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 Chapter 1 
 
    The room was so silent, I could hear the echo of my stomach growling from the other side of the cellar, and I shifted my weight so I could brace my back against the stone wall. 
 
    Dragir’s brow was deeply furrowed while he stooped over the Elven Scrolls, and beside the silver-haired elf, Wyresus rubbed at his temples like he was the one doing all the work right now. 
 
    Barnik just belched from his post in the corner of the underground cellar, and when I glanced his way, he offered me a mug of Rosh yet again. Then I yawned and turned down the offer for what must have been the fifth time, but Dragir didn’t move an inch. 
 
    The elf kept his fingertips slowly trailing the script Wyresus had translated from the ancient documents, and based on the amount of focus he put into this, no one else would have guessed it was the third time he’d studied the same four papers in a week. 
 
    Deya’s brother had a better understanding of rune magic than anyone I knew, and since he even knew a few things more than the head of House Orrel, I was glad to leave him to his work. 
 
    Bored out of my mind, but glad. 
 
    We were so close to solidifying our design, and with the proper balance of elements, the rune we created would be able to counter the four runes we found concealing a portion of the Master’s fortress from view. 
 
    An achievement like this could be the difference between life or death once we got to House Orrel, so the two of us had spent most of this past week working to address the issue. The rest of the week was spent building our arsenal for our upcoming massacre, but now that I was hours away from being done there, finalizing the rune was our last task. 
 
    “Okay,” Dragir sighed as he straightened up, and I could hear the bones in his back cracking while he stretched the kinks out of it. “You are certain these three words at the bottom are not inverted in any way?” 
 
    “For the last time,” Wyresus groaned, “I stand by my translations, Master Dragir.” 
 
    The elf nodded. “Then I suppose we are done here.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” Dragir muttered, and Barnik sprawled in his chair like he’d been shot in the chest. 
 
    “Just make the damn thing,” the Aer Mage growled. “Ye’ could probably recite half those scrolls from memory by now.” 
 
    “Rune magic is a precarious art,” Dragir informed the man. “If one of these cohesion lines is misplaced, then all of our work has been for nothing. Have you ever found yourself up against an invisible force?” 
 
    “I’m a fuckin’ Aer Mage,” Barnik snorted. “What do you think?” 
 
    I chuckled around my next yawn, and then I pushed myself off the wall and headed for the door. 
 
    “Don’t get him started on magery versus rune magic,” I muttered to Barnik. 
 
    “Yes, because you will lose,” Dragir mumbled, and he slid the Elven Scrolls back to Wyresus. “Frail man, you will go through these translations another five times to be absolutely sure.” 
 
    “F-Five?” Wyresus whimpered. “Master Dragir, you cannot be seri--” 
 
     “Five times, or the duke will have you drawn and quartered,” Dragir cut in, and the pale mage at the desk slumped a few more inches. 
 
    I sighed as I propped the cellar door open for the elf, but I eyed the former head of the Order before I left. “Three more times, and you’re done.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Wyresus said as he perked up. “By the way, how is Miss Shoshanne doing with the Beriel volume I lent her? There is a particularly in-depth chapter on infant Lux Mage behavior that I thought she would find fascinating. ” 
 
    “Already finished,” I answered. “She wants you to stop by Falmount as soon as we’re done in Nalnora to talk about it.” 
 
    Wyresus’ thin lips spread into a pinched smile. “It would be my pleasure. Miss Shoshanne really is one of the brightest and most--” 
 
    “Did she try drainin’ the oxygen from a man’s blood like I taught her?” Barnik asked with a half-crazed grin. “It’s a fun death, I’m tellin’ ye’.” 
 
    “I’ll ask her for you,” I chuckled. “She did manage to alter the nitrogen content in the air, though, so she can suffocate someone without them even noticing until it’s too late.” 
 
    Barnik let out a malicious laugh. “That’s our girl.” 
 
    I shook my head as I closed the cellar door, and Dragir didn’t look up from the slip of paper he held inches from his face while he fell into step beside me. 
 
    “You need to stop using my new title to threaten people,” I told the elf. 
 
    “No,” Dragir mumbled. “According to Miss Cayla, the best perk of having a title like yours is forcing others to enact your will through threats. Now, I think this balance of elements is sound, but be very careful with this last cohesion line. Do you see the slope of the upper hook?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed while I eyed the paper. 
 
    “I am fairly certain we will both be blinded if you alter that slope by even a fraction of a millimeter.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows while Dragir folded the paper and handed it over, but I nodded my understanding as we headed down the library steps and into the streets of the Oculus. 
 
    “So… you’re fairly certain of that,” I led, “but are you positive this rune will make it possible to detect anything the Master’s concealing.” 
 
    “No,” the elf admitted. “There is no positivity in creating new runes unless you can test them, and I maintain we are already being too lenient with our time frame. The Master has shown he can accomplish much in only a matter of days, and we have given him a full week to collaborate with Luir. We must go.” 
 
    “I agree,” I muttered. “I’ll see what I can do about getting the sights built by the time we reach House Aelin.” 
 
    “And you will uphold our agreement?” Dragir checked. 
 
    “No battle dragon,” I confirmed. “Deya’s fine with the arrangement, though. She’s seen me kill Luir’s owls before, and she’s already experienced the result of getting injured while transmuting. She knows we’re working in her best interest. Besides, I think she’s more in the mood to use her bare hands than her fangs lately.” 
 
    Dragir smirked with pride as we scaled the walkway that led to the stone gates of the Oculus, and the elf paused to admire the sight of the underground city before he left it. 
 
    Then he exchanged a fist bump with Big Red outside, and the two of us headed through the darkened tunnel and out into the castle courtyard. 
 
    “You are sure you will make it to House Elyn by tonight?” Dragir asked. “Because even with Rhys’ warriors, we will not have nearly enough men to take on the whole palace alone, and if we’re discovered lurking outside all night--” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” I assured him. “I just need to address a few last details at the shop, and it won’t take me long. I looked over the route you marked, too, and I’m banking on getting to House Elyn before dark. I don’t think I’ve ever met the head of their House, though. I might have seen him once at House Aelin, but I only went there and to House Pree when I visited Lyralus.” 
 
    “There is not much you need to know,” Dragir snorted. “The leader, Eylish, is a decrepit old bastard, and in his younger days he was most well-known for forcing himself on any woman who was caught trespassing in his territory. If it was a man they caught, the man was drowned, and the women of his family were dragged in for Eylish instead. Then he would have them hanged from the rafters of the great hall to ensure his heirs would not have to split their inheritance if a child was conceived. His residents held celebrations in honor of their leader for each hanging, and this practice went on for a couple hundred years before one of his victims stabbed him in his dick ten times.” 
 
    I slowed my pace as we neared the castle gates, but the elf shrugged when he caught the look on my face. 
 
    “That is the story I believe, anyways,” Dragir clarified. “Some say it was twenty times, others say she cut it off in one swipe. Either way, he changed his tactics after that, and now, trespassers are brutally tortured for weeks on end during their celebrations. So, do not be late for the invasion tonight.” 
 
    I unlocked my clenched jaw. “I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    Then we entered the streets of Serin, and the wave of bowing heads that greeted us brought an appreciative grin to Dragir’s face while I nodded to a few of the citizens in passing. Mostly, though, I focused on scanning the lower quarters of the capital to check on Bobbie. It wasn’t that I thought anyone would have vandalized a car everyone in five regions knew belonged to me, but she wasn’t used to being left alone in the middle of Serin. By now, she could have tried to plow her way through the streets for all I knew. 
 
    I sensed the frame of the Mustang right where I’d parked her, though, and she still had a little metal knight strutting across her roof doing back flips for the crowd. 
 
    So, I took my time meandering through the upper quarters of Serin, and I counted three new Stan statues posted in various power stances along the way. Initially, Temin ordered only one monument to honor Sir Stan, but the citizens were so enamored with the little hero that sculptors all over the city were adding their own tributes. 
 
    The monument Temin commissioned the royal sculptors to make of my women and I hadn’t been started yet, but as I craned my neck over a passing horse, the area he’d set aside for the final product had twice as many bouquets laid around it as it did just two days ago. 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to check if they’d named the main avenue after Stan’s dragon yet, though, because Dragir suddenly stopped in his tracks and turned to point directly at a merchant who was walking away from the main road. 
 
    “You!” Dragir called out. “Unarmed man in the ragged hat!” 
 
    The merchant turned around with a smile, but he looked shaken to his core when the formidable elven warrior threw his arms up in disgust. 
 
    “Why are you not bowing?” Dragir demanded for all to hear. “Look around you, and you will see everyone is bowing to Mason Flynt. Pay attention!” 
 
    I sighed as the merchant abruptly removed his hat and bowed to me, and then I dragged the elf down the street to spare the other merchants he hadn’t called out yet. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t do that,” I muttered out of the side of my mouth. 
 
    “Yes, you should be doing this,” Dragir agreed. “You have to remain vigilant, or these civilians will not know what to do with themselves. If you had addressed this sooner, we would not have had the incident from this morning. Now, look. We are walking in the hot sun, and your Mustang is covered with bodies.” 
 
    I chuckled while we wove our way through the bowing crowd, but the elf had a point. Before the siege at the Master’s fortress, I’d never been unable to drive to the Oculus, but the last few trips to Serin had been notably different. The number of people who refused to stop crowding around Bobbie when I arrived was staggering, but on the plus side, walking through the streets turned out to be easier. 
 
    The citizens were so busy bowing, I didn’t have to crawl through them. 
 
    Either way, it was nice to take my time in Serin anyways because I rarely had the opportunity to walk around the place after I’d set my sights on taking the Master down. It wouldn’t be long before I could rejoin the land of the living, though, and I could hardly wait to escort my beautiful women around Serin so they could revel in the fanfare of an entire capital for a while. 
 
    Not that my lovers needed the ego boost. Ever since they confirmed they were pregnant, my women didn’t need any lavish compliments from me to remind them they were all goddesses in my eyes. They were goddesses in their own eyes now, and something about a crowd of people wishing them well in their pregnancies made them twice as frisky for me. 
 
    These days, my women pawed at me constantly and pouted so hard when I told them I couldn’t just spend all day fucking them, I had to build a spare shop with a lock on it just to get any work done, and with a flock of pregnant beauties all vying for my attention, I was lucky I even got out of bed in the morning. 
 
    Still, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t purposely steer them through a few needless crowds over the last week. 
 
    What mortal wouldn’t? 
 
    At this point, I’d accomplished an endless number of feats in this realm that I never imagined myself capable of, but finally getting all five of my women pregnant topped them all. I had the most gorgeous women I’d ever known, the largest bed I’d ever seen, and according to my lovers, the most world-dominating offspring on the way. 
 
    I was closer than I’d ever been to the careless and kinky life of my dreams, but first, I had a handful of enemies left to vanquish, and this was the notion that made it possible for me to get dressed in the morning. It kept me walking out the bedroom door despite all the little moans trying to lure me back. 
 
    I had this one last ill-advised slaughter-fest to embark on, and then I would never have to jump out of my enormous bed of women ever again if I didn’t want to. 
 
    So, I took a deep breath to pull my mind out of the gutter, and the sea of people surrounding Bobbie parted for me while Dragir nodded in approval at the dozens of bowed heads. Then we climbed into the Mustang with Stan and started her up, but getting her turned around and out of the capital proved to be more difficult. 
 
    Eventually, the elven warrior in the front seat began growling his opinions out the window, though, and things moved a little faster. 
 
    I just grinned and dumped as many coins as I had with me into the grimy hands of the kids jogging beside my door, and once we finally reached the gates of Serin, nothing but emerald hills and the open road stretched out ahead of us. 
 
    The cheering in the city streets faded into the distance as we crested the first hill, and Dragir let out a long sigh that proved he wasn’t actually irritated at all. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I muttered. “This is what Nalnora will look like in a week, except you’re the one driving the Mustang.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Dragir replied. “If we do our work properly, Nalnora will be in shambles, the capital will be deserted save for the independent merchants, and I will be sitting in my cave by the sea learning everything possible about rune magic. I will never have to worry about getting killed on my way to the market, my greatest concern will be the beasts and the plants killing me instead, and I will rest easy at night knowing Deya is free to live her life as she pleases with you.” 
 
    “That does sound like a hell of an improvement,” I mused. “You really don’t want to rule Nalnora, though? I kind of assumed…” 
 
    “No, the whole point of slaughtering the Elite is to destroy the rulers,” Dragir informed me with a stern look. “Nalnora needs no ruler, and do not get any ideas, either. Just because you are assisting in dismantling the bullshit hierarchy of my nation does not mean you will be sitting on any thrones when this is over.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t want a carnivorous jungle to look after,” I assured the elf. “I’ve already got a kingdom in the south I’ll be ruling with Cayla, and Falmount’s expanding faster than I can keep up with at the moment.” 
 
    “Ahh, that’s right,” Dragir recalled. “I forgot you have a kingdom waiting for you. Deya will be a queen there as well, yes?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I admitted, and I nodded to the guards at the entrance of Falmount. 
 
    Then the forty-foot steel gates I built a few days ago began to open, and I admired the expanse of solid black marble arching over them. The whole display made the entrance to Falmount even more prodigious, but the battlements lining the thirty-foot walls on either side of the structure were the cherry on top. They added an extra element of “don’t even fucking try it” that I appreciated. 
 
    The Defenders saluted from above before I drove Bobbie through the gates, and with two miles of road left to travel down, I couldn’t help grinning to myself while I took in the view of the southern bounds of Falmount. 
 
    It had only been a week since Temin tripled the size of my fief, but my residents and allies didn’t waste a day before they began asking about what updates they should start on. So, I sent plans to anyone who wanted to help, but after I let my generals have creative rein, every hour brought a new surprise whenever I ventured out. 
 
    The daily storms from Rekekis left my Flumen Mages with plenty to work with these days, and General Kin had them form a sprawling array of riverbeds through the oaken foothills to manage the flooding. Now, the dappled light that fell through the oaks glittered over rushing streams and cascades wherever I looked, and the stout brambles seemed to have grown twice as thick in a week. 
 
    The terrain surrounding Falmount was getting so wild and overgrown that the new huts of my serfs were hardly visible from the road, and from what I could tell, none of my latest residents minded the strictly local storms at all. They gathered rainwater for cooking and cleaning like Rekekis was blessing them, and they thanked me every time I came to the market for the lightning rods I installed on all their homes. 
 
    Hearing the distant laughter of the families settling here made me twice as proud that Falmount wasn’t the battlefield it had been not too long ago, and the constant patrol of my Defenders and automatons ensured it would stay that way for quite a while. 
 
    My favorite part of the drive into Falmount was the road itself, though, because Haragh and the dwarves had tracked down a reserve of dark red rock with a heavy amount of iron oxide in it to grind into a substrate. Thanks to Pindor’s crew of mages, the paths from the gates of Falmount all the way through the lanes of the village were a deep red hue that cast a warm glow around my land all day. Then it turned a mystic purple in the evening, and when the storms showed up, the lanes looked blood red with rushing waterways lining them on both sides. 
 
    In only a week after gaining the title Duke of Falmount Rift, my town had become a haven just to my liking with twice the population size and a hell of a view. I felt like Bruce Wayne every time I crossed the stately border of my province, and even though I’d had a great time as a baron, I was definitely easing into the duke life already. 
 
    So, I was probably wearing the same hazy smirk I always wore lately when I headed home, but then I realized Dragir was staring me down from the passenger seat, and I blinked out of my daze. 
 
     “What do you mean Deya will not be queen?” the elf clarified. “My sister might be a mischief-making little heathen, but she loves you, and if you are the king and father to her child, then--” 
 
    “It’s not my choice,” I explained. “Cayla will be queen of Cedis because she inherits her father’s throne, but I’ll obviously be treating all my women like they’re queens regardless. Plus, Cayla loves collaborating with the others. I’m sure Deya will have her say about plenty of things.” 
 
    Dragir grinned. “These women of yours will behead half your kingdom in a week.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I sighed. “Beheadings didn’t start coming up until I told them we were going back to Nalnora.” 
 
    “This is good,” the elf decided. “My army and Rhys’ are very effective, but with your five women… it will take us two days to destroy what the Elite have spent a thousand years guarding.” 
 
    “Let’s hope killing the Master and those Wendigo doesn’t take much longer than that,” I muttered as I turned left down a private, winding lane. 
 
    “Do not waste your energy thinking about this,” Dragir suggested. “The Master will have no choice but to die by the time you have finished with him, and as for these Wendigo, it is just as you said. It hardly matters if they are possessed and putrid barbarians. They’re not immune to Halcyan. No creature is.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement as I drove Bobbie up to my moat, and the two of us climbed out of the Mustang while the mages in the nearby houses waved a greeting. 
 
    “Besides,” Dragir chuckled, “none of that is as important as watching Luir’s eyes bulge from his head while I meticulously remove each of his appendages.” 
 
    “You mean while I meticulously remove each of his appendages,” I corrected. “I thought I made this clear, that asshole is mine. I had to watch him dangle Deya over a fucking valley of Wendigo, and he--” 
 
    “Luir has been tracking me for the last four decades,” Dragir snorted as he followed me across my bridge. “I have had his owls over my shoulder everywhere I turn. I have been forced to hide all of my work for fear my knowledge will be pilfered. Not to mention, he dangled my beloved sister over an army of Wendigo. Luir dies at my hand, along with the other heads of the Houses. You can kill their warriors, that is fine, but the Elite leaders will feel the Halcyan of Dragir’s blade against their balls. Well… unless Eylish has none.” 
 
    I crossed my arms as I turned on the snickering elf, and the snapping of my water spawn echoed around us while the black dragon who waited in the clearing hunkered down to watch the exchange. 
 
    “No,” I firmly countered. “I told you my women want to kill the other Elite leaders, and honestly, neither of us are at liberty to deny their wishes on this one. They’re crazy pregnant and gunning for blood.” 
 
    Dragir rolled his eyes. “Yes, well, as sympathetic as you are, I am not pregnant, and yet, I find myself wholly justified in my own thirst for blood. Your women will simply have to deal with not getting their way for once.” 
 
    “Not an option,” I informed him. “They bore the brunt of your race’s condescending crap and still fought to defend your Houses without question. They’ve put their lives on the line for you, and let’s not forget Shoshanne has saved the lives of your warriors on countless occasions. Your own father would be dead without her. There’s no reason my women shouldn’t get to see this massacre done how they please, especially Aurora and Deya, and if you seriously expect to rob them of that joy, then you’re gonna have to get around me and my entire arsenal to do it.” 
 
    “I helped you build that arsenal,” Dragir scoffed. 
 
    “I saved your sister and helped defend your nation from the Master,” I snorted. 
 
    “As have I,” the elf growled. 
 
    “Your blood-boiling rune,” I countered. “Who risked his life to remove it?” 
 
    “All three of your life-saving runes,” Dragir argued. “Created by me. And who taught you rune magic to begin with?” 
 
    “Who stumbled into a hideout full of forgotten runic knowledge and handed all of it to you?” 
 
    “Then I guess we’re both even and justified,” the elf shot back. 
 
    Silence fell between us as Dragir furrowed his brow, and I furrowed mine. 
 
    A long moment passed like this while I remembered neither of us were the type to back down, and for my own part, I didn’t have any intentions of caving. My pregnant lovers wanted to murder the Elite leaders with their own hands, and damn it, I was a man who delivered. 
 
    Still, Dragir was as murdery as anyone I knew, and even if the two of us were technically on the same side of this massacre, I didn’t doubt he’d do whatever it took to beat us to the best kills. 
 
    So, I finally opened my mouth to make my case, but Dragir sprinted for the black dragon in the clearing before I got a word out. 
 
    I didn’t even see him take off, though, because I was already bolting toward the mansion, and I barreled through the halls while I leapt over Ruela and narrowly avoided flattening Alfred. I’d done a full loop of the first story and half of the second story before I came to a panting stop, and I listened carefully to the sounds of Falmount to locate my missing women. 
 
    Then I narrowed my eyes when I heard their hushed tones much closer than I expected, and I smirked as I headed down my diamond-studded stairs and out the front door. 
 
    I was careful to avoid making any sounds while I snuck around the side of the infirmary, but I could hardly keep from snickering when I caught sight of the four women out back. 
 
    They were whisper-arguing about melting their way through a tungsten lock, and since they were clustered around the door of my new shop, none of them saw me strolling up behind them. 
 
    Nulena was the only one not huddled quite so close as the others, and she boredly offered to solve the problem by creeping into the shadows inside, but Aurora hissed a firm rebuttal without bothering to look up from her work. 
 
    “For the last time, it’s not fair if only you get to see what he’s up to!” the half-elf informed her. 
 
    “Yes, how do we know you won’t decide to keep it as one of your little secrets,” Shoshanne huffed, and the Baroness let out a low chuckle. “Cayla, push all your weight against the handle.” 
 
    “I am,” the princess growled. “Aurora, increase the heat while I push again, but do not burn my knuckles this time, or Mason will know we--” 
 
    “Ladies…” I murmured, and Cayla jumped about a foot as a pair of blacksmith tongs flew out of her hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I stooped to pick up the tongs, and my women were all wide-eyed and pink cheeked when I held the tool aloft. 
 
    “The iron on these would melt before the tungsten,” I informed them. 
 
    “What?” Cayla snorted as she feigned confusion. “Why are you talking about melting anything?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re not melting things, we’re polishing,” Aurora announced, and the other three women looked her way. “Your large and well-sealed door was… dull.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow, but Shoshanne’s expression immediately caught my attention, and a coy smile came to her face as she brought herself into my arms. 
 
    “I missed you,” Shoshanne purred. 
 
    Then I was lost in the caramel beauty’s plush lips as she melted against me, and I let her have her way since she’d been doing this every time I got home lately. She even did it if I was in a different room than her for longer than a half hour. Apparently, being pregnant meant Shoshanne could not handle separation without hogging all my attention for a full minute the second I got back, and I had absolutely no complaints to make about this. 
 
    Eventually, she released me with a soft moan, and I grinned at the dreamy look in her warm brown eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” I mumbled, and the healer blushed to her roots as she giggled and batted me away. Then I eyed my other woman more sternly. “Stay away from my shop.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re being so touchy,” Cayla muttered. “We weren’t doing anything.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re duchesses now,” Shoshanne reminded me. “A duchess would never degrade herself by--” 
 
    “Tell us what you have in there!” Aurora blurted out. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” the half-elf growled. “I have been more than patient, but now, I demand you tell me because I’m losing my mind.” 
 
    “Not telling,” I sighed and handed the tongs over to Nulena. “What did I say about stealing from the dwarves’ shop?” 
 
    “Deya did it,” the Baroness chuckled. 
 
    “And it’s your own fault,” Cayla huffed. “We wouldn’t be forced to break into your shop if you weren’t so determined to hide things from us. Plus… you lied.” 
 
    “Not okay,” Aurora added. 
 
    “I what?” I snorted. 
 
    “That’s right,” Cayla said as she crossed her arms. “You told us this shop was out here so we couldn’t keep going down on you while you tried to work, but I saw Alfred go to the mine with a piece of paper from you, and ten minutes later, an enormous shipment of steel arrived. When I asked Alfred about it, he told me it was confidential. That means you’re working on something you don’t want us to see. So, you lied.” 
 
    “First of all,” I began, “I did build this shop because my dick will literally fall off if you all keep sucking on it for eight hours straight. Secondly, a man is allowed to surprise his women. If you recall, you always love my surprises, but I can’t surprise you if you keep trying to break into my shop.” 
 
    “We only tried this once,” Aurora grumbled. 
 
    “And last night when you thought I was still at the pub,” I added. “And two days ago, when I went to Haragh’s house. I could hear you flailing this door from his place. Enhanced hearing, remember?” 
 
    “Oh,” the half-elf muttered and averted her gaze. 
 
    “All of this aside,” I continued, “we have to get our asses in gear and leave Falmount within two hours. Dragir’s decided he’s gonna kill the Elite leaders before any of you.” 
 
    The four women gasped with disgust, and I didn’t miss the murderous cast of Nulena’s two-toned eyes. 
 
    “Did you tell him we’re pregnant?” Aurora scoffed. 
 
    I tried not to smile. “I’m positive you’ve all made it very clear that you’re pregnant, and I did what I could to clarify my stance on the matter, but Dragir doesn’t care. He wants to cut their balls off himself.” 
 
    “What kind of asshole steals a pregnant woman’s kill?” Cayla demanded. 
 
    “Let alone five pregnant women,” Nulena muttered. 
 
    “Mason, you can’t let him do this to us,” Shoshanne insisted. “We want to murder the Elite our own way, and cutting their balls off is so boring!” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. 
 
    “We have far superior plans,” Cayla said with a cocky smirk. “Aurora’s going to chain them down and ignite a fire in their rectums that steadily burns its way through to their loins from the back and ends at the balls.” 
 
    “That’s just Aeris,” the half-elf clarified. “The other one who made the hideous statue of Deya’s mother will have his dick slit down the middle, peeled open, and cooked over my flames. Only then will I remove it and feed it to him.” 
 
    “Is it even possible to peel a dick?” I muttered in confusion, but Aurora just shrugged. 
 
    “Hold on, I thought that was the treatment you had in mind for his three sons,” Nulena countered. 
 
    “Initially, that was the plan,” the half-elf admitted, “but Deya wants to torture all of the sons herself. She said it’s only proper since they were the ones hoping to force her into breeding with them for the rest of her life. This way, they will all have to look up at the beautiful belly bump Mason blessed her with while they writhe in anguish.” 
 
    “Aww,” Shoshanne moaned. “That’s cute.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I imagined all this, but I nodded anyway. “Then you see why we need to get going. Dragir’s already on his way to Nalnora, and he’s expecting us to meet him at House Elyn tonight. If we hurry, you ladies will still have a fair chance at the best kills. Normally, I don’t abide by cheating, but I will say that beating him there would mean we could sneak into the palace, track down--” 
 
    “Mason, no sneaking,” Cayla countered. “We’re remaining firm on that.” 
 
    “I know you’d rather make a scene,” I allowed, “but given you’re all carrying precious baby cargo, I still think a stealth approach would be ideal. We’ve got the new stealth fire rune, after all, and plenty of gruesome murders have been enacted this way, just ask Nulena.” 
 
    “But we won’t make history if we’re stealthy about it,” Aurora cut in. “Huge gory entrances get the most attention, and besides, our babies want a blood bath. We can feel it.” 
 
    “Yeah, mine wants to blast through their palace walls and crush the elves under their own diamond ceilings,” Shoshanne announced. 
 
    “Mine wants to bazooka the fuck out of their warriors at close range, so that all their limbs and parts explode everywhere like blood confetti,” Cayla said with a nod. 
 
    “Mine wants to carve out their racist tongues, drive a serrated dagger through their guts, and disembowel them so they can just lay there bleeding out while they watch my halfling ass strut away,” Aurora growled. 
 
    I blinked and wondered if it was really our baby who wanted this more than her, but considering how many times the elves had sneered at my half-elf and referred to her as a filthy bitch or a mutt, I supported the sentiment. 
 
    “What does the future God of Destruction want?” Shoshanne asked Nulena. 
 
    “My baby would prefer to reserve its violent nature until the perfect moment,” Nulena replied. “However, I’d be happy to assist you all in any way I can.” 
 
    “Really?” Cayla asked as her eyes lit up. “Because I love the idea of Aurora being invisible at first, and then popping up in front of the fleeing elves and spewing flames from her mouth to burn them alive while they gawk in terror.” 
 
    “I do, too,” Aurora chuckled. 
 
    “That could be arranged,” Nulena assured them. 
 
    “Excellent…” I muttered. “Well, I’ll let you ladies pack your weapons up, but remember, two hours and we’re out of here. Dorinick brought over the new torture devices you asked for, too, and I left them in the training hall.” 
 
    “You’re the sweetest man,” Shoshanne sighed as she left a kiss on my cheek, but the other women didn’t move a muscle while they tried to look casual about lingering where they stood. 
 
    “I’m not going into my shop,” I informed them. “I’m going to town to meet with the generals.” 
 
    Aurora let out a furious groan and stomped toward the mansion, but the others just sighed before they began discussing how they could use my Terra and metal powers to storm the palace gates in the most jarring way possible. I barely contained my huge grin until they were out of sight, but an eager snicker slipped out as I eyed the tungsten lock on my shop. 
 
    Then Stan popped out of my vest pocket and sent me a thumbs up. 
 
    “Right?” I whispered. “I told you they wouldn’t change their minds. Just wait, they’re gonna melt into puddles when they see what we made them. Let’s touch base with Kurna real quick so we can get back to work.” 
 
    Stan saluted as he climbed up onto my shoulder, and I headed toward the lanes with a bounce in my step. I didn’t bother reining it in, either. It wasn’t every day a guy figured out how to make all five of his pregnant lovers lose their shit over one present, but today was that day, and with only a couple hours left before my big reveal, I had a constant stream of adrenaline pulsing through me. 
 
    So, I sent friendly smiles to all my residents on my way to Flynt’s Pub, and I could tell which ones had moved in recently because they were still dipping their heads with respect the second they saw me coming. At least my mages knew they could get by more casually around here, and the dwarves and ogres who’d decided to stick around mostly punched me in the arm or bumped my knuckles in passing. 
 
    Once I got closer to the village, though, I barely noticed the residents anymore because the view had drastically changed since last night. Only a few minutes from the mansion, the lane gave way to a cobblestone bridge with three waterways flowing through the arches below, and they merged into a broad river on my right at the base of a new glen. 
 
    I’d known General Kin had big plans for solving the flooding issues in the market permanently, but this was above and beyond. She’d gotten the mages to carve deep ridges from the upper roads down to the river on both sides of the glen so the water would only pour in from a few designated areas, and the homes that used to flank the lane now lined the banks of the river below. 
 
    Magehill remained in place with a steep cliff dropping from the base to the river’s edge, and from there, it looked like the water wound around the cliff and under another bridge that led into the town. 
 
    On my left, a cascade of water stretched the length of the bridge to feed into the river, and the market rose up just beyond, but four times as large as it had been. When I crossed under the barbican, I could see eight streets branching off from the central square, and while the battlements still remained on a few buildings, most of them were having copper roofs installed by crews of dwarves. 
 
    Gurgling streams lined the deep red roads while the water flowed toward the bridge, and stone footpaths arched over the streams at the entrance of every shop. The lane leading to the training fields was twice as wide now with hordes of mages making their way to and from their lessons, and through the dense oaks behind the shops, I could just make out the pillars of the new training halls beside the fields. 
 
    I couldn’t help stopping at the central fountain to admire the extent of the rebuild so far, and with dozens of full carts rattling past, and knights coming in on horseback to visit the dwarven blacksmiths, it looked like Falmount was set to become as essential to Illaria as Serin. 
 
    Part of this had to do with the train station that had tripled in size, though, because four extra tracks were being laid at the moment to accommodate the new trade routes set to run exclusively through my province. 
 
    When I finally entered the pub, I jumped as several chairs scraped across the floor at once, and the newer residents shot to their feet while the regulars chuckled into their pints and grinned my way. Then the bowing and muttering of “your grace,” began, and I had to put an end to the whole scene. 
 
    “At ease,” I snorted as I clapped the nearest merchant on the shoulder, and I made my way to the bar while everyone nervously returned to their seats. 
 
    “What’ll you have?” Raynor asked with a wide smile. 
 
    “Ale’s fine,” I replied. “Do you know if the dwarves finalized the deal with Grot before he left?” 
 
    “Just last night,” Raynor answered, and he slid my pint across the bar before he crouched down to rifle through a stack of parchment. “Soon as the railway to the west is finished, they’ll be shipping forty barrels of Rosh every week, and the wine from the north should be passing through twice a week. Only detail I need you to sign off on is the station tax. We’ve got--” 
 
    “None,” I cut in. “No shipping tax on any goods coming through Falmount from Orebane or Jagruel, but keep the nobles’ tax at the regular rate.” 
 
    “You still gonna give the five percent deduction to Rainard?” the barkeep checked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Lord Allen refused to take it, so we’ll stick with three percent for now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Raynor agreed. “Thrungrig sent word this morning, says he arranged it with Aurum so your first batch of platinum’s coming in by the end of the month, but you’ll have to meet with the Elders in person about distribution. They cut off their other shipments to Serin already. Said they won’t work with anyone but you, and I told ‘em I work for you and was only arranging the technicalities, but…” 
 
    I chuckled as the barkeep shrugged. “Let the Elders know I’ll be in Aurum in three weeks, and could you send word to Thrungrig about it, too? Have him finalize the platinum tax the dwarves want for the rest of the Illaria and Cedis so most of the details are already settled when I get there.” 
 
    Raynor smiled and nodded. “Can do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Raynor,” I said as I shook the man’s hand, and I took my pint before I headed to the far back corner of the pub. 
 
    I was about to nod a greeting to the three generals who were gathered there with their pints, but then a farmer at the next table shot to his feet, and I caught his shoulder to ease him back into his chair while Haragh chuckled at the stunned look on the man’s face. 
 
    “Did you double Raynor’s pay?” I asked Urn as I dropped into the seat next to him. 
 
    “Already done,” the burly Terra Mage replied. “Never knew the man could shake his head after all the nodding he usually does, but he finally accepted the raise.” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed. “Shoshanne’s been asking me every day about it.” 
 
    “Well, you can tell her it’s all been settled,” Urn snorted. “Although, he still won’t let me anywhere near that rickety house of his. I gave him a dozen options for the rebuild, but he says he likes it the way it is.” 
 
    “As long as he’s sitting on a pile of gold, I don’t care how he likes to keep his house,” I muttered. “How did the upgrade at the training fields go?” 
 
    “It would have been done two days from now,” Kurna reported. “The Ignis and Flumen training halls are finished on the east side of the fields, but Markus and the dwarves hit a snag with locating all the materials you ordered for the Terra Hall.” 
 
    “What about the training hall for the Aer Mages?” I asked. 
 
    Kurna sent Haragh an irritated glance. “Haragh’s been too busy with his damn waterfall to finish the Aer Mages’ building.” 
 
    “Our waterfall,” I corrected, but Kurna shook his head. 
 
    “No, his waterfall.” 
 
    “I’m almost done,” the half-ogre growled into his pint. “Then I’ll do the other waterfall, and you’ll have your training hall by the end of the week.” 
 
    “You’re lucky you’re on good terms with Mason,” Urn muttered. “Any other duke would’ve had your neck for going against their orders.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Haragh took his time finishing his pint while the other generals waited him out, but then he cleared his throat. 
 
    “I am gonna build the waterfall ye’ mentioned,” the half-ogre assured me. “Don’t think I’m bein’ lazy, it’s just… I was workin’ through the design of it the other night, and Taru got to mentioning how she always thought waterfalls were a bit fancy. So, I told her she deserves to have one and--” 
 
    “And now the selfish bastard’s building his own waterfall instead of ours,” Kurna informed me. 
 
    “Hold up, Taru wants a waterfall?” I clarified. 
 
    “Ye’ know how Taru is,” Haragh muttered. “She’s too sweet to come out and say it, but if ye’ saw the look on her face when she was talkin’ about it, you would’ve done the same thing.” 
 
    “Shit, I’d build her three,” I informed the man. “Where are you putting it?” 
 
    “Just north of the hut,” Haragh said with a sheepish smile. “I figure the pool can take up most of the back yard since the gardens are toward the front. I gotta raise the whole ridge up, though, so it’s taking a while since my magic can only hold up for so long, obviously. It’s a big fuckin’ ridge. I still haven’t gotten a time frame from Kin about the lake we’ll need up top, though, because she’s handling the waterways for the farmers--” 
 
    “Consider it done,” I interrupted. “Urn, get a crew of twenty Terra Mages over to Haragh’s place within the hour, but extend the ridge in a half moon from one side of his land to the other. Have General Kin and ten of her mages head out there the second the next storm hits. Let’s have two waterfalls coming in from both sides, with a smaller cascade in the middle for lounging around under. Then form a rock bridge from the back of the hut to the cascade, but make sure the railing is stout enough that a baby ogre can’t crawl through the gaps, and the pool’s gotta have a real steady grade from the bank. Taru shouldn’t have to worry about a thing once this baby gets here. Then split the run-off into two streams around the outer edges of her gardens so she can use the excess for cooking and cleaning.” 
 
     Haragh was grinning from ear to ear. “She’ll like that. Maybe a little pond out front. Some moss around it.” 
 
    “Gotta have a mossy pond,” I agreed, and I turned back to Urn. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Terra Mage chuckled. 
 
    “When does the rest of Falmount get its waterfall, though?” Kurna cut in. 
 
    “No one in Falmount gets a waterfall until Taru has three,” I informed him. “Duke’s orders.” 
 
    The brawny mage sighed in defeat, and Haragh straightened his vest as he sent Kurna a broad grin. 
 
    “Next order of business,” I continued. “The second batch of channeling gems from the Elders of Aurum will be arriving on the first train tomorrow morning. I’ve already confirmed their dimensions with Thrungrig, and I have the central mounts installed in the seven engines waiting at the station. Let’s get the gems mounted as soon as the shipment arrives, but make sure Bagneera knows she’ll be driving at twice the speed she’s used to, so she’s gotta take it easy at first.” 
 
    “Baggy’s gonna love this,” Kurna chuckled. “She’ll be pissed when we start removing the system she’s been working with, but she’ll come around.” 
 
    “Tell her I’m doing it for her,” I replied. “I know Bagneera likes to keep a tight schedule, and now, she’ll be putting all her records to shame without needing to use her Ignis Magic at all. Let the station master in Serin know I’ll upgrade the other eighteen engines as soon as I get back from Nalnora, but the seven engines we have here should be enough to handle the bulk of the shipments coming through Falmount in the next week or so.” 
 
    My generals nodded in agreement, but I noticed the mood around the table abruptly shifted, and I let out a barely audible sigh as Haragh gruffly ordered another round for the table. 
 
    “When ye’ leavin?” the half-ogre grunted. 
 
    “Two hours.” 
 
    Urn and Kurna exchanged a glance, and Haragh shook his head as his scowl intensified. 
 
    “Still don’t see why ye’ changed the plans so late in the game,” the half-ogre growled. 
 
    “It had to be done,” I muttered. 
 
    “Taru’s worried sick about you, by the way,” Haragh informed me. “I even had to lie to my Da about it. I never lie to my Da, but if he knew about this one, there’d be no stoppin’ him and Grot from tearin’ half those jungles apart to follow ye’. That’s how crazy this idea of yours is. He thinks you’re just goin’ on a scouting mission, not riskin’ your own neck without so much as one platoon to--” 
 
    “I’ll have my women and some machines with me,” I pointed out. “Dragir and Rhys’ warriors are joining us as well.” 
 
    “And how are they supposed to serve you better than your own Defenders?” Kurna challenged. “A head of the Order has no business waging battles without their own army at their back, especially if you’re going after the Master again.” 
 
    “This fight won’t be the same as the others,” I told the mage. “Either way, Dragir and I have our own enemies to handle in the jungle, and that issue has nothing to do with the Order of the Elementa.” 
 
    “We told you from the start,” Urn said as he leveled me with a firm look. “This trouble you’re facing in Nalnora isn’t a fight you have to take on by yourself.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I replied. “Doesn’t change my plans, though.” 
 
    Kurna looked ready to deck me as he white knuckled the pint Raynor delivered to him. “Does the king know you’re leaving the entire Order sitting on their asses here? You’ve got half the dwarven army and a few dozen ogres walking around this town, too, so going up against the Master alone, after everything we’ve seen him accomplish--” 
 
    “Guys, I know what I’m doing,” I assured the generals. “This might seem like an ass backwards way to handle things, but right now, less is more.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Urn argued. “You have no idea what the Master’s been up to in those jungles, and what about when Rekekis shows up? You’ll have no mages to hold off the storm, and he’s been going easy on us lately. He could be storing up more strength than you can handle out there.” 
 
    “I’ll have mages with me,” I countered. “Our best ones, in fact, so I don’t need any more. Trust me, I’ve had a week to think over the options, and with all the factors coming into play, I need as few mortals on the battlefield as possible. If something really takes a turn for the worse, I’ll send Deya back to Falmount, and you can alert the Defenders, but unless it comes to that, stay here and manage the upgrades. That’s an order.” 
 
    I could see the muscles in Kurna’s jaw twitching as he ground his teeth together, but the other two generals eventually nodded despite the scowls on their faces. 
 
    “In terms of the issue with the Elite Houses, though,” I continued, and I couldn’t help chuckling a bit. “I’m positive my women and I can handle this one. They’ve been waiting so long to get their revenge on those elves that when it comes down to it, there’s a good chance we won’t even need our elven allies to help out.” 
 
    “Did they get those new torture devices?” Haragh asked, and the glint in his eyes reminded me of Barnik. 
 
    “They’re looking them over right now,” I said with a grin. “I should get back to the shop while they’re still distracted, but I’ll touch base with you before we head out. Let’s get going on Taru’s waterfalls as soon as you finish those pints. I expect her to be lounging in her own oasis by nightfall. Oh, and Kurna, handle the lighting. Something rustic, but classy.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Kurna muttered, and Haragh sent the Ignis Mage an appreciative nod even though we could all tell Kurna was still seething. 
 
    The brawny mage hadn’t taken a sip of his frothing mug, but he looked determined not to take his eyes off it, and I was waiting for the glass to burst into flames while I drained the last of my ale. Then I headed for the door, and I didn’t bother turning back when Kurna broke into an ominously low tirade. 
 
    I could honestly understand his predicament, though. I’d spent months building up an army and gathering allies for one purpose, but yesterday, I delivered blanket orders for them all to remain here in Falmount while I went after the Master myself, and I would have been as pissed off as Kurna if I was in his position. 
 
    The Ignis Mage had fought beside me ever since we took on the ice giants in the far north, and regardless of how crazy shit got in this war, he’d always been on the frontlines. All my generals and Defenders had become as fiercely loyal to this cause as Grot was to me, and I knew half of them wouldn’t have obeyed my orders if they had any idea what I’d be up against in Nalnora. 
 
    That’s why I never told any of them about the possessed Wendigo army waiting for me on the eastern coast. Well, except for Pindor. The kid was the one mage who knew every detail of my plan, and I’d only told him for his own safety. After I gave my order yesterday, the kid was irate in a way only a sixteen-year-old soldier could be, and while my generals were at least level headed enough to drink their frustrations away, Pindor wasn’t. 
 
    He was pissed enough to follow me into Nalnora whether or not I approved or knew about it. 
 
    So, I dragged him aside and told him about the Wendigo and the head of House Orrel who had a stockpile of elven students dedicated to the pursuit of rune magic. Then I gave him a more in-depth run down of my arsenal than even my women knew about, reminded him of the information he’d gathered for me in the last week, and when I finished, Pindor only fumed for another minute before he finally nodded and agreed with my call on this one. 
 
    My generals might have been more subdued if I’d told them all of this as well, but they damn sure wouldn’t have stayed behind. 
 
    So, I ignored the furious generals I could still hear arguing about the situation over at the pub, and while I crossed under the barbican, I shifted my attention to the giggling taking place in my mansion instead. It sounded like my women were engrossed in plotting their murders while they admired the new toys Dorinick had made, and if I got home before they left the training hall, they’d never know I was back in my shop. 
 
    The notion made me quicken my pace a bit as I slipped behind a clomping line of cows being led to their new pasture, and just as a pair of ogres pushed their way through the branches of the northern woods, I jogged over my bridge. Then I slowed my steps while I crept around the infirmary and to the granite building out back, but I paused at the door to be sure my elven lovers hadn’t heard me arrive. 
 
    Once I was certain my women weren’t on to me, I held my hand against the tungsten lock to rotate the ten cogs lining the interior, and I only opened the door enough to slip inside before I swiftly locked myself in the pitch-black shop. 
 
    Then a line of tiny steel fangs pierced the toe of my boot. 
 
    “Ouch!” I hissed and fumbled to find the copper panel on the wall. “Easy girl, it’s just me!” 
 
    As soon as my fingers grazed the copper, Dragir’s electrical lights ignited above me, and the little metal dragon on the floor abruptly stopped mauling my shoe. Solana tilted her skull to the side like a puppy while she looked up at me, and I scooped her up so Stan could give her a good scruff. 
 
    “Well done,” I cooed. “You’re a ferocious mini guard.” 
 
    The skeletal dragon wriggled her haunches with pride, and after Stan mounted his steed, the pair flew over to the worktable lining the right wall. I grinned as they came in for a flawless landing on the roof of their new silver mansion, and when I joined them at the table, the three of us exchanged silent glances for a moment. 
 
    Then we all turned around, and I could feel the greedy dose of satisfaction sifting between us while we admired the M1A2 Abrams-inspired tank in the middle of the shop. 
 
    Or, as I liked to call her, Bobbie 3.0. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Bobbie 3.0 was a thirty-two-foot steel beast with a 120 mm cannon and three hundred Halcyan projectiles ready to be loaded. She had the girth and firepower of a military grade tank, but with rune magic and channeling gems at my disposal, she was altered to perfectly suit both my needs and lifestyle. 
 
    For starters, I was able to waylay several of the driving components, and I bypassed the electrical assets normally required to make a tank like this more effective in combat. Without having to stock nearly five hundred gallons of fuel, a turbine engine, a hydro-kinetic transmission, and battery and modular systems, I was able to hollow out the entire hull and only keep the dual differential steering system in the far back to control the rear drive sprockets. This, plus the fact I’d lengthened the initial design and broadened the width to eighteen feet instead of twelve, left me with plenty of space for transporting my arsenal and five deadly women across the Nalnoran jungle. 
 
    Safe to say, Bobbie 3.0 was a force to be reckoned with, and Dragir and I had spent countless hours over the last week rigging her track steering and firing systems with a series of small gems and altered runes. We’d advanced her speed, created yet another new explosive specially for her, and taken every precaution to ensure she was fully equipped to tear her way through the jungle and anything else that barred her way. The design didn’t completely match the M1A2 Abrams tanks back on Earth, but since our enemies were fighting with magic, melee weapons, and the occasional arrows, I took the liberty of tweaking the design as needed, like the location of the hatches and windows.  
 
    I’d nearly lost my mind a couple times during the build while I tried to compensate for the electrical limitations, and coordinating the multitude of gears for the steering system had been interesting. I only blew my hand up once, though, while working on her more advanced weaponry, but I’d snuck Shoshanne’s healing staff out of the house in anticipation of this, so I wasn’t in excruciating pain for too long. 
 
    Now, the tank was finally ready to move out. Or at least she would be just as soon as I added a few finishing touches for the ladies and my right-hand metal man. 
 
