the sword into his armpit, and the blue-skinned orc cried out in pain. I sliced the tip upward until it released from his flesh, and then I swung it down at the joint and made a clean cut, so the orc’s arm fell from his body. The orc got a wild look in his eyes as he reached for his dismembered arm, and he desperately tried to shove it back into its severed socket.  
 
    I chuckled and then moved on to the next fight.  
 
    “Fynn!” Sevahtra cried over the clash of weapons. 
 
    I looked over at her to see her pointing toward the door where the soldiers had come from, and I saw a flash of movement as a figure disappeared from the doorframe.  
 
    “It was Vhondy, I’m sure of it!” my Matron shouted.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I pushed through the warring soldiers toward the door. “Leave the fighting to the soldiers, we’re going after Vhondy!” 
 
    A few of Vhondryl’s soldiers tried to step in my way, but I used my powerful magick to blast them out of my path. Sevahtra and Nodrin were hot on my heels, and Helera spotted us and finished off a fight with an orc soldier before she joined us at the door, where we paused to get our bearings.  
 
    “The rest of Oshara should be here any second,” Sevahtra said as she glanced toward the Courthouse door. “Someone should stay behind to make sure they can handle Vhondy’s soldiers.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Helera said as she glanced around at the battle going on around us. A goblin soldier tried to rush us, but Helera kicked him back easily. “You three go on, make sure it’s painful when you kill her.” 
 
    “You got it, Helly,” I said with a grin.  
 
    The First Daughter rushed back into battle as she flicked her long, silver braid behind her back and raised her daggers in front of her. Then I watched as she approached an Upper House ogre soldier from behind, jumped up, and sank the blade of a dagger deep into the soldier’s neck. Helera pulled the blade out, and a stream of blood spurted from the ogre’s neck as he fell to the ground, dead before he landed. Then Helera flicked the blood off her dagger and sank it into another neck without pause.  
 
    Voids, she was sexy when she was ruthlessly killing our enemies.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt something brush across my ankle. I immediately went on the defensive and pulled my fist back to strike whatever had touched me, but I relaxed instantly when I saw Krondorl the hybrid as he started to climb my leg.  
 
    “Hey, bud,” I said as Krondorl settled onto my shoulder. I noticed the doggish spider hybrid had a ring of blood around his mouth, and he was sucking the sticky fur happily. “Aw, did you get some kills?” 
 
    Krondorl squeaked happily, and I chuckled as he nuzzled into my shoulder, but I could tell the little guy was up for more killing.  
 
    “Come on,” Sevahtra said as she stepped through the doorway. She considered the staircase that went both up into the spires of the Courthouse, and down toward the dungeons where the Matron had been held captive. Then she began to climb the stairs up, and Nodrin quickly followed Sevahtra.  
 
    Just as I placed my foot on the first step, there was a loud crashing noise behind me, followed by the rumble of a thousand footsteps. I glanced behind me to see the crowds from the streets had finally joined the party, and the sounds of battle grew ten times louder.  
 
    I grinned, spun back around, and pounded up the stairs to catch up with Sevahtra and Nodrin. I knew from the blueprints Imrae had provided us that this staircase led to the floor above that contained dozens of offices, then it continued up past a level with sleeping quarters, and finally it ended at the library contained in the southeastern spire of the Courthouse.  
 
    Sevahtra’s feet slapped loudly on the stone steps as she ran up to the library level. I watched the sack on her belt swing wildly back and forth, and I thought it would throw off her center of balance at some point, but her stately hips managed to keep her upright. Nodrin was close behind her, and my long legs caught me up to them quickly. The torches on the wall threw crazy long shadows as we moved, and I couldn’t help but laugh at Krondorl’s shadow, which looked like a monster on my shoulder. We passed the level that would lead to the offices, and we continued on for what felt like a half-hour. My thighs were burning as we finally reached the top of the staircase and emerged into a narrow corridor. We were in the middle of the spire, and there were two doors in the corridor, along with a circular window overlooking the southern side of the citadel center.  
 
    “Library?” Nodrin asked as he gestured to the first door.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, and my eyes slowly went to the second door.  
 
    “That’s just a storage facility,” Nodrin said with a frown. “She won’t be there.” 
 
    “She’s not up here,” I said with sudden clarity. My Insight had always been strong for a male drow, but ever since I’d achieved my wizard status and obtained my Starlyte, my Insight was so strong, it almost felt like I could see into the future sometimes. And I knew Vhondryl had lured us up here and set up another booby trap, so I threw a hand out to prevent Sevahtra from stepping into the corridor. “Get back into the staircase.” 
 
    My voice was sharp and urgent, so Sevahtra and Nodrin didn’t question my instruction. We all threw ourselves backward into the staircase again just as an explosion went off from the storage facility. Our backs slammed into the wall, and my ears rang from the proximity of the explosion. I shook my head back and forth to get my bearings, and then suddenly Nodrin shoved a bottle in my hand and gestured for me to drink it. I slurped back the healing potion and instantly felt like I hadn’t just been blasted really hard against a stone wall, and I breathed a sigh of relief as the ringing disappeared from my ears. Then I glanced at my shoulder, and Krondorl looked dazed, but he was still clutching onto me with a tight hold.  
 
    “That was surprisingly clever of that cunt,” I seethed as I held Sevahtra steady while she drank her own healing potion. “But I’m not letting her get the upper hand on us again, let’s go.” 
 