    “Let’s get to work on those magazines, Stan,” I said as I grabbed some spare steel and climbed the ladder on the hull’s exterior. “Get everything piled at your station while I handle the final preparations, and then I’ll finish setting up your corner.” 
 
    Stan was about to nod when he suddenly pulled Solana closer to his side, and the metal man clutched her around the neck while he sent me a sad little blank stare. 
 
    “Do you think I’d forget?” I smirked as I opened the commander’s hatch on top of the turret. “Go on and take a look, buddy. I think Solana will be happy with the accommodations.” 
 
    The metal duo swiftly flew over and into the open hatch, and as I dropped in to join them, Solana landed in a small cave I formed in the corner wall next to Stan’s gunner seat. The metal man’s personal firing station was positioned so he would be at eye level with whoever was in the actual gunner’s seat, but the whole setup wasn’t just for show. 
 
    Usually, the M1A2 had a M240 coaxial machine gun mounted beside the cannon, but after a very convincing miming session, I agreed with Stan that his own arsenal was a solid replacement. Now, Stan had a hundred and eighty degrees of visibility from his personal port holes to cover our right side, and his AR-15 was poised on one of two mounting options just ahead and beside his seat.  
 
    “Solana, I have no idea what that fabric is,” I admitted while the metal dragon snuffled around in her cushy little cave. “I found it in the women’s closet, but it’s soft and smells fantastic, so I thought you’d like it, and Stan… your chair swivels now.” 
 
    Stan plopped into his chair, but when he just looked at me in confusion, I gave his seat back a nudge to send him spinning all the way around. The little metal man promptly began kicking his feet to pick up speed, and I chuckled while Solana crouched down and tried catching his toes from her cave entrance. 
 
    So, I left the pair to their game as I crouched down and unloaded my steel on the turret floor, and I began forming four holsters and twelve magazine mounts for 1911s. Then I secured two of the holsters on either side of the main gunner’s seat, and I lined the rest of the base with six magazine mounts before I replicated the same arrangement on the commander’s seat. Once I summoned four pistols from the shop, I checked to be sure each seat had a lightning and fireball magazine loaded up, and then I added a mix of both types of ammunition in the magazine mounts. 
 
    “Don’t spend too long swiveling,” I warned Stan as I opened a side hatch near the floor. “Your magazines are waiting in your mansion, and they’re not gonna pack themselves.” 
 
    Stan saluted mid-spin as I slid into the main hull, and I brought my spare steel with me to the front of the tank. Then I replicated my holsters and magazine mounts to line the edges of the driver’s seat with pistols and ammo, and I double checked to make sure Dragir completed the last four runes on the T-bar steering column before I climbed out of the driver’s hatch above me. 
 
    Three hundred Halcyan projectiles were carefully stacked at the far end of my shop, and I began summoning them twenty at a time while I unsealed the compartments lining the bustle rack on top of the turret. Once all six compartments were stocked and resealed, I opened the loader’s hatch and started filling the interior ammunition compartment as well. 
 
    Since our runed cannon didn’t rely on the same firing system as the standard model, I was able to lighten our projectiles so any of my women could take the loader position in the tank for as long as they wanted to. Each Halcyan round still weighed about twenty pounds, but this was better than the fifty-pound sabot or HEAT rounds the military back on Earth were lugging around. The warhead design Dragir and I came up with was more compact in size, too, but while the rockets we’d used at the siege could be detonated just by throwing them, these rounds were lined with steel three times the thickness. 
 
    With the last hundred and eighty rounds stocked in the turret cabinet, I headed for the large iron safe at the back corner of my shop, and when I unsealed the tungsten lock, I was greeted with the sight of twenty-three runed AR-15s. I couldn’t help sighing as I admired the sight of them all waiting in a neat and lethal row for me, but then I grabbed the two M240 machine guns from the bottom shelf instead. 
 
    Because of course I wasn’t going to sidestep the machine guns altogether just to make Stan happy. This was our first family tank after all, and it would be way more fun for my women if there were machine guns on it. 
 
    So, I propped a M240 under each arm, climbed up onto the turret, and got right to work securing them in the mounts just in front of the hatch openings. Then I tested their range of motion to be sure each shooter would have an ideal field of aim, and after I brought twenty canisters of 7.62mm rounds from the safe, I stored them in two locked boxes in the turret walls. 
 
    Next point of business was summoning the new collection of AR-15s over to me, and it took me only a minute to form clamp mounts next to the three crew member seats so my women would have easy access to rifles as well. Then I parted a pair of steel doors lining the interior wall of the main hull to reveal the empty gun racks I’d already installed. 
 
    After I secured the last seventeen rifles in place on the right side, I summoned two hundred runed magazines to file them along the base of the cabinet, but the left side was reserved for the fifteen pistols I had waiting. The base of this side had enough room for three hundred spare magazines, and once I had everything situated, I slid both doors shut and locked the central latch. 
 
    Then I nodded with appreciation while I considered the inconspicuous wall of steel for a second, and I was whistling to myself when I summoned more metal and even more rifle magazines to line the crew members’ seats with, too. 
 
    At this point, any bystander might have wondered if this was “a lot” of guns to carry around. My answer would be hell, yeah, it was. It was an exorbitant amount of guns, and just enough to make sure none of my women were left wanting for more. It wouldn’t matter where they were at or what we came up against in the jungles, there would not only be guns, but an array of ammunition options within reach. 
 
    Plus, there was more than enough firepower in this baby to guarantee we could take on every elf in Nalnora if it came to that, but given how slaughter-crazy my women were feeling lately, I did install a separate wall of concealed weapon racks for their flails and torture devices, too. 
 
    I wasn’t just selfishly packing the tank with my own favorite toys. 
 
    Still, the best part was every firearm on board was runed to ensure no one but myself, my women, and a select few of my allies could operate them, and the steering column was rigged for exclusive use as well. Even the 120 mm cannon couldn’t be fired by anyone else, and every rune involved in making our biggest weapon functionable was engraved on the interior of the components where no one would be able to study them. 
 
    All in all, this tank was our deadliest weapon and a full arsenal on tracks, but if she fell into the hands of our enemies, she’d be nothing but a pile of metal and gems. 
 
    Mostly, though, she was the best option I could come up with for protecting my pregnant lovers at all costs without them realizing I was doing so. From my women’s perspective, Bobbie the tank would be their massacre dreams incarnate, and while she wore her extensive arsenal well, she happened to also be impenetrable, enormous, and too fun to want to leave until the majority of our enemies were already gunned down. 
 
    Bobbie 3.0 was every soon-to-be father’s best friend disguised as the nicest present I’d ever given my women. 
 
    So, I was winning on every front today. 
 
    “Stan, how are those magazines coming?” I hollered while I climbed out of the driver’s hatch, and I could hear the metal man scrambling to slow down his swivel chair. “Once I get the windows in place, it’s go time, buddy, so let’s get a move on.” 
 
    Stan was so dizzy, he could only stagger on his feet when he climbed out of the turret, but Solana helped him make it to his mansion so they could start packing up. 
 
    I was already hauling an armful of leather belts and chest rigs out of my safe, and I opened a sliding door under my concealed arsenal to get them all organized by the number of magazines they could accommodate. Then I summoned a pile of windows over for the portholes, and while I began mounting them in the hinged panels I had waiting, I double checked the visual range of each outlet. 
 
    When I first started designing Bobbie 3.0, I’d been worried it would be impossible to get by without the electrical sight systems of Earth, but I quickly realized one of the perks of being the only guy in the war with a tank and ballistics like mine was the ability to improvise as much as I wanted to. 
 
    So, I worked with Haragh to develop a sapphire-glass dense enough to withstand a shot from a revolver just in case the Master felt like muddling his way around some forges again. All the windows were capable of opening outward, though, so we could fire on targets from any angle as well, and the gunner, commander, driver, and passengers all had a broad visual range to work with. 
 
    By the time I finished securing the final pane of glass in the rear ports, Stan’s pile of magazines was overflowing and clattering onto the turret floor, and I crawled in to help him out. 
 
    “That should be enough,” I chuckled, but he tapped his chin like he wasn’t quite sure. “I’ll make you more if you run out. You got those new erupters I invented for you, right?” 
 
    The little metal man nodded as he pointed to a general corner of his heaping pile of magazines. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a deadly grin. “How do you want these organized?” 
 
    Stan stood on his seat to map out his ideal arrangement for me, and I smirked while I secured his stealth magazines in a series of rows on his right side while his lightning magazines lined the wall ahead of his gunner’s seat. I still had fifty regular fireballs and a few hundred erupter magazines left to mount when I heard a strange scraping noise, though, and as I popped my head out of the commander’s hatch, I turned a furrowed brow toward the shop door. 
 
    “Didn’t Mason say the tungsten wouldn’t melt?” Shoshanne hissed. 
 
    “Yeah, but obviously, only the lock is tungsten,” Aurora said in a proud tone. “Which means the hinges are probably just iron, so if we start melting from this side instead, we could cut through the door with the axe thing.” 
 
    “Pickaxe,” Deya clarified, and my pulse quickened as I realized Dragir would already be on his way to House Elyn. 
 
    “Well, hurry up,” Cayla muttered anxiously. “If Mason catches us trying to break in again, he might not let us have our surprise.” 
 
    “I think we should wait until he shows us himself,” Shoshanne grumbled. “I love that cute smile he gets just before he gives me things. What if he doesn’t smile because he’s disappointed in us?” 
 
    “You’ll get your smile,” Nulena sighed, “and it isn’t as if he would refuse to give us something after he worked this hard on it.” 
 
    “He might refuse to have sex with us today, though,” Deya pointed out, and the scraping sound stopped. 
 
    “But… we’re pregnant and filling out in all the right places,” Aurora whispered. “You don’t really think he’d make all five of us wait, do you?” 
 
    The long pause that followed this question made me burst out laughing as I imagined the looks on my women’s faces, but when the scraping started up again, Stan and I exchanged a glance and climbed out of the tank. 
 
    Engraving silencing runes inside my shop was one of the precautions I’d taken to make sure my women couldn’t ruin their own surprise, but in the last week, it had become my favorite thing about the new building. Being able to hear my women while they had no idea I was in here was a new guilty pleasure of mine. 
 
    Although, it had been a little awkward when Dragir was around and he had to hear them talk about fucking all the various parts of my body nonstop. 
 
    A few times while we’d been building, my women had of course tried to break in without knowing we were in here, and unfortunately, finding out about my new project wasn’t the only reason for their stubbornness. They were equally determined to hide under my table, jump me, and force me to accept their blow jobs, but their lusty tangents about it were less amusing with Deya’s brother five feet away. 
 
    Stan was supposed to be on decoy duty from there on out, but for some reason, he seemed to think it was more fun to pretend he’d lure my women away while actually leaving them to their conversations. 
 
    This time, though, it was just me and my truly fantastic surprise in here, and I carefully parted the stonework of the back wall before I snuck out of the shop as silently as I could. When I rounded the building, I found all five of my women huddled beside the door while Aurora’s flames flared in a blinding white, and I crossed my arms as I cleared my throat. 
 
    The pickaxe in Cayla’s hand went flying while Deya jumped and smacked her head on the door, and when the women drew up the courage to turn around, Aurora immediately launched into a heated rant. 
 
    “I still deserve sex,” the half-elf informed me as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I haven’t threatened to light any of the ogres on fire in days, and even though I’m determined to beat Mina in harnessing the sun, I still let her practice with me yesterday! I’m a respectable leader of this Order and a damn fine woman with an ass that won’t quit, and before you say anything to the contrary… you secretly love it when I disobey you. It’s charming, and it keeps you on your toes! I’m not wrong trying to find out where you are making for us. It’s what I do. It’s who I am, and you should know this and be perfectly fine with me being sneaky!” 
 
    I stood there as Aurora continued her speech, and while all of her points were valid, there was honestly nothing my lovers could do these days that would make me declare an all-out sex ban. Trying to keep my dick in one piece while I worked was one thing, but now that they were pregnant, they were more insatiable and cuddlier in bed than I ever thought possible.  
 
    I’d have to be a fucking idiot to turn sex down.  
 
    My women could probably light my whole town on fire, kill my butler, and drive the Mustang into my moat, and I’d still drop my pants the second they looked my way, but I didn’t say any of this. I just nodded along for a while, and then I turned away and started strolling toward my bridge.  
 
    Something about this reaction made my women collectively panic, though, and they ran after me while all five of them started adding their two cents to Aurora’s argument.  
 
    “Remember how much you loved me nibbling on your ear last night?” Deya panted. “I can do that all the time! Anytime, I don’t mind!” 
 
    “I meant what I said this morning,” Cayla assured me. “I’ve been dying to have you fuck my tits like you do with Aurora, and I’m jealous you haven’t asked yet! My breasts are getting bigger every day, and--” 
 
    “I pleasured myself to the thought of you for half an hour after you left for Serin!” Shoshanne cut in. “Ask anyone, they were there!” 
 
    “We were,” Nulena hastily confirmed. 
 
    “Don’t you want to watch me do it, too?” the healer pleaded. “I promise I won’t even orgasm until you’re buried inside of me. In fact, order me not to climax for as long as you want. You know I love it.” 
 
    “Mason?” Nulena muttered as she anxiously tugged on my sleeve, and I tried so hard to keep a straight face. “Aren’t you listening? I feel like you’re not listening.”  
 
    “I’m listening,” I assured the woman. 
 
    “Then you’ll still fuck us, right?” Aurora asked. “We promise we’ll stop trying to break into your shop.” 
 
    “We won’t even look at it!” Cayla added. 
 
    “Yeah, what shop?” Deya tried. “I don’t know about any shop. All I know is how very much I still want sex tonight, please don’t be mad?” 
 
    “Mason, I will abstain from murdering anyone else in this realm for the rest of my life here if you have sex with me tonight,” Nulena boldly announced. 
 
    Somehow, I managed to keep my demeanor unreadable through all of this, and when I finally reached the Mustang, I leaned in the driver’s window to remove Bobbie’s gem. 
 
    Then my women abruptly went silent. 
 
    They stayed stock still as I sent them a casual nod and brushed past them, too, but the second I started whistling to myself, I heard their high heels scuffing across the dirt while they hurried to follow me. 
 
    My women were so dumbfounded that they kept a ten-foot distance as they trailed me to my shop, and they didn’t even try to sprint inside when I opened the door. They just froze in a cluster behind the mansion and stared while I shut myself up in my shop once more. 
 
    I waited for a few seconds to see if they might combust, but all I heard was their hearts racing faster as they nervously shifted their weight, and I turned a huge grin toward Stan and Solana. 
 
    “You ready for this?” 
 
    The little metal dragon dove so Stan could snatch Bobbie’s gem right out of my hands, and I chuckled heartily while they jetted to the tank. The pair were already flying circles around the steering column when I dropped into the driver’s seat, and after a moment of silence, I let Stan do the honors.  
 
    It took a lot of effort for him to get his balance on the T-bar with such a large object clutched in his arms, but he managed to settle the gem on the central mount before he hopped up and down on the stone to jimmy it into place. 
 
    Then the three of us waited for the telltale pulsing that always meant Bobbie was coming to life, and a split second before it began, I recognized her presence. 
 
    She was the same old Bobbie she’d been as both my first and second metal steed in this realm, but now, her power was coursing through every steel inch of the thirty-two feet armored body. 
 
    I could sense her pride was completely on pitch with my own right now as her powers built in strength, and as a whirring sound kicked up in the dual differential, I finally let myself grip the throttle of my latest invention. 
 
    Bobbie 3.0 was deadly quiet when she was idling, and this was partly why my women remained silent outside even after I began raising the front wall of the shop. It wasn’t until I drove the tank out into the clearing that their breaths became ragged and uneven, and after I parked Bobbie and emerged from the driver’s hatch, I made sure to send Shoshanne the smile she’d been waiting for. 
 
    “Surprise,” I murmured, and Cayla let out an orgasmic moan as she crumpled to her knees. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “Did you just climax?” I checked. 
 
    Cayla could only sit there panting while she braced herself against the ground, but the way her hips squirmed in her taut leather pants confirmed my suspicion. 
 
    “W-What is…” Aurora stammered, and when her jaw fell slack, Deya nodded in agreement while she groped around to steady herself on Nulena’s arm. 
 
    “This is Bobbie 3.0,” I replied. “I figured if you ladies wanted to make a proper scene, you needed something more impressionable than a Mustang. Where I’m from, this is a combat vehicle called an armored tank, and it’ll take you over any terrain and through any barricades we might come across. It also has a shit ton of weapons inside.” 
 
    “Can I have a kiss?” Shoshanne whimpered. 
 
    I chuckled as I nodded in approval, and when the healer staggered over on wobbly legs, I leaned down to catch her before she could wilt against the tank. The way her lips trembled the second they met mine brought another chuckle out of me, though, and when I tried to release her, she stayed clutching my arms while her brown eyes burned up at me. 
 
    “It’s so big,” Shoshanne purred. “Why are you twice as hard to resist when you’re standing on this contraption? I just want to bite into your biceps for some reason…” 
 
    “It’s the nature of the beast,” I assured her. “Totally normal reaction.” 
 
    “Guns,” Cayla croaked as she raised a shaky arm to point at the turret. “New guns… big guns. Mason, what are those guns? I want those guns.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the fully automatic guns?” I checked as I spared a glance over my shoulder. “You can have those guns.” 
 
    Then the princess doubled over as another wavering moan tore from her throat, and part of me regretted that my dick was missing out on these orgasms because I could practically feel how wet Cayla was as she writhed uncontrollably on the ground. 
 
    “Get in here,” I chuckled. “I’ll give you all a tour.” 
 
    Aurora promptly jogged over and threw her arm up so I could help her aboard, and the half-elf let out a giddy squeal as she dropped straight into the hull without hesitation. Deya was right behind her with a grin stretching from one pointed ear to the other, but Shoshanne just clung to the edge of the steel tank while she stared up at my biceps some more. 
 
    Nulena was only halfway over when she realized Cayla couldn’t even get up, though, so while I worked to get Shoshanne to stop drooling, the ebony woman backtracked and hauled the leather-clad princess off the ground. 
 
    “Sex,” Cayla whimpered and braced all her weight on Nulena. “The guns. Mason… he made me all these guns. I need sex.” 
 
    “I know,” the Baroness assured her with a pat on the arm. “We’ll get you all the sex you need, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I can’t see straight,” the princess panted. “I can’t think. Everything is guns. It’s just a giant nest of guns on wheels with a giant gun pointed out the front, and Mason’s dick is just gushing into me… or onto me. Everywhere. Cum everywhere.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s get you into the giant gun with wheels thing, and then you can discuss the cum situation with Mason,” Nulena suggested. 
 
    Shoshanne was wriggling into the driver’s hatch now, and as soon as she finally stopped pawing me all over, Nulena handed Cayla off to me with an amused smirk. 
 
    The moment I had a hold on her, though, Cayla’s legs instinctively hitched around my hips, and I stumbled to brace her ass against the edge of the hatch while she tried to swallow my tongue for me. So, I decided to let her grind it out for a bit since the heat radiating from her pussy was already scalding through my pants, but within seconds, the princess was tearing the buttons on my shirt open. 
 
    “Cayla…” I mumbled. 
 
    “Please don’t make me wait,” the princess moaned. “No one’s watching.” 
 
    “True,” I chuckled, “but you’re still gonna have to wait.” 
 
    “Why?” Cayla whimpered against my neck, and I brought my lips to her ear just to make her shiver. 
 
    “Because you have no idea how good it’s about to get,” I growled.                
 
    Whatever sound the princess let out was one I’d never before heard in this realm, but she went so limp that I let her just kind of slip into the tank like a leather-clad noodle. 
 
    Nulena took full advantage of my erection, though, and she made sure to slide the crack of her flawless ass along my shaft a few times before she finally dropped inside. 
 
    I was clutching my hair by the time all five women were in the tank, and while I listened to all the little gasps echoing around the hull, my mind offered up a dozen tank-friendly sex positions. 
 
    “Yeah, this might be the best idea I’ve ever had,” I muttered, and I took a long, steadying breath of fresh air before I joined my women down below. “Alright, so we’ll start off with the--” 
 
    “Travel-sized sex cage!” Deya exclaimed, and my eyebrows shot up as the women all began circling the turret basket hanging into the hull. 
 
    “Uh… no, that’s--” 
 
    “The bars are a little close set,” Aurora mused, “but I could probably fit a tit through there for Mason to suck on.” 
 
    “Wait, I think this is for us to suck on him, right?” Nulena asked. “Look at the height, because if we’re in the cage on all fours--” 
 
    “Okay!” I loudly cut in. “That is not a sex cage, but you’re obviously at liberty to use it any way you like. In terms of functionality, though, it’s called a turret basket, and the hatch on the other side of the bars leads to the main gun and the--” 
 
    Cayla practically dove through the hatch at the words, and while my women crawled in after her, I nodded and decided we could just start the tour there. 
 
    “Mason!” Cayla moaned loudly from above. “Mason, come here and show me how this works! Is this handle thing the trigger? I want to try it, can I? Gods, how many guns are in here? Mason, there’s guns everywhere! Sooo… many… gunnnnssss. Ohhhh… fuck….” 
 
    “Yeah, hold on,” I chuckled as I attempted to squeeze in amongst the women. 
 
    Then I shifted Aurora into the commander’s seat to make more room, and after I hoisted Deya onto the half-elf’s lap, Shoshanne squeezed in on Cayla’s lap so I at least had some space to point around at the components. 
 
    “Okay, so this area is intended for a three-person crew,” I explained. “Four counting Stan.” 
 
    The little metal man was kicked back in his gunner seat with his helmet casually tipped over his eyes, and he sent the women a nod that clearly expressed how proud of himself he was. 
 
    “Stan, you look like you’re ready to be promoted to general,” Cayla purred. 
 
    “He does,” I agreed. “That’s Stan’s firing station, and he’ll have the freedom to change which position he’s firing from to cover our right side. You’ll all have the option to fire any which way you like from up here, though, because as Cayla pointed out, there are plenty of guns. These windows open outward from the small latch at the bottom, and the same applies for the port holes in the main hull. The doors you see above you are the commander and loader hatches.” 
 
    “Those lead to the other guns!” Cayla gasped. “Mason, can I--” 
 
    “Patience,” I cut in. “One gun at a time. Now, it’ll take both of the levers in front of you to aim and fire the main gun, which is called a smoothbore cannon. When you press the button on the right-side lever, the loaded projectile will launch at around three thousand miles per hour. I know you’re excited for some close-range explosive action, and by all means, have at it, but just so you know, you’ve got about two miles worth of range with this weapon.” 
 
    Cayla drew a ragged breath before she bit down hard on her lip, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “The lever on the left is what’s called a yoke, and it’s going to determine your aim.” 
 
    “I thought the driver sat downstairs,” Aurora said as she furrowed her brow. 
 
    “They do,” I confirmed. 
 
    “But if the cannon is connected to the top, wouldn’t the driver have to adjust the vehicle’s direction to aim it properly?” the half-elf asked. 
 
    “If the turret were stationary, yes,” I allowed. “Cayla, grab hold of the yoke and shift it in either direction.” 
 
    The princess swiftly obeyed the command, and all my women shrieked as the entire turret basket turned to the right. 
 
    “So, it’s pretty easy to change the direction of the cannon left or right,” I continued. “This turret is built on a traverse gear to turn it three hundred and sixty degrees around regardless of what the driver downstairs is up to. If you push forward or pull back on the same lever, you’ll adjust how high or low the barrel’s aimed.” 
 
    The porcelain beauty looked like it was her first time playing a video game while she bounced in her seat with a giant grin on her face, and I grabbed onto the wall while she sent us turning all over the place, halted the turret, and adjusted the cannon about ten times. 
 
    “Can I fire it now?” Cayla panted. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I snorted. “The cannon’s not loaded, and even if it were, you’re aimed right at the infirmary.” 
 
    The princess looked out the port hole, and she blushed lightly before she tilted the joystick again to bring us back around. “Sorry… I’m a little excited.” 
 
    I grinned. “You’d better be. It’ll take you a few tries to get the hang of the firing system, but a crucial factor will be getting into the habit of coordinating with a crew to operate it. You’ll have a commander at your back to help you with visibility, so whoever’s sitting here will--” 
 
    “Me!” Aurora blurted out. “I’ll be the commander!” 
 
    “But you already get to command the Order,” Deya argued. “I want to command something.” 
 
    “Everyone can take turns in each position,” I assured them. “I think we all know that’s the general rule in this family.” 
 
    My women giggled in agreement, and I opened the ammunition compartment to continue the tour. 
 
    “Where I’m standing right now is the loader position,” I said as I pulled a runed explosive out. “That black door behind Nulena is where the loader will be responsible for inserting the Halcyan projectile into the loading port. Make sure the copper base of each round is resting against the copper ring inside the tube before you give Cayla the signal to fire, though. Otherwise, the runed charge won’t propel it out of the cannon.” 
 
    “Okay, so I adjust the aim from my seat while the loader prepares the projectile,” Cayla dictated. “The commander helps me out because she has a wider range of visibility, and once the loader is ready, and I’m in position, I push the button on the right handle.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “I’m the loader!” Aurora decided. “That sounds so fun.” 
 
    “I get to load sometimes, too,” Nulena countered. “This seems like the perfect job for someone who delights in destroying things as much as I do.” 
 
    “Hey, my Lux baby adores destroying things,” Shoshanne informed the woman. 
 
    “Well, my baby is seeking the most violent means of revenge,” Deya curtly added, but before my women could argue any further, I opened the loader’s hatch above my head. 
 
    “Ladies, there’s more tools for destroying shit up top,” I assured them. 
 
    “The guns!” Cayla gasped, and she booted Shoshanne off her lap to reach the commander’s hatch. 
 
    Then all my women crammed themselves together in the two entrances to get a look at the top of the turret, but Shoshanne made sure I couldn’t fit in unless I kept her entire frontside flush against mine. I grinned down at the caramel beauty as she batted her eyelashes at me, and I quickly realized she had no interest in guns right now. 
 
    She wasn’t even facing the right way for a demonstration, she just joined in to hang all over me some more, and I decided Shoshanne would make one sexy ass army wife. 
 
    “You look so handsome up here, too,” Shoshanne purred. 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled before I turned to the other women. “So, these two firearms are called M240’s, and they’re fully automatic machine guns, which means as long as you hold the trigger down, the gun will keep on firing one round after another.” 
 
    Aurora sent me a devilish grin. “Finally.” 
 
    “The ammunition for these are stored in two lock boxes on the turret walls just below the ceiling,” I continued. “One near the commander’s seat, and the other beside the loader’s position. The M240 is what’s called an open-bolt weapon, though, so the ammunition is belt-fed. I’ll walk you through firing them once we find some space for you to test them out, but just so you know what to expect, you’ll be mounting canisters on this clamp next to the bolt, and feeding the belts from there to save you time on reloads.” 
 
    “How are the bullets coming off your belt?” Deya asked as she tilted her head to the side. “Wouldn’t you want them in the magazine instead?” 
 
    “The cartridges actually make up their own belt, so there’s not a magazine involved,” I explained. “We use this approach because when this weapon relies on gunpowder, the chamber gets incredibly hot after firing so many rounds so quickly. If the cartridge waited inside the chamber like they do with the AR-15, the gunpowder could ignite immediately just from how hot it is in there. You’d have no control over it. With the belted design, the cartridges wait back here in the bolt with the chamber open. They aren’t inserted into the chamber until you pull the trigger, and then it keeps cycling until you release the trigger. Once you do that, the remaining rounds stay back from the heat you’ve accumulated after discharging rounds at this rate.” 
 
    “W-What rate?” Cayla breathed. 
 
    “Well, the belts I made for this trip have six hundred rounds on them, and in a high-stakes moment, you could blow through those in a minute.” 
 
    Cayla didn’t even know what to say to this, and when she stared at me with hooded eyes for a good thirty seconds, I finally caught on that I was doing all kinds of sinful things to her in her mind right now. 
 
    So, I just cracked a grin. “Moving on with the tour.” 
 
    Shoshanne let me pull her with me into the tank while she giggled like a schoolgirl, and the caramel beauty glued her hand to mine while the rest of my women left Cayla to recover and followed after me. 
 
    “Aww, Mason!” Deya moaned when I passed the seats lining the hull on either side. “You didn’t have to make us soft chains for our sex chairs! Iron’s just fine with me.” 
 
    I smirked. “Those are called seat belts. I made them with malleable steel, and they’re meant to keep you and our babies safe in your passenger chairs. Otherwise, you’d be tumbling all over a steel chamber when we drive over the more rugged terrain.” 
 
    “Or through walls?” Aurora checked. 
 
    “That, too,” I confirmed. “The entire front end is plated with tungsten.” 
 
    Shoshanne sent me a dimpled smile. “You know, I hear tungsten doesn’t melt very easily.” 
 
    “Correct,” I laughed. “The whole tank’s actually runed to be heat resistant in case any of Luir’s students feel like melting our defenses down, but tungsten’s also the hardest metal I’ve got. With Bobbie’s power running this thing and a tungsten bumper, there’s virtually nothing that could stop you from breaking it down. Then again, you could just blast it all open with the cannon. Your call.” 
 
    “You know how much we’ve been wanting to ram our way through shit by elaborate means,” Aurora sighed. 
 
    “Of course, I do,” I replied, and I gestured for the half-elf to take the driver’s seat. “In terms of driving, I think you’re gonna like this design because it’s a lot like… ” 
 
    Aurora gasped as she took the steering bar, and a sappy smile came to her face. “Gods, I miss Bobbie the first sometimes.” 
 
    “Then this should help fill the void a bit,” I pointed out. “Track steering is pretty similar to a motorcycle, and you’re already familiar with working a throttle, so I’m sure I don’t have to go into too much detail here. The main change you need to get used to is maneuvering two sides of the vehicle at once. Right-side throttle for the right-side track, and vice versa. This is so you’re able to steer. For example, if you want to make a left turn, you’re gonna stop throttling the left track, and throttle up on the right track. You can also turn either handle backward for reverse, and if you want to go full speed ahead--” 
 
    “Both throttles to the front,” Aurora guessed. 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly. The brake pedal is on the floor like Bobbie 2.0, and this tank should be able to hit around fifty miles per hour on a flat grade, so familiarize yourself with that brake.” 
 
    “Does this mean I get to drive?” the half-elf asked with an eager glint in her emerald eyes. 
 
    “I was hoping you would,” I admitted. “I have some work I need to get done between massacres, and I kind of love the idea of you manning an armored tank.” 
 
    “I’ll drive,” Aurora agreed, “but Shoshanne, will you take over if I want to be the loader instead for a while?” 
 
    Shoshanne didn’t respond, and the two of us looked over to see a dreamy smile on her face while her eyes traced my jawline. 
 
    “Shoshanne?” the half-elf tried again. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “She’d love to,” I answered for the healer. 
 
    “Yeah, I would,” Shoshanne sighed, and her teeth sank into my neck a split second later while Aurora rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Mason, what does this little latch in the wall do?” Nulena asked, and I summoned my powers to unlock it for her. 
 
    “Open it up and see for yourself,” I replied. 
 
    Then Deya and Nulena gasped, and Aurora vaulted from the driver’s seat to join them beside the concealed armory. The squeal that followed brought Cayla crashing through the turret hatch as Shoshanne finally released me, and I worked on redirecting my blood flow while my five women fawned over the display. 
 
    “Copper panel to your right turns on the interior lights,” I managed in an almost normal tone. “Uh… if you lift the seats, there’s storage compartments for all your things. The bench lining the rear wall has my spare metal stowed under the seat, though, and if you open the latch behind you, you should have plenty of space for your own arsenals as well.” 
 
    Cayla lunged across the hull to open the steel doors, and as my women took in the multitude of racks waiting to be filled, the stoic princess actually teared up. 
 
    “This is the sweetest thing you’ve ever made us,” Cayla sniffed. “It’s all guns and brute force and mass murdering explosions.” 
 
    “It’s the most lethal and loving present we could have asked for,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    “Yes, our massacre will be all we dreamed of and more now,” Deya agreed, and she came over to tuck herself under my arm. “What would we do without a man as thoughtful as you?” 
 
    “There’s even plenty of room for recreational activities,” Nulena pointed out. 
 
    “We don’t deserve this,” Aurora mumbled as she dropped her emerald eyes. “We’ve been awful and impatient for a whole week.” 
 
    “I disagree,” I snorted. “You’ve been adorable and hilarious, and you’re all carrying my children. You deserve more than this, but it’ll do for now. Just so you know, though, I was inside that shop thirteen of the nineteen times you tried to break in.” 
 
    “What?” Cayla demanded. “How--” 
 
    “Silencing runes,” I said with a grin. “I couldn’t risk any of you eavesdropping on my progress and spoiling the surprise. I’m just gonna reiterate, though, that I have incredibly acute hearing, so hiding under my worktable to force blow jobs on me wouldn’t catch me off guard in the slightest. I can hear your heart beats.” 
 
    Aurora let out a long snort as she clapped a hand over her grin. “So, you heard a lot in there…” 
 
    “I did, but I appreciate the sentiment. I probably wouldn’t have tried to fight you all off, either. Well, if Dragir wasn’t in there with me.” 
 
    Deya blanched. “Wait, I thought my brother was working with the dwarves at their shop! He was in there with you?” 
 
    “Yeaaahhh,” I muttered. “He’s been working out an arrangement with the dwarves as well, but I needed his help getting a lot of this handled. Twenty-three different runes and eleven channeling gems made this possible, so he’s been here. Often.” 
 
    “Umm… Dragir wasn’t in your shop when I told Nulena about the thing you did with your tongue the other night, right?” Deya checked, and when I grimaced, the elf buried her face into her hands. 
 
     “It’s been awkward as fuck a couple times,” I admitted, “but like I said, I still think all your nonsense this week was adorable. Also, you should have just told me you liked that move. I would have started doing it every night if you said something sooner.” 
 
    The elf bit her lip. “I was embarrassed and didn’t know if you enjoyed--” 
 
    “I love it,” I firmly interrupted. 
 
    Deya giggled as she turned red all over, and Nulena arched an eyebrow at me that I knew meant she wanted to get in on this, too. Then Aurora cleared her throat and pointed to herself as well, and I turned to see Shoshanne and Cayla nodding in solemn agreement. 
 
    “Noted,” I mumbled. “Dragir has to be halfway to House Elyn by now, though, and if you ladies want any chance at beating him to your first victims, we should be leaving within twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Actually,” Deya countered, “I purposely dropped my brother into the river because I think it’s very rude of him to steal our kills like this. Especially after he convinced the warriors of House Fehryn to follow his orders instead of mine. I worked so hard on those plans during our celebration, and now all of my fine effort is wasted.” 
 
    “You kicked your own brother off mid-flight?” Nulena asked with an impressed smile. 
 
    “Yes, Dragir didn’t look pleased at all, but I’m quite proud.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Cayla admitted. 
 
    “How far was he from House Quyn?” Aurora snickered. 
 
    “About two leagues south,” Deya sighed without remorse. “So, he is most likely not home yet, and we still have a chance at winning!” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” I laughed. “That’s the kind of energy we should all be bringing to this massacre. Grab your weapons and get them loaded into your racks while I handle the last few details, but make sure Alfred knows we’re heading out in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I still wish we could bring Alfred to Nalnora,” Cayla grumbled. “It won’t be the same without him. Who will polish our weapons up until we can see your face in them?” 
 
    “My face?” I clarified. “Don’t you mean your faces?” 
 
    “And no desert before dinner,” Shoshanne sighed sadly. 
 
    “No burgers,” Deya said, and her tone suggested this was the worst loss of all. “Not one.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Alfred doesn’t want to sit around hearing about the tongue trick, either,” I pointed out, and when I waved my hand, our bed rose up from the floor in the back of the hull. 
 
    Then a dirty grin came to Nulena’s face. “I think Alfred can stay home.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll manage,” Shoshanne swiftly agreed. 
 
    “One question,” Aurora said as she held up a finger. 
 
    “The chains are in the drawer under the mattress,” I assured her, and the half-elf dragged me in for a fiery kiss. 
 
    “I love you,” Aurora sighed. “You don’t need to have sex with us tonight if you don’t want to. I knowingly and proudly disobeyed you, and this surprise makes up for anything and everything you feel is necessary.” 
 
    “I know it does,” I snorted, “but I don’t think it’s any secret that I do love it when you disobey me.” 
 
    “It isn’t a secret,” Shoshanne chuckled. “It’s written all over your face whenever she does it. Your smile gets uneven and you cross your arms to make it look like you care, but you don’t care.” 
 
    “That’s accurate,” I mumbled. “Either way, I expect all of you to be naked and waiting once we finish decimating House Elyn.” 
 
    Shoshanne and Nulena let out the heaviest sighs of relief at the words, and Cayla thanked the gods while she clutched her breasts. Deya and Aurora giggled like lunatics as they trotted over to the driver’s hatch and climbed out, and my other women were already raving about all the trouble they’d cause with their brand-new tank while I watched their thighs disappear through the hatch one after another. 
 
    Then I turned to the little metal man hovering beside me on his dragon, and we exchanged a tiny high five of victory. 
 
    “I told you it’d be worth the effort,” I muttered. 
 
    Stan nodded, but then he pointed to the hand I shredded into four chunks of sinew and shattered bone a couple days ago. 
 
    I shrugged. “Still worth it. Did you hear any of them say one word about being overprotective?” 
 
    The metal man and his dragon both shook their heads. 
 
    “Damn right, you didn’t,” I said with a smug grin. “Nailed it! Come on, let’s get your brothers situated. We’ll never get out of here if the women find out about their other surprises.” 
 
    Solana soared toward the hatch, and when the three of us climbed out of the tank, I hopped off the back side and jogged back into my shop before I resealed the front wall. Then I promptly opened the door embedded in the floor, and I motioned for Stan to lead the way into my underground tunnel. 
 
    Heading into the western woods this way always made me smirk a bit, because while my women were busy trying to break through a two-foot thick slab of iron and tungsten all week, they had no idea half my work was just sitting a five minutes' walk into the forest. 
 
    If they’d caught me sneaking out there at all in the last week, though, they would have found an army of Boms waiting to move out. 
 
    Granted, my women knew I intended to bring every Bom who wasn’t guarding Falmount along for this final standoff, which was one of the reasons they supported my decision to leave our Defenders behind, but they didn’t know I’d replaced the twenty soldiers who’d be missing from my fleet of fifty. So, they couldn’t possibly expect these twenty new Boms were carrying machine guns, either. 
 
    It was better they didn’t find out yet, though. Even I had trouble handling the sight of my metal army these days, and I’d seen them in all their glory at least five times now. 
 
    But if my women got a glimpse… Dragir would beat us to House Elyn and every other Elite House in Nalnora while I died on the forest floor of over-ejaculation. This wasn’t a bad way to go, of course, but I intended to see the Master slaughtered first. 
 
    So, I’d built a secret tunnel any of the Batmans would be proud of, and every time I reached the end of that tunnel, I made myself slowly count backwards from twenty before climbing the ladder so I wouldn’t get overwhelmed. 
 
    I still could hardly keep from laughing like a madman under my breath, though, on account of the sheer badassery of what awaited me. 
 
    In the valley five minutes beyond my mansion, a squadron of Boms stood with their rifles at attention, and while their gems all pulsed in sync, they were backed by a hulking line of machine gun-toting sentries that stood three-feet taller. 
 
    From the outside, these twelve-foot Boms looked a lot like the rest aside from their firearms and added bulk. They even wore stark white gems in their central mounts that only pulsed at a slightly different frequency than the original fleet, but on the inside, they were packing an inlaid track system that would feed six thousand rounds into the M240s they each had fused to their arms. 
 
    “Looking good, boys,” I admired. “I gotta say, just knowing you’re locked and loaded out here has made it infinitely easier to sleep at night.” 
 
    The metal army saluted in unison, and Stan saluted right back while I fought back the evil laugh building in my gut. 
 
    “You have your orders,” I continued, and I connected with all fifty gems to be sure I had their undivided attention. “I’ve secured you safe passage along the northern route through Orebane. Stick to your mapping, and you shouldn’t have any difficulty making it to the coast. Once you reach your post, remain in place until you receive a summons from me, but under no circumstances are you to enter Nalnora before either I or Stan give the order. Most importantly, do not fire on any creature you come across in your travels unless they are possessed. Should a situation like this occur, you will use your gems to alert Boms One and Two here in Falmount so they can initiate the planned procedure. Are we clear?” 
 
    The fifty steel helms kept their glowing eyes locked onto me as they nodded once, and when I nodded in return, the metal sentries turned their treads to the north. The ground shook from the weight of my army rolling over logs and boulders like they were nothing but twigs, and while I watched the two hulking lines of automatons head deeper into the foothills, I tracked their progress as they set out on a path entirely different from my own. 
 
    Then I waited until the shuddering in the ground faded away, and I followed Stan back into the underground tunnel as we left the western woods deserted at our backs. 
 
    Now that my metal army was on the move, I could feel the last few cogs in my mind clicking into place, and the sensation this brought over me was one I hadn’t experienced in a long time. It was like I didn’t have a single worry in my body, and I didn’t know if this was because my pregnant lovers would be armed to the teeth, or because neither Rekekis, Luir, or the Master would know what hit them. 
 
    Maybe I’d just finally snapped from all the mortal and immortal calamities since coming to this realm, but at the moment, I had an undeniable calm coursing through me with every step, and I wasn’t even anxious about the deadly trek I was about to embark on with my family. 
 
    I was looking forward to it. 
 
    I’d put in so many hours over the last week to prepare for this that my metal magic was spent by the time I collapsed into bed each day, and my head had been constantly aching from working and reworking countless riggings to complete the builds in time. 
 
    Still, being more prepared than I’d ever been for a battle was a feeling unlike any other, and it was doubly satisfying because I’d learned by now that this approach wasn’t the Master’s forte. I’d suspected it for a while, but after seeing him handle our advancements in the last month, I was more certain than ever. 
 
    Anyone who would send hundreds of soldiers to a certain death in the south just to lure one man away, and then let hundreds more get burnt up while he fled for his life, wasn’t a man who knew how to strategize well. This was clearly the Master’s weakest point, and this time, I’d gone the extra mile to ensure it was my strongest one. 
 
    Now, with my women amped up for maximum slaughter, and my metal army steadily making their way through the mountains, I opted to look at the next couple of days as a well-earned vacation. 
 
    A very bloody vacation that happened to end with the downfall of a racist, elitist, and ruthless hierarchy who had the gall to stake their claim on one of my women. And her mother before her. And her grandmother… an entire bloodline of childbearing women, actually. 
 
    Fuck those guys. It was time to kill all of them.  
 
    I came out of the tunnel into my shop with a satisfied grin on my face, and I grabbed a steel box off the worktable before I doused the lights and headed into the clearing to meet my women. 
 
    They were readying Bobbie 3.0 for her maiden voyage, and Nulena turned a subtle smirk my way while she lazily dangled her legs off the back of the tank. I could tell by her smile that the shield she was casting over my metal army had already told her plenty about my next surprise, but I didn’t mind. The look in her two-toned eyes proved she’d keep any secret for me, and I left a kiss on her supple lips as she chuckled in approval. 
 
    Then Cayla popped up out of the commander’s hatch, and the porcelain beauty sent me a seductive pout that only a pregnant princess could have achieved. She made sure to let her cleavage swell a bit as she leaned out far to get my attention, too, and I shuffled to a stop as I considered the view. 
 
    “Mason, I want to play with my new guns before we leave,” Cayla purred. “Deya won’t be here for at least ten minutes, and you know I’m a fast learner…” 
 
    I nodded as I eyed the deserted woods I owned every inch of. “Yeah, alright. Let’s play with some guns.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Cayla’s ass was flush against my dick while we balanced on the commander’s seat, and as I demonstrated how to secure the ammunition canister beside the machine gun up top, Aurora and Nulena followed the same steps where they shared the loader’s hatch. 
 
    Shoshanne assured me she was paying attention while she stroked my shoulders from behind, but mostly the healer was only up here to snuggle with my back. 
 
    “You said this lever on the side is for the bolt?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. “Pull that toward you to lock the bolt to the rear, and then slide the lever forward again before making sure the cross-bolt safety is engaged.” 
 
    Nulena and Cayla nodded while they did as I instructed, but Aurora impatiently rubbernecked the Baroness’ progress and fidgeted behind her. 
 
    “Next, you’re gonna pop open this part on the top. It’s called a feed tray cover, and that nest in there is where you lay the first cartridges. If you look at your belt, you’ll see metal links connecting each round, and these links should be facing upward when you load them.” 
 
    “What happens with the links when the cartridges are done firing?” Cayla asked as she positioned her first round. 
 
    “These belts have what’s called disintegrating links,” I answered. “So, when the cartridge is stripped away and inserted into the chamber, the link is ejected, and this way, you don’t end up with an empty belt hanging out the other side of the gun. Now that your belt’s in place, though, you can close the feed tray cover, and you’re good to go.” 
 
    An eager grin came to the princess’ face. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “Disengage the safety, rest the butt against your shoulder, and pull the trigger. Generally, you want to work in bursts with this weapon. Ten shots at a time is a decent place to be, but go with what feels good.” 
 
    The two deadly women swiftly followed orders as they prepared to fire, but only a dozen rounds into her first trial, Cayla had to let go of the machine gun to compose herself. She was fanning her chest and chuckling between harried breaths when she glanced back at me, and her cheeks were beet red while her icy blue eyes glittered with satisfaction. 
 
    “You like it?” I murmured. 
 
    Cayla stammered incoherently and let out a hysterical giggle, but when she realized Nulena was holding her own and almost finished with three hundred rounds, she did her best to return to her natural stoicism. 
 
    Despite Cayla’s enthusiasm, I couldn’t help staring at Nulena for a moment because she was blasting the bark from the oaks in the forest like this wasn’t her first rodeo. I didn’t recall ever seeing her use the pistols I’d given her, though, let alone any larger firearms, but she clearly had a wealth of experience. 
 
    So, I admired the keen look in her two-toned eyes while she meticulously shredded three trees down to the heartwood from six hundred yards away. 
 
    Then I went back to kneading Cayla’s hips in my palms while she rolled her ass against me between reloads, and the princess fiendishly ordered fresh canisters from me for several minutes before Aurora finally dragged Nulena out of position. 
 
    The half-elf didn’t stop smiling once she started loading the machine gun herself, but when the Baroness improved her aim in a matter of seconds with only two pointers, I finally reached over and tapped her ebony arm. 
 