    I stepped back out of the staircase and entered the corridor again, which was now covered in huge chunks of stone rubble from the explosion. Pages of books floated in the air, a small fire had started among the rubble, and glass crunched underfoot as I pushed into the destroyed space.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Sevahtra asked with a frown.  
 
    “Window,” I said as I gestured to the open space in the spire wall since the explosion had blown out the glass. “Fastest way to get back down.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Nodrin said. 
 
    I levitated into the air since that was easier than trying to navigate the destruction. It was a narrow fit, but we managed to squeeze through the window, and then we levitated down the spire and toward the main building of the Courthouse. From this angle, I could see the citizens of Oshara were still pushing into the front doors of the Courthouse to fight back Vhondryl’s army, and I grinned at the sight.  
 
    Vhondryl could set all the booby traps she wanted, we were still going to take this bitch down.  
 
    “Fynn, there,” Sevahtra said, and I looked where she was pointing.  
 
    “No fucking way.” I let out a bark of laughter.  
 
    Vhondryl was trying to sneak out the back of the Courthouse, away from the battle. The First Matron had wrapped a cloak around her shoulders and hunkered down into herself as she slipped out a small servants’ door and started to make her way through the night garden at the back of the building.  
 
    “That spineless bitch,” Sevahtra said in an amused tone, and a wicked smile crossed her face. “Come on, we can’t let her leave without a goodbye.” 
 
    We sped down from the spire and landed in the garden in front of the First Matron, who looked up at us with a startled expression. Then her face twisted into a snarl, and her eyes flashed with anger.  
 
    “Coward,” I spat as we faced off with the First Matron. “Lure us up to a booby trap, and then sneak out the back? And you call yourself a leader.” 
 
    A slew of Vhondryl’s soldiers rushed out of the Courthouse and headed our way, but Vhondryl held up a hand, and the soldiers stopped in their tracks. They glared menacingly and gripped their weapons tightly, but they waited for the First Matron’s command before they moved.  
 
    “Not that it’s any of your concern, but I have business to attend to,” Vhondryl snapped.  
 
    “Your Courthouse is under attack, and you have business elsewhere?” Sevahtra let out a mirthless laugh and reached for the sack on her belt. “I have some other business you might be interested in.” 
 
    Sevahtra tossed the sack at Vhondryl’s feet, and curiosity got the better of the First Matron, because she leaned down to pick up the sack. She picked it up from the wrong side, though, and the contents spilled from the bottom of the sack and landed on the ground.  
 
    “Ahhhh!” Vhondryl cried out as she leapt backward. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    The First Matron toed the head of Orgoloth, which was sunken and gray now. Finally, recognition dawned in her eyes, and a look of horror came across her face.  
 
    “He deserved worse,” Sevahtra said with a casual flick of her wrist. “So do you, but I’ll settle for slicing your head off and being done with it.” 
 
    “I bet you would,” Vhondryl sneered “Unfortunately for you, you won’t get the chance.” 
 
    Vhondryl looked down at our feet, and I followed her gaze to see tendrils of dark green vines as they started to twist and climb our ankles. They soon wrapped around our lower limbs loosely, and I understood we needed to move now or the deadly plants would encompass us and drag us down.  
 
    The First Matron took that opportunity to dash away from us and signal her guards to advance, but there was no way I was letting her get away that easily. I released a stream of fiery red flames from the palms of my hands, and the invasive plants around us shrunk away from the hot light, but the ones on our skin continued to climb.  
 
    Suddenly, Krondorl climbed down from my shoulder, and he started to gnash at the tendrils around my ankles. The green organic cords snapped and fell away from my feet, and once I was free, Krondorl moved on to Sevahtra.  
 
    “Go get her!” Sevahtra yelled, and I took off at a sprint after the First Matron as she tried to slither out of the garden.  
 
    I caught up to her quickly, and I felt no need to take it easy on her just because her back was turned to me. I threw out a ball of light power, which landed right in the middle of her back and caused her to go flying forward. She landed with an oomph but quickly scrambled to her feet, but by the time she rose, I was right in front of her. The sounds of the battle going on in the Courthouse wafted out to the garden, and the First Matron cringed at the sound of something heavy being destroyed inside.  
 
    “You know,” Vhondryl said as she wiped herself off and glared at me. “Ever since I learned about your existence, my life has been worse off.” 
 
    “Voids, thank you so much,” I said, and I put my hand over my heart with a flourish. “That means the world to me.” 
 
    “Always the smart-ass,” Vhondryl said as her eyes darted behind me. The First Matron looked jumpier than usual, and her face was pinched and pale. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Vhondy?” I asked with a cocked head. “Not feeling so confident now that House Three is done-zo?” 
 
    I didn’t actually have confirmation that Dagwyn had been successful in her raid of House Three, but the look on Vhondryl’s face was all the confirmation I needed. That was a big blow to her, but I could tell something else was weighing on the First Matron’s mind, and it was big enough to cause her to try to sneak out the back door with her tail between her legs. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Vhondryl snapped as she shifted nervously on her feet. She winced as she moved, so I knew the blast of my light powers was still causing her pain.  
 
    My ether filled my body with warmth, and I felt a sudden surge of magickal power as my psionics became enhanced. Vhondryl’s eyes slid across my face, and I was instantly inside the First Matron’s mind. Her defenses were weak with stress and fatigue, and I could read instantly what troubled the Matron.  
 