    “Where did you learn to shoot like that?” I hollered while Cayla and Aurora kept their fingers locked on the triggers. 
 
    “There’s a world in the second sect called Umunbarish where they utilize a similar firing system,” Nulena called back. “The crystals of their world are twice as potent as any rune could be, so their weapons are highly effective over long ranges. The impact isn’t what’s intended to kill their victims, though. It’s more of an implantation device, and the ammunition is a miniscule sliver of diseased flesh.” 
 
    The other women stopped firing and furrowed their eyebrows. 
 
    “You’re telling me the inhabitants of this world shoot diseased flesh darts from automatic weapons?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” Nulena said with a shrug. “Their warfare is focused more on spurring generational deterioration in enemy species, but I like Mason’s approach more. It smells better and is more to the point of things.” 
 
    The ebony woman chuckled at the look on my face, and I spent a while trying to work through the logic of this alien world while Shoshanne continued trailing her hands all over me. 
 
    My other women had no trouble shrugging the subject off as they went back to playing with their new machine guns, and Aurora was pulling a sixth canister up from the turret when Cayla suddenly ordered everyone to freeze. Then she held her arms way out to the side like this would help her stop pulling the trigger. 
 
    “We can’t do this!” the princess decided. “If we keep burning through all this ammunition, we won’t get to gun down the elves en masse!” 
 
    “We can gun down plenty with the AR-15s,” Aurora countered, and she nudged her next canister toward its mount. “Those are fun, too, and I really don’t want to stop playing with these.” 
 
    “Nope,” Cayla decided. “Everyone has to stop firing. Mason, chain me to the gunner seat so I can’t do this.” 
 
    Aurora slumped and longingly petted her machine gun. 
 
    “If you want me to chain you down, I’m always happy to oblige,” I informed the princess, “but I’ve got eighty more canisters in the shop, so…” 
 
    Cayla slowly turned around. “We’re bringing all of them with us, right?” 
 
    “We are now,” I muttered. “I’ll install a few more lock boxes while you ladies enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    The sound of bolts being locked into place immediately followed this statement, and Nulena began pulling every remaining canister from the turret while I climbed out and headed for my shop. 
 
    Shoshanne was still clinging to my arm when I reached the door, though, and I raised my eyebrows at her adoring stare. 
 
    “Did you finish packing up?” I checked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I gently removed the healer from my so I could turn her toward the mansion, and with a reluctant sigh, Shoshanne abandoned her cuddly post and strutted back to the house. After she was done peeking back at me and sending flirty waves in my direction, I headed into my shop for another batch of steel, and I began altering the turret interior to accommodate my women’s ammunition. 
 
    The retort of machine guns continued nonstop while I worked, and as I pulled the last few canisters out of my safe and returned to the clearing, I found my generals staring at the tank in front of them. All their expressions were blank as slates while my women swapped out their spent canisters for new ones, but as the firing started up again, the men watched the machine guns like this level of sorcery didn’t compute for them. 
 
    “Not bad, right?” I hollered as I walked over. 
 
    Haragh chortled in response, but Urn managed a nod. 
 
    “This is the machine you’re bringing to Nalnora?” the burly Terra Mage asked. 
 
    “One of the machines,” I allowed. “I’ll have my remaining Boms, too. The giant barrel you see in front of the women is for propelling more Halcyan explosives.” 
 
    Nulena offered a half-hearted wave to the generals while she basked in the sun on top of the turret, but Aurora and Cayla were too busy gunning down trees to notice they had an enraptured audience. The two women kept firing at will like it was Christmas morning, and the giggles they kept sending to one another made my heart flutter with pride. 
 
    Then I glanced at Kurna. “Still think it’s a crazy idea?” 
 
    “Less crazy than it sounded at first,” Kurna allowed, but the hard crease between his eyebrows remained stubbornly in place. “You still can’t take on a god with a mortal’s weapon. Doesn’t matter how powerful it is, it’s not gonna hold off a storm from Rekekis.” 
 
    “You’re so tense,” I chuckled as I clapped the mage on the shoulder. “Once you finish up at Taru’s place, you should stop over and see that spice lady of yours. Get some of this angst off your chest. Repeatedly.” 
 
    Kurna’s glower eased at the notion, and he couldn’t help smirking a bit while I turned back to Haragh. 
 
    “How are the waterfalls coming along?” 
 
    “They’re nearly done!” the half-ogre replied with a broad grin. “Ridge is all in place, and we got the pool and the lake dug out with the two waterways as well. Taru’s beside herself over this one. She’s cookin’ a batch of stew twice as large as usual.” 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. 
 
    “She sent this for ye’, too,” Haragh said as he handed over a carefully wrapped parcel, and I eyed the fancy little bow tied at the center. “Said your vest is always losin’ buttons, so she wanted to make ye’ a new one now that you’re a duke and all. I told her those women of yours are only gonna tear the buttons off this one, too, but according to her, that’s why ye’ need someone makin’ them. She’s already started on the next.” 
 
    The half-ogre shrugged while I laughed at the thought of my ogre sister diligently churning out new vests for me, and when I tore the parcel open, there was an expertly stitched vest made of black boiled leather inside. Taru had even added a pocket on the front for Stan, and the buttons were secured with what looked like an industrial amount of stout black twine. 
 
    “Daaamn,” I mused, and I promptly tried it on. “This is a classy vest, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, Taru knows a thing or two about guessin’ the proper fit,” Haragh bragged as he puffed out his chest. “She put a few pockets on the lining as well in case ye’ need some extra room for magazines. Your belt’s pretty full these days.” 
 
    I was smiling from ear to ear while I checked the inner lining, and one of the six neatly stitched pockets had my initials stamped into it. 
 
    “Tell her thank you,” I sighed. “This vest is hands down the best one I’m ever gonna own.” 
 
    “Aye,” Haragh agreed. “It’ll be torn to bits in a week, too.” 
 
    “No, this vest will last me years,” I assured him. “I love this vest. I’m not even gonna let my women tear it off. They have to unclasp this shit with care if they want any kind of attention from me.” 
 
    Urn snorted like he didn’t believe this statement for a second, but I ignored the gesture while I finished securing the last few buttons. I could already hear dragon wings approaching Falmount, though, and I summoned my powers to send the last few canisters over to my women before I brought a pair of hefty iron chains out of the shop. 
 
    Then the generals gave me a hand securing the chain clamps to the transport latches on the tank, and a green dragon with a wingspan as wide as the mansion began circling above us by the time we finished up. 
 
    Deya landed in the clearing just as Shoshanne came hurrying out of the house, and half her weapons dropped along the way while she attempted to balance her healer’s bag and staff with everything else. Luckily, Alfred was right behind her with another large bag in tow, and he gathered the scattered weapons for the woman as I sent Kurna to help out. 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready,” Shoshanne panted, and she let her bags drop onto the grass beside the tank. “I couldn’t fit in all of my Lux baby books, but I got most of them.” 
 
    “Why do you need baby books for a massacre?” I asked. 
 
    “In case I have time to read them,” Shoshanne curtly replied, but Alfred handed up his bag before I had to come up with a response beyond nodding. 
 
    “Here are your massacre burritos, sir,” the butler said with a prim bow. 
 
    “They worked?” I gasped. 
 
    “Yes, I believe they will do justice to the design we discussed,” Alfred answered. “I was able to procure the griffin jerky you requested for Lady Deya as well, and you’ll find ten portions separately wrapped in the bottom of the bag.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I sighed. “I need to keep her in her elven form as much as possible during this trip, but without burgers, who knows how she’ll get through a day.” 
 
    “Never fear, sir, I took the liberty of including enough dessert for two evenings so your women would not go entirely without,” Alfred assured me. “There is also a vial with four doses of bruja secretion in there should you require it. Simply dilute the secretion in eight ounces of water and heat over a flame for five minutes before serving. The ladies should avoid this particular beverage during their pregnancies, however, but the apothecary recommended a selection of herbal teas that are ideal for expectant mothers. I anticipated four dozen packets would suffice for the journey. The mugs are wrapped in linen to avoid breakage, but do handle them with care.” 
 
    “Alfred…” I shook my head. “You’re the real MVP in this family.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the butler agreed with slight confusion, and he held up an umbrella. “In case of inclement weather.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “We’re leaving Ruela here to guard the place for you, but the Defenders and the healers all know they’re at your disposal while we’re gone. As usual, anything you want from Flynt’s Pub is on the house, and the ogres offered to look after the eels, too, so I expect you to be fully embracing this vacation.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Alfred said as he adjusted his spectacles. “I thought I might try my hand at needlepoint, but I have a hankering to throw caution to the wind and perhaps… have a go at crocheting.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I agreed. “I hear macramé can get pretty wild, too.” 
 
    The butler sobered, and his wiry eyebrows rose a centimeter. “You don’t say?” 
 
     I didn’t have time to reply, though, because a deafening crack of thunder split the sky, and the frigid downpour that dumped itself on Falmount sent my women screeching as they released their triggers. 
 
    Alfred was already dashing to the tank with his umbrella unfurled for Shoshanne, but Nulena just glared up at the clouds from her sunbathing spot. 
 
    “Nice,” the Baroness growled. 
 
    “Perfect timing for Taru,” Haragh realized as he nudged Urn in the side. “Better send for Defender Kin so we don’t miss out on gettin’ that lake filled in with this one.” 
 
    Urn nodded in agreement, and he shook my hand before he headed toward the lane with water already seeping through his Defender gear. 
 
    “Off the tank,” I ordered my women. “Let’s get going before the lightning picks up.” 
 
    Stan and Solana dove toward the driver’s hatch while giant drops of rain knocked them back and forth, and my women began hurrying to stock their last canisters and seal up the turret. Then they helped Shoshanne get her things into the hull before the coming flood could wash it all away, and I turned to my remaining generals who were as drenched as me. 
 
    “The twenty automatons in Falmount are under the command of Boms One and Two while I’m gone,” I told the men. “They’re keeping tabs on the Oculus through Big Guy’s reports, and they all know their instructions in case of an attack. I’ve ordered them to obey your call, though, so Haragh, if anything comes up, connect with their gems and transfer your intentions directly.” 
 
    Haragh nodded. “Yes, sir. 
 
    “If we’re not back by the end of the week, I’ll need you to meet with Temin about the additions he wants to make to the lower quarters of Serin,” I continued. “I promised him a hundred mages for the work, and I’d like to have it finished no later than two weeks from when we break ground, so make sure the crews you assign are ready to pull their weight. Temin seems to think the citizens will be happy enough with the bare minimum in terms of design, but personally, I was aiming for getting them set up as well as Falmount is.” 
 
    “Aye,” Haragh agreed. “We’ll see it’s taken care of.” 
 
    “Should we hold off on the weapons training?” Kurna asked. 
 
    “No, keep everyone practicing at the same rate,” I decided. “Until the Master has been taken care of, I want the mages prepared for anything that might come up. I’ve left the ammunition for the training fields at the dwarves’ shop, but the spare pistols are locked up here along with the magazines for your rifles. See Alfred if you need anything.” 
 
    The two generals nodded their understanding, and I was about to send them off when I glanced at Alfred. 
 
    My butler was up to his ankles in mud as he sloshed his way around the clearing, and he escorted each of my women to the driver’s hatch on his arm while he calmly recommended they enjoy their family massacre. 
 
    “Can I ask a personal favor?” I muttered to the generals. 
 
    “’Course,” Haragh grunted. 
 
    “Protect Alfred like your lives depended on it,” I continued. “He’s got Ruela, but she hunts for about four to five hours after breakfast, so just…” 
 
    “Don’t even worry about it,” the half-ogre cut-in. “Taru’s a whizz at needlepoint. I’ll have her stop by.” 
 
    “That’d be great,” I sighed, and I was glad to see Kurna could manage his broad grin when I offered a hand to shake. 
 
    “Don’t get killed in that damn jungle,” the brawny mage snorted 
 
    “My women wouldn’t allow it,” I chuckled, but then Haragh caught me in a bone crushing hug, and my lungs collapsed from the force. 
 
    I could hear my women giggling as they watched through the hull windows, and I did my best to pat the half-ogre on the back with a numb arm. When Haragh finally released me, he gruffly cleared his throat, and he shoved his hands into his pockets while I thought I heard him sniff. 
 
    “Take care of that vest,” the half-ogre muttered. 
 
    “I will,” I assured him. “Have fun with those waterfalls.” 
 
    Haragh offered a stiff nod, but then he swiped the rain from his eyes and abruptly headed for the lane, and Kurna smirked as he followed after him. 
 
    That’s when I realized the rain wasn’t falling on me anymore, and I turned to find Alfred holding his umbrella aloft. 
 
    “Thanks, Alfred,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Safe travels, sir,” the butler replied, “and best of luck to you in your endeavors to dismantle the elven hierarchy.” 
 
    With that, Alfred passed the umbrella over to me, and when he took a few steps back and clasped his hands behind his back, I realized the guy was prepared to stand at attention in the rain until we departed. 
 
    So, I swiftly headed for the tank, and while Deya launched into the air to hover above it, I sent the chains over her back and secured them on the opposite side. Then I climbed into the driver’s hatch with Alfred’s umbrella and my bag of snacks, and I gave Deya the all-clear to fly us out as the first bolts of lightning began striking the spires of the mansion. 
 
    My women threw the portholes open to wave goodbye to our butler during lift off, and they hollered their best wishes for his vacation while Alfred solemnly waved back and let the rain drip from his nose. 
 
    “That man is irreplaceable,” I muttered as I crouched down beside my transmuting elf. 
 
    Deya had her eyes closed with a green scale cupped in her palms, and I carefully secured her seatbelt before I headed to the bench at the back of the hull. 
 
    “I miss Alfred already,” Cayla sighed. “No one knows how to condition leather like Alfred.” 
 
    “He smells like home,” Shoshanne mumbled. 
 
    “I’ve never been tempted to kill him,” Nulena admitted. “Not once.” 
 
    I smirked while my women began lamenting over our cherished butler, but by the time I got our table opened against the wall, the smell of food had wafted around the tank’s hull enough to distract them. 
 
    Soon, they were flocking to the table while they eyed the carefully wrapped bundles I placed around for each of them, and when I found a double bundle in the bag, I silently thanked Alfred for knowing me so well. 
 
    “What is that delicious smell?” Aurora groaned as she plopped onto the bench next to me. 
 
    “That is a massacre burrito,” I replied. “Alfred’s newest specialty to mark the start of our first family massacre. Made with grilled chicken, rice, and all the fixins rolled into a travel-friendly tortilla.” 
 
    “What is a tortilla?” Shoshanne asked while she daintily unwrapped her bundle. 
 
    “Think of it as an edible blanket,” I suggested. “It makes the food so cozy that it tastes twice as good.” 
 
    My women furrowed their eyebrows while I unwrapped my first bundle, and I didn’t pause for even a second before I took a voracious bite. Then I was overcome by the perfect balance of cheese and hot sauce, and I decided Alfred was incapable of drying out any kind of meat. It just never happened, no matter what he cooked. 
 
    I was groaning uncontrollably with every bite, so my women quickly tested their own burritos, and the collective moan they let out was interlaced with “nom-noms” while they shoveled their next bites in. 
 
    “Hot,” Shoshanne whimpered. 
 
    “Mmm,” Nulena agreed with a satisfied nod. 
 
    “Is it just me,” Aurora mumbled, “or does this chicken taste better than any other chicken?” 
 
    “It’s not just you,” Cayla assured her, and I couldn’t remember ever seeing the princess talk with so much food in her mouth before. “This is fucking delicious.” 
 
    “It’s the food blanket,” Shoshanne decided. “It really does work!” 
 
    I snorted through my chicken as I watched the four women gobble down their burritos like college girls at one in the morning, but when they realized what the shape reminded them of, they shamelessly began moaning with each bite while they sent me teasing grins. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go over our itinerary,” I sighed before I could start on my next burrito. “Deya should be touching down in Nalnora in about thirty minutes. According to Dragir, the area he recommended used to belong to House Natyr, and since he claimed their territory for House Quyn, we shouldn’t be at any risk of being seen. It’s as far north as we can get without any enemy houses noticing our arrival, but unfortunately, this does leave us about a two-hour drive from House Elyn depending on how the tank handles in the jungle.” 
 
    Cayla glanced over skeptically from behind her burrito. “Are you sure Dragir didn’t arrange this on purpose to keep us from beating him there?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I chuckled. “We mapped out our routes before this business about the Elite leaders came up, and judging by the map, it does look like our safest option. We can’t risk anyone connecting a dragon’s presence to our arrival in case word gets back to Luir. By landing in this area, heading to the capital from the west, and starting with the southernmost House in Lyralus, we’re covering our backs as much as we can until we get to the point where there’s no stopping us.” 
 
    Shoshanne’s eyebrows crinkled with worry. “What if Luir uses his own transmuters to track our progress from there? We’ll have no element of surprise.” 
 
    “Honestly, we shouldn’t expect to surprise this guy either way,” I told the women. “When we were at House Orrel, he knew House Ceres was going to fall days before it happened thanks to his owls, so we’re not going to slip under his radar taking down the Elite. Luir might not know we’re here when we get to House Elyn, but by the time we move on to House Pree, he’ll know we’re back in Nalnora.” 
 
    My women looked at me with concern, and I knew what they were thinking before Aurora even opened her mouth. 
 
    “Hold on, why are you letting us go ahead with this, then?” the half-elf asked. “You said working our way to House Orrel would give us an advantage, and I know Dragir suggested this, but if we’re hurting our chances of defeating the Master--” 
 
    “We’re not affecting our chances at all,” I assured her. “The Wendigo who was sent to scout the fortress after the siege saw Dragir and I watching him, which means the Master saw, too. They know we’re coming for them already.” 
 
    “They want you to,” Cayla corrected. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have let the Wendigo stay out in the open like that.” 
 
    “Which tells us the Master thinks he’s prepared,” I added. 
 
    “Do you think they’ve already begun branding the Elite to increase their numbers?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “I’ve considered the possibility,” I assured her, “and working our way through the Elite Houses will help us find out, but I don’t think Luir would go in for that just yet. If we showed up at House Orrel first thing, decimated his army, but failed to take him or the Master down, then he’d probably stoop that low. Luckily, he’s the most arrogant elf in Nalnora.” 
 
    “More arrogant than Aeris?” Aurora snorted. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, and Nulena nodded. 
 
    “The other Elite leaders all think they’re superior to the rest, but they rely on one another,” the Baroness pointed out. “They know alone, their individual Houses couldn’t maintain their stations. It’s only because they’re all in this together that the hierarchy has remained in place for so long. Luir, on the other hand, thinks even the other Elite are far beneath him, and he’s correct. His age and wealth of runic knowledge put the others to shame.” 
 
    “It’s actually to our advantage that the Master went to him,” I added. 
 
    “I don’t see how,” Cayla scoffed. “The Master could probably learn more from Luir than he ever did from the head of House Syru.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed, “and Luir knows it. Even if the Master’s plans intrigue him, Luir won’t follow him. He has no reason to. So, when all hell breaks loose, and Luir’s legacy is at stake, do you think he’d defend the Master?” 
 
    “No,” Shoshanne answered. 
 
    “He said himself that his students were more valuable than anything the other Houses hoarded,” Aurora recalled. 
 
    “And he’ll fight to defend them,” I clarified. “On the other hand, though, he has his own reasons for wanting to destroy us, and an army he thinks is capable of doing so. I’m guessing that from his side, having the Master show up was his lucky day. The Master’s branding turns his already violent army into a more unstoppable one, and making it look like the two have joined forces is Luir’s best means of drawing us out of the woodwork without having to lift a finger.” 
 
    “But he has no loyalty to the Master,” Shoshanne realized. “He’s using him to get to you. With you dead, he can take Deya back.” 
 
    “And capture Dragir,” Cayla muttered. “Mason’s bringing him right to his doorstep, but before they met, Dragir remained secluded. Mason’s weapons and allyship are the only reason he can take a risk like this now.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I agreed, “but all of this contributes to why taking down the Elite first works to our advantage.” 
 
    “I don’t see how, though,” Shoshanne admitted. 
 
    “Think of the scene we’re about to make,” Cayla chuckled. “One by one, the Elite Houses are going to be slaughtered, and the last two Houses in the south are joining in the fight. If you were Luir, wouldn’t you find this all convenient?” 
 
    “By the time we’re done, there will be no Elite left to worry about,” Aurora said with a nod. “The only remaining Houses would be entirely inferior to him, if they survived the attacks at all. Luir won’t touch us.” 
 
    “It’s in his best interests to let us handle our business and wear out our assets along the way,” I concluded. “If we started sneaking through Nalnora with his owls lurking around, Luir probably wouldn’t hesitate to go after us at any moment. We’d be in a vulnerable position. Tearing a hole through every Elite House in Lyralus is the best way to make sure this fight is on our own terms, and it happens to satisfy all our needs. You get what you want, the Elite get what they deserve, and I gain an advantage.” 
 
    I grinned at the thought, and I took a victory bite of my next burrito while I considered the matter settled. Then I noticed my women didn’t seem nearly as contented as I was, and something about the look Cayla and Aurora were sharing made me wonder if I’d missed something. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I mumbled through my bite. 
 
    “Well,” the princess calmly began, “based on this reasoning, not only are you the one man Rekekis and the Master want to take down, but you’re also Luir’s primary target.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied, “and I’ve spent the last week considering every aspect of the situation and preparing for all scenarios. I’ve got this.” 
 
    “When you told us we’d be leaving our army behind, you said it was to protect them,” Aurora reminded me. “I thought it made sense given Luir’s rune magic, the God of Destruction smiting you, and the possessed Wendigo waiting for us, but if you’re the only one all of these assholes want to kill…” 
 
    “Mason, the point of gathering an army as large as yours was to ensure when a situation like this arose, you would succeed without question,” Shoshanne finished. 
 
    “True,” I allowed, “but a lot has come to light in the last three days. You heard Pindor’s report. The Master hasn’t accomplished anything at the points he had marked on all those maps. This is his last chance to gain the upper hand, but who is he?” 
 
    “My brother’s only pawn,” Nulena answered for the others. 
 
    I nodded. “The Master is Rekekis’ last chance at getting me in this realm, and he knows what’s at stake right now as well as I do. So, we adjust our strategy to account for all threats. A thousand mortal soldiers would be effective, but given who we’re up against, I can do more damage with an immortal fleet.” 
 
    “The Boms might hold off the Wendigo, Mason, but they won’t stop a god,” Cayla countered. 
 
    “They’re not the only immortals joining us,” I snorted. “We’ve got Nulena. She’s actually the one who suggested I leave our army behind.” 
 
    Aurora went rigid as she turned a glare toward the Baroness, but Nulena didn’t bat an eye. 
 
    “As you have pointed out, I know my brother’s powers better than anyone,” the Baroness reminded my half-elf. “I’ve been watching his advances since the siege, and he is reserving his strength.” 
 
    “Shit,” Shoshanne whimpered. “He’ll be stronger than he was at the fortress?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nulena said, but she didn’t sound concerned in the slightest. “Up until now, I’ve been unable to counter his advances for fear of harming Mason’s forces. By removing mortal soldiers from the battlefield, and moving this war far from Mason’s allies, I can finally harness my own weapons.” 
 
    Aurora wasn’t glaring anymore, and I recognized the way her lips curled at the corners. “This sounds so sexy.” 
 
    “It does,” I chuckled. “And fucking dangerous. The point is, though, I’ve got this. Can we all trust that I’ve considered all the options, and that I’ve gone to great lengths to prepare for all scenarios?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shoshanne said with a sweet smile. 
 
    “Of course, we trust you,” Cayla purred. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “Now, the only thing I want you ladies worrying about is enjoying your new tank and decimating the Elite Houses. Leave the rest to me.” 
 
    Aurora squealed as she shimmied her legs under the table. “I can’t believe we’re finally doing this! I have dreamed of nothing else for a week, and I think my rebel baby’s been giving me ideas! Every morning, I wake up with new and gruesome ways to dismember these fuckers.” 
 
    “Is that why you keep growling in your sleep?” I snorted. 
 
    “I heard that, too,” Nulena chuckled.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” Aurora laughed. “It is grisly in this mind right now.” 
 
    “I’m eager to begin, too, but it will be a great relief to see the work done,” Cayla sighed. “I’ve been so distracted with plotting murders that I wake up malicious instead of frisky, and I don’t like it. Nulena, I don’t know how you manage to keep a balance in your life.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Nulena coolly replied. “I thrive on imbalance.” 
 
    “Well, I wake up frisky either way,” Shoshanne said with a shrug. 
 
    Aurora rolled her emerald eyes. “Yes, you live and breathe for cuddles lately. I worry you’re not taking this massacre seriously. How are you going to stay focused?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m still thirsting for blood!” the healer clarified. 
 
    “Thirsting for Mason,” Cayla muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Okay, just because I can’t go more than ten minutes without physical contact doesn’t mean my head isn’t in the game,” Shoshanne shot back. “I might get wet every time I see, smell, hear, or think of Mason, but I can still mutilate a bitch with abandon! I’m ready for this!” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at the conviction in the healer’s tone, but whether she noticed or not, she’d grabbed my hand when she said all this and was now stroking it in her lap. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Well, good, because we’re here.” 
 
    Aurora’s eyes lit up as she whipped around to look out the window, and Cayla shoved the last of her burrito into her mouth while she vaulted from her seat. Shoshanne didn’t bother joining everyone else at the windows, though, and the healer was still moaning against my lips when we broke through the canopy and touched down in the jungle. 
 
    “Gods, just the sight of ferns makes me want to kill something,” Aurora sighed. “You remembered to bring the daggers, right?” 
 
    “Seventy-three of them,” Cayla confirmed. 
 
    “I hope that’s enough,” the half-elf muttered, and she caught Shoshanne around the waist to drag her off me while she headed for the driver’s hatch. “Come on, Cuddles. We’ve got a massacre to get to.” 
 
    The healer let out a pathetic squeak, and the way her breasts swelled against Aurora’s hold derailed my mind as I watched her try to claw her way back to me. 
 
    “But…” Shoshanne whimpered. 
 
    “Go,” Cayla ordered. “Deya has to get out of here, and Mason won’t be kissing anyone if something happens to her.” 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped, and I scrambled into the turret basket and out the loader’s hatch. 
 
    Then I quickly unlatched all the transport clamps to release the green dragon from her chains, and Deya snorted a tuft of flames from her green snout as she looked down at me. 
 
    “Head straight back to the Illarian border as fast as you can,” I instructed. “Then break your connection from there and let the dragon fly north to Mors Pass on its own.” 
 
    The green dragon nodded instead of screeching in response, and she jetted up through the hole she’s carved into the canopy like a shot. 
 
    I took an uneasy breath while I listened carefully to her progress, and I scanned the terrain around us for any signs of an owl lurking in the trees. Nalnora was muggy with late afternoon heat while the foliage billowed around the tank, and dense vines clung to the tree trunks with blooms the size of my fist pluming from them. 
 
    I could hear exotic birds squawking in the canopy while the distant roar of sphynxes echoed across the jungle, and the dank smell of moist soil and plant life filled my lungs with every breath. My women were stretching beside the tank while they discussed what they should wear for their first attack, and as the flap of Deya’s wings faded from my registry, I decided to keep busy and get the chains stored below. 
 
    Judging by the speed Deya kept up without a massive tank strapped to her, it wouldn’t take her more than a few minutes to be back in her elven form. So, I kept half my focus on listening for any soft rustling of feathers in the area while I worked, and from what I could see and hear, Dragir had chosen correctly for a safe starting point. 
 
    There were no signs of owls in the area, but there also weren’t any swift footsteps sprinting in our direction, and no daggers came flying through the fronds. When I scanned the soil around us, the largest things prowling around were only the lizards, and after sending my magic out for a mile around, I didn’t sense a single footstep. 
 
    Then I heard an adorable “oof!” from inside the tank, and I chuckled as I realized Deya couldn’t figure out how to get out of her seatbelt. I found the beautiful elf furiously jolting against her restraints, and she let out an irritated huff when I came over to free her. 
 
    “You just push this button at the center of your chest,” I explained. “Then lift the straps over your head.” 
 
    “I hate this invention!” Deya growled. “Wh-Why? Why strap anyone in such a strict way if sex isn’t involved?” 
 
    “It’s for safety,” I reiterated. “You’ll see, we’ll hit some rugged terrain, and the seatbelts will be a blessing.” 
 
    “I’m not wearing one,” the elf informed me, and she tilted her nose up into the air while she stalked off. 
 
    I swore even her ass cheeks were giving me an attitude right now, but I still snickered to myself as I followed Deya out of the hull.  
 
    Of all the people I’d ever seen pissed at a seatbelt, she was definitely the cutest one. 
 
    The elf was already in a better mood by the time she hopped down from the tank onto the jungle floor, and she took a deep breath as she stretched her slender arms high above her head. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful evening to enact our bloody revenge against our oppressors,” the elf decided. 
 
    “It is,” Aurora agreed and tossed back her blue braids. “This jungle smells like victory.” 
 
    “And the humidity is making my hair look fantastic,” Shoshanne added as she fluffed her copper curls. “We’ll be the most beautiful beacons of death these elves have ever seen.” 
 
    Cayla nodded. “Without a doubt.” 
 
    “And look!” Deya squealed as she clutched my arm and pointed to the vines. “The ferilia are in bloom! I’ll make us flower crowns for our massacre.” 
 
    “How sweet,” Nulena chuckled. 
 
    “Alright, but we have to leave in three minutes if you want to beat Dragir to House Elyn,” I informed the women, and I rested my back against the tank. 
 
    Deya gasped and began gathering as many blossoms as she could hold, but then Shoshanne shrieked like a banshee as a black snake that had to have been ten feet long dropped from the canopy and landed on top of her. 
 
    I’d never seen a person jump as high as the healer did while she wriggled and chucked the snake off her shoulders, and Aurora swiftly lit the thing on fire until there was only a squiggle of ash left on the ground. 
 
    “Gods, it’s good to be back,” Deya sighed. 
 
    Shoshanne managed a polite smile. “Lovely.” 
 
    My women began teasing the murdery healer for her earsplitting screech while I admired Deya’s glowing smile, and the beautiful elf was humming to herself as she plucked one bloom after another. It had been ages since I’d seen my elven lover in her natural habitat when she wasn’t a dragon instead, but with her little belly bump rounding out beneath her gauzy dress, she looked so stunning, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her long pink hair fell in waves down her back while she propped herself on her bare toes to reach a flower, and I decided we should have a vacation house in Nalnora. 
 
    Once my women murdered the Elite, and I destroyed the last of my enemies, settling down for a couple months out here would be the perfect way to switch gears. I could leave Falmount Rift in Haragh’s hands for a bit while the rest of my women’s bellies rounded out as well, and we could find a secluded glade somewhere so they could spend half their day naked and splashing around. 
 
    If I had my Boms on patrol to handle the larger beasties for me, I wouldn’t have to miss out on a single moment with my pregnant lovers, and Deya could finally relax in her homeland for the first time in nearly seventy years. 
 
    The beautiful elf sent me a blushing smile when she caught me eyeing her between the leaves, and I was halfway through a lopsided grin when something else caught my attention. 
 
    At first, I figured my ears were still recovering from Shoshanne’s shriek, but as I turned my head to the side, I realized the sound was getting louder. 
 
    “What is that singing?” Deya asked as her pink eyebrows knitted together, and she turned full circle while she eyed the canopy. “Is it a bird?” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Cayla mused while she did the same. “I’ve never heard so soft a call before.” 
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint where the song was coming from, and it didn’t look like my women could, either, because all of us were wandering in circles while we scanned the dense foliage around us. Normally, I probably would have given up and continued on with my day, but something about the lilting song was impossible to ignore. 
 
    It drifted through my mind like a strand of silk, and I needed to know what creature in this world could possibly create such an enchanting sound. It made my women starry eyed while they giggled and began brushing the fronds aside to look further into the trees, and without a thought, I walked off as I finally pinpointed the direction it was coming from. 
 
    The song was so powerful now that I could feel it resonating in my chest as my mind went blank, and I didn’t know how far I’d wandered when a hand suddenly latched onto my arm. 
 
    “Mason,” Nulena murmured, but I didn’t look back. 
 
    That’s when a flicker of confusion flashed through my mind, and I vaguely wondered why I didn’t care about my ebony lover. I could feel her pulling on my arm, and she was saying something to me, but I wouldn’t look at her. I just kept walking and shaking my arm free, and somehow, even noticing this didn’t faze me. 
 
    Then Nulena wrenched me to a stop with all her strength, and through misty eyes, I registered three smoky figures looming in the ferns ahead of me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The three figures were so beautiful it crippled me to even look at them, and even though I couldn’t decide what it was that made them so alluring, I knew without a doubt they were all I wanted in this world. I couldn’t take my eyes off them as they hovered in the ferns, and nothing else mattered anymore. Their singing was coiled around every inch of me, and it sent a warmth through my limbs that glued me to my spot. 
 
    Then I dropped to my knees, but as I stared up through a haze of beauty, the sweet song gradually became sickening. It sent a wrenching pain through my chest while my head spun with the torturous sound, and I pitched forward in agony just as my hearing cut out. I couldn’t register much of anything as I smashed headlong into the soil, but when I cursed on impact, I didn’t even hear my own voice. Everything around me was eerily silent now, and the noises of the jungle had disappeared. 
 
    My palms began to sweat as I tried to remember what the hell I was doing out here in the first place, and I strained to raise myself off the ground while a soft hand helped pull me up onto my knees. My vision was still spinning when I got my eyes open, though, and my mind reeled with a vacant confusion that only heightened the panic pounding in my chest. 
 
    I was on the ground in the jungle, and I was freezing cold despite the muggy day, but I felt like puking, too. I could sense my healing rune’s powers building in my chest, but I couldn’t hear it warring in my ears, and I couldn’t even get myself to move farther than I’d managed. 
 
    All I registered was a foggy recollection of not being alone, and just as this thought came into my mind, I suddenly knew I wasn’t alone. 
 
    I’d been surrounded by stunning beauty only moments ago. The kind of beauty that not only overran all my senses, but must have caused me to do something I’d never imagined possible. 
 
    Someone had lured me out here, and I’d left all of my lovers behind. 
 
    The weight of this realization had me frantically rubbing at my eyes to get them working again, and the first thing I could make out was Nulena crouching beside me. The ebony woman had a strange smile on her face as she stared up in awe, and when I turned my head to follow her gaze, a jolt of fear shot through me like ice. 
 
    Three smoky figures were hovering four feet off the ground not an arm’s length away, but they weren’t at all what I thought I saw before. They were grotesque and gaunt with tendrils of black mist draping around their frames, and the spindly strands of hair clinging to their skulls were so long they disappeared into the figures’ billowing black skirts. The apparitions looked almost solid from how thick the smoke of their bodies was, but the way their bony torsos swayed side to side made them seem holographic. 
 
    The creepiest thing about them, though, were their faces. Hollow orbs were sunken into their heads where their eyes should have been, and it looked like someone had painted a layer of smoke over a skull to make up the rest of them. Their thin gray lips barely concealed dozens of elongated fangs, and the ghoulish green hue of their teeth got blacker the wider they parted their jaws. 
 
    Then one of the figures reached a gangly arm out, and I shot backward before her talons could touch me. 
 
    I grappled to catch Nulena’s elbow and dragged her with me as I struggled to get back on my feet, but when I tried to ask where my women were, I still couldn’t hear my voice. Then I realized the ebony woman had deafened me to stop the trance I’d been in, and I shook her hard by the shoulders while she kept marveling at the smoky creatures. 
 
    Nulena gave a distracted nod in response and turned me in the direction I’d come from, and I didn’t hesitate to bolt away from the apparitions as I swiftly summoned my powers to locate my other four women.  
 
    Then my gut clenched as I realized they were fanned out all through the surrounding jungle, and I could tell they were frantic by the way they stumbled around. 
 
    So, I tore my way into the dense fronds while I kept my powers locked on their locations, and when I broke through a wall of vines, I found Aurora wide eyed with a pistol in hand. The half-elf immediately clutched at her throat and tried to speak when she saw me, but when I motioned to my ears, she finally understood why she couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    Then the two of us dove through the ferns to find the others, and once we tracked down Shoshanne, we pulled the shaking healer along with us as I hunted for my last two women. 
 
    Cayla had managed to stumble into Deya, though, so we found them together while the princess stood guard with her rifle at the ready, and Deya lunged into my arms as soon as we arrived. Then I hoisted the weightless elf up before I motioned for the others to follow my trail, and they stayed close to my sides as we began the silent and harried trek back to Bobbie. 
 
    We were nearly ten minutes from the tank now, but when we finally got there, Nulena was waiting for us with the hatch open. The three smoky figures were looming just on the other side of the tank, though, and I could see all of my women screaming as they got their first look. It took some effort, but I managed to keep them moving forward and get them into the hull, and I swiftly dropped inside with them while Nulena followed directly behind us. 
 
    As soon as the hatch was locked, we all gathered near the portholes, and the world stayed silent while we watched the eerie black figures branch off to circle the tank. They continued prowling around with their fangs parted for several minutes while my women grew paler beside me, and I guessed the creatures were still singing to try and put us into another trance. Eventually, they seemed to have given up, though, and the three figures gathered their smoky skirts in their talons and turned away. 
 
    A chill shook through my back while I watched the foliage wilt behind them, and by the time they were out of sight, a gnarled trail of decay was carved through the dense jungle. 
 
    It was another couple of minutes before Nulena restored my hearing, but the moment she did, my women started voicing their opinions. 
 
    “Godsdamnit!” Cayla growled as she began pacing in a fidgety circle. “Is it impossible to come to Nalnora and have five minutes of peace? It was already bad enough when just the plants and the residents wanted to kill us!” 
 
    “Hey…” Deya pouted. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie,” the princess sighed. “I love your jungle, but it is overrun with ridiculous means of dying.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be able sleep for months,” Shoshanne mumbled, and she dropped onto her seat with her arms wrapped tightly around herself. “Those faces are burned into my brain.” 
 
    “The teeth,” Deya groaned. “Did you see their teeth? Their long, ghouly, pointy--” 
 
    “Shh!” Cayla snapped as she squirmed at the thought. 
 
    “Mason, those could only have been the Wraith Witches,” Aurora told me, and I could tell by the set of her jaw that she was working hard to remain calm. “This means the mages we interviewed weren’t mistaken. They are real, they are in the Master’s hold, and somehow, they were already here waiting for us.” 
 
    I nodded blankly. “I know.” 
 
    “How do we destroy them?” Cayla demanded. 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Nulena?” Shoshanne asked, and she turned expectantly to the ebony woman. “Can you alter their shadows somehow?” 
 
    “They were made of smoke, not shadow,” Deya countered. 
 
    Nulena shrugged while she continued looking out the window. “They had some shadow in them, too. I felt it.” 
 
    “So, you can destroy them?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “Why?” the Baroness murmured. “I think they’re fantastic.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, but after briefly considering the deadly grin on Nulena’s face, I decided I wasn’t really surprised by her reaction. Those witches looked like something out of a horror movie, and I had a feeling Nulena was the type of woman to stay up all night watching slasher films. 
 
    “Fantastic?” Shoshanne scoffed. “They lured Mason to his death!” 
 
    “They did do that,” I agreed. “I walked right up to them without a second thought.” 
 
    “Weren’t you terrified when you found them?” Deya asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” I admitted. “At first, they looked beautiful. Indescribably beautiful. I just collapsed at their feet over it, but then I felt sick. It was like their powers were inside me, and I was confused and in an incredible amount of pain. I think they were killing me.” 
 
    My women looked horror-stricken, and I awkwardly cleared my throat. 
 
    “What happened to all of you, though?” I checked. 
 
    “I felt so lost,” Deya whimpered. “I kept following the singing, but one moment it would bring me one direction, and then suddenly it was leading me in another.” 
 
    “The same thing happened to me,” Cayla said with a nod. “I felt cold all over, but I couldn’t make myself stop following the song. Not until my hearing cut out, and by then, I had no idea how I’d gotten to where I was.” 
 
    “For a little while, I knew I shouldn’t be following, but it didn’t seem to matter,” Aurora added. 
 
    “Interesting…” Nulena mumbled near the window. “They drew Mason directly to them. He didn’t vary his path at all. They must throw their voices out in a web to lure their victims away while separating anyone who could come to their senses in time to save the others.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Why were you able to save me?” 
 
    “I blocked my hearing the moment I felt their powers beginning to take hold,” Nulena replied. “I despise being controlled. Everything in my chaotic nature repels it, so I recognized it sooner. Then I followed you into the jungle to find out what was causing all this. I never anticipated their song would scatter your women like that, though. I assumed they would follow your path. I would have acted sooner to shield them had I known.” 
 
    “Well, if these witches have shadow in them, maybe your magic can counter them,” Shoshanne urged. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Nulena allowed, but she didn’t sound at all dedicated to the idea. 
 
    Cayla’s icy blue eyes flared as she propped her hands on her hips. “Nulena, if there is a way to destroy the Wraith Witches, then you have to do it. The Master clearly sent them here for Mason, and if you don’t end them, they’ll keep hunting him.” 
 
    “It would be a shame to destroy them, though,” Nulena muttered, and a hint of a devious smile curled on her lips. “Weren’t you a little impressed? Imagine how many lives they’ve snared like this. Imagine the final panicked moments of their victims… the beauty, the betrayal, the sudden agony… it’s all perfectly conducted.” 
 
    “Nulena,” Aurora growled, “you can be as spooky as you want in any other situation, but right now, those smoky bitches have to go.” 
 
    A crack of thunder made us all jump before the Baroness could respond, and she arched an eyebrow when Rekekis’ storm showed up a split second later. The heavy rain hammered the steel of the tank while the jungle quickly grew dim outside the windows, and my women all turned to me. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I groaned. “Those witches are tracking me for Rekekis.” 
 
    “It would appear that way,” Nulena agreed. “So, I think it would be best if I leave them for the time being. Don’t worry, though, I’ll address all of this at some point.” 
 
    “But--” Deya tried. 
 
    “Mason!” Cayla scoffed. “Rein in your spectra! You’re the only one she listens to!” 
 
    “Nulena,” I muttered, and the Baroness looked at me directly. Then something in her expression told me she had this under control, and I nodded before I turned back to my other women. “Let it go for now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Deya said at once, and Nulena patted her arm. “I trust you.” 
 
    “I do, too,” Shoshanne managed through gritted teeth, “but Nulena, you have to give me your word you’ll protect Mason before they can draw him out if they reappear. Spectra or not, you are not permitted to let anyone try to kill him again. Understood?” 
 
    “Wholly understood,” Nulena assured her. “Now, shall we get to your slaughter? At this rate, it’ll be dark before we arrive, and all the best kills will be gone.” 
 
    “Shit!” Cayla gasped. 
 
    “We should have left ages ago!” Aurora realized as she tugged anxiously on her blue braids. 
 
    “But what if the witches follow us?” Shoshanne worried. 
 
    “Not the teeth,” Deya whimpered. “Those teeth will ruin this day for me!” 
 
    “The day could already be ruined,” Aurora grumbled. “We’re completely behind schedule.” 
 
    “The rain certainly won’t make anything easier,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    “My flowers!” Deya gasped as she turned back to the windows. “They’re drowning in the mud!” 
 
    “What if Dragir moves on to House Pree before we even make it to House Elyn?” Cayla muttered. 
 
    My women were visibly flustered by the thought as they wrung their hands and talked over each other, and I raised my voice above their fretting before they could snowball the situation any further. 
 
    “Ladies, let’s calm down and regroup,” I suggested. “Nulena, you said the witches have shadow in them. Can you trace them with your powers?” 
 
    “I can,” the Baroness confirmed. “They haven’t turned back, and they’re nearly a mile south of us now.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I decided, and I turned to the others. “We’re not gonna panic about this. From what I saw, the Wraith Witches rely on their songs to be effective, and Nulena can protect us from that if they show up again.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded. “That does make things better.” 
 
    “Secondly,” I continued, “this tank is a beast. It can take on pretty much anything in our path, so we might still be able to make up for lost time. Don’t worry about House Pree, though, because Dragir’s planned to attack them tomorrow morning. They’re closer to House Aelin, and he doesn’t want Aeris to have time to increase his defenses before we get there.” 
 
    “Then we’re still in this game,” Cayla decided. 
 
    “You are,” I agreed. “Deya, you can wear flower crowns for a different slaughter, right?” 
 
    The elf sent me a sweet smile. “That’s fine with me.” 
 
    “Alright, then let’s have some fun and drive an armored tank through a jungle.” I pointed to the controls.  
 
    “I’ll drive!” Aurora announced, and the half-elf ran to the driver’s seat like her ass was on fire. 
 
    “Do you remember what I taught you?” I asked. 
 
    “I do, but where am I going?” 
 
    “Map’s under the seat,” I replied. 
 
    My women were quick to join us up front, and even though they were still a little pale from the shock of the witches, I was glad to see their excitement outweighed their concerns. I could see a competitive glint in their eyes while they held the map between them to get their bearings, and I did my best not to tip over while Aurora tested the track steering. 
 
    “The routes are laid out for you,” I explained as I pointed to the map. “This blue outline marks a zone House Fehryn offered up as a test field for the cannon. We should be there in about forty minutes depending on what kind of speed we can manage out here, so let me know when we reach it, and I’ll get you set up in the turret for a trial run.” 
 
    “What does this black line signify?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “That’s where Nulena has to silence the tank,” I replied. “The guards at House Elyn will be able to pick up the sound not too far beyond that point, but you’ll need to ease up on the cannon before that.” 
 
    “This is so exciting,” Deya giggled. “Aurora, drive as fast as you can! I want to play with our cannon!” 
 
    “I will once I get this damn thing moving,” the half-elf growled, and the tank rattled in protest while she impatiently worked both throttles. 
 
    I smirked as I reached around her shoulders to clasp my hands over hers. 
 
    “Remember, this is Bobbie, and she wants to work with you,” I calmly explained. “You’ve gotta meet her halfway, though, because she’s packing a lot of additional magic that all needs to fall into sync. Now, these throttles each have three runes on them, and they’re sensitive enough not to need a lot of effort. Take them back to the idle position, and then gently turn each at the same rate.” 
 