    “Oh, deary me,” I said as I stepped out of Vhondryl’s mind and grinned. “Lost your credibility with the few allies you had left, did you?” 
 
    Vhondryl’s mind had revealed the majority of her few remaining allies abandoned ship after the failed midnight raid on my House. Apparently, Vhondryl promised to end the conflict by kidnapping the pregnant women and forcing Sevahtra into a cease-fire. Vhondryl had assured her allies that she could pull it off, all she needed was their resources combined in House Three. They agreed upon the condition that the pregnant women would be taken to House Three with the other resources. Once Vhondryl didn’t deliver the pregnant women, the Upper House Matrons felt like they’d been robbed, and they immediately rescinded their alliances with the disgraced First Matron. The Council has essentially been dissolved from the inside out, but Vhondryl was desperately trying to keep that information quiet.  
 
    “No,” Vhondryl spat as she squared her stance and faced me with her chin in the air. “I have the complete faith of Oshara and the Council.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, and I paused so the sounds of the battle filled the air again. Then I glanced over to see Sevahtra and Nodrin were locked in battle with Vhondryl’s guards, and I turned back to Vhondryl with raised eyebrows. “It doesn’t sound like Oshara’s on your side anymore.” 
 
    “This is all your fault, you insolent male!” Vhondryl seethed as her tired face was rejuvenated with a surge of anger. She started to prance around on the balls of her feet as she wrung her hands. “I had complete control of the lake and the city before you came with that stupid fucking eye and your slick words, and voids, if I have to hear about the size of your giant cock one more fucking time…” 
 
    “This is definitely the picture of a Matron who has it all under control,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned my weight back on my heels. “A display of utter rationality and sanity.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Vhondryl snapped, and her eyes suddenly looked feral.  
 
    This bitch was about to go crazy.  
 
    “Or what?” I prodded at the downtrodden Matron. “Where were you going to go, anyway? You have no allies left. Were you fleeing the city?” 
 
    “I would never leave my city,” Vhondryl said as she puffed out her chest.  
 
    “Liar,” I fired back, and I could tell Vhondryl was getting closer and closer to snapping. Just a little more prodding on my part should do the trick. “You were going to hightail it out of the city and leave it for others to deal with. You can’t handle the mess you created, and all because you thought you could control the lake.” 
 
    “You--” Vhondryl began, but then it happened.  
 
    The First Matron snapped. She bared her teeth at me and suddenly lunged forward with her arms outstretched as she tried to go for my neck. Her sharp claws grazed the side of my cheek as I dodged out of the way, and when she swung past me, I thumped a fist on the back of her neck. Vhondryl spiraled forward and landed on her face, but then her body went limp, and she let out a scream that was muffled by the garden dirt beneath her face. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said, but a grin crossed my face as I kneeled down beside her. “You’re paralyzed, aren’t you?” 
 
    I jabbed the tip of my sword into the side of Vhondryl’s ribs, but her body didn’t flinch. My blow to the back of her neck had severed her skull from her spinal column, and she would never walk again. I planned on never letting her breathe again anyway, so this was no big deal. In fact, I grinned as I decided I could make this even better. I hoisted Vhondryl up by the armpits, and I opened my ether and started levitating us into the air.  
 
    Vhondryl tried to protest, but she couldn’t move, so it wasn’t very successful.  
 
    As I levitated higher into the air, Sevahtra and Nodrin caught sight of me, and they grinned as Vhondryl’s soldiers stopped and stared in fright. Once they realized their commander in chief was officially out of commission, they dropped their weapons and scampered back into the Courthouse.  
 
    “Get to the front!” I shouted down to Nodrin and Sevahtra.  
 
    They immediately rushed to the back door of the Courthouse, and I continued up into the air.  
 
    I levitated over the top of the Courthouse and made my way to the front side of it, where the battle from inside the building had spilled over. The citizens of Oshara were holding their own against Vhondryl’s soldiers, but there was a murmur in the crowd, and the fighting slowed as they started to notice me. 
 
    Then Sevahtra and Nodrin rushed down the staircase, and they looked up at me with glee in their faces. 
 
    “Citizens of Oshara!” I said in a booming voice as I dangled Vhondryl’s body over the edge of the Courthouse. “Vhondryl’s Council has fallen!” 
 
    I released the Matron from my grip, and there was a gasp from the crowd as her body dropped to the ground and landed with a sickening, wet thud. There was a moment of silence, and then the crowd burst into applause and cheers as Vhondryl’s soldiers started to retreat back into the Courthouse.  
 
    I held up a hand, and to my joy, the crowd went quiet at the gesture. I still held that power, and I was about to make it official.  
 
    “The House of Claden’Du now rules over Oshara!” 
 
    The crowd erupted in boisterous cheers of joy and applause, which was an interesting sight amongst all of the bloody, dead bodies in the street, but hey, I’d take it. The crowd continued to celebrate as Sevahtra and Nodrin levitated up to join me on the roof of the Courthouse.  
 
    “Amazing work, Fynn!” Sevahtra praised over the noise of the crowd as she looked at me with pride.  
 
    “This is ours now,” I said as I smiled out over the celebrating crowd.  
 
    The Thoroughfare itself was in shambles, but now that Claden’Du was in charge, we’d see to it that the city was built up bigger and better, which included getting the lake back under control.  
 
    “I can’t wait to see what you do with it,” Sevahtra said with a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    “What I do with it?” I asked as I tilted my head.  
 
    “Fynn, you’ve shown immense power and strength, more than I’ve ever seen,” Sevahtra said. “We would be fools to not at least try to see what Oshara would look like under your rule.” 
 
    “How will they react to it?” I mused as I looked out over the crowd, who were still cheering enthusiastically. “There’s never been a male ruler in the history of any drow city.” 
 
    “They’ll soon see how lucky they are to be the first,” Nodrin said as he clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Now come on, let’s find the others.” 
 
    But before we could move, I felt a sudden wave of dizziness, and my vision went dark as I was suddenly transported away from the Courthouse.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Fynnnn,” Drogu’s voice filled my ears.  
 
    “Drogu,” I said with a smile as my eyes adjusted to the darkness around us. “I’ve missed you, my sexy spider Goddess.” 
 
    I breathed in the damp scent of the Goddess of Chaos’ lair, which was somewhere far, far away from Oshara, but I had a feeling I would never really know exactly where it was, and that was exactly how Drogu liked it. Suddenly, there was a flash of light as torches all around me lit up, which I knew the nocturnal spider Goddess only ignited for my benefit. With the light of the fires, I could see I was currently pinned against the earthen wall by one of Drogu’s gigantic spider pincers, and her drow torso was leaning close to my face so I could see her black skin shine in the darkness. My eyes traveled down to see Drogu’s ample tits barely contained in a sexy spiderweb-shaped top, and my mouth watered at the thought of sucking on those beautiful inky tits.  
 
    “I’ve been watching you,” Drogu said with a playful lilt in her voice. “Very impressive work at the Courthouse.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a grin. “I hoped you were watching, I did it for you, you know.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” Drogu let out a hissing giggle. “You did it for yourself and for the glory of your Housssse, but guesss what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s incredibly sssexy,” Drogu hissed as she leaned in close to my ear. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt her tongue slide across my ear, and a jolt of electricity coursed through my body at the touch. Then her sharp teeth sank into the soft skin of my earlobe, and I let out a cry of pain as blood rushed to my dick.  
 
    “Not as sexy as you,” I choked out as Drogu dragged her spidery tongue down and across my neck. I groaned and squirmed beneath the grip of her pincer as my erection grew even bigger. “You’re a fucking tease, you know that?” 
 
    “Tease?” Drogu pulled back from my neck, and there was a devious look in her eyes. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    I was suddenly lifted higher into the air by the pincer that held me as two other gigantic spidery legs started to strip me of my armor and clothes. Within seconds, I was bare naked and hanging in the air by Drogu’s spider limb.  
 
    “This doesn’t seem fair,” I said as I nodded in the direction of Drogu’s chest.  
 
    “How about now?” Drogu asked as another spider leg reached behind her own back, and a second later, her spiderweb top fell down, and her huge, bouncing tits were exposed.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re insanely sexy,” I breathed as Drogu drew her drow torso close to me again. My dick was fully erect, and I felt Drogu’s drow hand reach down and close around it.  
 
    “You know, when I created you, and thisss,” Drogu whispered into my ear as she tugged at my cock. “I had myself in mind.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I groaned as the sexy Goddess started to tug faster and harder on my engorged member.  
 
    “Now that you have proven your worth, it’s finally time for me to enjoy my creation,” Drogu said. Then she lowered her head down to my dick, and she looked up at me with her black eyes as she unhinged her jaw and took my whole erection into her mouth with ease.  
 
    “Uuungghh,” I moaned as she pressed her tongue up against the bottom of my cock, which pushed it hard into the top of the soft palate of her large mouth. She started to work her tongue in circles around my whole cock, and her mouth filled with hot, sticky saliva that drowned my raging member.  
 
    I’d had my dick sucked good by the drow lovers in my life, but nothing was quite the same as getting head from the Goddess of Chaos herself.  
 
    “Still think I’m a tease?” Drogu asked as she pulled away from my dick with a slurping sound. 
 
    “Voids, no,” I panted, and my head was still spinning from the amazing thing the Goddess’ mouth had just done to my cock.  
 
    “Gooood,” Drogu said, and she shifted so her gigantic tits were in my face. “Now, suck my tits.” 
 
    She sure as fuck didn’t need to ask my twice.  
 
    Drogu pushed her huge, obsidian tits in my face and I sucked a mouthful of soft flesh into my mouth and bit gently as Drogu bounced them up and down. She shifted so I could get a nipple in my mouth, and I gently nibbled her black areola before I popped the nipple into my mouth and sucked. I flicked my tongue across the hard nub of her nipple while I sucked, and Drogu wrapped her drow hand through my hair and pushed my face deeper into her huge, pillowy breasts.  
 
    It felt like my head was wrapped in the fluffiest of clouds, and I could die happy this way.  
 
    “Yessss,” Drogu moaned as I continued to work my tongue across her tits, switching from nipple to nipple. She reached a drow hand down and wrapped it around my cock again, and she worked it up and down while I sucked her delicious tits. Suddenly, she pulled away and leaned her torso back. “Put it in me.” 
 
    “Wh-- Where?” I asked, and then I glanced down to see that in the space where Drogu’s torso met her bulbous spider body, a hairy pussy had appeared. The lips spread apart to reveal the purple insides of the Goddess’ womanhood, and I grinned as she aimed my huge member toward her spider pussy.  
 
    “Give me that big, male cock,” Drogu grunted as her spider pincers released their hold on my arms and guided my body so my cock was right over her hole. “Now, Fynn.” 
 