    While I guided Aurora’s hands, Bobbie began driving ahead without any issues, and my women abruptly squeaked in surprise as the stout ferns in front of us crumpled like paper under our treads. Then I carefully adjusted the steering bar to give the half-elf a feel for how to maneuver the tank around the trees, and Bobbie responded perfectly to even the slightest adjustment. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling at Aurora’s goofy expression as she let out an ecstatic giggle and looked up at me, and after I gradually loosened my hold to let her take over, it only took Aurora a few tries to get the hang of the track steering on her own. Within a couple minutes, Bobbie was flattening every fern in our path, and as I saw a felled tree coming up, I pointed out the grab bars around the hull for my women so they could hang on for this. 
 
    “Alright, Aurora, take it easy on this one until you’re more used to how she handles rougher terrain,” I coached, but my half-elf began steadily gunning the throttle instead, and I promptly grabbed hold of a bar. “Uh… Aurora?” 
 
    “But you said she’s a beast!” the half-elf laughed. “I want to see what she can really do!” 
 
    “Faster!” Deya cheered. 
 
    Shoshanne whimpered as she braced herself against my back for good measure. “Aurora, maybe you should listen to Mason’s advi--” 
 
    Bobbie collided with the trunk before my healer could continue, and her words shifted into a grating shriek as bark shattered around the hull. Then a heavy shudder coursed through the steel frame as Aurora continued tearing her way into the massive tree, and that’s about when my women lost it. 
 
    “Do it again!” Cayla demanded as she pointed directly ahead. “Try that tree, it’s twice as big!” 
 
    “And go faster this time,” Nulena urged. 
 
    Deya and Shoshanne giggled like maniacs as they shoved themselves ahead of me so they’d have a front row view, and I chuckled while I reached past them to open the front ports so everyone could see better through the storm. 
 
    Then I braced myself for the next collision, and my women were already shrieking before we even struck the tree. Their shrieks turned into raucous cheers as Bobbie decimated the trunk on impact, and the purple flash of the lightning in their wide eyes made me genuinely fear for any creature that might cross our path out here. 
 
    They’d gotten their first taste of the tank life, and I knew there was no going back now. 
 
    “Mason, can we drive over a tree even bigger than that one?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you can drive over anything,” I assured her. 
 
    “Can we drive over mudslides like the one up ahead?” Aurora panted. “Wait! What about an entire hut? Could I drive through a hut?” 
 
    “Anything,” I reiterated. 
 
    “What about boulders?” Cayla gasped. 
 
    “Okay, I don’t think you’re understanding my meaning here,” I chuckled. “Aurora, steer us toward those boulders over there.” 
 
    “Drive straight at them?” Aurora exclaimed. 
 
    “Mason, that doesn’t sound like a good idea…” Shoshanne muttered. 
 
    “You’re right,” I snorted. “It sounds like a great idea.”  
 
    Then I locked my hands around Aurora’s, and the half-elf did a giggle-squeal as I forced her to steer Bobbie toward the embankment up ahead. Shoshanne was muttering a string of breathy curses now, but I kept us barreling ahead, and when the tank’s treads hit the boulders, there was a deafening crunch of stone as Bobbie took us straight up and over the crumbling mass. 
 
    “Shiiiiit!” Aurora screamed as the tank tipped its nose toward the stormy canopy. 
 
    “Masooon,” Deya whimpered. “What happens when we get to the other side?” 
 
    I sent the beautiful elf a devilish grin rather than bother watching where I was going, so I got to watch her violet eyes bulge out of her head as the tank pitched forward. Then we slammed back to the ground and kept on going, and my women lurched wildly where they stood as even Aurora was finally speechless. 
 
    “So, like I said,” I sighed as I passed full control back to the half-elf, “you can drive over anything and all that this implies. Have fun, ladies.” 
 
    Shoshanne let out a long, shaky breath as her fingers fluttered against her cleavage, but Cayla and Aurora recovered swiftly. 
 
    “That one,” the princess growled, and she targeted another stack of stone. 
 
    Aurora and Nulena snickered greedily as the half-elf promptly redirected our path, and after that, my women were laughing with every obstacle we hit as the tank kept us bombing through it all. The storm continued nonstop while my women stayed clinging to the grab bars and cheering their hearts out, and it was impossible not to stand back and admire their energy for a while as they essentially made this jungle their bitch. 
 
    Once I was sure they had everything under control, though, I left them to it and stumbled my way to the back of the hull. Then I rifled my hair, dropped onto the bench, and let out a tired sigh. 
 
    “Fucking witches,” I mumbled. 
 
    I was levitating my steel box onto the table when Nulena’s low chuckle drifted over to me, and the ebony woman sat across from me while I pulled out some fresh parchment to sketch my next design. 
 
    I didn’t miss the satisfied smirk on her lips, though. 
 
    “Stop smiling about this,” I muttered. 
 
    “No,” Nulena purred. “I love everything about those witches. They’re terrifying, and I think they’re the most intriguingly devious beings I’ve come across in this realm.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” I snorted. 
 
    “I won’t let them kill you, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Nulena replied. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “It’s just one of those things. You think you’ve covered every possible scenario, and then a bunch of smoky bitches show up to lure you to your death.” 
 
    The Baroness nodded. “Are you alright? I didn’t realize what was happening when you collapsed, or I would have altered your hearing sooner.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said with a shrug. “It’s good we know what we’re dealing with, but it doesn’t give us any answers about handling it. The witches didn’t behave like they were possessed, and after getting a closer look at their forms, I don’t think it would be possible. Some beings have followed the Master because they’re invested in his scheme, so I guess that could be what’s going on.” 
 
    “Most likely not,” Nulena replied. “I studied them as well as I could while we were near them. Their sort wouldn’t have anything to gain from joining a cause like his. They’re a lot like me, in fact.” 
 
    I smirked. “Just wanna watch the world burn?” 
 
    “Precisely. They don’t need a master to do that.” 
 
    “Has Rekekis turned them into pawns?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s possible,” the Baroness said. “That’s one of the reasons I’m letting them be. I can’t be sure yet without studying their behavior further.” 
 
    “If they’re pawns, could he watch us through their eyes like the Master does with his minions?” 
 
    “No, becoming a pawn isn’t the same as being possessed through magical means,” Nulena explained. “Rekekis can guide them and stoke their destructive side, but he isn’t embodying them. He doesn’t have ultimate control. He’s only latched onto their souls, so if he’s driving them to target you, he’ll sense their spirits responding whenever they find you. That’s one way he could track you like this, but it’s not the only way.” 
 
    “What are his other options?” 
 
    “Well, there is a chance the Wraith Witches aren’t of this world,” the Baroness admitted. “They could simply be friends of Rekekis sent into this realm as you and I were.” 
 
    “Your brother has friends like that?” I snorted. 
 
    “I have friends like that,” Nulena answered stiffly, and I sent her an apologetic smile. “Rekekis transplants all kinds of deadly spirits around the cosmos to enact a slow and steady destruction. They’re not in his hold, they’re just effective. However, if this isn’t the case, the nature of the Wraith Witches would make them susceptible to him. They’re wholly destructive with no redeeming qualities to sway them away from his pull.” 
 
    “Then we can’t let them live,” I informed her. “I’m going through a lot of effort to make sure my family doesn’t have to worry about anything after this.” 
 
    Nulena pursed her lips instead of responding, and I tried not to grin at the stubborn look in her two-toned eyes. Still, I waited while I held the woman’s gaze, and her cheeks began to shimmer as a curt sigh slipped out of her plush lips. 
 
    “I like the witches,” the Baroness muttered in a low tone. 
 
    “They still can’t live if Rekekis has a hold on them.” 
 
    “What if I could free them?” Nulena countered. 
 
    “Can you?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted, “but if I could, and they’re of this world, would you let them live as they are?” 
 
    “Leave the Wraith Witches to prowl around killing anyone they lure into their grasp?” I clarified, and Nulena nodded earnestly. 
 
    I had to sigh at this one, and just recalling the image of the witches’ gaunt faces looming over me sent a chill down my spine. How anyone could want to keep the Wraith Witches alive was beyond me, but Nulena looked at me so intently that I knew this mattered a lot to her, and it was surprisingly hard to deny the woman what she wanted. 
 
    She was the mother of my immortal child, after all. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I muttered. 
 
    A smile sprang to Nulena’s lips as she shimmered like a pearl, and she was so undeniably cute when she was this happy that I already knew I’d end up caving if the situation allowed for it. Hell, I was ten seconds away from shrugging all my concerns off and letting the Wraith Witches live regardless of whose side they were on. 
 
    Very few things made a woman like Nulena smile this big. 
 
    Luckily, Shoshanne showed up for her next dose of cuddles, though, and I diligently focused on obliging my healer so I wouldn’t make any knee-jerk decisions I might regret. 
 
    The sweet scent of Shoshanne was enough to redirect all my attention in a matter of seconds, and by the time I stopped kissing her, the caramel beauty was like putty in my arms. 
 
    Then she sighed with relief as she nestled her head in my lap. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I’ve been twenty feet away this entire time,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Too far,” Shoshanne murmured. “What are you working on?” 
 
    “Another precaution,” I replied as I went back to sketching. “Dragir came up with a countering rune in case the Master’s trying to conceal anything, but neither of us felt like taking more brandings to use it. It turns out runes that influence the wearer's sight and sound offensively aren’t effective when used on pendants, though, so I’m making a tool instead. It’ll serve as a filter for our vision.” 
 
    “Like glasses?” the healer asked. 
 
    “I considered the option,” I said with a shrug, “but I’m really just looking to mount the tool on the tank. One in the turret for our gunner, and probably one up front for whoever’s driving. This way, when we get to House Orrel, we can quickly scan the area and decide how to proceed. I’m basing the design on a contraption from my world called binoculars, but they won’t work in the same way. Binoculars magnify what you’re looking at, and these will just reveal anything that’s hidden.” 
 
    “You think of everything,” Shoshanne admired, and she began stroking my chest. 
 
    I smirked at Nulena. “Almost everything.” 
 
    The Baroness still smiled like her day was only getting better, and with my healer snuggled up in my lap, and my other women amped up on the tank life, I mostly felt the same way. Nulena adoring my smoky stalkers made them less intimidating somehow, and it wasn’t long before we were out of range of Rekekis’ storm anyways. I took this as a good sign the witches were leagues away from us now, and while Shoshanne toyed with my forearms or trailed her slender fingers down my neck, I finished sketching my design and started on the build. 
 
    It was the simplest thing I’d had to tackle all week, so it still felt like this massacre was my two-day vacation. The most difficult part would come when it was time to engrave the sight rune, but I decided to work on all the engravings once I wasn’t in a thirty-two-foot tank with Aurora manning the throttles. 
 
    My half-elf made a point of crashing her way through the jungle as destructively as possible, and animals scattered in all directions while her laughter kept echoing around the hull. Eventually, Deya trotted back to join us all at the table, though, and when I slid her massacre burrito over, the beautiful elf gasped with delight. 
 
    “It looks like a bulky food penis,” she immediately decided, and then she crammed half the food penis into her mouth with a satisfied groan. 
 
    I was still snickering and securing two rings of copper inside the tubes of my design when Cayla came scurrying down the hull, and her blue eyes flashed with greed while she dragged Shoshanne off my lap. 
 
    “Mason, it’s time!” Cayla panted. 
 
    “Time for what?” I chuckled as the princess began dragging me away from my work. 
 
    “Cannon time!” Aurora bellowed from up front. “Shoshanne, take over the steering bar!” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Already?” 
 
    “Bobbie’s wrecking this jungle,” Cayla informed me with a fiendish grin. “Come on, I have to try this cannon! I’m the gunner, Deya’s commander, and Aurora wants to be the loader.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m coming,” I laughed, but I still ended up tripping over my own boots from how stubbornly Cayla was hauling me away. 
 
    When she tried to drag me into the turret basket with her, though, I got a stellar view of her porcelain ass and the tiny strip of leather between her thighs that barely covered the lips of her shaved pussy. So, I had a wonky grin on my face as I righted myself inside the turret and helped my other women climb in, too. Then I was shoved into the gunner’s seat, and Cayla promptly slid her flawless backend into my lap. 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t have to clarify,” Cayla said as she eagerly took hold of the controls, “but feel free to get a raging erection during this. I love having your dick against my clit when I play with guns.” 
 
    I stammered in approval while I stared down at the perfect heart shape her ass cheeks formed against my belt, and Deya let out a giddy giggle as she perched herself in the seat behind me with one hand clutching my shoulder, and the other holding her burrito. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “What do we do first?” Aurora asked, and she rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “The black lever in front of you opens the loading hatch,” I explained. “Push it down to access the firing tube. Then you’ll grab a shell from the ammunition cabinet, and like I said, be sure the copper base aligns with the copper ring inside the barrel.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aurora said with a breathless laugh, and she did as I instructed within seconds. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now, you pull the lever back up to seal the tube,” I continued. “And always step back against that wall before you give Cayla the signal to fire. The recoil on that loading hatch will break a few bones for you if you’re in the way when the cannon goes off.” 
 
    The half-elf nodded diligently, sealed the hatch, and flattened herself against the turret wall. Then she had to grab hold of the bar beside her to steady herself as Shoshanne turned us around a rocky embankment, but to be fair, my healer was an incredibly cautious driver compared to Aurora. 
 
    “How am I supposed to hold my aim with the tank rocking all over?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Tell Shoshanne to stop,” Deya suggested. 
 
    “Actually, that’s not necessary,” I clarified. “In my world, we use an array of sensors to monitor the tilt of the tank and the motion of the turret, and then an invention called a computer takes that information and stabilizes the cannon’s aim. Here, that’s not possible, so I installed a small channeling gem at the base of the cannon mount, and it’s been instilled with the proper intentions to mimic this design. The black button on top of your controls is the stabilizer that connects with the gem. So, once you’ve finished adjusting the turret and barrel with the levers, hit that stabilizer button to lock in your aim.” 
 
    Cayla wiggled her long legs with excitement as she started choosing her first target, but I made sure to clarify what kind of heat she was packing before she decided on a point. 
 
    “Normally, one projectile out of this cannon could level about a hundred thousand square feet,” I told the princess, “but that wouldn’t fare too well for us with you using it at close range. The projectiles Dragir and I came up with will accommodate our needs better, and the explosives you’re firing are what’s called multiple impact rounds. Each shell has three submunitions packed inside, so when you choose your target, you’ll actually have a wider area of effects, but with explosives that’ll have a smaller impact individually.” 
 
    “What size of a blast zone am I working with?” Cayla asked as she locked her aim onto a rugged crop of thorny vines about a hundred yards ahead. 
 
    “The three submunitions in the shell could destroy about three hundred square feet each.” 
 
    My porcelain beauty let out an erotic moan at the words, and as she locked her finger on the trigger button, she tilted her hips to make sure her pussy was wedged against my shaft for this. 
 
    Then my three lovers shrieked with gratification as the cannon fired, and I didn’t bother watching the explosion up ahead. I was busy kneading Cayla’s slender hips while she writhed in my lap, and in seconds, my women were ordering one another around to prepare for the next launch. They worked as well together in the turret as they did in bed, and I smirked at their commands as I let my hands wander up Cayla’s porcelain thighs. 
 
    Once I started teasing her clit with my fingers, though, her moans made my other women decide they wanted to try the gunner’s position, too. So, I just sat back and did my part while Aurora, Deya, and Cayla kept swapping places on my lap, and every time they began to tremble in my hold, another shell was sent out to decimate the jungle around us. 
 
    Nulena and Shoshanne eventually insisted they get their fair share of the fun as well, and after a lot of reluctant pawing, Aurora and Deya finally gave up their spots in the turret. 
 
    It wasn’t long before both of my hands were cramping up from constantly pleasuring each of my women in turn, but I figured this was the best side effect a man could come out of live-fire training with. The retort of the cannon going off was just background noise compared to all the ecstatic giggles and moans, and I zoned out from the world while I focused on enjoying every curve of the gorgeous women fighting for a spot on my lap. 
 
    So, I had no idea how long I let my lovers carry on destroying the jungle like this, but I had a hazy smile on my face when Nulena informed us we were nearing the silencing point on the map. 
 
    “But I wanted to have sex while I fire the cannon,” Cayla protested. “I’m already sopping wet, and Mason wouldn’t have to do anything but sit there and let me do what I want to him for a little while.” 
 
    “We’re pushing our luck enough as it is,” Aurora pointed out. “These explosives are too loud to keep playing around with.” 
 
    I nodded in hazy agreement, and the princess near the loading hatch scowled as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll do the right thing,” she muttered, “but I get tank sex before this Family Massacre is over. Right, Mason?” 
 
    “Anything you want,” I chuckled. “For now, let’s murder this first batch of Elite elves, and then we’ll enjoy some well-earned victory sex.” 
 
    “House Flynt!” Deya cheered as her head popped into the turret basket. 
 
    “Is that what we’re calling ourselves?” I clarified. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Nulena decided. “It signifies so much in a simple phrase.” 
 
    “It does,” Deya agreed with a proud nod. “It proves I am not at all a part of my brother’s selfish House, and with Mason’s name stamped on me, no one can misinterpret whose property I’ve become.” 
 
    “Plus, we’re overthrowing the ancient Elite with a House of our own,” Aurora added as she smiled smugly. 
 
    “A House with only six warriors, but a hundred times more effective weaponry and skill,” Cayla concluded. 
 
    “Eleven warriors,” Deya corrected. “Our illustrious babies are contributing all of their super energy toward our victory.” 
 
    “Babies’ first massacre,” Nulena chuckled. 
 
    I laughed heartily while my women clutched their bellies in unison, and they each had pink cheeks and self-satisfied smiles while they nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We better get dressed for our slaughter if we’re getting close, though,” Cayla pointed out. “Mason, do you think we should all display our tummies for the sake of symbolizing your virile claim on us, or just Deya, since she’s technically the only one with an itty-bitty bump?” 
 
    I grinned. “I think you should wear whatever you want, so long as I can get it all off without too much effort.” 
 
    “Bare midriffs it is, then,” Aurora decided. 
 
    With that, my women vacated the turret as they began chatting about their options, and I took a moment to get my blood flow sorted out while I gave the cannon controls an appreciative pat. 
 
    At this point, I couldn’t imagine why I hadn’t built an armored tank sooner. It was abundantly clear to me now that any man with women as trigger happy and insatiable as mine should own one. 
 
    I’d had so many asses grinding on my lap for this stretch of the trip that it actually felt odd to stand up without one there, but I manfully carried on with my day, and when I got into the hull, I let out a shaky sigh. 
 
    Four naked women were strutting around and holding different scandalous attires up to one another, and they seemed torn about how they could accommodate their swelling breasts. Personally, I thought their undersized tops only improved the view, and once I told them this, they decided to embrace the idea wholeheartedly. 
 
    So, I got no work done on my design after that. 
 
    I just propped my boots up and indulged in my vacation time, and every half-buttoned top got my stamp of approval. It didn’t matter to me whether it was leather, velvet, lace, or some weird in between that was just completely see-through… I consistently agreed with their choices, and when indecision took over, I watched them all undress again to start over at the beginning. 
 
    Eventually, my lovers got their ample tits crammed into outfits they decided were both intimidating and scandalous, and all their honed midriffs were bare while their tiny shorts and tight leggings clung to their ass cheeks.  
 
    Well, except for Deya. 
 
    My beautiful elf was so excited for her first massacre that she wanted to go above and beyond. So, she found a soft pink ensemble, which was mostly an elaborate bikini, and then she slipped into a see-through cover up that parted beneath her breasts so everyone would notice her baby bump poking out. My women even did her hair up and painted her lips pink to match, and when she came prancing over to show off for me, she let out an adorable giggle while she flipped the pink tendrils of her hair over her shoulder. 
 
    “Do I look like a goddess?” the elf purred. 
 
    “Better,” I assured her. 
 
    Deya blushed a brilliant pink. “What are you going to wear?” 
 
    “This,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” the elf decided. “That’s a very nice vest.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I got up and straightened it out a bit. “Taru made it for me, and she put pockets on the inside for my magazines.” 
 
    “Aww,” Shoshanne moaned. “No wonder it looks fantastic. Only a vest made with love comes out looking that clean.” 
 
    I chuckled while my women came over to admire the stitching, but when Cayla started scruffing my hair so it’d be more disheveled for the slaughter, I wrestled my way out of the swarm. 
 
    “But if you look extra scruffy, the elves will--” 
 
    “The elves won’t give a shit what my hair looks like,” I interrupted. “They’ll be too busy wailing in anguish at your feet to notice anything else.” 
 
    My lovers smiled sweetly at the praise while they tousled their hair, and I shook my head as Shoshanne slowed the tank to a stop. 
 
    “Mason… we’re late,” the healer muttered. 
 
    “What!” Cayla gasped. 
 
    Then I stumbled while my women rushed past me to gather around the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Nooo,” Deya whined. “My selfish brother is already here!” 
 
    I bent to get a look out of the portholes, and while I did notice the tips of a few Halcyan glaives sticking up from the undergrowth ahead, my attention was drawn like a magnet to the palace beyond them. 
 
    It was nearing twilight, so House Elyn was doused in deep blue light, but between the vine-covered trees, I could just make out the enormous stone structure and its pristine grounds. There must have been hundreds of chambers inside, and several of the windows were illuminated with firelight at this hour, but while the whole palace was a gaudy display, it wasn’t covered in gold and diamonds like some of the other Houses here. 
 
    The iron palisades enclosing the perimeter were thickly wrought and thirty feet high, and the gates were of the same design, but no guards stood beside them. From what I could see at this angle, the broad courtyard in front actually looked deserted.  
 
    At first, I couldn’t decide why we were all waiting around if no one was outside, but House Elyn was on the outskirts of the capital of Lyralus, so the jungle ended abruptly where their grounds began on all sides. It was possible they had little need for having anyone patrolling out here, but part of me doubted this was the case.  
 
    Everyone in Nalnora kept their guards up, no matter the hour of the day. 
 
    “Can you tell how many warriors Rhys and Dragir brought?” Aurora asked, and I let my powers seep into the jungle floor. 
 
    “Close to a couple hundred, I think,” I reported. “Remember, though, they’re our allies in this. Their warriors are our warriors, and given the size of this place, we’re lucky to have them.” 
 
    “But they’ll steal our kills from us with numbers like these,” Cayla fretted. 
 
    “I doubt it,” I snorted. “I’ve seen these elves fight, and they’re lacking your unbridled thirst for blood.” 
 
    “And they have no super babies to guide them in their quest,” Shoshanne curtly added. 
 
    “At least they waited for us,” I pointed out. “I thought Dragir might be too determined to outdo us, but this works out. We’ll coordinate with the warriors to avoid injuring anyone with the tank for phase one. Once we breach the entrance, you ladies can have at it. Wait here while I find Dragir and see what the plan is.” 
 
    “Okay, but I’m listening in, and if I don’t like the plan…” Aurora crossed her arms, and she didn’t need to finish the sentence. 
 
    The haughty look in her emerald eyes made it clear my women’s competitive streaks were gaining steam. 
 
    “Your call,” I chuckled, and I climbed out the driver’s hatch before I made my way into the jungle. 
 
    Then I ducked down and crept through the undergrowth just before I reached the edge of the trees, and I could hear Rhys speaking in a hushed tone not far ahead while I passed by a multitude of silent elves lurking in the shadows. 
 
    I found Rhys crouched under the cover of a dense fern with Dragir beside him, and the two elven warriors shifted to make room for me while they kept their serpentine eyes on the dim palace. 
 
    “You’re late,” Dragir informed me. 
 
    “Yeah, we hit a snag when we got here,” I told him. “I see you made it out of the river in one piece.” 
 
    The silver-haired elf clicked his tongue in disgust. “You need to control your woman.” 
 
    “She’s your sister,” I snorted. “What do you expect?” 
 
    “Loyalty,” Dragir growled. “She is of House Quyn, after all.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure she’s repping her own House now,” I muttered. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Half the night guards are patrolling the eastern grounds and are headed this way,” Rhys replied. “Once they finish the front, they’ll circle along the west side, and the other half should be arriving from there within ten minutes. When this troop has moved on to the east is when we advance. Our first targets are the seventy guards you see up above within the colonnade. They are armed with bows.” 
 
    I squinted through the darkness toward the long series of columns that lined the uppermost floor of the palace, and I nodded as I noticed the elven warriors strolling in the shadows of the tiled roof. 
 
    “The night guard will certainly double back before we finish them off,” Rhys continued. “So, keep an eye on the eastern grounds and be prepared for their daggers before you bother with the west. My scouts say there are about six hundred or so residents within the palace as well, but--” 
 
    The elf clamped his mouth shut as a troop of elves came through the shadows on the western edge of the palace, and they moved in ten rows with stout steel glaives held across their chests. Their belts were lined with daggers aside from their large sabers, and their deep green garb bore a silver crest on their upper arms that I assumed was the mark of House Elyn. Every member of the night guard had steel helms that hid their faces from view, too, but the rest of them were shielded with thick leather armor much like the other warriors I’d come across in Nalnora. 
 
    The elves hiding with me in the brush remained perfectly still while this troop crossed the extensive courtyard within the iron palisades, and I gauged their numbers to be close to the number my allies had brought with them. 
 
    Which meant we definitely had our work cut out for us tonight. 
 
    Then they rounded the eastern edge of the grounds, and Rhys continued speaking with his voice barely above a whisper. “The other residents of House Elyn will be in the dining hall at this time. That is where the head of House and his sons should be as well.” 
 
    “How many sons?” I asked. 
 
    “Five,” Rhys answered. “You will know them by their hair. Stark yellow like their father’s.” 
 
    I nodded. “Are the residents armed?” 
 
    “Of course, they are armed,” Dragir muttered. “All members of the Elven Houses are trained to fight first and foremost. They’re warriors, they simply don’t guard the palace grounds. House Elyn has enchantments on their entrance, though. Our men are unable to break through the doors you see at the top of the steps.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” I assured him, and I let my powers seep into the iron doors to feel out the situation.  
 
    I quickly sensed at least six runes muttering with dozens of elements in them, and I could hear them all grow louder the moment I tried to alter the makeup even the slightest bit. 
 
    “We should only have another ten minutes to wait,” Dragir said as he narrowed his eyes to scan the jungle behind us. “Where is the tank we built?” 
 
    “Waiting in the trees,” I replied. “Fair warning, though, my women are fucking pissed at you.” 
 
    “I am sure you have coddled them enough to make up for it,” Dragir snorted. 
 
    “Why are your women pissed?” Rhys asked as he frowned in confusion. 
 
    “Because they think they may strut around getting their way all the time simply because they are pregnant,” Dragir answered for me, and I was about to clarify the situation when Rhys shook his head with disappointment. 
 
    “That is how it begins,” Rhys warned. “Aliasa was only unruly before she gave me a son. Now, she is a tyrant. She expects to be treated so well all the time without earning it. You should be careful.” 
 
    “How is Aliasa?” I casually inquired. 
 
    “Vicious,” the green-haired elf assured me. “I thought you had a way with her when you last came to Nalnora, but now I know this was all an act. She wanted to make me think she could be tamed, but you have really ruined all of my progress. You’ve let her make me seem like a fool, and she is twice as disobedient. It doesn’t matter how I punish her, she won’t respect anything I say.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Punish?” 
 
    Rhys sent me a patronizing smirk. “See how unprepared you are? You’re spoiling five pregnant women with no thought to the consequences.” 
 
    “Consequences…” I mused. “Do you mean all the benefits I’m reaping just because I pay attention to what they like?” 
 
    “You think that now, but how will you keep them in line after the babies are born?” Rhys challenged. “You’ll be busy raising the children to be warriors, and your women will feel entitled to your affection after all this attention you give them now. They’ll refuse to give you any more children, too, just to spite you. Take my advice and prepare to teach them they cannot behave how they please. They behave how you command. That was my great mistake with Aliasa.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said while I hid my grin. 
 
    “Yes, but I know better now,” Rhys assured me. “Aliasa has always been far too passionate in everything she does. Especially her temper. For years, I have tried to accept this, but she must learn she has no place inside my home if she can’t behave. I told her if she gives me another child and starts acting more grateful, I would be more lenient. Her world will widen again, but until that time, I lock her up.” 
 
    “Oookay,” I muttered. “It’s cool we’re allies, but I have to say… you’re a real asshole about women.” 
 
    “Yes, do not take all of his advice,” Dragir sighed. 
 
    “What do you know of handling a woman like Aliasa?” Rhys argued. “You were a puppet for her to play with to make me jealous, and nothing more.” 
 
    Dragir smirked. “I had a better arrangement than you did, and if you recall, it served you well in the past. At least she never tried to kill me. She only wanted to maim me once in a while, but now, I am free of her with no strings attached. I heard she lit your bed on fire again last week.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, but Rhys rolled his eyes. 
 
    “That was because I forgot to take her flint and steel away when I confiscated her weapons,” the elf mumbled. “Now, the problem is solved. Just wait. In a month, her passionate nature will be subdued, and she will worship me for taking her in hand like this at last. I am certain this new approach is what she truly needs.” 
 
    “Have you considered doing the exact opposite?” I asked. “You know… treat Aliasa like a person. Maybe unlock the doors, send her outside to kill shit when she wants to, fuck her because you love her and not only to have kids. She’d probably want to kill you less.” 
 
    Rhys looked at me like I had a giant penis growing out of my forehead, and Dragir was snickering as quietly as he could when the ground suddenly began to shudder. 
 
    At first, I thought it was the next mass of elven guards who were marching in from the eastern grounds, but even the hundred or so warriors couldn’t have made such an impact. I could feel a static energy drawing closer, though, and just as I recognized its presence, Nulena dropped her silencing enchantments. 
 
    I knew what was coming next before Bobbie 3.0 crashed her way out of the trees, and every elf hiding in the brush yelped and lunged aside while the tank barreled straight at the gates of House Elyn. 
 
    Then Aurora and Cayla emerged from the turret hatches with their breasts threatening to burst out of their half-buttoned velvet, and a grin stretched across my whole face. 
 
    “House Flynt, you elven motherfuckerrrrrrrrsss!” Aurora belted, and Bobbie broke through the iron gates while my women opened fire with their machine guns. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I was laughing so hard I fell over into Rhys and Dragir, but the two men were too shell shocked to do much more than gape. 
 
    The night guards of House Elyn were being consumed in rapid fire before they could even get their daggers drawn, and they started dropping like flies while the back of the troops attempted to run for their lives. 
 
    Then the cannon fired, and Aurora burst out laughing while my jaw unhinged. 
 
    I’d been so busy enjoying my women during our trial run earlier that I’d failed to fully register the might of our biggest gun to date, but from where I stood now, I had the best view in the house. 
 
    In a burst of liquid Halcyan, the war cries of the night guards abruptly cut out, and a dense white mist billowed up to cloak the glowing impact. Then a frigid blast rushed over me with enough strength to knock me onto my ass, and the deep, droning frequency of the Halcyan resonated straight to my bones until my teeth were chattering. 
 
    The residual splatter alone was enough to turn the entire east side of the courtyard into a molten disaster zone, but when the dense mist began to settle, only a giant, disfigured crater of glowing blue Halcyan remained of the night guards. 
 
    My elven allies in the brush didn’t know what to do, and they gawked at the wreckage my women were causing while they muttered in breathless Elvish and tried to get back on their feet. The guards in the palace colonnade were hollering orders at one another, though, so I reined in my shock enough to run after Bobbie. From what I could hear, we had only seconds before the other troop of guards made it back to the courtyard, too, and I kept half an eye on the western grounds as I whistled sharply to get my women’s attention. 
 
    “Cayla, up top!” I bellowed, and I pointed to the guards lacing their bows between the upper columns. 
 
    Then I scaled the hull in three bounds while my women opened fire on the colonnade, and I slipped into the hatch behind Aurora to grab two new canisters for them. I had both batches mounted with the belts linked up to their last round within seconds, and as bodies began dropping ten stories to the ground, I jumped into the turret to find Nulena in the gunner seat. 
 
    “Hi, Mason!” Deya giggled while she hauled another shell out to load it. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful,” I murmured. “You’re gonna need another one of those in a second. Nulena, you’ve got a flock of guards coming in on your left, and the doors are enchanted, so if you could blast through those, that’d be great.” 
 
    “Yes, master,” the ebony woman purred, and I sighed as she sent me a seductive grin. 
 
    “Coming around!” I hollered above the retort of gunfire, and Cayla managed to keep her aim despite the turret turning to the west. 
 
    A single blast from the cannon did enough damage to handle the entire fleet of guards moving in, and Deya was giggling with glee as she loaded one last round and gave Nulena the signal. 
 
    Then the Baroness fired on the enchanted doors, and above the dense mist, huge sheets of stone broke loose from the lofty archway as they were hurled in every direction. I had a gaping grin on my face while I stared at the molten and glowing tunnel where the palace entrance used to be, but I swiftly regrouped as Cayla slipped down into the turret. 
 
    “Yeeeeahhhhhh, I love our tank!” Aurora squealed while she dropped in as well. 
 
    “I am so fucking turned on right now,” Cayla panted. “Did you see those bodies flying off the colonnade? It was like bloody confetti!” 
 
    “Best gift ever!” Deya sang as she threw her arms around my neck. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” I chuckled. “You should get your weapons, though. Dragir’s leading his troops in.” 
 
    “Go!” Nulena ordered, and my women dove into the hull. 
 
    I eyed the elven warriors sprinting past the tank through the portholes before I headed below, but while the palace was swiftly overrun with our allies, half my women were clutching their hair in front of their wall of weapons. 
 
    “Shit, I can’t decide!” Aurora whimpered. “I have too many ideas!” 
 
    “Easy,” Cayla snorted as she grabbed five daggers, and then she crossed the hull to stock up on magazines. 
 
    “You have your pistols already,” I pointed out to the other women. 
 
    “That’s too standard,” Deya disagreed. “We need something more lavish for a mass slaughter.” 
 
    “I should have prepared for this,” Shoshanne realized. “Flail or mace or serrated sword? Or rifle? Or…” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I cut in, and I snatched two flails from their mounts. “Next time, we’ll plan ahead, but for now, take these and get inside. I’ll grab a little of everything, meet you all in there, and everyone just listen for my pistols if you need to find me to swap out.” 
 
    “I love you so much,” Aurora sighed. 
 
    “You’re the most wonderful man,” Shoshanne agreed. 
 
    “Do you know where to find the sons and the leader?” Cayla asked while she slung another rifle over her shoulder. “Aurora thought Rhys mentioned it, but she couldn’t make out all his words.” 
 
    “One second,” I muttered, and I sent my powers through the palace until I found a room so packed, it had to be the dining hall. “West wing, furthest chamber to the back. You’re looking for some guys with yellow hair, apparently.” 
 
    “Disgustingly yellow, I’m sure,” Deya growled, and she snatched two Halcyan daggers from the wall before she stormed toward the hatch. 
 
    “You should scalp them!” Nulena called after her. 
 
    The elf’s violet eyes lit up as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Yesss! I will do that! Thank you! You are such a genius!” 
 
    With that, my four women disappeared through the driver’s hatch and ran toward the obliterated entrance, and I rubbed my hands together as I considered their arsenal. 
 
    Nulena leaned herself against the wall while she watched me grab a spare belt, and I decided two of each weapon would be a good start while I began hitching everything I could to my belts. I bypassed the torture devices for now since I had no idea how half of them worked, but the Baroness offered her assistance so I could strap a couple glaives and a mace to my back as well. 
 
    Then I packed every space I had left with magazines for my pistols, and I pulled Nulena into my arms for a goodbye kiss. 
 
    “Better load up the cannon and keep an eye on the grounds,” I told the ebony woman. 
 
    “Stan can watch the grounds,” she decided. “I’ll focus on shielding all of you, as usual.” 
 
    “Where is Stan?” I asked as I looked all around. 
 
    Then the metal man raised a trembling arm out from a storage compartment stuffed with lingerie, and I had a feeling he’d been hiding in there ever since we first fired up the cannon for training. 
 
    “Come on, buddy,” I coaxed. “Take comfort in the idea that we’re the only ones in the nation packing this kind of heat.” 
 
    Stan inched his way out as he considered this, but his dragon chose not to emerge. 
 
    “Feels pretty good being the guy with the tank, right?” I asked, but Nulena narrowed her eyes when the little man stayed cowering in the lace. 
 
    “Stan, you’re an Illarian hero and the first tiny metal man to participate in this level of warfare,” Nulena informed him in a stern tone. “Out of that cave, into your seat, and load that rifle. Let’s go.” 
 
    I grinned as Stan nodded shakily and got with the program, and the ebony women offered him a soft smile in return. 
 
    “You’re gonna be an incredible mom,” I informed the woman. “Are you sure you don’t want to join in for this one?” 
 
    “If it becomes necessary,” the Baroness sighed. 
 
    I chuckled at the bored look on her face before I kissed her one last time, and as I climbed out of the hull, I could already hear battle cries and screams rising up in the palace. The blue glow of liquid Halcyan made the grounds look like I was on another planet as the last tufts of smoke spiraled into the air, but when I reached the disformed entryway, I was engulfed in chaos. 
 
    The residual splatter from the explosion had caused most of the elaborate chamber to begin melting away, and thick white smoke permeated the place while elves sprinted by in a panic. 
 
    My allies were leaping and flipping through the mess while they sliced through their enemies with quick precision, and I could tell the warriors they were up against were fierce competition. Their glaives sparked against stone as they swung at the elves of House Quyn with blades stouter than Halcyan, but Rhys and Dragir’s army were swifter in every sense. 
 
    Fighting against the Master’s forces so many times had served them well, and their crossbows were reloaded within seconds while they easily dodged their attackers to circle behind and slit their throats. Still, more guards than we’d brought with us were sprinting in, and as I took a moment to scan the building for a sign of my women, I locked in on the pistols they each wore on their hips. 
 
    Two of them were nearly to the dining hall while two others were prowling the passageways like murderous cats, and when I sensed elven warriors moving in to try and head them off, my inner daddy demon began to flare. 
 
    Then a lethal grin came to my face, and instead of sprinting after my lovers, I pulled two pistols out from my holsters and turned on the incoming horde. 
 
    After that, I just kept on pulling the triggers, and I sent one elf after another bursting into flames while I let my demon side take over. I didn’t stop grinning for a second, either, as I cleared the entryway and moved on to the nearest hall, because I could already hear elves screaming the word “mutt” in the upper levels. 
 
    Apparently, having a halfling loose in the building was more concerning than two hundred warriors slicing the residents open, and this notion kept me happily reloading my magazines without pause. Whenever I heard the devilish laugh of my half-elf upstairs, I knew she was having a lovely time, too, and the way she growled with each strike of her flail made it hard not to chuckle with pride. 
 
    I was only four magazines in when Shoshanne suddenly appeared beside me, and she was breathing heavily as she handed me a blood-soaked flail and tore a sword from my sheath, along with a dagger. 
 
    “Love you,” the healer murmured as she stole a quick kiss. 
 
    Then Shoshanne power blasted every elf behind her with a single gust of wind, and I could hear their bones snap against the walls on impact while my healer let out a haughty “hmmph” and trotted off down the hall. 
 
    Another five minutes later, Cayla showed up to borrow the mace, but she lingered long enough to inform me she was already at a hundred and three kills and counting. 
 
    This news had me so focused on my own count that I hardly noticed my deadly women groping around my waist to get at more weapons. I was in the triple digits, though, and with my daddy demon on high alert, I was well on my way to finally beating the princess. So, every now and then I’d look down to find a new bloody flail or blade hanging from my belt that I never used, but overall, I checked out and stayed in kill mode. 
 
    Taking on elves who weren’t possessed was a picnic compared to the battles I’d been waging lately, and clearing out whole chambers before my allies could make a dent was satisfying in its own way. I had a power high coursing through my veins and a relaxed smile on my face, and with my women off terrorizing the Elite, I calmly enacted my own revenge on the racist pieces of shit elves who’d been in power way too long anyways. 
 
    Then I heard Deya whimpering and running in my direction.  
 
    I was deep in the eastern wing of the palace with my last two magazines loaded up, but when Deya came staggering into the hall with her face covered in tears, I bolted over to meet her as a million dire possibilities shot through my mind. 
 
    “What happened?” I gasped. “Who’s injured? Are you hurt? Is it the baby?” 
 
    “I didn’t get to scalp any of the sons!” Deya wailed as she let her bloody daggers clatter to the ground. “My terrible brother sliced them all into pieces, and so I thought I might find the leader, but guess what? Rhys already decapitated him! His stupid head is mounted on a spike and everything!” 
 
    The beautiful elf buried her face against my chest with a heavy sob, and while I recovered from my initial shock, I offered a consoling hug and shot down four incoming elves behind Deya’s back. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I murmured. “We’ll get ‘em next time, don’t worry. There’s still a ton of elves out here to kill, though. Want a flail?” 
 
    “No,” Deya cried. “I just want to kill everyone so I can go have sex and feel better. I hate everything except you and the women.” 
 
    “Alright, then how about an AR-15?” 
 
    Deya nodded as she wiped her tears on my sleeve, and after I finished emptying my magazines into the hall, I shifted a rifle strap off my shoulder for her. Once she finished packing her bikini top with spare magazines, the beautiful elf was a little less snively, and she let out a sad squeak as she cocked the charging handle. 
 
    Then Deya’s puffy violet eyes narrowed, and she turned on the residents of House Elyn like all of her disappointments were their fault. The elf looked like a gorgeous pink nightmare while she furiously fired on all targets, and the kick back of her AR-15 made her swelling breasts jostle in a way that almost cost me a glaive to the gut. 
 
    When a flock of warriors turned to flee from her, though, Deya started all-out screeching in Elvish, and she bolted from the chamber to chase them down. 
 
    I was still trying to blink myself back into the moment as I listened to her fury make its way through the palace, and between Deya and Aurora, I didn’t know which of my elven lovers were more worked up right now. 
 
    Granted, my half-elf was cackling and burning whole rooms up, but it sounded like Deya was disarming her dead victims so she could hurl daggers into skulls with one hand and shoot down elves with the other. 
 
    Either way, my women were having a hell of a time, and I holstered my pistols before I pulled my glaive from the strap on my back. Then I hacked my way through an endless number of overdone chambers with blood smattered walls, and I was running out of new ways to kill an elf when Rhys grabbed my arm as he tore past. 
 
    I stumbled and followed the pack of warriors he was leading to the entrance, and as our troop met with a few dozen of House Quyn’s men, I realized the amount of screams in the building had died down. Now, there were only the elves who chose to flee for their lives instead, and we took down as many as we could while they scattered into the courtyard. 
 
    Nulena had left the tank, though, and I assumed Stan joined her, because over a hundred elves made it past Bobbie unscathed, and Rhys’ men fired a last volley of arrows into the night before the hoard disappeared into the jungle. 
 
    “You want me to go after them?” I panted as I turned to Rhys, but the elf shook his head. 
 
    “Let the jungle have them,” the green-haired elf growled. 
 
    I nodded and secured my glaive at my back, and I didn’t hang around while Rhys sent his men to search the grounds and be sure no one was left. I flipped around and jogged my way through the aftermath of the battle in search of my women, and in a couple minutes, I could hear all five of them not far away. 
 
    I let my pace slow as I realized they were unharmed, but when I turned the next corner, Nulena had her arm tightly wrapped around Deya’s slumping shoulders. 
 
    Stan was snuggled up deep in the elf’s pink hair while he slowly patted her head, and the look on the Baroness’ face kind of reminded me of moms I’d seen back on Earth when their kids got bullied on the playground. Except Nulena’s top wasn’t much more than a scrap of white lace with her pert black nipples showing through, and my beautiful elf had blood all over her arms and a rifle thunking against her thigh. 
 
    “Can you believe Dragir killed all of the sons?” Cayla scoffed as I met my women. “There were five! I knew he was single-minded, but I didn’t think he’d go this far with his own sister here. Deya got dressed up!” 
 
    “So selfish,” Nulena growled. “If I were in that dining hall, I would have--” 
 
    “Don’t even talk about it,” Deya mumbled. “I got my hopes up so much, and I will cry all over again if I have to think of it again.” 
 
    “There’s still the sons of the other Elite,” Shoshanne tried, but the elf’s eyes abruptly welled with tears. 
 
    “I’ve already been introduced to them,” Deya cried. “These ones never met me, and I really wanted to make a striking first impression.” 
 
    “Last impression,” Aurora muttered. 
 
    “Exactly!” Deya sniffed. “It was the perfect combination, but now they have died without ever knowing how very beautiful and deadly I have become. They will never see my glorious belly Mason blessed me with! Even the baby is upset about this one. Look at my bump. It’s so sad.” 
 
    Half of me wanted to chuckle so badly, but seeing Deya this torn up really did slice straight through a man’s chest. Her pixie-like nose was all red while her tears dripped down onto her creamy cleavage, and my women stroked her arms and back as their eyebrows all crinkled at the sight. 
 
    Then my gaze dropped to her cute little belly bump and the way her bloody hands cradled it so lovingly. 
 
    “How about this,” I offered. “Alfred packed dessert for you all, and it’s waiting in Bobbie. Why don’t you get your weapons put away and enjoy a treat, and then find us the nicest room you can in this place? We’ll have victory sex on every surface to commemorate the start of our first Family Massacre.” 
 
    “Alfred’s desserts do make everything better,” Cayla pointed out. 
 
    “And sex with Mason always cheers you up more than anything,” Shoshanne reminded Deya. 
 
    “It does,” the elf agreed with a sniffle. “The world cannot remain so glum with his penis deep inside of me.” 
 
    “Let’s not overlook the fact that we slaughtered like pros tonight, either,” Aurora chuckled. “I know it didn’t go as planned, but I had fun, and I guarantee we killed more elves than our allies did. I couldn’t even keep count.” 
 
    “Two hundred and fifty-two,” Cayla proudly announced, and she shifted the straps of her rifles as she looked my way. 
 
    I smirked. “Two hundred and ninety-three.” 
 
    “Shit,” the princess sighed. 
 
    “All of your victims screamed the loudest of anyone’s,” Nulena assured my women. “I was impressed.” 
 
    “See?” Shoshanne said as she looped her arm in Deya’s. “There’s a lot to celebrate, and this was only our first try! Whether or not we murdered the leader and his sons with our own hands, House Elyn was conquered, and we helped make that happen.” 
 
    The elf’s violet eyes glittered a bit at the thought, and the hopeful smile she sent me solidified the resolve building in my gut. 
 
    “Will you come with us for dessert?” Deya asked. 
 
    “No, I have a couple things to take care of,” I decided. “There’s griffin jerky out there as well if it’ll cheer the baby up.” 
 
    “Yes, griffin is perfect for a disappointed child,” Deya sighed. “Fresh would be best, but this is still good.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement as I stepped aside to let my women pass, and a few of them sent me bloody waves just before they turned the next corner. The moment they were out of sight, though, my smile fell into a hard line, and I turned on my heels as I scanned the building for Dragir. 
 