    “Yes, my Goddess,” I breathed. Then I plunged my cock into the spider Goddess’ pussy, and it took everything in me not to explode my seed into her right there. It was the most incredible thing I’d ever felt. Her pussy was tight, hot, wet, and it felt like there were dozens of soft spider pincers inside that brushed against my cock as I thrust it in and out. The sensation was so amazing, my eyes crossed in my skull involuntarily, and Drogu let out a giggle.  
 
    “You like that Goddess pussy, Fynn?” Drogu murmured.  
 
    “Fuck  yes,” I breathed as I plunged deeper into her magick hole.  
 
    “You dessserve it,” Drogu sighed in my ear. “I only let the most worthy of males enter me, and you’re the first in centuriesss.” 
 
    “F-F-Fuuuck,” I moaned, because that was all I could manage.  
 
    “Suck my tits,” Drogu demanded.  
 
    My mouth just barely reached her soft pillowy tits, but I managed to suck one into my mouth as I continued to stroke my long dick in and out of her incredible pussy. Drogu wrapped her hands through my hair again and pushed my face deeper into her soft tits, so I shook my face back and forth, and she giggled with delight. Then I felt one of her spider legs drag itself down my back, and the sweet, scratching pain made my cock grow even harder. 
 
    “Harder!” Drogu cried out.  
 
    I adjusted my knees into the sides of her soft and hairy spider body so I had more leverage. I squeezed my knees tight against her thick, hairy skin, and I pulled my hips back as far as I could before I slammed into her wet hole. I felt her pussy juices splash all over my naked body as I slammed into her again and again, and I went harder with each stroke.  
 
    “That’s right, Fyyynn,” Drogu moaned as her head fell back, and she let out a cry of pleasure. “I’m going to cum on your giant cock.” 
 
    Suddenly, several of Drogu’s spider legs started to slice through the air haphazardly as her drow torso started to shake. One of the pincers came dangerously close to slicing off my ear, and Drogu’s huge tits bounced around my face as the Goddess convulsed with the power of her orgasm. 
 
    “Mmmm, yes,” I muttered as I continued to suck the Goddess’ sensitive nipples.  
 
    “Fill me with your seed now,” Drogu instructed me, and she tightened the muscles around her spider pussy, which caused the gentle stroking inside to go even faster.  
 
    A waterfall of juices washed over my cock, and my orgasm was almost instantaneous.  
 
    “Unnnghh,” I grunted as I continued to thrust until the last of my pearly-white cum pumped into Drogu’s spider pussy. My heart pounded harder than ever as I drew in deep, gasping breaths. I’d never had an orgasm like that in this life or my last, and I knew it was something only the Goddess herself could give me.  
 
    If I had to wait another century for an orgasm like that, then so be it, because that was the best sensation I’d ever experienced.  
 
    “Very, very well done, Fynn,” Drogu breathed, and she patted me on the head while I continued to rest against her ample chest. “You are even better than I expected.” 
 
    “Thank you, Goddess,” I chuckled as I nuzzled into her soft tits. “I’m glad I was deemed worthy enough to enter your temple.” 
 
    “I expect it won’t be the lassst time,” Drogu hummed before she bucked her hips, which caused me to sit up straight. Then she turned her obsidian gaze to mine. “Now that the fun is over, we must talk businesss.” 
 
    “Business?” I asked as the Goddess’ spider legs appeared in the air above me clutching my clothes and armor, and they started to dress me again while Drogu spoke.  
 
    “Oshara,” Drogu said by way of explanation. “What are your plans now that you’ve taken control of the city?” 
 
    “I plan to rule Oshara justly under the Claden’Du name, and in honor of the Goddess Drogu-ani,” I said as I raised my chin in the air.  
 
    “Perfect,” the Goddess said with a grin. Then she reached a drow hand out and traced it along my jawline. “That’s why I brought you here, you know.” 
 
    “What?” I asked as my eyebrows knitted together. “To rule Oshara?”  
 
    “We needed a change,” Drogu replied as her thumb dragged along my lower lip. “You are the manifessstation of my ideas to help Oshara thrive. Don’t disappoint me, Fynn.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I said firmly, but then my curiosity got the better of me. “Where was I before I came here? Sometimes, I get these… flashes, like memories of my past life. I don’t really understand them, but I feel like they’re a part of me, part of what makes me great.” 
 
    “They are,” Drogu said as she tilted my chin up and looked deep into my eyes. “I chose you because of how you conducted yourself in your past life. You were a brave and valiant member of the human race. You showed an inherent respect for the female members of your race in a way that others of your kind didn’t.” 
 
    “So, you knew I would fit in with the matriarchal society,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “I did.” Drogu nodded, and her eight spider eyes blinked in unison.  
 
    “And you didn’t specifically choose a female from my race so you could change things up down here,” I said as I connected the dots. 
 
    “Correct,” the spider Goddess said, and her tongue flicked out from between the teeth of her satisfied grin. “I also valued your bravery. You died on the battlefield, protecting your land, so I knew you had admirable loyalty.” 
 
    “Vital for building an army to take over a city.” I smirked.  
 
    “Exactly.” Drogu cupped my cheek with her hand, and I nuzzled into her warm palm before another thought occurred to me.  
 
    “What about the lake?” I asked.  
 
    “What about it?” Drogu asked as her eyes went wide with false innocence. 
 