    I found him and Rhys delivering orders to their men in Elvish, and I waited until the warriors began rummaging through bodies to gather every weapon they could find. 
 
    Then Dragir turned a cocky grin my way, and he made a point of looking all around me before he snorted. “I suppose your precious women are off pouting somewhere. You may tell them it was an impressive start, but as expected, we are the true victors.” 
 
    “We?” Rhys clarified, and he furrowed his brow at the elf. 
 
    “Yes, you and I succeeded in murdering the leader and his sons,” Dragir replied with a smug smirk. “It appears Mason’s violent women have met their match. They will have to try harder if they expect to have their way in this fight. Things like this are not simply handed to someone.” 
 
    “You mean how my women handed you entrance to House Elyn?” I checked. 
 
    “You are my ally,” Dragir reminded me. “That is your tank, and this is why you are here, no? To assist in our efforts.” 
 
    I crossed my arms as I considered Dragir’s snide grin, and Rhys had gotten pale as he registered the look on my face. I could tell he’d known nothing about my women’s claim on the Elite, but I kept my attention on the cocky elf in front of me.  
 
    “You know, Deya was in tears over this one,” I informed him. “Have you ever seen your sister cry?” 
 
    Dragir sobered as Rhys carefully backed up a couple paces, but the silver-haired elf did his best to look unfazed while he cleared his throat. 
 
    “If she is crying at a massacre, perhaps she is in too delicate a condition to participate,” the elf muttered. 
 
    “Or she’s crushed because she got all dressed up to kill a bunch of assholes, and her own brother snatched that joy right out of her hands,” I countered. “There were five sons. You could’ve kept one contained for her. I think we both know she deserves to get her revenge on the Elite for thinking they owned her womb all this time.” 
 
    Dragir didn’t have any comebacks, and he rooted his hands into his pocket as he looked down at the ground. “I admit I could have saved a couple sons for Deya. They were screamers. She might have had fun.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I agreed. “But you know what? It’s alright, because this isn’t happening again. I warned you about disappointing my women, and while I’m all for competition and know they’ll kick your ass next time, I don’t abide anyone making Deya cry. Especially at her first massacre. Pregnant or not, that’s where I draw the line.” 
 
    “Draw the line?” Dragir asked as he faced me head on. “Hold on, you gave me your word we would enact this rebellion together.” 
 
    “I also gave you my word I’d take care of Deya,” I clarified. “If that means putting you in your place, then so be it.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Deya I’m sorry?” Dragir tried. 
 
    “Yes, you will,” I agreed. “That’s your sister, man. If my sister wanted to brutally murder someone who had it coming, I damn sure wouldn’t rob her of the satisfaction. I’d hunt them down and tie them to the wall so she could take her time torturing the bastard.” 
 
    “You have a sister?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “I do,” I replied. “She made me this vest.” 
 
    The green-haired elf gave an appreciative nod as he eyed the leather, and Dragir bit his lip while he glanced down at the belt securing his many daggers to his hips. 
 
    “Deya made me this belt,” the silver-haired elf admitted. “She has repaired it at least ten times without me asking her to.” 
 
    I nodded slowly while he let that sink in. “So, we’ll be enacting this rebellion near each other instead, and we’ll just see who wins the next house.” 
 
    “I will, of course,” Dragir said as he furrowed his brow severely. 
 
    “You sure about that?” I checked. “Based on what you saw tonight, how many of your men would it take to outdo my five women and I? Or better yet, how much damage could they cause without me ‘assisting’ their efforts?” 
 
    I could see the muscles in Dragir’s jaw twitch as he glanced around at the warriors, and his serpentine eyes narrowed into slits as they landed on my gun belt and horde of bloody weapons. 
 
    Then the silver-haired elf cursed under his breath as he turned to skulk away, and while he barked out a few Elvish orders to his warriors, he snatched an ancient spear off the wall for a trophy. 
 
    “Dragir told me nothing of this,” Rhys immediately clarified. “I would never have intentionally angered pregnant women like yours, but we did get there first.” 
 
    “I know,” I acknowledged with a shrug. “They’re over it, but Deya… she’s not gonna forget this real soon.” 
 
    “Right,” Rhys snorted. “They say they’re over it, but they’ll be ordering you to kill us for them by tomorrow. This is why I would never bring my woman to a battle.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow as I caught the bitterness in his tone. “You alright? You seem kind of… tense about women lately.” 
 
    “It is Aliasa’s doing,” Rhys growled as he waved a dismissive hand. “But, no matter. You’ll notice Dragir and I only have our men to lead out here. This is better company to keep when honest work is involved. It rejuvenates the spirit and settles the mind more efficiently than anything, no?” 
 
    I glanced at the elven warriors around me, and half of them were rooting around the pockets of dead elves while the others were tearing through rooms and arguing over the finery. 
 
    “To each his own, I guess,” I chuckled. “Dragir said we shouldn’t risk moving in on House Pree until morning?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rhys confirmed. “We’ll have safe cover here for the night, and plenty of food. House Pree’s army is more extensive, and their palace is a little larger. It is best to wait until their feasts as we did tonight so our enemies are less dispersed. My scouts said this would be around ten o’clock in the morning. Did Dragir map out the route through the eastern jungle that will take you there unseen?” 
 
    “He did,” I replied. “How long does it usually take?” 
 
    “On foot, about an hour,” the elf guessed. “When you reach the coast, however, you must head into the canals. Otherwise, all of Lyralus will see you arrive, and we can’t have them up in arms before we finish off House Aelin.” 
 
    “Are you saying the merchants would defend the Elite?” I asked. 
 
    “It depends how many warriors remain,” Rhys explained. “The merchants in Nalnora are not violent by nature, they’re the few who live apart from the Houses. Working in the capital is all they can do to gain the resources they need, but the Elven Council consider them bound to servitude for refusing to conform to the hierarchy of the Houses. In the event of an attack, the Elite will force them to the frontlines of their own armies for the sake of increasing their numbers.” 
 
    “They’ll abduct the merchants regardless of their combat skills?” I snorted. “Fucking elves, man.” 
 
    “The Elite elves will do this,” Rhys clarified. “Those of us in the south have more dignity. We leave the others to themselves unless they trespass on our territory. Then we might sever a few of their limbs to teach them better, but that is all. Tomorrow morning, though, there will be plenty of the Elite’s men in the streets of Lyralus. They won’t hesitate to take action if they anticipate our arrival.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said with a nod, and the elf gestured to the ornate stairwell on the other side of the hall. 
 
    “The leader and his descendants live on the fifth floor,” Rhys told me. “You’ll find all the best loot up there, and with five needy women around, you probably--” 
 
    “Mason!” my women hollered, and the two of us turned to find them heading toward me in one bloody pack. 
 
    Rhys rolled his amber eyes. “Here we go…” 
 
    “Mason, we found a massive bathing room with heated pools on the second floor,” Aurora panted as she came to a stop in front of me. “Wanna watch us wash all this blood off each other before victory sex?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied point blank. 
 
    “If you want, I can go down on you as soon as I’m done to help you relax,” Nulena purred, and she sauntered into my arms. 
 
    “Only if I get to give him a massage, too,” Shoshanne insisted, and the cuddly woman promptly trotted over to steal a kiss for good measure. 
 
    “That all sounds good to me,” I murmured against her lips. “These elves are looting a bunch of shit. Do you want any jewels or anything?” 
 
    The healer shrugged. “No, thank you.” 
 
    “We have everything we could possibly want at home,” Cayla chuckled. 
 
    “Alright, well, why don’t you ladies go get undressed? I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Deya pouted. “I’m not getting all soapy without you.” 
 
    “I’ll hurry,” I chuckled, but my women didn’t walk away. 
 
    They turned to Rhys instead, and at first, I wondered what kind of smack talk they might come up with for the occasion, but they didn’t even bother. My women just leveled him with five cold, hard glares, and the warrior shifted uncomfortably under their gaze. The longer they stared him down, the more unnerved he got, and when he finally looked wild-eyed with fear, my lovers calmly strolled back down the hall to get ready for their bath. 
 
    Then Rhys let out the breath he’d been holding and shot me a crazed glance. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed. “So needy. What were you saying, though?” 
 
    Rhys blinked for a moment. “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I chuckled. “I’d better get going. Who knows how unruly my women might get if I don’t watch them rub soap all over each other? If you see Dragir again, let him know I’ve started on the design for that sight rune he came up with.” 
 
    I clapped the green-haired elf on the arm before I stepped around a few dead bodies to follow my pack of women, but then I paused to holler back to Rhys, who was still staring at my back. 
 
    “Hey, you arranged for someone to feed your locked-up wife while you’re gone, right?” I checked. 
 
    The elf rolled his eyes once more and turned away, and I shook my head as I headed in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Fucking elves,” I muttered to myself, but I didn’t dwell too long on the issue. 
 
    Part of me knew a woman like Aliasa had a better chance of killing her husband than he did of changing her entire personality, and it was probably only a matter of time before Rhys caught onto that fact as well. 
 
    Either that, or he’d end up burnt to a crisp in his bed. 
 
    So, I made my way to the second floor of the palace while I eyed the ornate buttresses and blood-drenched tapestries, and I nodded to the looting elves I passed who were dragging jewel-encrusted furniture out of bedchambers and stuffing gems into their pockets. 
 
    I couldn’t hear my women anymore, but I knew they’d gone in this general direction the last time I heard their voices, and I slowed to a stop when I came to a pair of deep blue doors unlike all the others. The arching doorway looked like it was hand carved from two solid chunks of raw sapphire, and I let out a low whistle while I admired the design. 
 
    Then I sent my powers to scan the interior chamber, and sure enough, there were five people inside. Lucky for me, the bathing room was silenced with runes, too, and I decided this day was just getting better and better as I parted the doors. 
 
    I was immediately immersed in steam as I entered the deep blue and vaulted chamber, and I considered the intricate iron torch mounts lining the walls between stone columns for a moment. There were too many cushioned lounging areas to count in here, and almost as many private bathing pools, but I let my gaze settle on what I had waiting for me in the biggest one. 
 
    My five naked women were only thigh-deep into the steaming water, and while they beckoned me over with coy grins and flirty giggles, I sealed the sapphire doors shut so no one could interrupt us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Mist drifted over me as I leaned back with a satisfied sigh, and Shoshanne’s thighs were splayed around my shoulders while she massaged my muscles from her perch on the pool’s edge. Reflections from the heated water glimmered across the vaulted blue walls of the elaborate bathing room, but as my lovers’ teasing voices echoed around me, my gaze drifted over their lathered bodies at the center of the pool. 
 
    The sheen of water clinging to their slender limbs was mesmerizing to watch as they playfully splashed one another every now and then, and whenever I laid my head back to rest, I found my healer sending me inviting smiles as she looked down at me. The steam flecking her caramel breasts made me salivate every time, though. So, I took yet another steadying breath to keep from bending Shoshanne over the edge of the pool because Deya was curled up against me and nibbling on my neck right now, and I definitely didn’t want to interrupt Nulena’s progress, either. 
 
    The ebony woman was still under the water with my cock halfway down her throat, and whatever her powers were doing made my entire lower half ache with pleasure. She hadn’t stopped suckling at my dick for who knew how long since Shoshanne was looking after her lungs, and this was part of the reason I was practically comatose as I sat on the bench lining the pool wall. 
 
    The heated water and firelight I was engulfed in was part of it, too, but I was beginning to wonder if the Elite elves had put some kind of aphrodisiac in the lavish bathing room. The heady scent of the white flowers planted along the perimeter kept my mind void of anything except the luscious women surrounding me, and I felt like I was melting into my seat while every touch from my lovers relaxed me another degree. 
 
    My women’s thick eyelashes had been hooded with lust from the moment they started bathing, and they’d seemed more than content to take their time lathering each other up. I’d already completely lost track of time in the steamy blue chamber, but as I felt Nulena’s tongue sliding against my shaft to coax another orgasm out of me, I embraced the haze. 
 
    Then another wave of pleasure surged through me as I let myself release deep into the ebony woman’s throat, and Nulena’s nails dug into my thighs while she forced me a little deeper like she couldn’t get enough of my tasty cream. My head collapsed against Shoshanne from the overwhelming sensation, and as my healer kept trailing her fingers through my hair, she chuckled with approval and watched me enjoy myself. 
 
    “Mason…” Aurora purred, and I looked ahead of me to find Cayla lathering the half-elf’s breasts from behind as the princess held the Ignis Mage flush along her front. “Are you almost ready for us?” 
 
    I managed a dazed nod while Cayla’s soapy fingers slowly wandered all over Aurora, and I slid my palm to Nulena’s shoulder under the water. Then I felt her throat vibrate against my cock to make my spine tingle, and I had a feeling she was stubbornly growling for more. 
 
    Still, I had four other women sending me tempting looks, and as much as I wanted to keep my immortal lover on her knees, I knew I couldn’t make them wait any longer. So, I locked my fingers around Nulena’s slender neck and forced her off my cock, and when the Baroness resurfaced, she licked her dripping wet lips. 
 
    “I was only half done,” Nulena said with a seductive grin. 
 
    “You have to share,” Shoshanne countered. 
 
    “Mason, can I be next?” Deya asked. “I’ve been so patient all day, haven’t I?” 
 
    “I’ve been patient, too,” the healer insisted. “Couldn’t you pleasure us both at the same time…” 
 
    I smirked as I considered my elf’s pleading gaze, but Aurora spoke before I formed any words. 
 
    “Give Deya what she wants first,” the half-elf purred while she traded spots with Cayla to wash the princess off for a while. “She’s had a rough day, and you know we always love watching you with her.” 
 
    “It turns me on to no end,” Cayla chuckled. 
 
    “She has been filling out more,” Nulena murmured, “and I can tell by the way she whimpers lately that she’s tender all over.” 
 
    The Baroness’ hungry eyes travelled across Deya’s swelling cleavage while she said this, and Shoshanne moaned with approval as she dragged her hands across my chest. 
 
    I felt my blood heat up as I realized all of my women were eager to get Deya in my hold, but when I followed their gazes, the droplets of water trickling along her creamy skin made the coy look in her eyes twice as enticing. 
 
    “Be gentle with her,” Shoshanne purred as she nipped at my ear. 
 
    Deya nodded in agreement as I slid my arm around her waist to pull her into my lap, and my pregnant elf turned around so she could straddle me in reverse. The soft sigh she let out as I teased her with the tip of dick made my grip tighten on her hips, and as she began to tremble with anticipation, I shifted my legs so she had to spread hers wider for me. 
 
    Then Deya gasped as I slid my rigid cock into her slick entrance, and while I started tracing circles across her clit, the beautiful elf instinctively rolled her hips for more. When my hands began to roam elsewhere, though, she laid back against me, and I moved her with slow, rhythmic thrusts as she let me explore every inch of her. 
 
    Deya was supple everywhere and soft like silk in the heated water, but her breasts were so full now that I couldn’t fit them in my palm anymore. It always drove her to the brink when I kneaded them, though, and tonight, even the slightest touch made her breath hitch as she squirmed in my hold. So, I gave the elf what she clearly needed while I took my time caressing her perked nipples, and her breathless moans seemed to draw my other women to us like a magnet. 
 
    Soon, their lips were trailing along my neck while their soapy bodies pressed in around us, and I cupped my pregnant elf’s belly to brace her more firmly against me. Then I slowly buried my dick deeper, and as Deya tilted her hips to let me take more, my hunger heightened.  
 
    The way my elf trusted me so completely made a possessive heat ignite in my chest, but I still made sure to restrain myself with her. Her trembling was increasing despite how eager she was, so I indulged Deya only a little at a time to make sure she lasted as long as I wanted. 
 
    My women couldn’t resist fondling her swelling figure like she was the most beautiful thing they’d ever seen, though, and I grinned as they readily gave the pregnant elf everything she wanted. Nulena couldn’t resist kissing her on command while Cayla obediently licked the steam from her neck, and whenever Aurora guided my hands back to Deya’s breasts, she made sure I kept them there while my elf melted between the four of us. 
 
    Steam and water lapped at her creamy figure as I watched my lovers devour the pregnant woman I had my dick buried inside of, and all the attention had Deya meeting my thrusts more urgently with each passing minute. 
 
    I could tell Shoshanne was loving the show, though, because her thighs tightened around my shoulders as one hand clung to my chest, and when Aurora and Cayla started flicking their tongues across Deya’s nipples, both the healer and my elf lost it. 
 
    Deya abruptly clutched my wrists to make me fuck her harder, and the moment I delivered, she spasmed around my cock as she felt my heated seed pouring into her. Then she kept me pulsing inside her as deep as she could take it while Shoshanne’s moans mixed with hers, and I let the sound of the two women fill my mind while I slowly eased up on Deya. 
 
    Her moans turned into soft whimpers again as I laid kisses along the nape of her neck, and I was about to get her ready for another round when the elf looked over her shoulder and giggled. 
 
    “Shoshanne’s jealous,” Deya murmured. “You should make her feel better, too.” 
 
    “Alright, but I want you on your knees later,” I growled into her ear, and the elf blushed all over as she sent me an obedient nod. 
 
    Then my women pulled Deya off me like they weren’t done with her, either, and I grinned as the pregnant elf happily let them kiss her all over for me. 
 
    When I turned around, though, I found Shoshanne flushed with arousal and looking starved for my attention, and I chuckled as I dragged her closer by the meat of her thighs. Then I delved my tongue into her heated entrance, and the healer collapsed back across the tile as she locked her fingers into my hair. 
 
    The sweet taste of her kept me lingering where I was despite how many times she orgasmed, but I tried not to make her wait too much longer. As soon as she was dripping wet for me, I crawled out of the pool, and Shoshanne’s breasts heaved with every breath as she wantonly spread her legs for me. She was so tight I had to take it easy on her to start with, though, and every inch I gave her made her quiver from the girth. The healer’s breaths came quicker as I watched her pussy lips strain around my cock, but when I caught the way she was looking up at me, a wolfish grin came to my face. 
 
    Shoshanne always let me take her anyway I wanted, but I knew the gentle healer liked it most when I got rough with her. So, when I saw the submissive glint in her eyes, I abruptly drove my full length into her with a firm thrust, and she shrieked with pleasure as she clutched her hair. 
 
    The feel of her taut tunnel immediately convulsing around my cock only spurred me on while her back arched from her orgasm, and I didn’t hold back anymore as Shoshanne latched her nails into my shoulders to brace herself. I kept her legs pinned up against her while every thrust drove me deeper into the unbelievably tight woman, and it wasn’t long before her silky entrance was blistering red from the force. 
 
    Still, Shoshanne kept clawing at me for more, and her warm brown eyes burned with desperation as she started moaning my name. 
 
    “Harder, Mason,” the healer whimpered. “I want more.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I chuckled between ragged breaths, but Shoshanne latched her nails into my arms so I’d force her legs further apart. 
 
    “More!” she begged. 
 
    Then my restraint snapped, and I gave her what she begged for while the taut walls of her tunnel scalded my cock. The caramel beauty’s gasps grated more and more as she became frothing wet for me, and it took all I had not to cum in Shoshanne as I watched her jolt violently beneath me while moaning my name. 
 
    When I pinned the caramel beauty down with all my strength, though, she quaked straight through to her core as her orgasm sent a wavering shriek rebounding off the walls, and I didn’t care how torn up my arms were getting as she clenched even tighter around my shaft. 
 
    Shoshanne was shaking uncontrollably beneath me when I finally released a torrent of semen into her searing hot tunnel, and her quivering moans kept me throbbing heavily as I filled her to the brim with my seed while I held her pinned in place. 
 
    Then Shoshanne’s brown eyes met mine with sheer adoration, and as her orgasm slowly ebbed, the caramel beauty finally went limp. 
 
    “Th-Thank you,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    “Fucking hell, woman,” I panted as I felt my legs giving out. “You’re gonna make me wreck this pussy taking you that hard.” 
 
    “But I like it,” Shoshanne murmured, and as she let out a shameless giggle, I caught her sultry grin with my lips. “My body is yours to wreck. You own every part of me, and I have your wonderful baby growing in my womb.” 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered.  
 
    “I love you, too. So much.” Her thighs were beginning to tremble with exhaustion when I eased myself out of her frothing tunnel, and I gently slid my shaft across her tight entrance to help her recover a bit. 
 
    My other women were already pawing at my legs, though, and it didn’t take much effort for them to drag me back into the heated water while Shoshanne struggled to sit up again. Then the healer sent me a lazy wink as she stroked her fingers along her cum-soaked pussy, and before I knew it, I was surrounded by my remaining women. 
 
    Aurora and Cayla began fighting over my lips while Nulena locked me in place between them all, and after that, I was in a watery abyss of slippery thighs and punishing kisses while I braced my women against the poolside, the bench, and each other to send their moans echoing throughout the vaulted chamber. Every time one of them got me to themselves, the others would gnaw at me and slide their drenched bodies all along mine to satisfy their urges, and I just fucked whoever had their thighs parted for me next. 
 
    Every once in a while, I’d drag my eyes off my dripping wet women to find Shoshanne and Deya cuddled up and languidly watching me pound deep into the others, but it only took a commanding look to bring the pair directly to me. Together, they were like a kitteny package of luscious curves and soft sighs, and my other women greedily helped me ravage them until they were blushing all over from the treatment. 
 
    Eventually, we ended up on the cushioned chaises surrounding the pools, but my women still weren’t done with me. So, I let them lap at my dick and make their sensual demands as long as they wanted, and watching the steam cling to their breasts and hips while they pouted and forced my fingers between their thighs was just the cherry on top of a pretty fucking great day. 
 
    At some point, though, the last of my lovers collapsed into my arms filled with my cum and without an ounce of energy left, and I must have been half asleep by then because I barely registered their legs hitching over mine while slender arms tangled themselves around me as well. 
 
    When I woke up, I felt wholly relaxed as I opened my eyes to steamy bliss, and Aurora was straddling me and sleeping on my chest while the rest of my body was tucked into a pile of moist women. I carefully shifted to get a look around, and I smirked as I eyed their still damp and wavy hair strewn across me and the cushions. 
 
    The torches had burnt out by now, but the early daylight sifted in through frosted windows lining the farthest wall, and I took a rejuvenating breath while the exotic scent of the flowers filled my lungs. 
 
    The fact that this alone made my blood start to travel south confirmed my suspicion about the aphrodisiac, and I grinned even more as I considered the tuckered out half-elf on top of me and how insatiable my women had been last night. 
 
    Then Deya sighed sleepily against my shoulder, and I felt her lips pucker into a kiss as she snuggled herself closer to my side. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” I murmured, and all five of my women answered with their own groggy responses while I chuckled my appreciation. 
 
    “Finally found something I love about Nalnora,” Aurora mumbled in my ear. “This room. I love this room.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Shoshanne sighed. “We should have one.” 
 
    “Mason, can we have one?” Cayla yawned. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I assured her. “We could swap out the sex jungle.” 
 
    “Nooo,” Nulena groaned without moving an inch. “Sex jungle stays.” 
 
    Deya giggled as she slowly dislodged herself from my women so she could sit up, and her pink hair tumbled in long waves over her supple breasts. 
 
    “I would like it to be more than a sex jungle now,” the elf decided. “We’re going to need so many orgasms from Mason during our pregnancies, and having a whole sex jungle mansion would be more ideal. Many waterfalls, many pools, and a giant bed made of moss so he can pin me down without my back bruising at all.” 
 
    Aurora chuckled as she dragged herself up off my chest, and I grinned at her erotic outline while she mussed her blue braids and arched her back to stretch out like a cat. 
 
    “I want tiger sex,” the half-elf yawned. 
 
    “What’s tiger sex?” I snorted. 
 
    “The five of us hide in the sex jungle mansion, you hunt us all down, and then one by one, we submit to your carnal appetite while you ravage us in the moss until we’re purring like kittens.” 
 
    I burst out laughing as I imagined all this, but Nulena let out an approving moan while Cayla meowed into my ear. 
 
    “I’m not sure Alfred would appreciate having to clean the mansion if we turn the whole thing into a jungle,” I admitted. 
 
    “He won’t have to,” Cayla assured me. “We’ll need a bigger home anyways, so expanding the jungle will be a separate endeavor.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Why do we need a bigger house?” 
 
    “For all the babies you’ll be giving us,” Deya giggled. 
 
    “Yes, they’ll need their own baby training hall…” Nulena mused. 
 
    “Their own shop for inventing baby contraptions,” Aurora added. 
 
    “And their own cozy rooms for winding down from all that super baby energy at the end of the day,” Shoshanne said in her healer’s tone. “Plenty of soothing colors, pillows, soft rugs, good lighting--” 
 
    “Plus, the babies will want their own bedrooms, I’m sure,” Cayla cut in. “Mine will be a royal after all, so it’s a given.” 
 
    “We have seven or eight rooms we already don’t use,” I reminded them. 
 
    “Then we’ll definitely be out of space by the year’s end,” Deya muttered while she kneaded her heavy breasts absentmindedly. “Think about it. A room for each of our illustrious babies, one little baby training hall, and of course an extra bedroom for when Nemris’ baby comes to stay over.” 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora sighed. “We’ll need a palace to accommodate all of Mason’s babies.” 
 
    Cayla gasped as she suddenly sat up. “A castle! Flynt Castle! No, Falmount Castle! Or both? We could just have two castles…” 
 
    “We’re going to need a bigger moat,” Nulena chuckled. 
 
    “And a tower for each baby,” Shoshanne decided. “Mason, can we have a castle with a tower for each baby?” 
 
    “Alfred should have a tower, too,” Cayla added. 
 
    “I mean… yeah, I don’t see why not, but I’m confused,” I admitted. “Can an immortal baby like the one I gave Nemris even come down to this world for a sleepover?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a spectra, right?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be a god or goddess?” Cayla countered. 
 
    “No!” Deya gasped. “I thought I would be the next goddess! Mason, does your immortal baby replace me now?” 
 
    The women shifted to look at me, but when I just stared blankly in response, their eyebrows inched higher. 
 
    “Mason, did you get a goddess pregnant without bothering to ask about the technicalities?” Shoshanne clarified. 
 
    “Well, I was kind of distracted by the whole gorgeous goddess offering up her womb thing,” I muttered. “So, no. I didn’t whip out a clipboard and take notes…” 
 
    Nulena snickered against my arm when I said this, and she rolled over with an amused grin on her ebony lips. 
 
    “You seem to like impregnating immortals without bothering to ask questions,” she mused.  
 
    “Hey, some immortals don’t bother telling people they’re immortal before they beg for babies,” I pointed out as I firmly tweaked the meat of her ass. 
 
    The Baroness laughed harder at this, though, and Deya anxiously shook the woman to get her attention. 
 
    “Nulena, do I not get to be a goddess now?” the elf demanded. “I want to be a goddess! How else am I going to have sex with Mason in all of his lives?” 
 
    “You’ll be a goddess,” Nulena chuckled. 
 
    “I’m so confused,” the elf groaned. 
 
    Cayla nodded. “Me, too.” 
 
    “I’m confused every time I remember Mason has a soul stalker,” Aurora muttered. “Bring babies into it, though, and my mind gives up completely.” 
 
    Then the Baroness sighed, and she sat up as she caught her long black hair to drape it over her bare shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll explain it for you again,” Nulena offered. “It’s quite simple, really. The only way for a god or goddess to create an heir to their domain is to live a life in the physical plane and pass their bloodline down. Nemris did so during her time here, but no one in her bloodline has lived long enough to ascend yet. So, that leaves her domain inheritance to you should you reach your one thousandth year. Dragir will ascend to preside over Death as a spectra at this time as well, and Nemris will take her place amongst the highest in the pantheon.” 
 
    “And your baby gets to inherit the domain of Destruction because Rekekis never made an heir?” Cayla clarified. 
 
    “Yes, he wanted to keep his domain for eternity,” Nemris replied. “Which goes against the rules of the pantheon. So, if a god or goddess passes up their chance to create an heir, their spectra is responsible for creating one when they reside in the physical plane. Which I have done with Mason, and our next child will become a spectra.” 
 
    “Look at you following the rules of the pantheon,” I teased, and the Baroness thwacked me on the chest. 
 
    “I couldn’t resist,” Nulena growled. “Don’t rub it in. Now, that brings us to the question of Mason’s child with Nemris. Nemris was not living in the physical plane when they conceived, she was visiting, so to speak. Mason impregnated her in her true form as a goddess, so their child will be a lightbringer.” 
 
    Deya’s eyes lit up on the spot. “Ooo, that sounds so magical! Will its hair glow?” 
 
    “Will it shoot light out of its fingertips?” Cayla gasped. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Nulena chuckled. “It won’t embody a strict form at all, in fact. It will be a force within the fabric of the cosmos.” 
 
    “What?” Aurora belted, and she clutched the tips of her braids in her excitement. “Mason’s a mystical force daddy?” 
 
    “Mason’s a father of the universe…” Shoshanne mumbled as her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Okay, no,” the Baroness laughed. “Imagine the embodiment of all good in the world.” 
 
    My women nodded while they did this, but my eyebrows were steadily furrowing as I began to feel like the room was spinning. 
 
    “Now, expand that idea to the good in all worlds,” Nulena continued. “This child is a source of light that gathers everything pure to itself and sends it back out in waves across the universe. It’s a living and immortal being, but they won’t walk or sleep at night, they’ll drift in a nebulous way through the cosmos. Mason’s child with Nemris will have a greater influence than a spectra or a god could have because no laws will govern it, and its powers are constantly growing. A being like this is highly respected by the pantheon given how rare it is for a mortal to be able to conceive one. It will be allowed to live with complete freedom to enact its will for the betterment of everyone who exists now as well as anyone who will ever exist.” 
 
    My women let out sighs of awe, but when they turned their gaping expressions toward me, I couldn’t do much because my lips and most of my extremities were numb. My brain wouldn’t move its gears properly, either, and after a long, silent moment of my women staring at me like I was some creator of the cosmos, I remembered to swallow again. 
 
    “I-I haven’t even had breakfast yet,” I stammered. “I just… can we not dive into existential shit this early in the morning? I kind of… I thought we could just slaughter our enemies today. Can we do that? I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    “But aren’t you curious about all this?” Deya pressed. “Mason, you’re the king of making babies.” 
 
    “You’re the god of making babies!” Aurora gushed. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re making god babies and more,” Cayla clarified. “That’s some powerful sperm you are firing out of those balls.” 
 
    “Verrrryyyy powerful sperm,” Deya sighed. “Soooo potent and… hmmmmm.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered, “but I’m gonna be Mason the mage today. You know, it’s been a long ass week, and we’ve got so many elves to murder today. Plus, these Wraith Witches are lurking around, and then there’s the Master, and Luir, and Rekekis, and I just… I really need a normal day today. The kind of a day a regular mortal on a revenge mission has.” 
 
    My women were visibly struggling with this, and they fidgeted with their hands for maybe a minute before they couldn’t contain it any longer. 
 
    “Nulena, will Mason’s force baby be able to kill gods with its kindness?” Deya blurted out. 
 
    “Will Mason’s force baby make it rain glitter to cheer people up?” Cayla asked. “Or is that too silly for a lightbringer?” 
 
    “It feels too silly,” Aurora muttered. “Will Mason’s force baby not need a bedroom, though? You said it won’t sleep.” 
 
    “Will its drifty nebula even fit in the house?” Shoshanne wondered. 
 
    “I’m sure Mason would make the house as big as twenty castles if he has to,” Cayla decided. 
 
    “But most importantly, think of what this means!” Deya squealed. “Whenever Nulena saves Mason from dying, she’ll be improving the universe because he’ll have to make more force babies with Nemris!” 
 
    That’s when I took a deep breath and wrestled my way out of my steamy lady pile, and while the next ten questions came tumbling out, I walked to the poolside and let myself tip forward. 
 
    Then I sank far below the surface, and I didn’t return until all the air had bubbled out of my lungs. 
 
    I’d learned by now that a mortal mind can only take so much at once, and with the tasks I had ahead of me right now, comprehending the complexities of cosmic fatherhood wasn’t doable. It was two hundred percent beyond my registry, and it definitely disrupted my vacation vibes. 
 
    So, I decided not to think anymore this morning, and I purposely zoned out of my women’s existential lesson while I toweled off and got dressed. I nodded to myself as I gathered up all my weapons just to confirm I still wasn’t thinking about anything cosmos related, but without being distracted by my lovers, something else occurred to me. 
 
    House Elyn was oddly quiet for a palace that was supposed to have hundreds of looting elves inside. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and headed for the door, and when I unsealed the sapphire and stepped out into the hall, I still didn’t hear anything. Then I sent my magic through the floor of every level, and by the time I finished scanning the grounds, my heart was slamming in my chest. 
 
    The first thought that occurred to me was whether the Wraith Witches had returned in the night, and I pushed my powers outward through the jungle to search for the bodies of my allies. I should have warned Rhys and Dragir about my smoky stalkers, or at least found a means of silencing the palace in case their singing drifted in, but luckily, I only found the usual Nalnoran creatures in the vicinity. 
 
    So, I rescanned the palace again with my metal magic instead, and then I narrowed my eyes as I realized there wasn’t a single weapon left in the place. The elves wouldn’t have grabbed their belongings if they were lured away by the witches’ song, which left only one other possibility, and I shook my head as I returned to the bathing room. 
 
    “They left,” I announced. 
 
    “Who left?” Shoshanne asked with a frown. 
 
    “Everyone,” I clarified. “It’s not time to leave, but they left, so if you want to get your kills, we’re gonna have to get creative as hell this time.” 
 
    “Those elven bastards!” Cayla shrieked, and my women lunged off the chaises like a furious tidal wave of nudity. 
 
    They didn’t even grab their bloody clothes off the tiles, either. They stormed toward the sapphire door with their eyes flashing in a way that made me instinctively jump aside, and I watched their pissed off asses strut through the halls while I quietly followed behind. 
 
    All the way to Bobbie, my naked women cursed, huffed, and knocked vases off tables, but when we got outside, they stopped beside the hull and turned to me with their arms crossed beneath their breasts. 
 
    “Mason, I know we said we wanted to be in charge of this massacre, and I know Dragir and Rhys are your allies,” Aurora growled, “but right now, I’m gonna be that girl and ask you to please help us kick their asses.” 
 
    “Yeah, how do we win this?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “And keep in mind, they are officially cheating!” Deya added as she stomped her foot. “I heard Rhys tell you no one should arrive so early at House Pree.” 
 
    I nodded. “You sure you want my help?” 
 
    “Yes,” the five women answered in unison. 
 
    “Alright, then get in the tank,” I sighed. 
 
    “You already have an idea?” Shoshanne gasped. 
 
    “Hell yeah, I do,” I chuckled. “You’re gonna need to wear your seatbelts, though.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    My women were haphazardly dressed in scraps of silk within five minutes, and Aurora had Bobbie going at full throttle as she tore through the jungle and screeched every few seconds from the violent ride. 
 
    I was busy wrestling with Deya in the seat beside me, though, because the beautiful elf still refused to wear a seatbelt, and the rest of my women watched the situation unfold from the safety of their harnesses. 
 
    “Deya, don’t--” I tried as her arms flailed mine away, and I grappled to try and force the straps over her head. 
 
    “I refuse!” Deya huffed. “You cannot strap me down with no sex, Mason Flynt!” 
 
    “Like hell, I can’t,” I growled as I finally managed to contain one arm. “You’re gonna end up embedded in the ceiling, hold still!” 
 
    “You will be in the ceiling if you don’t stop pestering me!” Deya screeched. 
 
    “Deya, put the damn belt on!” Shoshanne ordered. 
 
    “It’s for your safety,” Nulena insisted. 
 
    “I hate it!” Deya yelled while she bucked out of my grasp. “It’s too confining and frustrating, and I will bite you!” 
 
    “Ouch!” I yelped. “What the fuck? No biting without sex!” 
 
    “Ha! See?” Deya shot back. “It’s not fun!” 
 
    “Deya!” Aurora screamed as she glared over her shoulder. “Put the seatbelt on!” 
 
    Then my elf dug her elbow into my side before I could make my next attempt, but just as she opened her mouth to tell Aurora off, we hit what must have been a pile of rocks, and Deya shot straight up into the air with a shriek. 
 
    I clamped my hand on her arm just in time, though, and the moment I had her rooted in her seat again, the elf frantically grabbed around for her seatbelt. It was fastened in milliseconds, too, and Deya sent me a harried smile once she was secure. 
 
    “I’m okay,” the elf gasped. 
 
    I ground my jaw as I chose not to respond, and Cayla sent me an eye roll from across the hull. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” the princess called above the rattling of the tank. 
 
    “How willing are you to switch up your tactics?” I asked. 
 
    “Very willing,” Shoshanne said with a firm nod. “You plan it, and we’ll bring it all to fruition.” 
 
    “Good, then I think we can compromise and keep everyone happy today,” I decided. “Rhys and Dragir are taking their troop into the canals of the capital to avoid an uprising, but if they’re not playing by the rules, neither are we. We’ll risk making a minor scene heading into the city, and then switch to stealth mode once we arrive at House Pree.” 
 
    “What did you say about an uprising?” Nulena asked with an eager grin. 
 
    I smirked. “We’re still going to avoid that if we can. Where’s Stan?” 
 
    “Hiding,” Deya answered as she pointed to the drawer of lingerie. “After our dessert last night, he was still shaking like a little metal leaf, so we tucked him in for bed, and he hasn’t come out since.” 
 
    “Yeah, that cannon was more than he was prepared to handle,” I muttered. “Stan? You in there, buddy?” 
 
    The next few bumps of the tank sent lingerie scattering into the air, but after Aurora found a steadier path again, Stan just barely peeked his head up above the compartment edge. 
 
    “There’s our little hero,” Cayla cooed. “Come on out, Stan. You’re perfectly safe.” 
 
    Stan shook his head while he jostled around from the rugged drive, and my women crinkled their eyebrows in understanding. 
 
    “I know this trip’s been intense for you,” I admitted, “but I have a highly important mission that only you can carry out, and it doesn’t involve the cannon. It actually gets you out of this tank for the rest of the drive.” 
 
    Solana’s skull popped out from under a bra, and she didn’t hesitate to butt Stan onto her back before she jetted over to receive her orders. 
 
    Then Deya removed the lace thong from Solana’s tail so the dragon could steady herself better. 
 
    “Alright, you two,” I began. “This is a hero level operation, and you’ll need to be at peak performance. The lives of innocent elves are in your metal hands.” 
 
    Stan crossed his arms, and he pointedly tilted his head to the side. 
 
    “Apparently, innocent elves exist,” I sighed. “They’re the merchants of the capital, and they live apart from the Houses. Unfortunately, the Elite warriors will force them to fight for their Houses if they catch on that they’re under attack. So, that’s bullshit, and you and Solana get to be their heroes today. Deal?” 
 
    Stan puffed out his chest as he gave a dedicated nod. 
 
    “I knew I could count on you, buddy,” I praised while Aurora screeched her way over something that growled in agony. “Here’s the plan: we’re driving along the coast to make it to House Pree faster. Nulena will conceal us as best as she can, but once we’re done slaughtering these bastards, we’re making a huge scene for the women to get to House Aelin in record time. Your job is to fly through Lyralus and kill every Elite warrior you find, starting at the coast.” 
 
    The little metal man clutched his dragon’s spine in disbelief. 
 
    “I mean it,” I assured him. “Unleash your tiny wrath, little guy, because it isn’t a Flynt Family Massacre without you. Your task is not an easy one, though. Last time we were here, there were hundreds of warriors strolling around the capital, and all hell will break loose once they notice how many of them are dropping dead. So, fly fast, shoot faster, and be prepared to dodge hundreds of daggers. Do you think you can handle that?” 
 
     Stan began miming with a hint of insult, and I offered an apologetic nod while my women respectfully agreed with everything he said. 
 
    “I don’t know what I was thinking,” I admitted. “You’re right. This is nothing compared to infiltrating an impenetrable fortress full of ravenous, possessed beasts. I have complete faith in you. Let’s use those new erupter bullets I made you, though, just to keep mass panic to a minimum. Flaming or electrified elves will probably draw more attention.” 
 
    The little metal man nodded in agreement, and Solana let out a tiny screech before she zoomed over to the turret basket so they could load up. 
 
    “Erupter what?” Cayla gasped as she strained against her harness. “New bullets? W-What do they do? What’s erupting? Are they--” 
 
    “Patience, all will be revealed soon,” I chuckled before I turned to holler toward the driver’s seat. “Aurora, how’s it looking?” 
 
    “Great!” the half-elf anxiously screamed. “But I have no idea where we are.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and I unlatched my harness before I attempted to stagger my way to the front of the hull. 
 
    Twice I was thrown off my feet, and I narrowly missed cracking my skull open on the back of Aurora’s seat, but I managed to make it there with only a few scrapes and bruises. 
 
    “Where’s the map?” I asked as I clung to the grab bar. 
 
    Aurora avoided my gaze. “Um… it went flying somewhere.” 
 
    “Somewhere? Like, out the window somewhere, or in the hull somewhere?” 
 
    “Out the window,” the half-elf admitted. “I’m sorry! It’s windy, and loud, and I’m flustered up here, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, hold on,” I chuckled, and I braced myself against another upheaval while I summoned my Terra powers and sent them out ahead of us. 
 
    Then I sifted through the entire stretch of jungle until I found the streets of Lyralus only a couple miles ahead, and from there, it was pretty easy to locate House Pree. 
 
    It was the only building in the whole city with golden gates, golden roofs, and a fucking golden staircase leading to its golden doors. 
 
    I snorted while I shifted my attention back to Lyralus, though, and as I read through the schematics of the capital, I traced every building and road until I found the lower canals. As of right now, they were deserted, so I traveled directly south of the capital, and that’s where I finally found Dragir’s troops. They were probably about thirty minutes away from House Pree depending on how their trek through the canals went. 
 
    “Alright, take us a little to the east for a couple minutes,” I told Aurora while we bombed through a patch of ferns with poor visibility. “The jungle opens up sooner over there, and you can head directly north. Once you hit the coast, follow the beach until you see a square where four roads converge. One of the roads is a slim straightaway that drops down a hill, and there’s no shops in that area. Only high stone walls on either side, so it’s not too crowded. At the end of that straightaway, you’ll meet a lower road that lines a rocky embankment. Follow that, and it’ll lead you to House Pree.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Aurora panted as she wrestled with the throttles, and I stumbled back to my seat while my women gasped every time I got thrown into the walls. 
 
    I was just fastening my harness when a clap of thunder broke out overhead, though, and I stared at the ebony woman across from me while she nervously kept busy smoothing her black silk top out. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Aurora roared as rain suddenly hammered the tank. 
 
    “Mason, the witches!” Shoshanne worried. “They must be close!” 
 
    “Not the teeth,” Deya whimpered as she clutched her belly. 
 
    “Nulena?” I calmly inquired. “How long have the witches been following us?” 
 
    The Baroness blinked innocently “Hmm?” 
 
    “A while, then,” I realized. 
 
    “Only since we left House Elyn,” Nulena replied. 
 
    “Nulena,” Deya groaned. “How could you not tell us?” 
 
    “How could you not attack them?” Shoshanne demanded as she tried to glare around Cayla’s head. 
 
    “I like them, okay?” Nulena snapped. “Mason said I don’t have to kill them!” 
 
    “Uhhh, no, I didn’t,” I scoffed. “I said maybe.” 
 
    “You said what?” Shoshanne shrieked. 
 
    “Fuck the witches,” Cayla growled. “How are we murdering these elves?” 
 
    “Hold on,” I sighed, and I turned my head to holler toward the turret basket. “Stan, you’ll be flying in a storm, do you copy? Stan?” 
 
    No sounds came back to me, though, and I sent my powers into the turret to look for the little guy, but when I didn’t find him anywhere, Nulena’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “He already left?” Cayla gasped. 
 
    “So, I could have mentioned the witches sooner,” the Baroness admitted. “But I only wanted to study their behavior without everyone freaking out about it! And I will point out, they didn’t harm us, did they?” 
 
    “No, they just told your brother about our whereabouts, and now Stan has to struggle through a raging storm,” Aurora growled from her seat. “He’s probably so scared!” 
 
    “We’re circling back to this,” I informed Nulena as a bolt of purple lightning shot through the canopy. “Aurora, stay on track. We’re only a couple minutes away from the coast, and there’s a chance the storm isn’t over Lyralus. The rest of you, pay attention. Rhys said House Pree has more warriors than House Elyn, and if we’re going in there alone, we need to play this smart. Dragir’s troops will be there within fifteen minutes of our arrival, and I vote we let them deal with the guards themselves to start this time.” 
 
    “I agree,” Deya said in a curt tone. 
 
    “Our primary target is Pyrs and his three sons,” I continued. “So, once we near the palace, we’ll find a hidden area to stow the tank, and we’ll move in on foot while Nulena keeps us concealed.” 
 
    “No cannon?” Cayla asked as she puckered her lips. 
 
    “You can go apeshit on House Aelin,” I assured her, and the princess was immediately placated. 
 
    “I do want to kill as many warriors as we can, though,” Shoshanne said. “This is a massacre, not just an assassination.” 
 
    “But I get to kill the leader and his sons!” Deya announced. “Cayla and Aurora got to storm the gates last night, so it’s my turn to be top killer!” 
 
    I nodded. “We can make all this work as long as we utilize the proper weaponry.” 
 
    “Blades?” Nulena guessed, and I shook my head. 
 
    “Too slow,” I replied. “We’re going with stealth ammunition.” 
 
    “Aurora, guns!” the princess hollered as she bounced in her seat. 
 
    “Guns!” the half-elf cheered while she bombed over a fallen trunk. 
 
    “Yes, guns,” I chuckled. “The stealth fire ammunition that Stan’s been using is a silent killer, and I’ve runed about sixty magazines with it for the AR-15s. When I tested it out on our rifles, the discharge did make the smallest sound, but it won’t matter with Nulena’s magic around us. Even if the elves did hear it, they’d have no idea what it is anyways. Taking this approach means we have to be careful about how we make our way through the palace, though. The enchanted fire burns faster than any other, so we’ll stick together, and you ladies can burn full chambers down along the way. I altered the strength of the burn on our ammunition, too, just for safety’s sake, so it does have its limits. One bullet will burn up about four hundred square feet. Fire two, and the larger chambers should be handled. Four to five for the great hall.” 
 
    “I love when you plan our massacres,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    “You think of everything,” Cayla purred. 
 
     “But how will I kill the leader and his sons?” Deya asked. “Quietly burning them alive is not so fun for me.” 
 
    “Right,” I muttered. “Are you still okay with using a gun? Just to save some time…” 
 
    “Yes, that could be fun enough,” the elf replied. “As long as they know it’s me killing them, and I get to make a huge scene about it.” 
 
    “I can work with that,” I decided. 
 
    Then Aurora screeched at the top of her lungs, and as we all whipped our heads to the side, the ferns abruptly ended at a blanket of blue water. 
 
    “Left!” I bellowed. “Veer left!” 
 
    My women’s screams nearly deafened me as the tank skidded and began to tip sideways over the cliff, but I quickly sent my metal magic through the frame and forced the treads back to the ground. The screaming didn’t stop, though, because Aurora had to crash down a rocky ridge to get to the beach from here, and I tried to bellow for Nulena to silence the tank, but she didn’t hear me. She was too busy screaming with joy through the deadly descent. 
 
    So, when Bobbie finally careened onto the glassy beach of Lyralus, a thundering crunch came with us, and multicolored shards of substrate flew in all directions. 
 
    “Shield!” I bellowed once more, and this time, Nulena heard me. 
 
    “Yes, Mason!” the Baroness laughed. 
 
    Then Aurora went full throttle again as more shards of glassy pebbles were kicked up behind the tank, and beyond the rattling of substrate against steel, I could hear shouts coming from the capital. 
 
    I twisted to get a look out the window behind me, and the first thing I noticed was that the road running along the beachside was packed with carriages and carts. Creamy blue and beige stone shops were in the middle of their morning rush, and the majority of elves I saw wore the stately robes or warrior garb of the Elite. 
 
    Regardless of their attire, though, they were all frantic while they tried to figure out where the enormous metal contraption disappeared to, and they hollered in Elvish as glaives were drawn from backs and raggedy merchants attempted to flee. 
 
    On the bright side, it wasn’t raining here, but when I saw a few warriors suddenly lurch forward as their chests erupted with blood, I did a double take. Only a streak of silver gave away Stan’s path as more and more elves got tiny erupter bullets directly in the heart, and I grinned a bit while I turned back around to find my women wide-eyed and pale in their harnesses. 
 
    “Stan made it alright,” I announced. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Cayla said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Aurora, keep an eye out for that square,” I called toward the front. 
 
    “It’s straight ahead,” Aurora reported. 
 
    “Do you see the slim straightaway?” 
 
    “No?” Aurora yelled, and I tore my harness off again so I could join her at the helm. 
 
    “Slow down,” I warned, “it’s that narrow pass to your left.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” the half-elf cursed, and I barely caught the grab bar in time as she slammed on the brakes. 
 
    “Easy,” I urged, “take your time, and remember, you’re invisible, but you can still break shit apart.” 
 
    “I know,” Aurora panted, “but I don’t think we can fit through there with all the elves walking around…” 
 
    I squinted as I scanned the slim road that sloped down a steep hill, and between the high stone walls, dozens of armed warriors were making their way to and from House Pree. 
 
    “Run ‘em over,” I said with a shrug. “Be quick about it, though. Cayla, get a machine gun loaded up to handle the runaways!” 
 
    The princess snickered with glee as she unlatched her seatbelt and ran for the turret basket, and a second later, Bobbie thunked over four elves. The looks on the faces of the other pedestrians brought a heartless giggle out of my half-elf while she forged ahead and flattened them all with her invisible tank, and as the elves further down the straightaway began to sprint away at top speed, Cayla opened fire. 
 
    “House Flynt!” Deya cheered, and Shoshanne whistled her approval while Nulena chuckled mirthlessly with every thunk of the treads. 
 
    I just sighed and listened to my women’s collective enjoyment as Aurora laughed her ass off all the way down the road, but as soon as we made it to the end, I ordered Cayla to cease fire as I pointed to the right. 
 
    “The golden roofs you see in the distance are House Pree, and that’s the lower road over there,” I told Aurora. “Take it into the jungle on the east side of the palace, but try to break through the gates as far from the entrance as possible. We’re entering through the back for this.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” Aurora said with a diligent nod. 
 
    Then she steered us onto the lower road just as a horse-drawn carriage crossed into our path, and the half-elf shrieked again while she tried to avoid them. 
 
    It was too late, though, so we killed two horses, crushed the carriage, and broke the rocky embankment to shit with our tungsten frontend, and I grimaced as a cascade of boulders tumbled down behind us from the impact. 
 
    “Keep driving,” I muttered to Aurora, and the half-elf sighed with defeat as she nodded once more. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” Shoshanne assured the woman. 
 
    “This is fun,” Nulena decided. “We should do this more often.” 
 
    “And we’re still winning, right, Mason?” Deya asked. 
 
    “Let me check,” I replied, and I summoned my powers while two carriages collided with the side of our invisible hull. “Dragir’s troop are making good time. We’ve probably got twenty minutes before they get to House Pree, so we can’t risk any more missteps.” 
 
     Cayla’s cheeks were flushed with excitement as she rejoined us in the hull, and she sent me a glittering smile before she strapped in again. Aurora was making decent headway despite how many unsuspecting pedestrians were crossing our path, and as the road took us up a long incline, the rest of House Pree came into view. 
 
    Then all of us hissed as the sunlight reflecting off the swaths of gold blinded us. 
 
    “Slow down,” I ordered. “There’s guards all along the entrance gate, and if we keep hitting elves, they’re bound to raise the alarm. Let these three carriages pass.” 
 
    Aurora followed my instructions to a tee while I helped her guide the tank past the gilded entrance of House Pree, and it looked like at least two hundred elven guards were strolling the extensive grounds of the palace. It was still too early for anyone to be headed in for their ten o’clock feast, but when I sent my powers into the palace itself, I found most of the residents occupying the lower floors at the moment. 
 
    Once we rounded the eastern perimeter, we followed the road into the shade of a dense grove of trees, and the damp air cooled down while we headed deeper into the jungle that flanked this side of House Pree. 
 
    “Nulena, you can silence this next part, right?” I checked. 
 
    “I could,” the Baroness confirmed, “but it might be more fun to let things get a little out of hand. The guards will be in a panic, mayhem will ensue--” 
 
    “Nooo,” Aurora and Shoshanne both growled. 
 
    “Fine,” Nulena sighed. “Charge at will. I’ll make sure no one hears us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “Aurora, there’s a spot about eight hundred feet ahead where the trees thin out. Veer off the road there, and then throttle up, because the gold fencing’s secured by a solid slab of marble.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Aurora snorted. “Wait, this part right here is clear.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as the half-elf abruptly turned off the road and crushed a few dozen ferns, but as I sent my powers through the soil to check our entrance, I jumped to stop her. 
 
    “No, don’t--” 
 
    Aurora collided with the marble before I could stop her, and I tumbled onto the floor of the hull as Elvish shouts rose up just beyond the gilded perimeter. 
 
    Bobbie rocked and lurched through the marble rubble while prongs of gold screeched along our hull, and I crawled as best I could to grab the pistol from the mount on Aurora’s seat. My half-elf had sped up when she found herself surrounded by guards in the trees, though, so I latched my arm on the ledge of the window to stay in place while I took aim at the warriors who were still perplexed about their suddenly destroyed fence. 
 
    Once elves started bursting into flames, several others began running toward the palace, but Cayla was beside me now as she tore the other pistol from Aurora’s seat. The two of us managed to pick off every elf before they made it out of the jungle, and while I checked for any stragglers, Aurora slumped and steered us north. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the half-elf groaned. 
 
    “It’s fine, you’re still doing great,” I assured her. “We definitely need to hurry, though, because the front guards will have heard the others panic.” 
 
    “I handled it,” Nulena announced in a bored tone. 
 
    “Aww, thank you!” Deya giggled. 
 
    “Perfect,” I agreed. “Aurora, take Bobbie another six hundred feet ahead and park her. Ladies, get your guns.” 
 
    My women cheered as they unlatched their harnesses, but when Deya couldn’t get hers undone, she began jolting against the straps again while her face turned a furious red. 
 
    “Mason Flynt, your ridiculous straps won’t release me!” the elf growled. 
 
    “The button,” I sighed as I came over to help, and I couldn’t contain my shit eating grin as the red-faced elf glared at me. “You just push this down all the way…” 
 
    “I did,” Deya curtly insisted. 
 
    I nodded and failed to stop snickering as she stalked toward the wall of guns, but now that Bobbie was parked, it was officially go time. 
 
    “Okay, the stealth magazines are on the far left,” I instructed while my five women looped rifles over their shoulders. “Lightning mags are in the middle, fireball on the far right. Unruned mags are in the second row. Grab a little of everything because once Dragir gets here, we’re shifting gears.” 
 
    “Hell yes,” Cayla sighed as she began lining her belt with ammunition, but then she furrowed her brow. “I don’t have enough room for this arsenal…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I muttered. “Open the compartment at your feet, and everyone grab a chest rig. You’ll have eight pouches for your AR mags on the front, six for the 1911s on the sides, and another four ARs on the straps. The belts in the middle of the compartment have pouches for a mix of both, and on the right are the belts with pouches and sheaths in case you want to slit some throats later.” 
 
    “Mason fucking Flynt,” Cayla moaned as she squatted with splayed thighs and stared into the compartment of leather. 
 
    I grinned. “I stopped by your favorite leather guy’s shop this week. By the way, he’s relocating to Falmount next month.” 
 
    “I’m going to love you for my next thousand lives,” the princess informed me. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Obviously,” I snorted. “We only have about seventeen minutes, though, so let’s move it along.” 
 
    My lovers wrestled around each other to pick out chest rigs and belts, and I grabbed a spare belt for myself before we all rifled through our ammunition stash to load up. 
 
    “I’m starving,” Shoshanne muttered while she shoved four more magazines into the pouches tucked beneath her breasts. 
 
    “Me, too,” Aurora admitted. “Alfred says I’m ten percent less effective on an empty stomach. I hope that doesn’t throw me off.” 
 
    “How about dessert for breakfast?” I offered. 
 
    “Yes, please!” Deya sang. 
 
    So, I dug through Alfred’s bag of snacks while my lovers finished picking out their magazines, and I handed out bundles of chocolate cake to my armed women on their way to the driver’s hatch. Then I finished lining my second belt with a few different options, grabbed a rifle, sealed the armory, and turned toward the turret basket. 
 
    Once I pulled out two batches of 7.62 mm rounds, I grabbed three long leather straps out of the lock box, and I hitched two of them to the canisters before I looped them across my chest on both sides. Then I opened the commander’s hatch and unmounted a M240, and Cayla’s cheeks were packed with cake while she stared at me securing my last leather strap to the machine gun. 
 
    I sent her a wink as I hitched the gun to my back, and after I jumped down from the tank, I sealed Bobbie’s entrances and headed deeper into the trees. 
 
    “This way,” I directed. 
 
    My princess whimpered through her cake as she stumbled after me, and my women promptly followed suit while they nibbled on their breakfasts. I smirked as they made pleased noises here and there during our trek, but I was mostly focused on my powers while I scanned the grounds around us and the palace floors as well. 
 
    When I found a secluded area, I adjusted our direction to bring us into the gardens of House Pree, and we came out onto a well-groomed path with dense shrubs and exotic flowers pressing in on both sides.  
 
    My women admired the landscaping while we passed dozens of enormous golden statues, and each one depicted the creatures of Nalnora in various treacherous poses. The gardens were deserted aside from the statues, though, and they happened to let out at the far back corner of the east wing, which was where we were headed. 
 
    “Once we’re inside, you can go ahead and burn this entire half of the palace if you want,” I told my women. “The leader and his sons are on the west side, fourth floor, third hallway on the left. Last room.” 
 
    “H-How do you know that?” Aurora asked with bewilderment. 
 
    “He’s the guy with the twenty golden rings on his hands, remember?” I snorted. 
 
    “Did I mention that I love it when you plan our massacres?” Shoshanne purred. 
 
    “You did,” I chuckled. “There’s three elves in the chamber with the leader right now, and they all have gilded swords. If memory serves, his sons wore a similar set.” 
 
    “They did,” Deya sighed. “You wore a more respectable dwarven design at the time, and I remember how gaudy I considered theirs by comparison.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow as I glanced back at the elf, and she blushed while she slipped her last bite of cake into her mouth. 
 
    “What?” the pink-haired elf giggled. “I was crazy about you… of course, I paid attention to every little detail so I could think about it while I fell asleep at night. You also had black boots with scuffed toes that I found incredibly masculine and cavalier, and whenever you thought I was distracted, you got a very desperate look on your face while you stared at my backend. So, naturally, I pretended to be distracted quite often.” 
 
    Now, I felt my own cheeks beginning to burn while my women chuckled, and I quickly turned back around as a brazen grin came to my face. 
 
    “That’s fucking adorable,” I mumbled. “This is our exit.” 
 
    I ducked off the trail into a grove of ferns before we reached the head of the path, and as I crept to the edge of the grass, I eyed the open grounds in front of us. A troop of guards lined the back of the palace where a pair of lofty gilded doors were flanked with stained glass, but as I sent Nulena a nod, I felt another wave of her enchantments sifting around us. Then a veil of fine mist billowed up to conceal us, and we hurried across the open lawn to the back of the palace. 
 
    I held up a finger to my women, though, as we gathered beside the stone, and I sent my powers through the wall to track the group of residents passing on the other side. As soon as they turned the next corner, I opened the stonework just enough for us to pass through, and I dipped my head inside to look around. 
 
    Then I straightened up, stepped aside, and motioned for my women to enter. 
 
    “Give ‘em hell,” I chuckled. 
 
    Cayla took a deep, shaky breath, and a light shiver coursed through my spine as I considered my women’s identical lethal grins. Then they all brought their rifles around from their backs, and my lovers left chocolatey kisses on my lips as they each giggled a “thank you” and filed past. 
 
    I smirked for a second as I eyed the troop of clueless guards not fifty feet away, but then I pulled my own rifle around and followed the trail of flawless asses into House Pree. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    At this point, my women’s ammunition covered up more of their bodies than their silky clothes did, so from behind, it looked like they had nothing but magazines and guns on while they strutted through the decadent hall. 
 
    I didn’t even register the finery around me aside from acknowledging the dark red rugs contrasted nicely with my women’s leather boots, and it took me two and a half seconds to decide this get up should be the official garb of House Flynt. 
 
    Silk thongs, leather straps, and a shit ton of weapons and ammo bandoliers. 
 
    Then I realized Cayla was trying to get my attention, and I tripped to a stop while I blinked myself out of the staring contest I was having with her porcelain legs. 
 
    “Huh?” I mumbled. 
 
    “Would you mind?” the princess purred as she gestured ahead of her, and I craned my neck to find ten closed and gilded doors lining the hall. 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied as I waved my hand. 
 
    Then the nearest doors were thrown open, and while Nulena kept us all veiled in her enchantments, we headed forward. 
 
    The elves in the chambers stared in stunned silence at the empty doorways, and it was rather satisfying to watch them slowly stand up from their polished table while we held six loaded AR-15s only ten feet away. It would be so easy to kill them right here, and considering they oozed arrogance just with a single expression, it was more than tempting. 
 
    Their long red velvet robes fell in piles of wasted fabric at their feet, and the hair that hung to their waists was perfectly kempt. They also had about two-million-gold worth of jewels and furniture in their one chamber, and the daggers lining their belts were ornately crafted more for style than longevity. 
 
    Still, their well-worn sabers and hardened builds proved they were as trained for combat as anyone in the southern Houses, and my women and I only numbered six in a palace of hundreds. 
 
    So, I reminded myself to be patient as Cayla raised her rifle, and none of the wealthy elves heard the stealth fire bullets striking the wall a second later. 
 
    None of them suspected how much danger they were in, either. Instead of pulling their weapons out, they haughtily muttered in Elvish and checked the deserted hall for a moment, and I grinned from a foot away as I eyed the barely perceptible charring that had started in the far corner of the chamber. 
 
    Then the sneering elves reclosed the door and turned the lock, and this only made it easier for me to melt the metal and be sure there was no chance of warning the rest of the residents.  
 
    The fact they had silencing runes in their chambers was a stroke of luck that had me practically bouncing with every step, though. 
 
    From there, every room we passed got two more bullets as my deadly lovers steadily proceeded through the next five hallways on the lower level, and I kept directing them along the most effective path while I forced doors open in passing. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks when we stumbled across a training hall with nearly eighty hulking warriors in battle mode, and I raised my eyebrows as I realized House Pree’s best fighters were considerably bigger than myself. 
 
    They were closer to the chiseled soldiers of House Syru, except instead of tungsten battle axes, they wielded gold ones as well as matching maces, and they moved with the swift precision of any warrior I’d met in Nalnora. 
 
    For a brief moment, I was acutely aware of the dangers we’d risked when my five pregnant lovers and I decided to stroll into a palace full of these guys, but then I caught Aurora’s careless smirk beside me. 
 
    My half-elf didn’t hesitate to fire five stealth rounds into the walls of the chamber, and when she promptly continued on her way, I let the sassy sway of her hips lure me onward. 
 
    Soon, the sounds of staves and striker heads colliding faded into the background as we quickened our pace, and every now and then, I’d sidestep my path to send three shots up the stairwells we came across. Whenever Nulena and Deya branched off to handle the smaller passageways, I waited behind while I tracked the silent burn through the walls and ceilings, and then the pair sent me sinful smiles as they returned to position. 
 
    So, I proceeded to break into any chamber my lethal women turned their barrels toward as the blaze spread rapidly behind us, and we were more than halfway through the east wing before any shouts rose up in the unruned hallways. 
 
    At this point, it was too late, though.  
 
    The rafters were already beginning to cave in from the uncontrollable burn, and as the screams grew louder and more frantic, my lovers chuckled and turned into the next hall. 
 
    “Dragir’s seven minutes away,” I warned. “It’ll take him a while to fight his way into the place, but if you take the next two lefts, you’ll find a stairwell that’ll lead us to the leader on the fourth floor.” 
 
    “Already?” Cayla muttered as she and Aurora fired four more stealth shots into adjacent chambers. “I suppose we’ll have to save the rest of these kills for after the assassination.” 
 
    “It’ll be a nice way to sandwich the main event,” Aurora pointed out. “For now, the elves can get riled up into a frenzy. Nulena, don’t you always say heightened terror and panic makes for a more satisfying murder?” 
 
    “I’ve taught you well,” Nulena sighed while she pointed Deya down a short passageway. “It does indeed triple the satisfaction in my experience. On a scale like this, though, it’ll be practically orgasmic. Prepare yourselves.” 
 
    Deya nodded while she lit the whole passage up in a matter of seconds. “We will have to share so many kills with my brother’s warriors, though. That is less satisfying.” 
 
    “We’ll have already won by then,” Shoshanne chuckled. “Mason, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think Aurora’s right,” I told them. “So far, you’ve ensured at least a couple hundred burn alive, and once the leader and his sons are dead, the victory will probably be sweeter for you ladies if you get a decent slaughter fest in, too. Plus, orgasmic murder scenes are kind of your thing lately.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Deya sighed. “You know us so well.” 
 
    Then my women fired a volley of stray bullets down the three halls intersecting where we stood, and once they finished unleashing a silent and raging inferno, they turned sweet smiles in my direction as they reloaded. 
 
    “Turn left,” I said with a grin, and we burned the next sixteen chambers we passed before we headed into a broad marble stairwell. 
 
    By the time we reached the second story, the flames from our last onslaught were spreading wildly through the upper floors of the east wing, and I could sense the elves up there racing around to find an escape route. 
 
    Groups of warriors were already banding together in the west wing to search the palace now, and they gathered in troops of ten and twenty while they fanned out to find the culprit setting the fires. The guards in the grounds were alerted to the attack soon after, and security was being doubled both inside the golden entrance and all down the gold steps into the courtyard. 
 
    When I sensed the head of House Pree being joined by forty of his men, though, I urged my women to pick up the pace. 
 
    “I’ll have to help Dragir when he arrives,” I told them as we ran up the next marble flight of stairs. “Security’s increasing, and these warriors are stronger than his.” 
 
    “But my assassination!” Deya gasped. “I don’t want you to miss it!” 
 
    “I would never,” I chuckled. “Take the hall to the right at this next landing.” 
 
    My women did as I instructed, but not before they turned to empty their magazines into the stairwell we’d just come from. Then they stowed away their rifles and sprinted ahead, and we passed by three groups of heavily armed and burly scouts without being seen. 
 
    “Pyrs and his sons are in the last chamber of the hall coming up,” I reported, and as we turned the corner, I saw another twenty warriors pass through the gilded doors before the chamber closed again. “Deya, you’ve got over sixty elves to take care of.” 
 
    “Really?” the elf asked with a delighted smile. “Oh, my goodness! This is so exciting, I can’t believe it’s time! My first official assassination!” 
 
    “Yay!” Shoshanne laughed. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” Nulena told Deya. “This is a turning point in your life! Enacting revenge through the most violent means is a rite of passage in my family.” 
 
    “Mason enacted it pretty well on her behalf last time we were here,” Cayla chuckled. “This will be like a grand finale, though.” 
 
    Deya made an adorable squeaking sound as she sent a sappy smile over her shoulder. “Mason, remember the way you destroyed Pyrs’ hideous statue of my mother? I do! It was so chivalrous, and bold, and attentive, and--” 
 
    “Nostalgia later,” Aurora panted as we came to a stop at the end of the hall. “Right now, it’s massacre time.” 
 
    “Right,” Deya agreed with a sharp nod. 
 
    Then she began fussing with her top to make her creamy breasts as plump as possible, and while Nulena shimmied her chest rig so it wouldn’t obstruct the view, I sent my metal powers through the room to check Pyrs and his sons were all accounted for. 
 
    I found the same golden rings and three matching hilts at the center of the mass of warriors, and since the chamber was silenced, I couldn’t hear the conversation taking place inside. Judging by the placement of everyone, though, I assumed the leader was addressing his personal guards, which meant they could be preparing to move out. 
 
    “Clock’s ticking,” I told Deya. “Give me your rifle.” 
 
    The elf furrowed her brow and clutched her AR-15 closer. “I thought you said I could shoot them all…” 
 
    “Yeah, but I meant with this,” I clarified, and I pulled the machine gun from my back. “Trade?” 
 
    Deya lit up like a Christmas tree as the gun was snatched from my hold and replaced with an AR-15, and Cayla had to steady herself on the giant gold urn beside her while she watched Deya stroke the M240 with adoration. 
 
    “You lucky little elf,” the princess whimpered. “This is the assassination of my dreams.” 
 
    “Make it count,” Aurora snickered. “These elves are the first in Nalnora to find out firsthand what happens to entitled assholes who try to lay claim to a womb as immaculate as yours.” 
 
    “Yes, these assholes could not handle a womb like mine!” Deya agreed as she angrily stomped her foot, and I smirked as my women continued amping her up. 
 
    “Prove it, then,” Nulena urged, and her two-toned eyes glittered with bloodlust. “Show them what kind of carnage a womb like yours is capable of.” 
 
    “I will!” the elf scoffed. 
 
    “And channel all of Mason’s baby’s energy into your trigger finger,” Cayla recommended. “It’ll make everything else just kind of fade into the background as a deadly calm washes over you, and with an energy like that coursing through you, you’ll pretty much guarantee no one survives the baby’s wrath.” 
 
    “And they deserve my baby’s trigger finger wrath!” Deya growled. “How dare they destroy my gorgeous and highly superior ancestors! How dare they try to pull the same stunt on me!” 
 
    “So foolish,” Nulena purred with a murderous grin. 
 
    “So rude,” Shoshanne muttered. 
 
    “The rudest,” Deya scoffed, but then she abruptly shrank behind her machine gun. “Shit, I’m so nervous! Mason, will you help me make a big entrance?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I assured her. “But first, you need some ammo.” 
 
    “Good idea,” the elf agreed, and she let me strap a canister over her shoulder. 
 
    Then I got the belt loaded, adjusted her straps, and stepped back to admire her cute little belly bump. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” I asked. 
 
    “Um… kick the door down!” Deya decided. “Really hard, too. So, if I pretend to kick, will you use your powers to blast them open?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I will,” I said with a grin. “I’ll seal the seams first, too. That way it’ll make a shit ton of noise.” 
 
    “Make the doors hit the walls and everything,” Shoshanne added. “Then, Deya, stroll in and say something amazing before you gun them all down.” 
 
    “What should I say?” Deya asked while she fussed with her long pink hair. 
 
    “Hi, I’m pregnant?” Cayla snorted. 
 
    “Room service!” Aurora laughed. 
 
    Shoshanne looped her arm in mine. “Property of Mason Flynt, bitches…” 
 
    “Honestly, you could just smile and kill them all,” Nulena admitted. “You radiate fertile beauty, and that’s shocking enough.” 
 
    “All lovely options, but not quite right,” the elf mused as she tapped her chin. “It should be threatening, but in a fun and unexpected way…” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I announced, and I pulled the elf closer while I cupped my hand around her pointed ear. 
 
    Then I whispered my own suggestion, and when I pulled away, Deya’s violet eyes were glittering as her smile widened. 
 
    “Aww, it’s so cute!” Deya moaned. “I love it.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Cute?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s perfect,” Deya decided. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a shrug. “Make sure you show it off before you start firing, though. The line’s more effective that way.” 
 
    My beautiful elf was all blushes and giggles as she nodded in agreement, and her excitement was so infectious, my other women were just as giddy while we all stepped aside to give Deya the spotlight. Then the pink-haired elf spent a moment lining up her kick, and I let my powers seep through the solid gold doors to seal them shut. I took stock of the weapons in the room as well, so I’d be prepared to disarm everyone, and then I sent my elf a nod when I was ready. 
 
    “Alright, here goes,” Deya whispered, and she was all geared up to kick when she suddenly gasped and stepped away again. “Ahh, I’m still nervous!” 
 
    “You can do it,” Aurora coached. 
 
    “Yes, you’re gorgeous and capable of unrelenting violence when you want to be,” Nulena assured her. 
 
    “Use that,” Shoshanne agreed. 
 
    “Mason, don’t let me hurt my foot,” the elf instructed as she chewed her lower lip nervously. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” I chuckled. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Don’t wait too long, though. Time it perfectly when I kick.” 
 
    “I will,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Come with me!” Deya abruptly ordered. 
 
    I smirked. “Don’t worry, I’m right here. I’ll disarm everyone for you.” 
 
    “No, come in there with me,” Deya begged as her pink eyebrows crinkled. “I feel so much more intimidating when you’re around. Will you walk in right behind me and look all handsome, so they know exactly who got me pregnant? Do your daddy demon smile! Just make sure they know I’m yours before they die, please?” 
 
    Deya patted her belly as she said this, and I raised my eyebrows while I tried to comprehend how I ended up with a woman this fucking cute. My other lovers immediately chuckled with approval, though, and they shoved me forward to stand by Deya’s side. 
 
    Then I just grinned like a dope while Deya hopped up to kiss my cheek, and her blush deepened a few degrees as she smiled up at me like I was her hero right now. 
 
    “I’m ready now,” the elf said while she pranced on her toes a bit. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I just nodded since I was too smitten to do much more than that, and Shoshanne gave us a countdown while I heard blades beginning to clash with maces outside the palace. My pulse quickened when I caught Dragir’s voice belting orders off in the distance, and as the countdown reached one, my elf skipped forward for a flawless sidekick. 
 
    Then I sent the doors flying right off their hinges with a deafening crack, and a dozen elves were crushed under the weight while the rest yelped and unsheathed their weapons. In seconds, I had every hilt torn from their hands, though, and I sent them scattering toward the walls as Deya and I strolled in. 
 
    Every serpentine eye in the place flashed with indignation while the disarmed elves clustered around to shield their leader, and I could tell no one knew where to look first. In a matter of seconds, they eyed me, Deya, the unhinged doors, and our strange weapons with mounting alarm, but there were four bucksome men with matching maroon hair who already looked like they wanted to skin me alive. 
 
    So, I cracked the demon smile Deya asked for while I slid my arm around her waist. 
 
    The sons’ amber eyes flared with a hilarious mixture of terror and disgust at the gesture, and as my elf let out a shameless giggle, she sent the men a coy wave. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” one of them growled. 
 
    “M-Miss Deya?” Pyrs stammered. “W-What…” 
 
    My excitement heightened as I glanced sidelong so I wouldn’t miss Deya’s big moment, but for some reason, my beautiful elf didn’t show off the machine gun like I told her to. 
 
    She struck an erotic pose against me instead, and when she stroked her belly for all to see, I realized I should have clarified the instructions better. 
 
    “Say hello to my little friend,” Deya purred. 
 
    Then she proudly patted her bump once more, grabbed the M240, and aimed straight at the sons’ disgusted faces. 
 
    Then she pulled the trigger, and the bullets started flying like silver water leaving a firehose of death.  
 
    So, the sight of their skulls splattering apart kicked off Deya’s first assassination, and after that, her giddy giggling was drowned out by the retort of the machine gun as she held her finger locked on the trigger. She kept up a steady sweep to make sure no one could escape the onslaught, too, and elven warriors were shredded and blasted off their feet from the rapid-fire attack. 
 
    Bodies piled up by the second while puddles of blood oozed out onto the marble floor, but despite the gory scene, all I could do was wheeze with laughter because my heart just about cracked in half over my adorable little elven assassin. 
 
    I mean, it was a good line before, but Deya had just secured its place in my top five lines of all time. 
 
    Needless to say, though, the room was a battered tomb by the time the canister was empty, and Deya squealed with pride as my women rushed in to prance a victory lap through the bloody puddles of our enemies. 
 
    “So much blood!” Aurora sang. 
 
    “Deya, those face shots to start were glorious,” Cayla informed her. “I’m stealing that move.” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Nulena gushed, and she twirled Deya around. “Before, you were a loyal butcher, but now, you are officially an accomplished murderess, and I have to say, assassinations become you well. You’re a natural!” 
 
    “That was the cutest line, too,” Shoshanne admired. “Mason, how did you come up with it?” 
 
    I couldn’t even answer yet as I clutched my aching ribs, and my women finished their victory lap beside me while I braced my back against the wall to collect myself. 
 
    “Why are you still laughing, you’re so silly,” Deya giggled. 
 
    “It’s because he’s hopelessly in love with you,” Aurora sighed, and I nodded while I mopped the tears from my eyes. 
 
    “That,” I croaked. “I love everything about you, especially what just happened.” 
 
    “I did good?” Deya asked with a dimpled smile. 
 
    “So good,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe I should have taken a moment to say it was you who made my little friend, though,” the beautiful elf worried. “What if that wasn’t clear?” 
 
    “Oh, it was clear,” I assured her, and I dragged Deya into my arms. 
 
    Then I kissed her until her legs gave out while she clutched my neck and bit at my tongue, and when I finally released her, Deya was pink all over as she immediately started prancing on her toes again. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you for helping me win!” the elf exclaimed. “I can see why my brother was so looking forward to killing the Elite. Assassinations are such a rush! I’m tingling all over!” 
 
    “It’s a shame we don’t have time to fuck Mason right now,” Nulena muttered. “After-assassination sex is life changing. All that tingling and exhilarating energy you have right now? Imagine it with his dick inside of you. Then imagine it with his warm seed spraying inside of you.” 
 
    “Okay, I want to assassinate someone,” Aurora moaned. “I’m not missing out on this high.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we will all assassinate Aeris and his stupid sons together,” Deya assured her, and she looped her arms around my half-elf and Nulena with a loving smile. “They will be begging for us to show mercy, but we will not show them mercy.” 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Aurora snickered. “We’re gonna skin them one inch at a time.” 
 
    “And don’t forget to scald their rectums and feed them their own penises,” Shoshanne added. 
 
    “Shoot, I almost forgot,” the half-elf admitted. “Consider it added to my agenda.” 
 
    “Just as soon as we finish conquering House Pree,” Cayla said with a happy sigh. 
 
    Then my eyes went wide as I registered the pained wails coming from the palace courtyard. 
 
    “Shit!” I growled. “I really should go save Dragir’s troops.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Deya muttered. “Yes, go save them, but tell Dragir and Rhys this is what happens to cheaters. If they played fairly, they would not be in the trouble they are in now. They could have enacted a smooth and stealthy infiltration of our enemies’ tacky palace with us, but now, they are struggling to persevere on their own. This is their fault, not ours.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can fit that in,” I snorted. “Can I borrow that machine gun?” 
 
    “Okay!” the elf agreed. 
 
    “Cayla, you’re with me,” I told the princess as I traded firearms with Deya. “The rest of you, go have fun, but Nulena, please keep them concealed until Dragir’s warriors breach the palace. Then you can all make a scene and terrorize the residents.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” Nulena said with a nod. 
 
    “I’ll come find you once we finish this--” 
 
    “Wait!” Shoshanne cut in, and she caught me around the neck to steal a passionate goodbye kiss before I could leave. 
 
    “Shoshanne…” Cayla warned, but the healer’s enthusiasm only increased. 
 
    I stumbled as the sweet taste of her heated up my blood on the spot, and while the caramel beauty refused to let me go, Aurora and Deya jumped forward to drag the snuggly woman off me. 
 
    “Shoshanne, focus!” the half-elf scolded. “Your pregnancy is going to cost our allies their lives.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you so much,” Shoshanne murmured as she sent me a pout. “Will you think of me while you destroy our enemies? I’ll be thinking of you.” 
 
    “Uh…” I stammered, but then the caramel beauty bit her plump bottom lip, and the look on her face immediately sent lead into my feet as all her desperate moans from last night came to mind. 
 
    “Mason, retreat!” Cayla commanded, and she abruptly turned me toward the door. “You can pound into her as soon as we’re done!” 
 
    “Please?” the healer called after me. 
 
    Then I tripped over a dead body, but Cayla eventually managed to shuttle me out the door. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” I lied. “I’m here. I’m focused.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Cayla chuckled. 
 
    “Holy shit, though,” I gasped as we ran through the hall. “She shouldn’t be allowed to do that during a battle. She just… she’s too pregnant for me to handle on the spot like that. Someone needs to be on duty containing her from now on.” 
 
    “I know,” the princess admitted. “Without her modesty, she’s a high-risk kisser, but we’ll make sure it doesn’t happen again. We were caught up in the excitement of Deya’s assassination, and our guards were down.” 
 
    I offered a harried nod as I pulled out my pistols, and I loaded up two fireball magazines while Cayla readied her own 1911s beside me. 
 
    “Lightning?” I asked as I eyed her pistols. 
 
    “No way, I’m going unruned for this,” Cayla informed me. “Face shots are my thing now.” 
 
    I chuckled at the hungry glint in her icy blue eyes before we turned the corner, and as we came up against a fleet of burly warriors, I set half of them bursting into flames while the other half got their savage grins blasted open by Cayla. Then we continued to shoot our way through the palace hallways, and we took down six fleets by the time we reached the ground floor. 
 
    I stumbled and grabbed Cayla when we reached the packed entrance hall, though, and as we flattened ourselves in a shadowy alcove, the princess swapped out her pistols for two AR-15s. 
 
    “Mason, there must be hundreds of these warriors left,” the princess muttered under her breath. 
 
    “I know, I need to get out those doors fast,” I murmured as I listened to the battle raging in the courtyard. “Give me a minute, though.” 
 
    Cayla nodded diligently as she stood guard at the entrance of the alcove, and while more and more armed elves sprinted past, I summoned my powers and sent them to the jungle just east of the burning palace. Then I connected with Bobbie’s gem, and I made sure she ran over as many warriors as possible on her way here. 
 
    As soon as the tank came rolling into the courtyard, I heard Rhys hollering to get Dragir’s attention, and I couldn’t help smirking at their triumphant chuckles while I used my magic to load a canister on top of the hull. 
 
    “Cocky bastards,” I snorted. 
 
    Once I had Bobbie prepared to attack, though, I shifted the canister on my shoulder to get my other machine gun loaded, and then I joined Cayla at the edge of the alcove while we waited for another troop of forty elves to pass. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get our allies in on this,” I muttered. “Cover my back?” 
 
    “Always,” the princess purred, and the two of us came out of hiding. 
 
    A wall of daggers flew our way within seconds, but as I redirected their path into the fray, the blades impaled chests and skulls en masse. Cayla kept her rifles firing without a single miss, too, and I focused on breaking the marble floor open to bury the residents by the dozens as she took down the incoming swarms. 
 
    The retort of her gunfire echoed around the gilded hall along with the shouts and the thundering crack of stone, and every dagger I redirected met its mark while I buried waves of elves whenever Cayla had to reload.  
 
    Between the two of us, we kept up a constant counterattack despite the odds, and by the time we made it to the massive gold doors of the palace, the extensive hall was a field of corpses. 
 
    Then the princess reloaded her rifles again as I tracked the heavy footfalls of the next incoming troops. 
 
    “Seven seconds,” I announced. “You just have to hold them off until I get Dragir’s army in here.” 
 
    Cayla nodded while she readied her pistols as well, and just as she took her stance, I buried the first batches of warriors to give the princess a head start. The moment her rifles began firing, though, I took my cue and summoned my metal magic. 
 
    The gilded entrance broke open for me a second later, and as I came out at the top of House Pree’s gold steps, I found myself looking down on a confusing battlefield. 
 
    Hundreds of Pyrs’ warriors were attempting to bludgeon both Rhys and Dragir’s men, but at first, I couldn’t decide what the hell the stragglers of House Elyn were doing here. Warriors in green garb with stout steel glaives and helms appeared to be enmeshed in the battle alongside House Quyn’s men, but I didn’t spend too long trying to sort it all out before I refocused on locating Deya’s brother in the mayhem. 
 
    I found him battling four attackers at once with the double-striker flail I gave him, and when the sound of Cayla’s rifles drew his attention, Dragir did a double take in my direction. 
 
    The utter confusion of the man was palpable as he dodged his attackers and whipped his head between me and Bobbie across the courtyard, and I sent him a salute as I held up my machine gun. 
 
    Dragir’s pink eyes bulged in recognition, and he scrambled to finish off his opponents before he hit the ground and started bellowing orders to his troops. 
 
    All over the place, elves began dropping onto their bellies while I took a deep breath, and as Cayla continued clearing the entrance hall behind me, I connected with the machine gun on Bobbie’s turret. 
 
    Then I opened fire from both sides of the courtyard before House Pree’s soldiers could bludgeon my grounded allies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    My last round fired off at the same time as Bobbie’s, but I already had her next canister lined up, and when I finished emptying another six hundred rounds into the courtyard, no one was left standing. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling a bit when Dragir popped his head out from under three dead elves, but then Cayla screeched my name as more guards spilled into the entrance at my back. 
 
    “All clear!” I hollered across the courtyard to Dragir. “Get your ass in here!” 
 
    The silver-haired elf wrestled himself free as he began barking Elvish orders to his men, and my allies crawled over bodies as their war cries rose up all over the grounds of House Pree. 
 
    “Cover the west!” I ordered when the elves came pelting past me. “The eastern half of the palace is burning from the inside out! Cayla, hold your fire!” 
 
    The deadly princess let up the moment our allies flooded the entrance hall, and I caught her arm and dragged her out of range as our forces collided with House Pree’s. 
 
    The clashing of weapons rebounded around the vaulted entrance as Dragir’s troops wove around to dodge the hefty maces and axes of their opponents, but while the roaring chaos built rapidly, I was mostly trying to comprehend how many guards Cayla had taken down since I turned my back. 
 
    Nearly every elf who’d come against the princess got a bullet or two directly in the head, but Cayla just grinned and reloaded once again as I let out a low whistle. 
 
    “This time, I lost count,” the princess murmured, and she coolly patted the sweat away from her porcelain brow. 
 
    “You’re winning,” I decided. 
 
    “I know,” Cayla sighed. “Can I go rogue now?” 
 
    “Have at it,” I chuckled, and I admired the insatiable glint in her icy blue eyes while I had the opportunity. 
 
    Then the porcelain beauty was gone, and I’d only just stopped staring at her bare thighs when Dragir called out from behind me. When I turned around, I found him and Rhys jogging up the steps, and the two men looked like they’d had a hell of a morning already. 
 
    They were both partially bludgeoned and splattered with fresh blood from their heated arrival in the courtyard, but I had a feeling most of their fatigue was on account of the hour-long sprint they’d taken to get here. Now, they had to brace themselves on the gilded column beside us while they worked to catch their breaths, and as the last of their troops sprinted past us, Rhys and Dragir scanned the corpse-laden entrance with wide eyes. 
 
    “When did you arrive?” Dragir panted through grating breaths. 
 
    “About fifteen minutes ago,” I answered with a grin. “You’re late.” 
 
    Rhys chuckled a curse as he shook his head, and Dragir planted his hands on his hips as he looked between the slaughtered courtyard and the calamity of the entryway. 
 
    Then I saw an amused grin begin to twitch at the corners of his lips. “Okay… this is impressive. I will give you that.” 
 
    “Not done yet, though,” I bellowed as another batch of guards streamed in. 
 
    “You said the entire eastern wing is done?” Rhys asked, and the green-haired elf was already reloading the magazine on his crossbow. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t go over there if I were you,” I told him. “It’s hard to tell how many warriors are left with all these bodies on the floor, but I’d guess it’s around four, maybe five hundred. Pyrs and his sons are dead, though.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” Dragir growled. “Deya?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was pretty cute,” I chuckled. 
 
    The elf furrowed his brow. “Cute?” 
 
    I was about to reply when a pack of warriors rushed toward us, and we all had our weapons aimed in the blink of an eye before we recognized the garb of House Fehryn. I lowered my gun as I looked past them and realized the intensity of the battle was rising quickly, but while Rhys’ warriors spoke hurriedly in Elvish, he grew more shocked by the second. 
 
    “What is it?” I demanded. 
 
    Rhys didn’t respond, though. He was busy gathering his men and belting orders until he was red in the face, and even though Dragir furiously tried to get his attention, the green-haired elf didn’t pay either of us any mind. 
 
    Then Rhys tore his way deeper into the palace with half his troops on his tail, and Dragir growled a vehement curse as he pulled his Halcyan glaive from his back. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked as I caught the sleeve of his tunic. 
 
    “We are on our own,” the silver-haired elf informed me. 
 
    That was all he said before he ran headlong into the fray, and I stared for a moment as the unrelenting stream of incoming guards continued. 
 
    “Shit,” I growled, and I summoned Bobbie over to me as I sprinted down the golden palace steps. 
 
    Then I lunged to scale the hull and drop into the driver’s hatch, and I tore my hidden armory open before I began replenishing my stock of magazines. Once both my belts were weighted down, I grabbed two dwarven maces from my women’s wall of weapons, and I secured one to my back while I carried the other and bolted back up the palace steps. 
 
    As soon as I reentered, I could see twice as many of House Pree’s guards were flooding the entrance now, and Dragir was lost in the mayhem while his men were finally outnumbered. 
 
    So, I blocked every advance with my mace while I fired my pistol at the same time, and each clash of a stave against mine sent a bone-numbing shot through my arm and into my shoulder. I managed to bludgeon a decent amount of guards, though, and if I kept moving at all times, I could avoid getting any four-inch golden spikes through the skull. 
 
    I worked my way around the entrance like this without any sense of time as the war cries of the elves began to spread throughout the palace, and I did my best to locate my lovers in the chaos, but I couldn’t make out anything. All I could hear was the echoes of clanging metal and screaming warriors, but when I sent my metal magic coursing through the place, I finally locked onto my women’s pistols. 
 
    They were working together three stories above me while they moved through the halls and sent bodies dropping in all directions, and as I sensed Cayla’s rifles joining their efforts, my nerves eased up by a few degrees. Still, I tracked their footfalls to gauge their techniques while I tumbled out of the way of three battle axes at once, but it didn’t take long for me to decide my lovers were handling themselves just fine. 
 
    If anything, it was my allies who needed my help more right now, and after all they’d done to fight beside me against the Master’s forces, I wasn’t about to let them down. 
 
    So, I let my healing rune war in my ears as I considered every imminent threat encircling me, and as the familiar killer sense of the rune slowly seeped into every inch of me, I shot down more burly warriors with one hand and bludgeoned the rest away with the other. Each kill barely registered as I barreled on to the next without pausing any longer than it took to reload, and even then, I used my metal magic so I wouldn’t miss a step. 
 
    Everywhere I looked, the elves of House Quyn were leaping past me to drive daggers into throats and slice their glaives across the backs of knees, but as even more guards poured in, I noticed House Elyn’s soldiers were still among us. 
 
    They fought with as much ferocity as they’d used against us when we ambushed their palace last night, but now they turned all their efforts toward slaying the guards of House Pree, and without being on the other end of their blades, I could appreciate that they were effective as hell. 
 
    Their steel glaives were sturdy enough to counter the gilded axes of our attackers blow for blow, and their helms did plenty to protect them against stray daggers as they forged headlong through the masses.  
 
    What I noticed most, though, was their ferocity seemed to have heightened after last night’s defeat. 
 
    Now, the last of House Elyn fought like House Pree were their mortal enemies, and I couldn’t deny, Dragir and Rhys had been smart to bring them along. How they’d convinced the Elite guards to join our forces, I had no idea, but while I tore gilded axes from my attackers’ hands and sent them spiraling back to split their skulls open, I started to grin a bit again. 
 
    Because there was no way in hell we were losing this fight. We just needed to hold out long enough to cripple House Pree’s chances once and for all. 
 
    So, I followed the warring of my rune as I broke away from the entrance hall, and while I shot my way toward the next largest battle in the palace, I started sealing off the hallways to impede our enemies’ advances. I could already tell my allies in the entryway were finally turning the tides now that the constant stream was interrupted, and by the time I reached the battle in the great hall, the majority of our troops were making their way here as well. 
 
    Then I saw a streak of dark purple flash past a balcony on the upper wall, and I nearly took a mace to the chest as the glimpse distracted my focus. 
 
    What I thought I’d seen was impossible, though. There was no reason Aliasa would be here in the midst of the ambush at House Elyn, but I’d only seen that particular shade of purple once before in these jungles. 
 
    Still, Aliasa was supposed to be locked up at House Fehryn, so I shook my head to redirect my attention as I bludgeoned an elf half a foot taller than me. Unfortunately, I heard Rhys’ voice a split second later, and the elf’s green hair shot past the same balcony as he bellowed his wife’s name. 
 
    Then an entire fleet of his warriors jetted past as well, and I didn’t know if I should roll my eyes or laugh. 
 
    Granted, I’d known Aliasa would get the jump on her husband eventually, but this hardly seemed like the time or the place for a domestic squabble. Rhys continued pursuing his wife’s trail, though, while he barreled straight past our enemies like they weren’t even there, and I craned my neck to eye the various balconies encircling the upper walls of the great hall. 
 