    “It was you,” I realized, and my lips twitched into a smile. “You caused the lake levels to rise, created the chaos needed to allow Oshara to be restructured, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I am the Goddess of Chaosss, after all,” Drogu hissed as her pincers started to click with excitement. 
 
    “Well, mission accomplished,” I said as Drogu’s spider legs lifted me back into the air and pressed me against the wall again. “But, now that I’ve taken over the city, can I, um, get a little help with that?” 
 
    “Perhapsss. I will ruminate on this.” Drogu’s drow hand stroked her chin thoughtfully. “If I decide to aid you, you will know.” 
 
    “Appreciate it,” I said with a wink.  
 
    Suddenly, she leaned her face close to mine and gave me a long, passionate kiss with her long, spidery tongue. 
 
    “See you soon, Fynn.” 
 
    My vision went black again, and I felt myself being transported away from Drogu-ani’s secret lair and back to Oshara, the city I now ruled. My vision returned, but instead of returning to the top of the Courthouse with Sevahtra and Nodrin, I reappeared in House Twenty-Six, the original House of Claden’Du. I was in the luxurious Banquet Hall, and all of the important people in my life were milling around the area.  
 
    “Fynn!” Tryss called out, and my silver-haired lover launched herself at my chest before she started to cover my face in kisses. “You are fucking amazing. You did it!” 
 
    “We did it,” I said as I gestured at the others in the crowd, like Sevahtra, Nodrin, Dagwyn, and Helera.  
 
    “Were you summoned to Drogu?” Tryss asked excitedly as she pulled away from my face. “Mother said you disappeared from the rooftop.” 
 
    “I did go see Drogu,” I said with a nod and a grin. “She is very pleased with how things have turned out, and she approves of the male leadership we’ve decided on.” 
 
    “Well, of course she does,” Tryss giggled as she started to cover my face in kisses again. “Because,” kiss, “you’re,” kiss, “the,” kiss, “best.” 
 
    “Give it a rest, Tryss,” Dagwyn said in an annoyed tone. She pulled her sister off me and tossed her arms around my neck instead, and then she leaned in close and whispered in my ear. “Congratulations, handsome.” 
 
    “Thanks, Daggy,” I murmured back before I gestured around the room. “I take it things went well at the Courthouse after--” 
 
    “After you disappeared without a trace right in front of everyone?” Dagwyn snorted. “Yeah, we finished cleaning up your mess, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t make it sound like that, Daggy,” Helera said as she thumped her twin sister on the shoulder with a fist. Then the First Daughter turned to me with a big smile. “It was amazing. Vhondryl’s soldiers retreated immediately once they saw she was no longer in charge. A few of the other Matrons on the Council fled because they were actually loyal to that bitch, but most of them came out of hiding and announced their allegiance to you.” 
 
    “Apparently, Vhondryl had been using a lot of threats and schemes to keep her ‘alliance’ in check,” Dagwyn scoffed. “So, once she was out of the picture, they were in favor of the restructure.” 
 
    “There was chaos when you disappeared, but Mother kept everyone in check,” Helera added as she jerked her head toward Sevahtra. “Clean-up efforts have already begun around the city, and all traces of Vhondryl’s rule are being eliminated.” 
 
    “The Wizard Council was also dissolved alongside Vhondryl’s Council,” Nodrin said, and there was a smile playing at his lips beneath his wiry white beard. “But I’ve spoken to a few of the remaining wizards from the Upper Houses, and their allegiance to you is without question. That Starlyte of yours is enough to gain any wizard’s implicit trust. The wizards are waiting for your command and, well, we’ve just been waiting for you to get back to implement your rule.” 
 
    “You rule the city now, Fynn!” Tryss cried out as she threw her arms around my neck and cried tears of joy. 
 
    Then everyone else wanted a hug, so I made the rounds. While I was finishing that, Mother waved her hands, and the Banquet Hall suddenly transformed into an elaborate party scene. Candles floated in the air as dark purple drapery flowed across the walls and ceiling. The tables suddenly became crowded with foods and drinks of all varieties, and my mouth watered at the mingling of savory and sweet smells.  
 
    A banner also read ‘Congratulations Fynn, First Master of Oshara.” 
 
    “First Master,” Helera said as she eyed me up and down. “That has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “And I plan to live up to the title,” I said proudly as someone handed me a glass of mead, which I hoisted into the air. “To Oshara!” 
 
    “To Oshara!” the others echoed.  
 
    “To Fynn!” Tryss added.  
 
    “To Fynn!” the crowd repeated.  
 
    There was a roar of approval from those gathered as I tipped the mead into my mouth, and then I let out a satisfied burp. Fespius started to move around the crowd and refill drinks, and I pulled Tryss close to my side and laid a hand on her huge belly.  
 
    “How’s my two favorite people?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re fine,” Tryss giggled as I rubbed her belly sensually. “We’re very proud of you.” 
 
    “Good, I hope I make you proud,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “You always do,” Tryss said as she blew me a kiss.  
 
    Tryss and I didn’t get much more time together before we were pulled apart by curious questions. Dagwyn wanted a blow-by-blow rendition of the battle in the Courthouse, Rilrae wanted to know what my plans were to reconstruct the Thoroughfare, Imrae was anxious about my plans to drain the lake and keep the levels lowered, Drindessa wanted to know who was getting what House in the Upper Houses, and then at some point the Blessed Eights came with the two sets of twins, who reached their tiny adorable purple arms out for hugs while I continued to be bombarded with questions from the adults.  
 