    From what I could tell, Rhys had half his army scouring the area to block Aliasa in, and I would’ve been more pissed at the man for his lack of dedication if I wasn’t busy rooting for his wife. 
 
    The elven woman had dozens of Rhys’ most highly trained warriors on a wild hog chase right now, and against all odds, she was dodging every gilded obstacle in her way, too. All that was missing was some enthusiastic banjo music, or the Benny Hill theme song, to round out the moment for me, but when I heard Rhys crashing down a stairwell nearby, I decided it was still an excellent show. 
 
    The green-haired elf landed in an irate heap on the floor of the great hall, and he was so disheveled and wound up that he didn’t even notice the flash of purple hair that leapt over his crumpled body. 
 
    Aliasa was gone in a flash, though, as Rhys’ warriors scrambled to avoid flattening his ass at the base of the stairs, and I had to dive behind three guards so her green-haired husband wouldn’t catch the shit eating grin on my face as he hauled himself up. 
 
    Then I wove through a line of House Pree’s guards, fired lightning bullets into their chests at point blank range, sent their gilded axes spiraling into their neighbors’ backs, and dropped an incoming troop of elves into another pit. 
 
    When I finished slaughtering my way to the opposite end of the great hall, Rhys was sprinting like mad toward the entrance of the palace with his army in tow, but I didn’t have time to laugh this time. A troop of ten burly guards were bearing down on me from a side passage only fifteen feet away, and every dagger they threw was aimed in my direction. 
 
    “I am here!” Aliasa suddenly shrieked, and I was forcefully pinned against the wall as Rhys’ wife delved her tongue into my mouth. 
 
    It took me half a second to pull a marble shield up from the floor as I tore a pit open in front of my attackers as well, but no matter how hard I wrestled, I couldn’t save myself from the elven woman who seemed determined to eat my face. 
 
    Eventually, I got a firm hold on her dark purple hair, and Aliasa let out a surprisingly erotic moan while I wrenched her off me. Then I caught both her wrists in my hand, and I hauled her out of the great hall as I emptied my magazine into the fray on my way out. 
 
    “Woman, that is exactly how you get a man killed,” I growled, and I thrust her into an alcove ahead of me before the next batch of guards could see us. 
 
    “I would never wish to get you killed, Mason Flynt,” Aliasa panted while her orange, serpentine eyes glimmered up at me from the shadows. “I am here to fight beside you! For your honor! For your victory! For--” 
 
    “Wait, you came here for me?” I asked in utter confusion. “You’re not just here fucking with Rhys?” 
 
    The woman scoffed with disgust. “As if he would be worth all I have risked to get here! No, I came here to prove I will fight beside you no matter the dangers! Isn’t it obvious? I want to be your woman!” 
 
    “Then do that and stay the hell off me when there’s daggers flying at me,” I suggested. 
 
    “I will!” the elven woman assured me, and she didn’t skip a beat before she dove for the hallway again. 
 
    “Wait!” I yelped. 
 
    I caught her by the elbow before she made it out, and I pinned Aliasa against the shadowy wall as ten more guards barreled past the opening with their axes poised to strike. I had about a dozen things I wanted to say to the reckless woman at this point, but my eyes kept drifting downward, and somewhere between her cinched waist and her thick thighs, I realized she had nothing with her. 
 
    Only the brown leather strung across her hips to shield her pussy, and a swath of matching leather that strained to cover the nipples of her melon-sized breasts. 
 
    “How do you expect to fight for anything without a weapon?” I demanded. 
 
    “I would fight with everything I have in me, Mason Flynt,” the elven woman declared. “I have waited so very long for you to return that I am sure my love alone could defeat anything!” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Hasn’t it only been like… two weeks since I saw you?” 
 
    “It has felt like an eternity to my heart,” Aliasa insisted. “But I have done all I can to obey your commands. I swear this to you. I have banished Dragir from my life, and I have refused to satiate my husband, but I can wait no longer! Every day, my hunger for you grows, and I will perish with longing! I can think of no one and nothing else. Take me from this place, Mason Flynt, and I will bind myself to you for all my life!” 
 
    Aliasa’s vibrant orange eyes burned with a passion I’d only seen in soap operas before, and as her ample cleavage strained against her leather top, she bared her teeth like a tiger ready to be unleashed. 
 
    I honestly couldn’t remember ever telling her not to “satiate” her husband, though, but the notion didn’t bother me. It actually kind of cleared up my confusion about Rhys’ take on women lately. 
 
    Either way, there was no denying Aliasa meant every word she said while she clung to my vest to keep me flush against her, and dammit if the elven woman didn’t look like a whole lot of voluptuous trouble in scant jungle wrappings. 
 
    “Okay…” I muttered while I considered the cinnamon hue of her cleavage for another moment. “Here’s the thing. Rhys, your husband, is here with his entire army. As my ally. We’re fighting together to accomplish a lot right now, and you showing up with the declarations and the ‘binding yourself to me’ stuff could really impede our progress at this juncture. I’m actually in Nalnora to whittle down the list of men who want me dead, and adding your husband to that list wouldn’t be ideal.” 
 
    “Then I will wait for you!” Aliasa abruptly decided instead. “I will wait as long as I must. I will bear any plight to be yours. Rhys could starve me or lock me away for a hundred years, and I would still refuse his advances if it meant I could one day find sanctuary in your arms. And I’d refuse his, or any other worthless males’ advances for a thousand years just to feel you inside me. And if I knew your seed were to fill my fertile womb, I’d go an eternity for just the hope that I could one day bear your blessed child.” 
 
    “Okkkkayyyy,” I muttered while her purple eyelashes fluttered and everything. Then I managed a nod. “That’s… spirited. Ummm, for now, though, let’s focus on the issue directly in front of us. I’ve never known love to miraculously save someone’s life in battle, so you’re gonna need a weapon.” 
 
    “My pathetic husband is too much of a coward to let me have my blades back!” Aliasa fumed, and her orange eyes flashed as she clutched me even closer to her. “A man who cannot trust a woman with a blade is no man at all! That is what I believe, Mason Flynt. Don’t you believe the same?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but haven’t you been trying to kill him lately?” I pointed out. 
 
    Then I heard a stampede of guards thunder past the alcove, and I waved the whole conversation off as I summoned a bloody saber and some daggers from a corpse in the hall. 
 
    “Look, we can go over all the details later,” I told Aliasa. “Just take these blades and kill some of my enemies. Not Rhys, though! Avoid him at all costs, and no more sprinting blindly into hallways, either. Only half a battle is killing your attackers, the other half is not letting them kill you. So, keep your back covered. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Anything for you,” Aliasa promised with fierce dedication. “If you wish me to hide my back, I will hide it for all of my life and never expose it unless it is you I expose it to!” 
 
    With that the tigerish woman bolted out of the alcove without looking in either direction, and I stared blankly at the spot where her bare ass had been while I listened to her slash her way into the great hall without reserve. 
 
    Then I tried to regroup from the soap opera scene I’d just found myself in, but I knew the breathy passion of Aliasa’s speeches wouldn’t be leaving me anytime soon. 
 
    It wasn’t everyday a woman broke out of confinement, confessed her undying love, shit on her husband, and swore to bear all plights for a man she’d only kissed a few times. Pair that with her wild curves, plump lips, and the fact she knew her way around a kiss, though… 
 
    I mean, sure, Rhys was alright as far as allies went, but it was becoming abundantly clear to me he did not know how to appreciate a woman like Aliasa. 
 
    And I wouldn’t mind appreciating the hell out of her, as long as she didn’t get killed in this battle first. 
 
    So, the possibility of me leaving Nalnora with no more enemies was slowly decreasing, but I’d risked way more for a woman before, and so far, Rhys was less concerning than god-brothers or entire hierarchies. 
 
    He was just a pissed off warrior with too much woman for him to handle, and there was a good chance he’d end up dead at Aliasa’s hands anyways. 
 
    I nodded to myself as I filed these developments away, but it took me a beat or two to get my bearings again while I reloaded my pistols. Then I sent my powers through the palace to check on my much more levelheaded women, and I found the five of them surrounded by heaps of dead bodies only a floor above me. Aurora’s distant cackle could be heard now, along with Nulena’s request that the others make the blood of their victims reach the ceilings if possible, and I took a steadying breath as the murderous glee of my lovers cleansed out my head space a bit. 
 
    Then I ducked out of the alcove, and after a few dozen kills, I felt myself gradually getting back into the swing of things. The battle in the great hall had become too sloppy to keep track of much, but overall, exhausted elves carried on leaping and slicing one another open nonstop, and I could tell our troops were close to winning out. 
 
    We were in the final push to bring down House Pree, and while my women’s gunfire steadily drew closer, I switched to relying on my mace and magery to save ammunition in case this drew out too much longer. 
 
    The number of amputated limbs lying around was shocking enough to get my head fully back into the game, and it sounded like most of the palace was cleared except for the lower levels. So, I was strategically dropping guards into pits and bludgeoning elves like clockwork when I heard a passionate grunt nearby, and based on the hint of eroticism, I knew it could only have come from one elf. 
 
    I couldn’t resist battling my way through the edge of the hall as my curiosity peaked, and in a few minutes, I found Aliasa fighting off two burly guards of House Pree with a blade in each hand. She was also punching the elves of House Fehryn here and there since they’d finally tracked her down, but now that she was armed, they seemed way less dedicated to catching her. 
 
    Most of them looked torn between guarding Aliasa or running away instead, and as I scanned the battle around me, I noted that Rhys was nowhere in sight. 
 
    So, I stuck around, and the woman’s deep purple hair whipped around her face with every strike as she taunted her opponents with what sounded like Elvish innuendos. Whatever she said seemed to both infuriate and impress the men she cornered with her saber, and they gawked, smirked, and swiftly became insulted by Aliasa’s goading all in under a minute. 
 
    Just when they decided to kill her, though, she’d let out a rasping shriek as she delivered a death slash across their throats like she’d been fucking with them all along, and without fail, the sound of her made every nearby warrior swivel his head to get a look. 
 
    I cringed as half her onlookers were killed over their brief lapse in judgement, but I had to admit, watching Aliasa slay her foes with her luscious, cinnamon-hued ass fully bared was kind of worth the risk, and she fought with a gritty abandon that any pirate would envy. 
 
    After a while, though, I began to wonder if she always gave this level of dedication, because I caught the looks she was throwing my way in between kills. 
 
    A few glimpses from her flashing orange eyes finally made it clear she was seeking some kind of validation from me while her victims continued piling up, and I finished off my own opponent before I sent her a nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    After this small gesture, Aliasa let out a happy-sounding scream and began killing with twice as much zeal, and I found myself struggling to keep my own guard up as I snuck a peak at her jostling breasts every few strikes. So, flipping around to find an axe swinging in for the kill wasn’t as surprising as it could have been, but watching my attacker promptly burst into flames before I even disarmed him made me jump back in shock. 
 
    Then I saw my women filing into the great hall, and I could sense all three of my magical lovers had their magic sparked as they kept one palm facing out and fired pistols with their free hands. Relief washed through me as I saw my allies’ opponents beginning to stagger while they clutched their chests from Shoshanne’s strangling, and the six guards closest to me burst into flames as their agonizing wails pierced my hearing. 
 
    The intensity only got more disorienting once Nulena decided to blind half the elves in the room, but I was glad she only incapacitated our enemies, so it was helpful in its own way. 
 
    The arrival of my women abruptly shifted the tides in the great hall, and our exhausted allies grinned with greed as they summoned another store of energy to hold out a bit longer. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Aurora hollered to me as she pushed through the fray and reloaded her rifle. “You look out of your element…” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” I lied. “Just, uh--” 
 
    Aliasa’s next rasping shriek cut me off, though, and the half-elf’s blue eyebrows shot up as she looked past me. 
 
    Then Cayla joined us with a knowing smirk on her face, and I awkwardly cleared my throat as another batch of guards were lit on fire before they could reach us. 
 
    “So… Aliasa showed up,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yes, she did,” Cayla murmured while she raked her eyes down the elven woman’s cinnamon figure. “I take it all those slaughtered guards were on your behalf?” 
 
    “Nah, she’s just slaying some enemies,” I said with a casual shrug, and both women exchanged a loaded glance. 
 
    Luckily, Deya popped up over Cayla’s shoulder just then, and the beautiful elf’s violet eyes widened while she watched Aliasa shriek her way through two more kills. 
 
    “Mason, will you get me a sword?” Deya asked at once. “Pleeeease? This looks so dramatic and exciting!” 
 
    I nodded and swiftly summoned a dead man’s blade over for her, and as soon as she had her rifle hitched to her back, Deya practically skipped over to Aliasa’s side. Then she sent Rhys’ wife a friendly wave before she began butchering her heart out, and my elf did her best to match Aliasa’s lusty grunts with every swipe. 
 
    Cayla and Aurora promptly stowed their own firearms a moment later, and I nodded once more as another pair of blades were dislodged from the corpses on the floor. Shoshanne arrived just in time to snag a third, too, and when Aliasa sliced her way through a full turn and found my women around her, she was so surprised, she almost got a mace to the back of the head. 
 
    Then Aurora burned her attacker alive with a wave of her hand, and Aliasa’s orange eyes sparked with pure rapture as she watched him charring before her. 
 
    “Hello,” Aurora said with a polite smile. “Mind if we kill some shit over here?” 
 
    “Not at all, young halfling!” Aliasa panted, and she decapitated a guard with one vengeful swipe. “Your flames are the stuff of legend in my village! It would be an honor to fight beside you, and to perish in glory together if we must!” 
 
    “Damn,” Aurora muttered as she caught the flutter of Aliasa’s eyelashes. “Alright!” 
 
    Then my women joined forces with Rhys’ wife, and the fervent shrieks, screams, and grunts they put into their work cost at least ten of my allies their lives in under a minute. 
 
    I did my best to disarm as many guards as I could while Shoshanne lent half her focus to asphyxiating them ten at a time, and Nulena was chuckling beside me while she incapacitated some of the others to help our warriors out. 
 
    At this point, though, part of me wanted this battle to drag out a bit because the intense enthusiasm of the women was contagious. Blood arched over the crowd into the heights of the palace while their blades flourished enthusiastically, and I was suddenly in the mood to slay my foes with nothing but a sword and over the top victory cries from now on. 
 
    Given the number of elves dying over my women’s unbridled vigor, though, I knew it was better we wrap this up quick, even if the view was inspiring all kinds of new ideas for how to spend my carefree and kinky life after this. 
 
    For example, on a pirate ship, bending Aliasa’s lush ass over the bow and letting her ardent shrieks echo across the sea while my women occasionally spanked her with the blades of their-- 
 
    Dragir’s sudden arrival brought my reverie to a screeching halt, and I abruptly gave him every ounce of my attention so he wouldn’t notice where my gaze had really been. 
 
    Luckily, half his face was covered in blood, and his eye was swollen shut on his Aliasa side, so the elf didn’t seem to register the dramatic grunts coming our way. He just caught me by the vest and shoved me ahead of him as he bellowed Elvish orders to our troops, and when he ran past me down the nearest hall, I diligently followed. 
 
    Behind us, I could hear my allies overpowering the last of the elves in the great hall before they sprinted for the front entryway and a few side entrances, but Dragir led me to the back of the palace where my stealth ammunition had scalded a gaping hole through the stonework. 
 
    Now, droves of House Pree’s guards were fleeing for their lives as they leapt and crawled over one another to get into the grounds, and Dragir had a deadly grin on his bloody face as he nodded toward the mass. 
 
    “The pistols for this, yes?” the silver-haired elf hollered, and I nodded before I pointed to yet another golden table near a stairwell littered with dead guards. 
 
    Then I tore half the wall down to give us some cover as we jumped up for a better advantage, and I grabbed a few fireball magazines from my belt and passed them over to Dragir. Once I had two lightning magazines loaded into my own pistols, we opened fire on the swarm of elves in front of us, and Dragir took out the nearest targets while I handled the guards who were almost to the jungle by now. 
 
    The two of us steadily picked off our targets as more elves attempted to make an escape, but when my women’s rifles fell in line beside the pile of rubble, I knew the fight would be over in a matter of minutes. 
 
    I grinned with pride as I watched the guards of House Pree drop dead the moment they crossed my lovers’ lines of sight, and both Dragir and I stopped firing when our magazines ran out since Cayla was single handedly outdoing us anyways. 
 
    Then Dragir let out a low chuckle while he stowed his pistols, and the two of us jumped down from the gilded table as Cayla’s last round was finally spent. 
 
    Without the retort of our guns echoing through the marble hall, I could tell the rest of House Pree’s warriors were meeting the same fate at the front of the palace, and I rifled my hair as I shuffled over to my lovers, who looked more exhilarated than worn out. 
 
    “I missed you,” Shoshanne sighed at once. 
 
    “I know you did,” I murmured, and I let the caramel beauty curl into my arms as she gave me a pouty kiss. 
 
    She stayed right where she was to snuggle her cheek against my chest, too, but as Dragir came over to address my women, they pursed their lips a bit like they were struggling to keep from gloating on the spot. 
 
    “I am a big enough man to admit when I have been outdone,” Dragir said as he nodded his respect to my women. “Not only have you burned half a palace down, but you have probably killed more of our enemies than my entire army. This is impressive.” 
 
    “It is,” Aurora agreed, and Dragir smirked before he turned to his sister. 
 
    “Deya, I must say I am proud of you for winning a chance at revenge,” her brother said as he took her hands with a kind smile. “I was concerned you were in too delicate a condition to handle yourself out here, but I believe you have proven me wrong. Despite your pregnancy. So, we are now even.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Deya mused as she considered the man. “No.” 
 
    Dragir’s smile dropped. “What? I have killed some Elite, you have killed some Elite. How is this not even? It feels very even to me.” 
 
    “But you never even said sorry,” the pink-haired elf scolded as she yanked her hands out of his. “Instead, you tried to cheat your way to winning the next massacre. Disrespectful. I would have said sorry.” 
 
    “I was going to say sorry,” Dragir muttered. 
 
    “Let’s hear it, then,” Deya challenged, and she tipped her nose up in waiting. “Keep in mind, though, that you are a cheater regardless. This makes me more respectable than you. Perhaps, if you had massacred by the rules, your face would not be all bloody. Look at us… are we bludgeoned? No.” 
 
    I smirked as the two elves exchanged identical glares, but it didn’t take long before Dragir abruptly turned to walk away. 
 
    “I am not apologizing now,” he muttered over his shoulder. “Mason, we must check the front of the palace and begin our preparations for House Aelin.” 
 
    “Sure, give me a second,” I chuckled as I eyed my women’s triumphant grins. “I better go assess the situation with the elves. You’ll be happy to know I found the kitchen while I was scanning the palace earlier, though, and it’s not in the burned down part of the palace. So, if you want--” 
 
    “Where?” Aurora immediately cut in. 
 
    “You’ll have an easier time getting there if you climb over these bodies and walk around the back,” I explained as I gestured to the gaping hole in the wall. “I’ll carve out a private entrance for you, but it’s about halfway along the west wing on the far side of the palace. Come find me once you’re done, though, it shouldn’t take me too long to wrap this up.” 
 
    “Yes, okay,” Deya said a little too casually. “We’ll just… meet up with you later.” 
 
    Then I furrowed my brow as I caught her shifty glance toward her brother’s back, and I realized all my women were sending me pointed looks that weren’t difficult to translate.  
 
    The competitive glint was more than familiar to me by now. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll get some food,” Cayla sighed with a nonchalant shrug. 
 
    “No rush, I suppose,” Aurora mused as she slowly bounced on her bloody toes. 
 
    I was about to sneak them a reassuring nod when Dragir’s patience officially wore out, though, and he stalked over in a huff before he caught my arm to drag me away from my women. Shoshanne shot him a sharp look as she was forced to release me, and for a split second, I saw a glimpse of fear on Dragir’s face. 
 
    Still, he forged ahead in his efforts to get on with his day, and he didn’t release my arm until we were around the next corner and safely out of range of my women. 
 
    “It is remarkable to me how you have survived this long,” Dragir muttered stiffly. “Truly. Your libido should have killed you long before now.” 
 
     “You’re not wrong,” I chuckled, “but we were just talking--” 
 
    “Right,” the elf snorted as we slipped through a particularly bloody hallway, and he pitched his voice to an annoying degree while he impersonated my women. “No rush… we will just… eat food… siiiigh.” 
 
    “They do not sound like that,” I clarified. 
 
    “I am not a simpleton,” Dragir continued. “However, if it is not too inconvenient, I must insist we address the immediate threats involved in overthrowing an Elite House in the middle of Lyralus. Then you may carry on with your salacious lifestyle.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as Dragir shook his head with disapproval, but I didn’t bother defending my priorities at all. It was probably better he assumed my women were dogging after me anyways. 
 
    It only improved our chances of sliding into House Aelin for the final win. 
 
    So, I sent the elf a shameless grin as he shot me a side glance, and I gladly followed him toward the front of the palace while I carved out an entrance near the kitchen for my women. 
 
    We were only halfway to the front steps when I realized we were being followed, though, and Dragir and I both slowed our pace as our hands slid to our pistols. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Whoever was creeping through the hall behind us had their heart rate jacked, and they stumbled over carcasses while their breaths came shallow and fast. They continued trailing us through the next three hallways, too, so when we came to a pair of side passages, Dragir and I branched off without a word. 
 
    Then we silently waited across the hall from each other, and we held our pistols at the ready while we listened to our tracker drawing nearer. 
 
    As soon as he was in range, the pair of us stepped out with our 1911s locked onto our target, but as Rhys yelped and ducked, Dragir let out an Elvish curse. 
 
    I just sighed and holstered my pistol, and the green-haired elf rose back to his full height looking slightly crazed and paler than usual. 
 
    “Hi,” Rhys panted as he checked over his shoulder. 
 
    “I should have shot you,” Dragir growled. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the assist out here, man,” I snorted. 
 
    “The next time you abandon us to wrangle your wife, I will not be as lenient,” Dragir warned. “Even Mason does not act so idiotically over his women, and he has five. Consider that.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, okay,” Rhys muttered distractedly, and he checked over his shoulder again as he slid himself between the two of us like we were bodyguards. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “You alright?” 
 
    “Aliasa found a weapon,” the green-haired elf informed us. “Stay on the sides of me, yes? We should get out into the open as quickly as possible. There are too many corners in this place.” 
 
    Dragir rolled his eyes, and he made a point of continuing at a clipped pace so Rhys would have to jog to shield himself between us. 
 
    “You realize there are worse ways to die than at the hand of a woman like Aliasa, yes?” Dragir muttered. 
 
    “What do you know of her wrath?” Rhys countered. “You have only enjoyed her greedier side. Never her most unrelenting anger. When Aliasa is enraged, she acts rashly and without care for the consequences. She would risk the fury of my entire House just to have the brief satisfaction of killing me.” 
 
    “Maybe you should stop pissing her off, then,” I suggested. “Either that, or double the locks. I thought you said you had this all under control…” 
 
    “I did,” Rhys growled as he shot another glance over his shoulder. “Aliasa is too unmanageable! I do not know how or why she tracked us here, but while she is loose, none of us are safe.” 
 
    “I feel rather content,” Dragir mused. “Mason, are you very concerned?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I chuckled as we made it to the entrance hall, and I could see the majority of my allies gathering in the courtyard to await their orders. 
 
    “Well, you should be,” Rhys mumbled. “Aliasa knows you both fight alongside me. She could slay you just to spite me, and after what has occurred here, all of Lyralus would turn on me. Aliasa is crafty enough to enact such a revenge. I have my men working to root her out, though. As soon as she is contained, we may let our guards down.” 
 
    I bit back my grin as we headed down the golden steps of the palace, and Dragir casually took a winding path through his throng of warriors while Rhys scrambled to keep up. 
 
    I was surprised his neck hadn’t snapped yet from how many times he whipped it side to side to check out his surroundings, and Rhys’ amber eyes darted around the courtyard while he slammed into every warrior he passed by without seeming to notice. 
 
    He was so flustered with fear that he nearly walked right over Dragir when the silver-haired elf came to a quick stop, and I stepped out of range as Dragir furiously shoved Rhys back into a wall of elven warriors. 
 
    Then he told Rhys off with a vengeance, straightened his bloody tunic, and let out an irritated sigh before turning to receive an update from his men. 
 
    No one bothered to help Rhys back to his feet, but the elf eventually managed it, and I let out a sigh of my own as he wedged himself between me and the sturdy warrior on my right. 
 
    Dragir delivered a few Elvish orders to the warriors while we waited, and as the mass dispersed to begin looting the place, Rhys doubled down on his shifty-eyed scanning. 
 
    “Our scouts are on their way to House Aelin now,” Dragir reported. “They will determine if Aeris has increased his defenses, and whether we should abstain from an attack until nightfall. I would rather it not come to that. We are at the greatest risk at present, and I heard some sort of commotion taking place in the city streets during our arrival.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with forced intrigue. 
 
    “Yes, this could be a bad sign for us,” Dragir warned. “So, we will remain here only long enough to finish scouring the place for goods. Then we must leave and make for the jungle to the east. Our scouts will rejoin with us along the way. Be sure your women do not try to make any lavish scenes, though. We have not completed our mission just yet, and until House Aelin is conquered, the threat of an uprising is still of concern. You have the map I gave you so you can follow the proper route without being discovered?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got the map,” I lied. “This route is gonna bring us pretty far off the beaten path, though. You’re set to head three miles east just to get seven miles west. It’ll take you a couple hours in the jungle.” 
 
    “We can apprehend the horses of House Pree,” Dragir assured me, but then he narrowed his eyes. “Do not think we are at a disadvantage, though. My warriors have just informed me over fifty of House Pree’s men have sworn their fealty to this fight. They join us along with those we gathered at House Elyn, so your women should not assume this next House will be won so easily.” 
 
    I grinned. “You’re recruiting your enemies’ soldiers just to beat my women? I didn’t think you had it in you to stoop so low.” 
 
    “This is not cheating,” Dragir firmly informed me. “You have a tank, and we both know your women are more effective than my men. I am simply evening our odds. A man does what he must when the stakes are this high.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled, “but your odds would be better if you tossed this idea about taking the long way around to House Aelin. With as many warriors as you have now, plus my women, the way through Lyralus will hardly be a risk. I actually have Stan--” 
 
    “Do not waste your breath,” Rhys cut in. “We are not fools.” 
 
    I raised my brow at the pale man who checked over his shoulder twice while he said this. “Oh, you’re not?” 
 
    “No,” Rhys snorted, “and don’t assume we cannot see through your ruse. It has the makings of some trap your women would lay for us, but the elves of the south are cleverer than you think.” 
 
    Dragir furrowed his brow like this logic didn’t really stand up, but he remained firm about his own opinions regardless. 
 
    “I do not doubt your women have put you up to it,” the silver-haired elf informed me. “Deya told you to say this, yes? This is because she deserves no apology.” 
 
    “Well, that’s false,” I countered, “but I’m not trying to trick you. I’m giving you fair warning. Stan’s out there right now clearing the way for us.” 
 
    “Stan…” Rhys said flatly. “The small metal man.” 
 
    “That’s him,” I replied. 
 
    Rhys rolled his eyes, but Dragir’s brow was furrowed now, and he studied me carefully for a long moment. 
 
    “Stan the little man is out in the streets of Lyralus killing our enemies?” Dragir asked. 
 
    “He is,” I confirmed. “I wouldn’t lie to you. So, if you want this fight to be even, we could all tear our way through the capital right now and take down House Aelin as quickly as we did House Pree. Even odds, even chances, and may the best force win.” 
 
    I could tell my honesty was throwing both elves’ minds into a tailspin, and their serpentine eyes were stuck in narrowed disbelief while they warred with the concept. Rhys looked like the demands of the conversation were too much at the moment, though, and he glanced between Dragir and the shadowy corners of the courtyard rather than respond. 
 
    So, I waited for the silver-haired elf to make up his mind, but before he did, a group of warriors from House Fehryn arrived, and it took one statement from them to clear up Rhys’ demeanor entirely. 
 
    The green-haired elf let out a long breath as the pinched lines on his forehead relaxed, and he adjusted his posture back to his usual stature as he nodded to his soldiers. 
 
    “It is safe now,” Rhys assured us with a relieved grin. “Aliasa has been recaptured. I’ll see she’s returned to House Fehryn at once. Dragir, do not trust this man’s word. His women have seduced him into laying a trap for us.” 
 
    I shook my head as I watched the formidable warrior stroll away with an air of total confidence wafting behind him, but now Dragir looked more confused than ever. I could tell he was torn whether to listen to a man who couldn’t even handle one woman, or listen to a man with five murdery ones, but when my lovers came around the side of House Pree, his serpentine gaze zeroed in on them. 
 
    They were only laughing amongst one another without a care in the world, but somehow this brought Dragir to an abrupt decision as his pink eyes flared. 
 
    “No,” he refused at once. “No, this is a trick. Deya has put you up to this. She is sulking and stubborn, and I will not be slain in the streets of Lyralus over her nonsense. No!” 
 
    “Look, I’m trying to tell you--” 
 
    I didn’t get to tell him shit, though, because Dragir started power walking away. 
 
    Then he began redirecting some of his warriors to finish looting inside the palace immediately, and he kept sending skeptical glances my way while my women joined me in confusion. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Aurora muttered. 
 
    “I tried to explain that we could cut through Lyralus to get to House Aelin faster, and he’s--” 
 
    “I am on to you, that is what!” Dragir called out from across the field of bodies. “So, go on! Get to your filthy nonsense! There is no use lingering around here trying to trick me. I will send my warriors to alert you when we have word of House Aelin’s defenses. Go!” 
 
    My women smiled at the man’s stubborn speech, and while that only seemed to concern him more, I sighed and turned away. 
 
    “So, he doesn’t believe anything I say,” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, honesty in times of war does not come very naturally to elves,” Deya pointed out. “It has never been the way of things amongst the Houses.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, and then I gestured to the parcel Shoshanne was holding. “What’s in there?” 
 
    “We brought you breakfast from the kitchen since you didn’t get any dessert for breakfast,” the healer replied. 
 
    “And guess what?” Cayla led as her blue eyes glittered. “They have the fancy lizards here!” 
 
    “Nice,” I chuckled. 
 
    “We also found some strange orange papery thing that is edible,” Aurora added. “It looks almost exactly like your food blankets, so…” 
 
    “Post massacre breakfast burrito!” Deya announced. 
 
    Shoshanne giggled as she unwrapped her parcel, and I grinned as I looked down on the fancy lizard burrito my women had tried to make me. They used ribbons to tie it shut in three places, and judging by how broken the ends of the wrap were, I guessed they found the tuck and fold technique difficult to master within the first few tries. 
 
    “This is perfect,” I sighed. “I’m starving. Did you ladies find something for yourselves as well?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s better you weren’t there, though,” Aurora chuckled. “The cooks must have been almost ready for the morning feast, so we pretty much shoveled a handful of everything in.” 
 
    “Pyrs would have hated it,” Deya said with a pleasant sigh. 
 
    Then an erotic grunt split the air, and we turned to see a group of ten elves grappling to maintain their hold on Aliasa as they shuttled her through the courtyard. Another fifteen warriors stood around the group with their glaives at the ready in case she escaped, and Rhys led the way looking like he’d killed a wild boar with his own teeth. 
 
    I had a gaping grin on my face, though, as his wife braced herself against her captors to kick her husband in the balls from behind, and Rhys crumpled into a heap as she pulled the same stunt on two more warriors before they got her into a safer hold. 
 
    “What is this?” Cayla asked as she furrowed her brow and instinctively grabbed her pistol. 
 
    “Ah,” I muttered. “Rhys has been locking his wife up because he thinks it’ll change her personality. I guess she broke out to get here.” 
 
    “Should we rescue her?” Deya asked with deep concern. 
 
    “I considered it, but the situation’s a little difficult,” I admitted. “She’s not my wife, and I’d rather not worry about Rhys killing me until after we’re on our way out of Nalnora. If he was beating her or something, I’d definitely step in, and at first, I was leaning toward this, but--” 
 
    Aliasa somehow managed to knee one of her handlers in the face, and the blood spurting from his nose made the woman laugh with abandon. Then she began goading the others in Elvish as she got an arm loose, and half her captors jumped back while the other half desperately tried to keep her from breaking free entirely. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel like she can handle herself,” Aurora mused. 
 
    “Honestly, she’s been trying to kill Rhys a lot lately, too,” I told the women. “My bet is she’ll succeed within the week.” 
 
    “I give it three days,” Nulena murmured. “Anything could happen with a woman like that around.” 
 
    “Mason Flynt, I will wait for you!” Aliasa shrieked as she caught sight of me. “I will wait a hundred years, and no man may have me! No man but you! I swear this to you! We will be together one day! Our hearts are bound by the heat of battle already! I will be your wife and bear you the most powerful children!” 
 
    “You’ve got this, girl!” Aurora yelled after her. 
 
    “We believe in you!” Shoshanne cheered. 
 
    “Yes, your sort could never be contained for long!” Nulena assured her. “It is only a matter of time!” 
 
    “Fearless ladies, protect him in my absence!” Aliasa screeched back, and she planted her foot in a warrior’s face. “Guard Mason Flynt with all you have! Fight until the end!” 
 
    “You, too!” Deya cheerfully called out, and she waved her hand high above her head until Aliasa’s keepers finally dragged her out of sight with Rhys limping behind. 
 
    “Gods, that woman knows how to make an exit,” Cayla sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, she does,” I muttered. 
 
    “She has a very pleasant backend,” Shoshanne said out of nowhere. 
 
    “I would enjoy watching her bounce on Mason’s thick cock,” Nulena said plainly, and my other women sighed with desire.  
 
    “So, fill me in,” Aurora demanded as she turned around. 
 
    “Yes,” Deya agreed. “How long have you been inspiring such a passionate devotion in that lovely woman?” 
 
    “Since the last time he was in Nalnora to gather his allies,” Cayla answered for me. “It’s a long story that he’ll tell you is about Rhys and Dragir’s idiocy, but the only part you need to know is he tamed Aliasa with just two kisses. Literally.” 
 
    “Ohhh.” Shoshanne nodded. “Okay, this makes more sense. They were probably those really commanding kisses.” 
 
    “Those aren’t for the faint of heart,” Aurora agreed. 
 
    “I like her,” Deya immediately decided. “She is so much fun to be around! Imagine getting to bathe with her every day of the week.” 
 
    “Imagine all that zeal with a gun in her hands…” Cayla mused. 
 
    “Gods, she’d be unstoppable,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    Aurora nodded. “But in the sexiest way.” 
 
    “I bet she’s a hot mess in bed,” Nulena murmured. “Did I mention I want to watch Mason fuck her? Can you imagine her spread open on the bed, exhausted, with his creamy seed dripping out of her tunnel and into the sheets? Delicious.” 
 
    “Wow,” Aurora sighed as she bit her lip at Nulena. “I love the way you describe our sexy times.” 
 
    “Ooo, Mason, we should whip her!” Deya said as she clutched her belly. “Don’t you think she seems like the whipping type?” 
 
    “No, she’s been stuck with Rhys all these years,” Shoshanne countered. “After that, she needs genuine sensuality, and a bit of light, possessive choking while she rides Mason’s dick however she likes for as long as she wants.” 
 
    “You’re an incredible healer,” Cayla remarked with an impressed nod. “That’s exactly what Aliasa needs. A man who can appreciate all that passion and just lie there while she shows him how much she has to offer.” 
 
    “Aww,” Deya moaned. “Mason’s the perfect man for that. He loves it when we give him everything we have to offer, and he pays such close attention while we do it. Aliasa would feel so cherished. Mason, you should let Aliasa have some deep, slow, and lightly possessive healing sex with you. Deeply, of course. Lightly, but also deeply.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Good,” Deya said with a nod. Then she glanced past me. “Oh, hello, Rhys.” 
 
    I whipped around so fast, I almost spiraled into a three-sixty, and I couldn’t decide what Rhys’ expression meant, but he was somewhere between confusion and rage while he crossed his brawny arms and stared down his nose at me. 
 
    Deya didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest, though. 
 
    “You know, you look so tense lately, Rhys,” the beautiful elf began. “Very worn-out, and very defeated. I can see you are at the end of your rope, and I think, perhaps, you should let us have your wife.” 
 
    “Um, Deya,” I muttered in warning, but she barreled on. 
 
    “Sometimes it is best to accept we cannot provide the proper care, no matter how much we love our wives and endeavor to change them,” Deya continued. “I for one would enjoy her immensely, though, and I can assure you, Mason will see she gets plenty of fresh air and exercise living in our home. We will keep her in the highest state of health, and provide her with the sort of exertion and stimulation that her personality demands.” 
 
    “Deya,” I tried once more, and Rhys’ face was finally regaining its color as he turned a blistering red. 
 
    Dragir had noticed the situation from across the courtyard, though, and he was already strolling over with his serpentine eyes locked on Rhys and one hand clutching his pistol. 
 
    Rhys still hadn’t formed any words by the time Dragir came to a stop beside his ally, and I didn’t miss the grin the silver-haired elf was struggling to hold back while Deya patiently waited for a reply. 
 
    “Come now, do not look so upset,” Dragir managed in a strained voice. “You must admit, Mason seems to have a better head for this sort of thing than we do. At least Aliasa will be able to live on a longer leash with him, no?” 
 
    The long, snorting snicker that escaped Dragir as he finished this statement made half my women bury their mouths into the palms of their hands, and the looting elves around us didn’t bother hiding their laughter. 
 
    I felt my soul shrinking into a ball, though, as Rhys’ amber eyes burned through my skull, and I knew he was waiting for me to chuckle even the slightest bit right now. 
 
    “We should go,” I muttered as I caught Deya by the waist. 
 
    “You know where to find us once you’ve reached a decision,” Deya persisted while I tried to keep her moving in the opposite direction. “And remember, Rhys, there is no shame in accepting it is time to rehome your wife. This is for the good of all involved. Quality of life is so important in a marriage!” 
 
    That’s when I just scooped Deya up to quickly cart her out of range, and while the majority of the warriors in the courtyard threw their heads back with laughter, Rhys silently stormed toward the palace steps. 
 
    “So, since we couldn’t trick you, we’ll just be up to our filthy nonsense,” Cayla called back to Dragir. 
 
    “Yes, be sure to knock before you enter, though,” Aurora warned. 
 
    “And if you hear any whips, wait ten minutes, and try again,” Nulena added. 
 
    “We brought whips?” Deya gasped with instant excitement. 
 
    “No,” Shoshanne hissed. “Shhh!” 
 
    My women began groping my ass for good measure as we neared the edge of the palace, and I could have sworn I heard Dragir’s violent shudder of disgust before he continued ordering his warriors around. 
 
    The second we rounded the corner, though, I felt Nulena’s silencing enchantments sifting over us, and I set Deya down while my women clutched each other’s hands in anticipation. 
 
    “House Aelin?” Aurora asked while she bounced on her toes. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah,” I chuckled. “I promised you the slaughter of your dreams, and if we leave now, you’ll have all the time in the world to take down Aeris’ House any way you want. You can even break out your new torture devices.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” Deya gasped. “I have to wear a flower crown for this!” 
 
    “Grab some from those bushes over there, but hurry,” I urged. 
 
    My beautiful elf bolted across the grass with Nulena close behind, and while the two women began filling their arms with exotic blooms that looked like roses on steroids, Shoshanne handed over my fancy lizard burrito. 
 
    “You’ll need sustenance if you’re going to help us make the kind of scene we’ve been wanting,” the healer told me. 
 
    “Yes, and we can’t have you getting too exhausted battling all day,” Aurora added. “If this massacre goes as well as we’ve hoped, we’re going to have a gratuitous amount of orgasms to get out of our systems.” 
 
    “And since we owe it to your hard work in bringing us this far,” Cayla added, “you will be expected to lay back, relax, and simply enjoy us all.” 
 
    “However, he’ll need to be rejuvenated enough to contend with both his mortal and immortal enemies,” Shoshanne cautioned the others. “So, we cannot keep him up all night just to satiate our most immodest demands. We have to put Mason’s needs first. He can’t be left feeling too worn out tomorrow, and gods know he never lets up on us if we keep begging for more.” 
 
    “Too true,” Aurora sighed with a sage nod. “We’ll have to find a middle ground. He should only have to exert minimum effort, but enjoy maximum satisfaction, while also ensuring it’s a celebratory tryst in light of our victory in dismantling the Elven Council.” 
 
    “Assuming we come out of this victorious,” Cayla added. “As much as I’d like to skip straight to spoiling Mason with sexual favors, we can’t lose sight of the objectives barring us from that right now. Taking down House Aelin is more important and personal than either of the other Houses, and if we’re not as thorough as possible with this massacre, it could mean sex tonight is fifty percent less excessive.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I clutched my burrito. “Anything I can do to keep the killing on target?” 
 
    “Yes, in fact,” Aurora purred, and she and Cayla exchanged a murderous glance as I heard their pulses quicken. 
 
    “Bring us Aeris on a silver platter,” the princess growled, and I gave a vigorous nod of agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    None of the warriors outside House Pree saw the thirty-two-foot tank cruising by, so I didn’t mind the fact that Aurora and Cayla were both mooning all of them through the portholes. 
 
    I just chortled from the driver’s seat while Shoshanne giggled in my lap, and as the healer offered me the last bite of my lizard burrito, we neared the boundaries of the palace courtyard. Then I flattened out the stone steps with my Terra powers, and I slowly parted the golden gates while we made a quiet exit from the burned, bloody, and corpse-laden remains of House Pree. 
 
    “You ladies better start getting dressed,” I called back to my women. “I’ll take it slow to start with so you don’t miss out on some shooting time, but if Stan’s made decent headway across the capital, it should only be about twenty minutes before we get to House Aelin.” 
 
    “We’ll be there well before Dragir’s scouts even arrive,” Cayla chuckled, and the naked princess finally removed her ass from the window while Aurora hopped down beside her. “This will be our sweetest victory yet…” 
 
    “Goriest victory,” the half-elf corrected. “I’ve decided I’m not bringing any guns into the palace, though. That way, I have more room to stow my torture devices.” 
 
    “Everyone who’s carrying a baby of mine is required to carry at least one firearm at all times,” I ordered. “We can’t rely on Dragir’s army this time around, and anything could happen in there.” 
 
    “I’m supportive of this rule,” Cayla agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, I felt my rebel baby get a little disgruntled when I said the words, anyways,” Aurora sighed. 
 
    “So much like its father already,” Deya giggled. 
 
    I grinned at the elf’s dreamy tone, but I was mostly focused on scanning the path up ahead because there wasn’t a single carriage or cart in sight anymore. The lower road had been bustling with elves when we first arrived, but now, it was deserted aside from the path of destruction we’d carved out earlier. 
 
    Then I sent my powers farther along, and I could tell we had a clear enough shot to take us through to the inner city in record time. From the top of this hill, though, I could see all the way to the far side of the capital, and the blue and green glass tower of House Aelin glinted like a beacon in the morning sunlight. 
 
    Just the sight of his diamond-studded spire made a familiar rage burn in my gut as I recalled the arrogant son of a bitch who presided over the place, and while all the irritation I’d once felt sleeping in Aeris’ domain came rushing back to me, I realized I was looking forward to this massacre almost as much as my women were. 
 
    “Wanna take over for me?” I murmured to the caramel beauty on my lap. “I need to get our arsenal squared away.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” the healer purred. 
 
    Then I left a soft kiss in the nape of her neck as her hands glided over mine to take the throttles, and I slid out from under her as she seamlessly took control of Bobbie. 
 
    I couldn’t help lingering behind to admire her perfect posture and strict focus, though, because the healer really did drive the hefty tank like a mom in a soccer van. She checked her side portholes regularly and occasionally glanced back real quick to scan her blind spots, too, but her blood-splattered silk attire added a quirky twist to the situation that I was big fan of. 
 
    “Arsenal…” Shoshanne murmured without taking her eyes off the road. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a quick nod. 
 
    Then I took a brief glance at Aeris’ tower and the two massive domes flanking it on either side, and with my mind firmly back on track, I headed for my concealed armory while I slipped between Aurora and Cayla, who were naked and comparing their options for attire. 
 
    “It has to be something I would never wear to a regular attack,” Cayla mused. “Soon, we’ll be under Mason’s command for the battle at House Orrel, and I will of course be dressed more appropriately there, so I’d like to go against the grain for this one.” 
 
    “Yes, this is our last big hurrah,” Aurora agreed with a sad smile. “It’s a shame I despise these elves so much, or I’d just go naked. I’ve always wanted to do that.” 
 
    “Same,” the princess sighed. “They really don’t deserve the show, though.” 
 
    I eyed my naked women’s thoughtful expressions while they traded scraps of leather to see if that did anything, but then I unsealed the cabinet on the wall to consider what mix of ammunition I’d like to decimate Aeris’ men with. 
 
    “Mason, what will you be wearing?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Guns,” I muttered as I began slipping magazines into my belt. “Lots of guns.” 
 
    “But this is our big finale!” Shoshanne countered as she checked her blind spots once more. “Don’t you want to bludgeon and lacerate our enemies with us?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mason, you are a duke now, and the head of our family,” Aurora added. “It only seems appropriate that you slaughter with the ones you love. We’ve been hoping you’d join in on the fun.” 
 
    “You could gut a few elves…” Cayla coaxed. “Maybe scalp a son.” 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah, sure, I’ll slaughter them with you. Just set out the weapons you want me to use, and I’ll grab them before we head in.” 
 
    Aurora hopped up and down in a very pleasing way at the news, and I chuckled as my naked half-elf bounced her way over to throw her arms around my neck. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aurora giggled into my ear. “Terrorizing elves will be so much more satisfying if you watch me do it.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well, I think I am going to bring the fanciest sword we have,” Deya announced from her spot at the back table. “After fighting beside Aliasa, I have decided the best way to kill anyone is with erotic abandon and a well-wrought blade.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, she has inspired me,” Deya said as she carefully secured another large red bloom to her flower crown. 
 
    Nulena sat stone faced beside her doing the same, but her two-toned eyes flicked to mine with amusement. “Aliasa certainly is inspiring…” 
 
    “Exotically gorgeous,” Cayla corrected. “The way her orange eyes light up when her victims scream is so enchanting.” 
 
    “Such thick and luscious hair, too,” Aurora mused. “She’s like a purple fox. I’d like to see her on all fours…” 
 
    “With that backend,” Shoshanne muttered under her breath. “I can still recall its supple shape as if she were right in front of me. So perfectly rounded and just meaty enough you could sink your teeth into it if you wanted to.” 
 