    At some point, Sevahtra noticed how overwhelmed I was, so she gently pulled me away from the crowd, and we grabbed a couple flagons of mead while we walked around the perimeter of the banquet hall.  
 
    “So, how are you feeling?” Sevahtra asked, and her crimson eyes searched my face. The Matron always had a way of making me feel like I was the only one in the world when she looked at me like that.  
 
    “Nervous,” I admitted as I swirled the mead around in my flagon. “But confident. I think, with all I’ve learned from you and Nodrin and the others, and from Vhondryl about what not to do, I think I can do this.” 
 
    “I know you can,” Sevahtra said with a confidence I hadn’t heard from her in a while. “I know that’s why you were brought to us in the first place, and it’s time for you to fulfill your duties. And I’m proud to have been the one who brought you up.” 
 
    “I couldn’t imagine anyone else for the job.” I smirked.  
 
    “Nor I,” Sevahtra agreed with a wink. “No one could have prepared you to run your own House like I could have.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said slowly. “My own House? You’re not staying in our House with me?” 
 
    “Oh, my dear, Fynn,” Sevahtra said with a chuckle as she patted my cheek. “I am immensely proud of your achievements, and you have my full support. But there’s not a fucking chance I’m giving up my Matronhood. I’ll continue to be the Matron of the House of Claden’Du, hopefully in the position of House Two, if you’ll allow it, but I prefer to be my own Matron.” 
 
    “Of course, I understand,” I said with a nod. “And obviously, you’ll be House Two.” 
 
    “Drindessa will be thrilled,” Sevahtra said gleefully.  
 
    “I’ll give her House Three to keep her happy,” I said with a wave of my hand, but then I frowned. “But wait, if you’re House of Claden’Du, then what about me? What name will I use? I don’t want to give up my family name. My Naming Ceremony was one of the first times I felt accepted as a drow.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the beauty of being the new Master of the city,” Sevahtra laughed. “You can do whatever the fuck you want.” 
 
    “I’ll see what Tryss wants to do,” I said as I glanced over at my lover.  
 
    She was mid-laugh, and her hand rested on her stomach while she happily chatted to Helera and Sashti 
 
    “Smart male,” Sevahtra said with a wink. “Still consulting the females in your life.” 
 
    “Always.” I grinned.  
 
    “Fynn!” Dagwyn called out from across the room, and I glanced over to see the short warrioress standing on top of a table to get my attention.  
 
    “What?” I called out over the crowd.  
 
    “Your first mission as First Master of Oshara!” Dagwyn said as she waved a communication device in the air. “Faeryl says you’re needed in the Thoroughfare immediately.” 
 
    A mix of excited and nervous feelings swirled through my chest, and I felt my magick tingling beneath my skin. This was what I had fought for, and now it was time to rule.  
 
    “Thanks, Daggy,” I said, and then I handed my flagon to Sevahtra and straightened my cloak. “Duty calls.” 
 
    “Take Daggy with you, just in case,” Sevahtra said before she smirked. “I mean, that’s just a suggestion, I’m not your Matron anymore.” 
 
    “You’ll always be my Matron, Mother,” I replied, and then I felt something brush against my elbow.  
 
    I looked down to see Tryss pressing her engorged boobs against my shoulder.  
 
    “You off to the Thoroughfare?” Tryss asked.  
 
    “Sure am,” I said, and I raised my hand to gesture to Dagwyn, but Tryss grabbed it first and placed it on her cheek while she looked up at me.  
 
    “Can I come?” Tryss asked, and she looked up at me with bright, wide eyes.  
 
    “I don’t know…” I said as I rested a hand on her huge belly. She was getting closer by the hour to giving birth, I wasn’t sure if she could handle the excitement of air travel right now.  
 
    “Please,” Tryss pleaded as she stuck out her lower lip. “Vhondryl is dead, it’s not like I’m in danger or anything.”  
 
    “If you’re up for it,” I said slowly.  
 
    “Mother?” Tryss asked.  
 
    “I can’t make your decisions for you anymore, my child,” Sevahtra said as she gestured to me. “Fynn is the Master of your House now, he has the final say.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said with a grin.  
 
    We waved goodbye to Sevahtra, and then Tryss and I made our way out to the levitating platform and within seconds we were levitating above House Twenty-Six. 
 
    We sped through the brisk air, and I grinned as I looked out over the city that now belonged to me. I had a lot of work ahead of me, especially in regards to the lake, and as I looked around at the Upper and Lower Houses, I realized just how much damage the city had sustained throughout the past few weeks. Raids had left the Houses crumbling, and I knew I had to work fast to rebuild the city so my citizens felt safe.  
 
    We made it to the Thoroughfare, and as we approached the citadel center, I could see the citizens had taken to the streets again, and I frowned in concern.  
 
    “What the voids is going on?” Tryss asked in a surprised tone.  
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “They’re not protesting again, are they?” my lover asked, and her voice was thick with confusion.  
 
    “Surely not,” I said as we landed just outside the city center and headed toward the center of the main square.  
 
    “Wait, Fynn, look,” Tryss said, and she pointed to the Courthouse. “I assumed the Courthouse had been destroyed.” 
 
    The building had previously been pretty beaten up in the battles, but I was surprised to see it appeared to be completely renovated and restored to its former glory and more.  
 
    “And there,” Tryss said, and she pointed to the fountain that had previously been destroyed. “Didn’t you say the fountain was blown up in the first protest?” 
 
    It was clear it had been rebuilt, but a large piece of cloth was covering it.  
 
    “What is going on?” I murmured. I knew they’d said clean-up efforts had begun across the city, but this was incredible work. Work that could only be accomplished with magick.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of a group of wizards near the fountain, distinct with their beards and glowing Wizard Lytes, and I wondered if these were the wizards Nodrin spoke of, the ones already loyal to me. 
 
    Suddenly, the crowds around us noticed me, and when they immediately started chanting my name, I couldn’t help the wide smile that split my face. I was really getting used to this sort of treatment, and I was pumped it was still going on and this wasn’t some sort of protest.  
 
    I caught sight of a familiar face by the covered fountain, and Faeryl gestured for us to join her, so I opened my ether and levitated Tryss and myself over the crowd to join Faeryl.  
 
    “Fynn,” the Matron said as she warmly embraced me. “I can’t thank you enough for all of your hard work to protect Oshara.  
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I said as I waved at the cheering crowd.  
 
    “Well, the citizens wanted to show you our appreciation,” Faeryl said, and she reached up and pulled the cloth off the fountain.  
 
    I gasped as I realized the statue was of me. I stood proudly in my stone visage with a sword in my hand, and my foot was propped up on the decapitated head of Vhondryl, and they’d even carved in my Starlyte around my neck.  
 
    “This is incredible,” I said as the crowd cheered even louder around me.  
 
    “You’ve earned it,” Tryss said as tears sprang to her eyes, and she grabbed my hand. “You did it, Fynn. Oshara is yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Five months after I’d killed the First Matron and taken over the city of Oshara, I stood with mine and Tryss’ baby in my arms as I looked out over the shimmering lake through a stalagmite near the Lower Lower Houses. Little Narcelia suckled on my finger as I rocked her back and forth while I oversaw the Lake Management Control Unit. I was in the process of building the Lower Lower Houses back up, and Imrae had helped me assemble an amazing team of duergars who were up for the challenge.  
 
    After the final battle, I’d been able to consolidate the resources of the Houses that we’d taken over, and we’d made out way better than I’d expected. Vhondryl had been stealing from the citizens of Oshara for decades, so there were more than enough riches to build back the city even better, and for my House to still come out on top. The vaults of the newly built House One were full to the brim, and I’d created a new, smaller Council with a better checks and balances system, to prevent anyone from becoming as corrupt and underhanded as Vhondryl had been. 
 
    Narcelia launched her tiny body toward the window, and I needed to shift my weight forward to prevent her from falling. She giggled like crazy as she bashed her tiny fists against the window glass, and I chuckled at her infant joy. We’d built up this stalagmite as a nursery-slash-headquarters for the Lake Committee, and it was currently buzzing with activity as my babies crawled around the floor and battled for their favorite toys.  
 
    “Elkantar,” Tryss said to my son. “Be nice to your sister.” 
 
    “Dada,” Elkantar cooed, and he made a ‘pick me up’ gesture in my direction.  
 
    “Not yet, kiddo,” I said as Narcelia continued to suckle on my finger.  
 
    “How are you going to manage when the next batch comes?” Helera asked as she entered the room with her hands on her swollen, pregnant belly. “We’ve already got our hands full here.” 
 
    “You know Fynn needs to build up House One,” Dagwyn said as she came into the room carrying a baby bottle in each hand. Pregnancy suited the Second Daughter more than any of us expected, because the warrioress was glowing. “That’s why I said he could knock me up as soon as he did after little Celia was born. In fact, shouldn’t you be up next on the breeding block again, Tryss?” 
 
    During the takeover of Oshara, the Upper and Lower Houses had lost a lot of bodies, and not just nameless soldiers. Many Matrons and Daughters had died. The alliance of Claden’Du was already on the short side when it came to population, so once my rule over the city had been made official, and I established the new Upper Houses, I made a pact with the Matrons that I would provide them all with at least one offspring, although they all asked for more. Currently, I had fifteen babies on the way, and, voids, that was the most fun I’d had fulfilling my Masterly duties since I’d taken over the city.  
 
    “Soon,” Tryss said as she nuzzled into Narcelia and me. “Did you know he has to go to another awards ceremony at the end of the month?” 
 
    “Voids, what great accomplishment did you manage this time?” Helera said with a chuckle.  
 
    “Just something about my efforts to restore the integrity and reputation of hybrids, it’s nothing,” I said with a wave of my hand.  
 
    “Umm, not to mention Drogu’s amazing gift,” Dagwyn added.  
 
    “That’s right,” I said with a nod. “Oshara is officially the strongest drow city, thanks to Drogu’s extension of the lake and land. We’re set to be the biggest port city ever, and the construction of the added Houses on the other side of the lake is going well.” 
 
    “Mother sends her love,” Helera said as she carefully lowered herself onto the floor and started to play with the twins. “She’s going on a holiday to the Topside with Nodrin tomorrow, and she wanted me to thank you for making that more accessible to the ordinary citizens.” 
 
    “No one should be denied the pleasure of a sunset,” I said with a grin. Then I made my way over to the window and sighed contentedly as Narcelia cooed in my arms, and Tryss leaned her head on my shoulder.  
 
    “I’m so happy,” Tryss said softly as the water shimmered beneath us.  
 
    “Me, too, Tryss,” I said with a smile. “Me, too.” 
 
    And things could only get better.  
 
      
 
    The End  
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