    “I want to,” Deya said with an airy sigh. 
 
    I nodded in total agreement to all of this on my way to the turret basket, and I had Aliasa’s cinnamon-hued curves emblazoned in my mind while I pulled a few canisters from the lock boxes and listened to my women discuss Deya’s pitch to Rhys about his wife. 
 
    “He will see sense,” Deya assured them all. “When Rhys and Mason stand side by side, it is quite clear who should have a woman like Aliasa, and who should have known better than to try. Also, just look at all of us. So healthy and fulfilled under Mason’s care. Rhys will make up his mind in her best interests eventually.” 
 
    “Aliasa’s certainly made up her mind,” Cayla snickered. 
 
    “That’s why I think she’ll handle this all in due course,” Aurora pointed out. “A mouth like that, and she’s mad over Mason? Rhys probably locked her up just so he wouldn’t have to listen to her rave about him anymore.” 
 
    My women laughed heartily at the idea, and I chuckled a bit as well while I opened the commander’s hatch. Personally, I hadn’t thought about it from that angle yet, but there was actually a good chance my women were correct.  
 
    Rhys hadn’t seemed surprised in the slightest by Aliasa’s rapturous promises while his men hauled her off… 
 
    So, I filed this development away, too, while I got both machine guns loaded up, and then I mounted a second canister to the steel and hitched the end of each belt to the next. 
 
    As I looked around at the deserted streets, though, I suddenly noticed the number of dead elves scattered around. 
 
    All of their chests bore the same eruptive gouge like a calling card for my little metal man, and I let out a low whistle as I eyed the intersecting roads we passed. Shops were deserted while more bodies lined the streets with their hearts burst open, and every one of the departed wore the garb of an Elite House. It honestly looked like the rogue merchants hadn’t been here at all today, and I nodded with approval as I ducked back into the turret. 
 
    “Stan’s doing us proud out there,” I announced while I returned to the hull, but the sight of Nulena and Deya working together to coordinate their flower designs made me pause on my way past the table. 
 
    Despite the Baroness’ unenthusiastic demeanor, I could tell she was secretly enjoying herself with the beautiful elf because a subtle smirk twitched at the corners of her ebony lips while Deya admired her progress. 
 
    “The red and white blooms look so lovely,” Deya fawned. “Elegant, but deadly. I wish I would have thought of that before I went with all pink.” 
 
    “You can wear this one if you like,” Nulena offered with a shrug. 
 
    “Really?” the elf gasped. “Oh, I would feel so honored to wear your flower crown. You can wear mine! The pink will be gorgeous with your black hair.” 
 
    “Very pretty,” I said with a teasing grin. 
 
    Nulena made a point of rolling her eyes as she finished her pattern. “Pink is a little frilly for my tastes.” 
 
    “But you will look like a decadent jungle queen while you instill terror in our incapacitated victims,” Deya informed her. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” Nulena sighed in a bland tone. “Cayla, what color flower crown would you like?” 
 
    “Depends,” the princess muttered. “Mason, do you like this option or… this one?” 
 
    At first, I just blinked, but eventually Cayla laid the blue velvet and white silk across her bare hips on each side, and I caught on that I was actually looking at two tiny skirts and not handkerchiefs. 
 
    “So… you’re not wearing panties for this, are you?” I realized. 
 
    “Of course not,” Cayla snorted. 
 
    “The blue one,” I decided. 
 
    “Thank you,” the princess purred with satisfaction, and she turned her porcelain ass to me on her way down the hull. “Nulena, I would like a white flower crown with black ribbons, please.” 
 
    “Make mine red all over,” Aurora added. “Shoshanne, you should wear the soft purple flowers. They’ll make your brown eyes look extra sweet while you destroy your victims.” 
 
    “That does sound nice,” Shoshanne agreed, “but, Mason, it might be time for us to begin shooting up the streets.” 
 
    I felt Bobbie slow down while we all turned to look ahead of the tank, and my women gasped with shock as they hurried to the front of the hull. 
 
    Then Cayla’s jaw slowly unhinged as she inched closer to the window for a better look. 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora breathed. “Stan massacres better than any of us.” 
 
    I grinned. “He sure does.” 
 
    The streets we’d passed on the way here had been modestly shot up, but the quaint square outside our portholes looked like an exterminator had come through and killed every roach in the nest. Elves of differing attire laid strewn on top of each other and over stone walls, and their bloody chests gleamed in the morning light wherever I looked. 
 
    This more central part of the capital was honestly just a sea of dead elves, but despite the striking scene, I still couldn’t help directing my attention to the bronze sculpture at the center of the square. It depicted a band of warriors brandishing glaives with a variety of other races flattened underfoot, and I felt like the eerie silence along with the piles of newly murdered elves circling the base added a nice sense of finality to the design. 
 
    My little metal man hadn’t even finished up yet, though. 
 
    Solana was patrolling the skies above the square with Stan holding his rifle poised to fire, and it looked like his targets had long since given up trying to knock him off his mount with daggers. 
 
    The remaining elves in the area cowered in alleyways or took refuge under overturned carts and shot-up carriages, and whenever the shadow of the little dragon came closer, they scrambled to tuck themselves further out of sight. 
 
    “This looks like a good place to start,” I decided. “Cayla, why don’t you…” 
 
    I trailed off as Cayla sniffed quietly, and when I tilted my head over her shoulder, the stoic princess had tears in her eyes. 
 
    “This is the second time you’ve cried in days,” I muttered. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cayla croaked, and she gestured broadly to the carnage. “This is just… he’s done so well! Every heart out there is only a pit in their chests. I mean, the aim required…” 
 
    The princess’ throat hitched as she shook her head, and I gently patted her bare back.  
 
    “I know,” I murmured. “He’s really coming into his own.” 
 
    Cayla nodded as a light sob escaped her. “Th-The statues… he even shot them in the heart! Stan is out here giving this massacre his unwavering dedication, and I just… I’m so… I’m so proud of our little guy!” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, but while Cayla dabbed at her eyes, she noticed my other women staring at her with huge grins. 
 
    “It’s the pregnancy!” the princess blurted out, and she ducked under my arm to get dressed. “Come on, are we shooting this place up, or what?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get to work,” I muttered, and I cleared my throat. “Uh… I know you ladies wanted a huge scene, so Nulena, on my order, drop our shield. Ammunition cabinet will remain open, feel free to improvise there, and the machine guns are loaded up top. Shoshanne, are you alright to drive for this?” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” the healer said with a clipped nod, and she promptly returned to her driving posture. 
 
    “Great, let’s hang out here for a minute and do a full sweep of the square, since Stan will need a chance to get inside the turret and restock his magazines,” I continued. “We’re smack dab in the middle of Lyralus right now, but I want to take a more roundabout route to House Aelin just to make sure Dragir has a clear path in case he gets his head out of his ass. Once we finish in this area, take us straight ahead, and follow the stone, cylindrical markings through the city. I have no idea what they signify, but they actually lead us along a pretty ideal path for a mass murder situation.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Shoshanne agreed, and I joined my women beside my armory while I reached over Deya’s head to grab another rifle. 
 
    “Aurora and Cayla, take the left side,” I ordered. “You’ve got a couple dozen elves in that alleyway, and Nulena, why don’t you man a machine gun for us? Stay concealed to avoid any stray daggers, though. Deya, you’re on the right side with me. Deal?” 
 
    “Actually,” Aurora cut in, and all at once, my women began prattling off their preferences as I slowly loaded my rifle. 
 
    “Okay,” I interrupted, “do all of that. I just thought some order would make this smoother, but--” 
 
    “Order has no place in overthrowing a hierarchy, Mason,” Aurora informed me. 
 
    “Yeah, we want chaos!” Deya declared as she threw her arms up into the air. “Nulena, wear the crown!” 
 
    “Maybe later,” the Baroness flatly replied, and she climbed into the turret. 
 
    “Okay!” the beautiful elf said with a shrug. 
 
    Then we all took our positions near the portholes, and I didn’t bother pointing out that my women were standing exactly where I’d suggested moments before. I just sighed and steadied my barrel on the window’s edge as Stan finished another flyby on our side of the square, and as soon as he turned around, I hollered for Nulena to drop her enchantments. 
 
    The panic was immediate, and the last few dozen elves broke off in every direction, but they honestly didn’t stand a chance. Cayla and Aurora’s aim was too sharp to escape no matter how fast they ran, and Nulena’s machine gun doused the square regardless. Deya and I mostly just had fun trying to catch targets before each other with our lightning laced bullets, but with Stan swooping in on top of it all, this entire quarter of Lyralus was wiped out in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Then Shoshanne slowly drove us onward, and Solana dove into the commander’s hatch to load up while my women did the same. 
 
    The attack we set off in the square must have been heard for at least a mile around, but it didn’t take long for me to realize this worked in our advantage. Nulena always said terror and panic were the most effective assets in her line of work, and right now, these two factors sent half the hidden Elite sprinting in all directions for us. 
 
    So, my lovers and I carried on swapping ammunition and trading portholes depending on what sort of kills we were looking for, and Solana zigzagged around Bobbie while Stan showed off his sniper skills. 
 
    Somewhere around the sixth street we cleared, though, I noticed there was a definite vibe in the tank, and it was tenser than I expected. 
 
    “Shoshanne, did you just brake to wave that elven bastard past?” Aurora scoffed. 
 
    “I waved him over to your side of the tank,” Shoshanne insisted. 
 
    “This is the third time you’ve done that,” Deya challenged. “Why are you driving like a beautiful little slug?” 
 
    “Yes, stop being a polite driver!” Cayla snapped. “Run them down, or I swear to the gods…” 
 
    “Ladies, let’s focus on our own tasks,” I suggested while I stayed dedicated to my targets, but as my women all ceased fire, Stan ended up having to swoop in for the assist. 
 
    “I could probably run faster than we are driving,” Deya grumbled. 
 
    “That’s because Shoshanne’s probably up there pining for a cuddle,” Aurora scoffed. “Shoshanne, I warned you about keeping your head in the game!” 
 
    “Hey, now,” I cut in. “I know we’re all a little amped right now, but that’s no reason to shit on cuddles. I’m all for--” 
 
    “I am not pining, nor am I being polite,” the healer growled through gritted teeth. “I am trying to be cautious since none of you are wearing your seatbelts!” 
 
    “Which I fully support,” I tried to clarify. 
 
    “Fuck the seatbelts!” Deya roared. “Throttle up and flatten their asses!” 
 
    “Yeah, we came to tear this shit up, Shoshanne!” Aurora screeched. “Not shuffle our way through the streets!” 
 
    I could hear Shoshanne’s furious breaths deepening despite the ruckus in the capital, and I was about to warn my women to lay off when she suddenly spoke up in her most icy healer’s tone. 
 
    “Mason’s precious children are in your wombs, and I will not be party to any sort of--” 
 
    “Precious, my ass,” Cayla scoffed. “These babies came here to kill! That includes your Lux baby, so be a good murder mother, dammit!” 
 
    Shoshanne gasped and went rigid. “Hey, I am a fucking great murder mother! I destroy shit all the time for this baby!” 
 
    “Prove it,” Nulena goaded from the turret. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I groaned. 
 
    “Fine!” the healer scoffed. “You want me to bring my baby into this, then I will bring my baby into this!” 
 
    “We should leave the Lux baby out of this…” I muttered as I shot an anxious glance toward the front of the hull. 
 
    Aurora just haughtily tossed her blue braids in defiance, though, and as she turned back to her porthole to shoot down a flock of elves, Bobbie suddenly throttled up. 
 
    Then all of us crashed to the floor of the hull as Shoshanne careened toward the shop fronts, and she must have steamrolled at least eight carriages judging by how many times I was thrown into the air. My women and I rolled from one side of the hull to the other while Shoshanne began swerving to make sure no carts were left uncrushed, and when she reached the end of the lane, she bombed around the corner and sent us sliding into a dogpile against the wall. 
 
    “I love you and your baby so much,” Cayla belted to Shoshanne, and her voice vibrated from the many bodies rattling under our treads. “You’re both unpredictably scary, but you can take it down a notch!” 
 
    “Ohhh, noooooo,” Shoshanne chuckled. “Mason’s Lux baby does not back down. This baby is just as persistent as its daddy, so get your butts off that floor and back to your stations! It’s like I’m doing all the work right now!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” Deya panted as she skidded on her knees for the next turn. “Mason… could you…” 
 
    “Got it,” I grunted, and I hoisted Nulena and Aurora off me. 
 
    Then I dragged the two women toward the nearest grab bars as I summoned their pistols from where they’d flown under the table, and Cayla slid all the way to the rear of the hull on her velvet covered ass to retrieve her rifle. The princess found her footing from there, so I caught Deya as she skidded back in the other direction, and I used the momentum of Shoshanne’s next turn to fling the elf toward her porthole. 
 
    Eventually, we were all sort of restored to our posts, and Nulena chuckled with pride as we watched Shoshanne ruthlessly plow through a fountain that had a couple dozen Elite elves cowering inside. Once the tank recovered from the rocky collision, the healer locked her jaw and sent a whirlwind spiraling straight into the heart of Lyralus, and it blasted two strips of buildings apart with a thundering crack. 
 
    “Woah!” I bellowed as stone shards the size of our tank went flying into the air. “Shoshanne, ease up!” 
 
    “No, I’d hate to be too polite,” the healer hummed as she throttled up, and I sent my women a sharp look just before we broke through two solid brick walls and crashed into the next line of shops. 
 
    “No one is allowed to mention my Lux baby anymore,” I informed my lovers. 
 
    “Sorry, Mason,” Aurora panted. 
 
    “Yeah, we were just caught up in the moment,” Cayla insisted. 
 
    “We adore your Lux baby, and we never wish to enrage it to this degree again!” Deya assured me. 
 
    “Shoshanne, hit that floodgate!” Nulena yelled from the turret. “The elves are taking cover in the canal!” 
 
    “Yes, do what she says!” Aurora urged.  
 
    “Embrace your mommy rage, Shoshanne!” Deya agreed. “It’s so ravishingly excessive! 
 
    “But get it the hell out of your system,” Cayla casually muttered. 
 
    Then we skidded within inches of the canal, and Deya clutched her flower crown while she struggled to pop her head out the window.  
 
    “House Flyyyynt!” the elf screamed. “Get ready, assholes! We show no mercy, and we have so many weapons!” 
 
    “And so many babies in us!” Aurora added with a shit eating grin. 
 
    “Mason Flynt’s babies!” Cayla clarified. “For those of you who know… you know!” 
 
    “And you will suffer the consequences,” I heard Nulena chuckle above, and as Bobbie’s tungsten front end collided with the release lever, a cascade of water spewed out from the floodgates and into the shallow canal. 
 
    Then the Baroness launched her own attack on the drowning Elite, and my eyes bulged from my head as my women clung to the ledge of the portholes so they wouldn’t miss a moment. 
 
    I was still staring straight ahead when Shoshanne drove us out of the center of Lyralus, and Bobbie carved a turbulent path toward the spires of House Aelin while my lovers’ pistols sent an unrelenting barrage of lightning laced bullets through the portholes. 
 
    They were so hyped up at this point that they screeched nonsensical threats out the windows as they picked off every fleeing elf in a stately robe, but I furrowed my brow as I realized that wasn’t all they were saying. 
 
    Every now and then, they’d just yell my name, or moan it, or sing it if the mood struck them, and in any other circumstances, I would have gagged them all to keep them from branding my name on the utter annihilation of Lyralus right now. 
 
    It just so happened my women were effective as hell, though, so I really didn’t mind the upsell. 
 
    Whole buildings were catching fire while whirlwinds spiraled off in two directions at once, and somewhere in the middle of the mayhem, Bobbie broke through stone, metal, and skulls to bring us charging toward House Aelin at full speed ahead. 
 
    Then I sent my powers across the remaining streets of the capital, and when they reached the grounds of House Aelin, I lunged toward the turret basket. 
 
    “Nulena, shield!” I ordered at the top of my lungs, and the machine gun ceased fire the moment a cloak of enchantments doused Bobbie’s hull. 
 
    Shoshanne braked a split second afterward, and I stumbled to a stop beside the driver’s seat just as the enormous glass tower of House Aelin appeared. 
 
    “Don’t hit a single thing,” I muttered as my adrenaline spiked. 
 
    Then the healer brought us to a slow and steady stop just outside the immaculate grounds, and my women quietly gathered beside me as we looked out at the throng of armed guards waiting for our arrival. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Beyond the spiraling ironwork of House Aelin’s perimeter, nearly three hundred elven warriors in blue silken garb and black vambraces lined the pristine white courtyard, and several more were stationed along the outer edges of the palace, too. When I let my magic search the farthest grounds, I found another two hundred or so elves at their posts in back, and I nodded to myself as I considered how extensive Aeris’ army actually was. 
 
    The entire fleet stood braced for an attack with a dagger in one hand and a jagged sword in the other, but they clearly hadn’t seen us arrive because they kept their serpentine eyes narrowed toward the calamity we’d just caused out in the city streets. 
 
    The warriors of House Aelin looked straight past the invisible tank that sat four feet beyond their elaborate gates, but I doubted they’d been rushed out here. They were too heavily armed and organized for a slapdash call to arms, so I wasn’t too surprised by what I found when I sent my powers into House Aelin itself. 
 
    Each of the hundreds of rooms were bolted shut and bore silencing enchantments, and every passageway was lined with armed elves in uniformed positions. 
 
    The great hall was deserted while no one seemed to be strolling around at their leisure anywhere in or beyond the domed sections of the palace, and from what I gathered through the stonework, the servants had been stowed away in the lower cellars, too. 
 
    Aeris had his whole domain on lock down, but he’d felt confident enough to open his diamond-tipped gates wide before he sent more than half his soldiers straight to the front lines. 
 
    “So, I think Aeris knew we were coming,” Shoshanne muttered, and Aurora snorted in agreement. 
 
    “He’s probably been expecting us since House Elyn fell last night,” I assured the women. “It looks like he’s had plenty of time to prepare. This won’t be an easy one.” 
 
    “Good,” my half-elf said in an ominous tone. “I’d be disappointed if it were.” 
 
    “There are so very, very many daggers out there,” Deya whispered in awe. “And those glaives. Look at the treacherous backward hook on the end. My brother enjoys this sort of design. He says one wrenching movement at any point on the body is enough to cripple your assailant with anguishing pain. It may as well be a deathblow for how vulnerable they are after one strike.” 
 
    “I can attest to that,” I admitted. “It’s a weirdly satisfying design. One of my favorites to use against elves, in fact.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Nulena purred. 
 
    I smirked as I saw the Baroness bite her lip in admiration of the razor-sharp blades stretching across the immense grounds, but when I looked ahead of me again, my eyes locked onto the diamond-studded entrance beyond the elven warriors. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to hunt Aeris down,” I muttered. “I don’t doubt he’s locked himself up better than any of his residents, but by the time we get through this mess out here--” 
 
    “Me…” Cayla suddenly moaned. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow as I turned to look at the princess beside me, and I found her cheeks bright pink while her supple lips puckered into a needy pout. 
 
    “Let me do this one, please?” Cayla begged as her fingers clutched my shoulder. “I can do it, Mason. Please, please let me. It’s all I want from this massacre.” 
 
    “Alone?” I clarified. “What about a driver or a loader?” 
 
    “I don’t need a driver,” the princess said breathlessly. “This spot is perfect. Nulena will be my loader, won’t you? We’ll start with single pistol shots to solidify the point of attack without risking the mass of them fleeing, and once more soldiers have gathered out front, we’ll fire up the cannon.” 
 
    “How could I say no to that?” the Baroness murmured. “The rest of you can leave this lot to us. I’ll see you make it into the palace unseen.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Shoshanne agreed. 
 
    “There’s another five hundred or so warriors waiting in there,” I clarified, and my women’s eyes darted to me. “Aeris has them guarding every hall, and he’s locked every door to conceal the other residents. Once these guys realize we’re in there, we’ll be facing an organized counterattack for who knows how long.” 
 
    Aurora arched a blue eyebrow. “Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing?” 
 
    “Well,” I snorted as I leveled her with a pointed look, “probably because none of you brought your armor for this trip, and you’re ready to waltz our whole family into that place. I know you’ve had your hearts set on a bloody slaughter, and I’m not saying we won’t get to that, but we need to be cautious. No out of hand romps through the palace this time.” 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” the half-elf growled, and I sighed as she haughtily crossed her arms. “Have I ever just waltzed anyone into battle without a thought about the dangers we’re facing?” 
 
    “You haven’t,” I answered. “I’m just saying, I think it might be best if we launch the first attacks with my magic from out here, and have you and Shoshanne do the same. Cutting through the bulk of their warriors with our magery means our chances--” 
 
    “Oh, Mason,” Shoshanne sighed. “Who trained us?” 
 
    Cayla sent the healer an amused smirk before she turned back to me. “You know, none of us are so bent on a slaughter fest that we’ve suddenly forgotten how much we’ve learned at your side.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied, and I couldn’t help grinning as I realized my women were a little insulted by my concern. “Forgive me for thinking I might need to be the voice of reason. In my defense, you’ve been less than levelheaded about these massacres. Which is awesome, don’t get me wrong. It’s just… a little concerning as the father of your unborn children. Especially when there’s over a thousand elven soldiers against the six of us. Not something to take lightly.” 
 
    “We would never take our Family Massacre lightly, Mason,” Shoshanne said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Yes, we may be thirsting for blood, but that doesn’t mean we’ve thrown all caution to the wind,” Aurora clarified. 
 
    “If anything, our hunger for more murderous delights has only made us extremely attentive to detail,” Deya added. “Trust me, we and your babies are wholly prepared for this. It’s only that Nulena always says mass murder is a waste of time if you aren’t reaping personal enjoyment from it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Cayla agreed. “So, we’ve tried to embrace this aspect whenever possible.” 
 
    “Do not waver in that endeavor here, though,” Nulena advised. “Remember what I’ve taught you to avoid the pitfalls of a well-planned escapade. You should never, under any circumstance, let your dedication to the execution of your plan detract from your enjoyment in the moment. Let your preparedness free up space in your mind for your more savage side.” 
 
    “Understood,” Aurora said with a diligent nod. “Mason, does that clear up your concerns?” 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure we’re all on the same page,” I chuckled. “Carry on.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Deya replied. “Aurora, does this mean we’re doing Plan C or Plan E?” 
 
    “Plan D, actually,” Aurora answered, and I raised my eyebrows as my half-elf promptly took command of this mission. “Cayla and Nulena will be absent from the first few stages, but it’s still doable, especially if Mason stands in for Cayla. Nulena, join us when you are able, and Cayla, remain at your post here to pick off the ones who try to make a break for it. We’ll have Stan handle the back of the palace since I’m sure the defenses are just as substantial back there, and Deya, get the double-ended glaives Dorinick made us. Let’s stick to those until the numbers are whittled down enough to get on with some torture scenarios.” 
 
    With that, my women dispersed around the hull, and as they began pulling belts and blades out, Aurora closed the gap between us so she could brush a soft kiss across my lips. 
 
    Then the half-elf grinned. “Mason, will you do a full scan of the palace and locate all the stairwells?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I murmured as I admired the fiery glint in her emerald eyes. “Did you get those weapons for me?” 
 
    “Your arsenal is waiting on the bench,” Aurora assured me. “As far as your guns go, don’t bring any stealth fire with us. Deya’s rules for this House.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked as I glanced over at the beautiful elf. 
 
    “Because any burns in House Aelin must be strictly controlled to avoid destroying any documents,” Deya answered. “Aeris’ library is the most valuable to me, and I can’t risk a single scroll being destroyed.” 
 
    Aurora shrugged at me, and I nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “I’ll leave the fireball magazines behind, too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Deya flashed me a sweet smile, and she turned to let Nulena secure her red and white flower crown to her head. “Make sure any chambers you destroy aren’t connected to the main library, either. If they are, you could risk a collapse of the primary structure, and I’d rather not have to go digging around the rubble later.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I assured her. “Can I ask what’s so important in there, though?” 
 
    “Books, of course,” the elf snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, we shouldn’t destroy innocent books,” Shoshanne agreed while she changed out of her bloody silk to put on a soft white and velvet bodysuit instead. “It’s not like we’re the villains here.” 
 
    “Right,” I muttered. 
 
    Then I headed to the back of the hull to grab the battle axe, Halcyan daggers, and flail Cayla and Aurora had selected for me, and my women calmly prepared for their big heist with no concern about the hundreds of guards waiting on the other side of the gate. 
 
    They giggled here and there as their tops kept popping open while they secured their weapons, and no matter what they tried, they couldn’t keep more than the bottom three clasps secured. Eventually, my women just gave up trying to contain their swelling tits, and with decadent flower crowns in place to top off their seductive attire, they looked more like they were going to a bachelorette party than a massacre. 
 
    “Mason, could you melt these little metal clasps?” Aurora muttered as she fussed with the skin-tight black silk of her top. “I really can’t condone having my tits fall completely out if it’s not for your benefit alone.” 
 
    “Yeah, me, too,” Deya pouted while she clutched her velvet in place. 
 
    I grinned as I raised my palm, and my women collectively sighed with relief as all their tops melded shut around their ample cleavage. 
 
    “Much better,” Aurora muttered. “Now, I can wield a glaive without flashing my victims.” 
 
    “That’s always nice,” I chuckled as Stan flew out of the turret basket, and I finished loading the last of my ammunition up while Solana jetted over to me. 
 
    “Did you finish clearing the last of the capital?” I asked the pair, and Stan offered a crisp salute before he gestured uneasily toward Shoshanne. “Yeah, I know. It was the Lux baby, apparently.” 
 
    “I heard that,” the healer giggled as she secured a double ended glaive to her back. “I have no regrets about anything, though. I feel fantastic, and I think the baby and I needed that drive.” 
 
    “We all needed that drive,” Nulena agreed. “Now, I’ll shield the four of you until you reach the entryway, and from there, the countdown begins, so don’t mull about too much.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Aurora assured her, and she turned to Stan. “Solana and Stan, restock your arsenal and get to the top of the eastern dome. Wait until Cayla gives you the signal, and then clear the back grounds of the palace as quickly as you can. Once you’ve completed your mission, join forces with Mason. He should be hunting down Aeris for us by then, but you have to remain vigilant about helping Mason carry out his task without murdering them. Aeris practically begs to be gutted.” 
 
    Stan nodded in the affirmative, but then he steered his little dragon over to Aurora, and once he was hovering beside her head, he reached out to place his hand on her blood-red flower crown. 
 
    Then he dipped his head for a moment of silence, and my flowery women did the same with solemn expressions and their hands clasped in front of them. 
 
    “Thank you, Stan,” the half-elf said when he backed away again. “We’ll do all we can to ensure this opportunity is not wasted.” 
 
    The little metal man nodded to each of my deadly women with approval, and as soon as he flew into the turret basket to restock, Cayla opened the driver’s hatch for us. 
 
    “Alright, ladies,” the princess sighed. “No matter what you hear out here, stick to your interior attack, and no one is to re-enter the grounds until the cannon has ceased fire for at least five minutes. Other than that, stay sharp, stick together, and make me proud. It’s time to mutilate some elven bastards.” 
 
    “Yes, Cayla,” Deya said with a curt nod. 
 
    “Give ‘em hell out here,” Shoshanne added before she climbed out of the hatch. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling as I realized half my lovers sounded like me right now, but when Cayla offered me a stoic high five in passing, my heart did a backflip from how much I loved these women. 
 
    “I expect you to put that axe to good use,” Nulena muttered as I climbed out, and I sent back a salute before I jumped down from the tank. 
 
    Then I fell into step behind Aurora, Deya, and Shoshanne, and the four of us passed through the gates of House Aelin to walk right into the mass of elven guards. 
 
    We strolled within inches of their perilous blades as they kept their eyes fixed toward the capital, and even when we were deep in the center of Aeris’ army, none of us wasted a moment worrying over the multitude of warriors surrounding us. We steadily continued onward and began mounting the pure white steps that led to the diamond studded doors, and Shoshanne let out a light sigh as we stopped at the top. 
 
    “I can appreciate diamonds on a stairwell,” the healer mused, “but gems this size right at the entrance is so ostentatious. Our castles will be much more tasteful.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” Deya agreed as she lifted her pointed nose up into the air. “Mason would never indulge in such a gaudy display of wealth.” 
 
    “You made me put rubies on every chandelier in the house,” I pointed out. 
 
    Aurora shifted her weight. “Yeah, but those are classy rubies. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “And they’re inside the house instead of on spires and gates,” Shoshanne added. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I placed my palm against the silver doors of House Aelin, and while I sent my powers through the entrance hall, I read the placement of all guards in the vicinity before I let my magic seep into the silver handles of the double doors on the opposite end of the chamber. 
 
    “You’re sure you want to make a front door entrance?” I checked as I glanced at Aurora. 
 
    “Absolutely,” the half-elf confirmed. “I may be a halfling, but I am using the front door like any other elf would for this massacre. It’s the principle of the thing.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I snickered, and I waited only a few seconds before I broke the interior doors open. 
 
    The commotion inside was instantaneous, but while the dozens of guards scrambled to adjust their positions, none of them noticed the front doors parting just enough for my women and I to slip in under Nulena’s enchantments. 
 
    With every guard in the courtyard watching the streets, we handily made it past all three hundred of them without batting an eye, and I resealed the doors behind me as I considered the blue and green glass tower that stretched high above our heads. 
 
    Then I eyed the length of guards stationed through the large arched doorways on either side of us, and as I tracked their numbers through the deep green marble underfoot, I guessed there were about two hundred warriors on the first level alone. The sealed chambers were all on the upper stories, too, so as long as we handled this floor quickly, we shouldn’t encounter any surprises. 
 
    “We have two minutes before Cayla starts firing,” Aurora told the three of us. “Mason, have you located those stairwells for me?” 
 
    “I have,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Wait until my signal,” the half-elf instructed. “Then seal them all off. Shoshanne, begin altering the air quality on the second floor now.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Shoshanne purred, and she stepped forward as she turned her palms upward. 
 
    “Deya…” Aurora continued as she turned to the pink-haired elf, “you look beautiful in your crown. It’s perfect for this occasion.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Deya giggled with a cheery smile. “You do as well. I cannot wait for our victims to witness your halfling beauty before their deaths. It will be both arousing and terrifying. Such striking confusion should make their last living moments all the more agonizing.” 
 
    “Ideally, yes,” Aurora sighed. 
 
    Then she strolled past the guards ahead of her and took a place at the very center of the glowing entrance hall, and I sensed her Ignis Mage powers sparking in the air around me. 
 
    No flames appeared in her palms, though. Instead, Aurora pressed her fingertips together and closed her eyes, and she remained like this for a while as I felt the static energy in the air heightening by the second. 
 
    There was a time when Aurora’s flames appeared every time she sparked her powers, but now, she could harness the bulk of her magic without any outward signs of how much she was about to unleash, and having perfected this skill myself, I couldn’t wait to see what became of it once Aurora unleashed her flames. 
 
    “The library’s connected to the western dome,” I warned. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Aurora muttered as a subtle smile came to her lips. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    My pulse quickened in anticipation while I waited and let my eyes wander down the half-elf’s honed frame, and with her red stockings ending just inches below the tight black shorts she was wearing, I couldn’t decide if I was more intrigued by her body or her magic right now. 
 
    Probably both, although I was suddenly eager to peel those stockings off with my teeth as soon as I had the chance. Or maybe I’d just leave them on and tear everything else she was wearing off. 
 
    I still hadn’t decided by the time Aurora opened her eyes again, and Cayla’s pistol fired off three shots in the courtyard only a split second later. The dozens of guards surrounding Aurora whipped back around to face the diamond-studded doors as they began exchanging Elvish orders, but my half-elf’s grin only widened. 
 
    “Seal the stairwells,” Aurora ordered, and I’d just sent a surge of my powers through the palace when Nulena’s enchantments dropped. 
 
    Then Aurora burst into vibrant blue flames that built upward into a fiery shaft, and I stared as they lapped at the glass walls of the tower above her. 
 
    The guards surrounding us leapt back in terror at the sight, but before any of them could throw their daggers, Aurora’s inferno suddenly billowed outward, and it devoured the elves in one fiery wave. 
 
    Bloodcurdling screams echoed throughout the glass chamber while flailing and flaming bodies staggered around in their final moments, but the blaze surged into the halls on either side of us without stopping, and I swiftly tracked Aurora’s progress as the blue fire tore its way along the passageways. 
 
    They didn’t miss a single alcove, either, and I let Deya cling to me in shock while we stared at the river of blue fire that flowed out from the burning half-elf in front of us. 
 
    I kept following her heated trail through every hall on the lower level of House Aelin while the crackling of the flames began to drown out the increasing gunfire outside, and when Aurora finally clenched her fists, a deep, whooshing sound began. 
 
    Then, in a flash of blue, the entire inferno came rushing back to the Ignis Mage, and a blast of heat coursed over me just before Aurora doused the fire. 
 
    Nothing was left of the guards on this level except a layer of fine white ashes that dusted the unmarred marble floors, and to look around the glassy chamber, no one would have thought it was all ablaze only seconds before. Aurora had kept her flames from damaging anything except our enemies, and she swiped a few beads of sweat from her temples as the first Halcyan explosive detonated outside. 
 
    “Okay, Shoshanne,” the half-elf sighed. “How’s the second floor looking?” 
 
    “The elves will be dizzy and confused by now,” the healer assured her. “Their breaths are shallow, but I would expect the warriors to fall unconscious in the next three minutes if I keep altering the nitrogen in their lungs like this.” 
 
    “Then keep at it for now,” Aurora replied. “Mason, it sounds like the majority are attempting to flee from the stairwell that leads to the eastern dome?” 
 
    “Yeah, the rest are heading to the far east side,” I answered. 
 
    The half-elf nodded before she turned toward the dome, and we followed her across the ashen hall and into the massive circular chamber to our right. Then we came to a green marble stairwell adorned with ornate silver bannisters, and as we began our ascent, I used my powers to check on the exterior attack to make sure Cayla and Nulena had everything handled. 
 
    Considering half the courtyard was already obliterated, I decided I didn’t have to worry about them, and I turned my focus to the three women scaling the steps ahead of me. 
 
    Then we came to the marble wall I’d formed at the top, and Aurora chuckled as she listened to the frantic pounding of staves and rasping breaths on the other side. 
 
    “Mason, we’ll lead the attack here, but take Cayla’s position with your rifle, please,” Aurora instructed. “Handle the farthest targets, and if you can make most of them pile up in one area like a dam of bodies, I’d appreciate it. That always helps keep the onslaught at a more manageable pace.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied as I loaded up, and by the time I was ready, Aurora and the other two women all had their double-sided glaives drawn. 
 
    “Okay, Shoshanne, ease up on their lungs and start on the third level,” Aurora ordered while the two mages flattened themselves on either side of the alcove. “Mason, stay back with us until Deya’s done, but you can open the wall now, and get ready to redirect the blades of the first forty or so.” 
 
    I nodded. “You want me to break the locks on the doors?” 
 
    “Don’t bother for the next few levels,” Aurora replied. “I’m just gonna burn them all up instead. Aeris wouldn’t hide down here anyways.” 
 
    “True,” I agree. 
 
    Then I crumbled the marble wall, and Deya leapt into the fray while I let my powers connect with the nearest blades. After that, I just gawked as my lithe elf sliced her double-ended glaive through twelve warriors’ guts with a single spin of her wrist, and after she ducked and took out the legs of the next batch, her final swipe sent their heads flying into the air. 
 
    Then Aurora’s flames jetted over Deya’s flowers, and I barely had time to blink before the half-elf doused her flames and joined up with Deya and Shoshanne for the slaughter. 
 
    Between the three women, the incoming drove of elves honestly never stood a chance, but I dutifully took Cayla’s place as I climbed onto a nearby bench and began shooting down the farthest targets in the two halls that met here. 
 
    Webs of lightning sprawled across their forms and connected with each other as the whole passageway flashed with electric blue light, and thanks to Shoshanne’s Aer magic, our attackers were coughing and struggling to run at an elven pace. This only made it easier to clear them out in bulk, and their blood splattered the deep blue walls of the palace all around us within minutes. 
 
    Still, my women continued whipping their glaives through the masses, and they moved with such quick precision that they were mostly blurs of bare skin and blades beside me. 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear while the steady slicing of flesh continued unabated, and as I registered the cannon fire in the distance along with the heaps of bodies I was building up at the end of the halls, I decided my women had pretty much already won against House Aelin. 
 
    There was just no way these elves could survive all five of them now that we had no allies around to worry about. 
 
    So, when Aurora sent out a jet of flames to burn up the corpses surrounding us, I reloaded my rifle and jumped into position amongst my bloody women, and then we ran through the deserted, ashen remains of the second floor. 
 
    I could sense Aurora burning the hidden residents in the chambers along the way as she left a pine-scented trail behind her, and when we scaled the next stairwell, my women promptly lashed out at the next throng of elves. 
 
    We worked our way through the third, fourth, and fifth stories like this within thirty minutes, but the sixth floor of the palace had wider hallways, and since five passages converged where we came out, we had to change up our tactics. 
 
    So, once Deya and Aurora took out the first batch, I posted myself between my women and the incoming elves from one hall, and I opened fire with my AR-15 while Shoshanne began popping the lungs of the elves in the furthest corners of this level. 
 
    Then I continued pulling the trigger while Aurora lit another hallway up and worked with Deya to slaughter between burns, and we managed to hold off the onslaught like this for several minutes. 
 
    I’d just ceased firing long enough to replace my spent magazine when I heard another stampede of guards barreling along the hall behind me, though, and from what I could tell, they were doing a damn good job of holding out despite their rasping coughs. 
 
    Then I swiftly checked over my shoulder, and my gut dropped as I realized Aurora was already too busy to assist. 
 
    The Ignis Mage was sending a jet of flames from each palm in two different directions, and as Shoshanne manned the third hallway with her pistols, Deya jumped forward to take on the incoming swarm alone with her glaive drawn. 
 
    I had my Terra powers sparked to shield her within a millisecond, but just as I was about to seal off the hallway, a wash of shadows appeared between Deya and our attackers. 
 
    Then Nulena materialized from the blackness, and she only had to raise her palms to send out a flood of shadows that consumed the whole passageway ahead of her. 
 
    The panicked screams of the elves brought out a low chuckle from the ebony woman as she calmly drew her own glaive, but Deya was too excited to do much more than jump up and down. 
 
    “You wore my crown!” Deya gasped. 
 
    “Of course, I did,” the Baroness murmured as she adjusted the bright pink blooms on her head. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.” 
 
    “You look like a jungle queen of death,” Deya giggled. “Soooo beautiful!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nulena chuckled, but then the warriors began stumbling out of her fog, and all of them were groping at their ears while their eyes bulged with blind terror. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling as well while I watched Deya and Nulena begin hacking through the debilitated elves with ease now, but then I flipped back around to finish off my own hallway of guards. 
 
    With the five of us working together, we finally managed to win out over the warriors on the sixth floor, and Aurora didn’t waste a moment before she bolted for the nearest stairwell. 
 
    “Mason, we need you to start searching for Aeris,” the half-elf panted. “We can’t risk him being burned up or suffocated. That’s just too easy.” 
 
    “You’re sure you’ve got this?” I asked as I followed the women up the next flight of stairs. “There’s another two hundred elves dispersed amongst the last six levels.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Aurora confirmed, and her emerald eyes sparkled with gleeful bloodlust. “Unseal the rest of the stairwells and do whatever you have to to get to Aeris, but don’t kill him or the sons! Send them to us however you can!” 
 
    “You are permitted to knock them around a little if you wish!” Deya added as she straightened her bloody crown at the top of the stairs. “We want you to have fun with this, it’s just--” 
 
    “We also want there to be enough of them left to torture,” Nulena snickered. 
 
    “Anything you say,” I chuckled as I raised my palm toward the wall I’d formed in the alcove. “The chambers up here are larger, but less numerous. Avoid burning any of them unless you see a crack across the walls near the door. That’ll be a sign I’ve already checked for Aeris.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” Aurora agreed. “We’ll probably torture most of the hidden elves from here on out, but you should slaughter some along the way! For our babies’ sakes.” 
 
    “I will,” I assured her. 
 
    Then I broke the next sealed alcove apart, and Shoshanne swiftly hurled a blast of air ahead of her that was so strong, it toppled every warrior and sent them all flying down four different hallways. Aurora dove out of the stairwell to light each passage on fire next, and as soon as the flames cleared, she grabbed her glaive and motioned for me to pass. 
 
    I ran straight ahead while I listened to the other warriors on this level redirect their positions toward the screams of my women’s opponents, and I looped my rifle over my shoulder before I grabbed my double-bit axe instead. 
 
    Then I scanned the upcoming passageways, and I began dropping my axe through skulls and into chest cavities while I worked to clear the area enough so I could focus. I could sense my lovers’ various powers surging around me to help clear my path, though, and some of the side halls I passed burst into flames while others were filled with warriors slowly suffocating in a sprawl on the deep blue carpet. 
 
    I could tell where Nulena was toying with her victims, though, because the warriors in these passageways were sprinting wildly around and bellowing in frantic Elvish, and I didn’t bother killing any of them since it was only a matter of time before they fell into my women’s clutches. 
 
    Right now, my primary objective was hunting down the arrogant piece of shit my lovers wanted to torture the most, and as soon as I had a clear area to focus without being attacked, I finally came to a stop. 
 
    The trouble with locating Aeris was he didn’t have any distinguishing features my powers could pick out from the crowd. From my memory, he wore the same silver and diamond chains around his silken robes that all of his more aristocratic residents wore, and he didn’t carry any staves or prominent weaponry I could trace, either. 
 
    So, I sent my Terra powers outward through the remaining levels of House Aelin, but when this did little more than reveal the dozens of hidden elves who were locked away in their chambers, I decided to spark my metal magic simultaneously. 
 
    Then I began sifting through the locks and weaponry of the various chambers while gauging the number of occupants as well, and I quickly noticed some of these rooms were better fortified than others. 
 
    There were whole quarters of the palace where a simple bolt lock was all that barred the doors, but different sections relied on a similar design to what I’d used on my new shop and gun safe. 
 
    I narrowed down my options from there, and once I figured in the number of elves in the chambers, their style of weaponry, how many guards were in the area, and the presence of silver and diamond studded chains, I settled on four possible keeps where Aeris and his sons could be hiding. 
 
    All of them were on the topmost level of House Aelin, and they were among the largest and ritziest chambers of any other in the palace. 
 
     So, I sent my Terra powers through the irrelevant levels to leave sprawling cracks near the rooms I had no interest in, and then I booked it up the stairs. I made sure to hack the limbs off any elves who crossed my path, though, since Nulena would want me to enjoy this as much as possible, but within a few minutes, I found a little metal assassin soaring beside me as my targets’ hearts began erupting before I got to them. 
 
    “Heyyy,” I chuckled as I offered Stan a high five. “Looking good, buddy! You ready to hunt these assholes down with me?” 
 
    Solana let out a small metallic roar of approval while Stan pointed onward with firm dedication, and the three of us wreaked havoc on the next couple stairwells of panicked elves before we came to the first possible chamber. 
 
    Unfortunately, I only found a sniveling group of Elite residents inside, and since I was in an area of the palace that couldn’t possibly disrupt the library, I promptly dropped the diamond-studded ceiling on them all and reclosed the door behind me. 
 
    Outside in the courtyard, I could hear Cayla’s machine gun occasionally picking off the runaways, and as my women’s ruthless chuckles started cutting out at random, I realized they’d taken to shutting themselves in chambers to torture their victims instead now. 
 
    Which meant we were well through the majority of Aeris’ army, and I quickened my pace as I ran through the halls to search the remaining rooms. 
 
    The next two turned out to be as useless as the first, but after Stan suggested I break in my flail with some skull-target practice here, we finally neared my last best option. 
 
    I sensed a larger fleet of warriors had gathered to stand guard outside the door by now, too, and I grinned as I swapped out my flail for my pistols before I rounded the corner. 
 
    All fifteen elves were either consumed in lightning or left with gaping holes where their hearts used to be within a minute, and I holstered my pistols while I stretched the knots out of my shoulders a bit. 
 
    “Here we are, buddy,” I sighed as Stan reloaded his magazine. “Remember, though, you’re on wrangling duty today. So, if I start getting too murder-inclined…” 
 
    Stan sent me a supportive nod as he patted his chest, and I took a long, rejuvenating breath as I stepped over the bodies of Aeris’ guards to approach the last door in the hall.  
 
    Then I dismantled the hefty locking mechanism as my pulse quickened with anticipation, but before I even got all the way inside the chamber, two diamond-studded daggers came flying at my heart. 
 
    I raised my palm to block their path, though, and I sent both blades spiraling back toward the two handsome elves who’d popped up from behind a black velvet couch to watch me die. 
 
    Their sneers twisted into terror as the blades soared directly at their skulls, and when I stopped the daggers within centimeters of the sons’ horror-stricken faces, they let out wavering yelps as they dove out of sight again. 
 
    Then Aeris’ dusty blue hair inched out of hiding, and I could see him pale by several degrees when he recognized me in the doorway. 
 
    “There you are, you little son of a bitch,” I growled, and a mirthless chuckle slipped out as I resealed the lock behind me and Stan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Aeris’ silver serpentine eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly, but when he emerged more fully from where he was huddled behind the velvet couch, his expression quickly shifted into relief. 
 
    “Ahh, Defender Flynt,” Aeris preened. “Y-You have arrived just in time.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow because this was probably going to be good, and Stan’s dragon settled into a spot on my shoulder to see how Aeris could possibly weasel his way out of dying today. 
 
    “Have I really?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was only yesterday I prepared for my messengers to summon you from Illaria,” Aeris insisted. “A dark and sinister sorcerer has infiltrated our lands, Defender Flynt. A man with devious plots who calls himself the Master, and I can confirm this threat is just as you described on your last visit to my House, when you so graciously endeavored to warn our distinguished peoples.” 
 
    “Wow,” I deadpanned. “Sounds like you’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “He has been abducting warriors from the weaker Houses for longer than I can say and forcing them to bare his mark,” Aeris continued, and I could tell he was regaining his confidence with every word. “All that you prophesied has come to pass, Defender Flynt, and I have it on good authority this Master has gone so far as to attempt mass brandings in the area as well!” 
 
    “Is that right? I’m shocked to hear all of this.” 
 
    “As am I!” Aeris scoffed. “A threat of this magnitude cannot be borne. Too much is at stake. My House is under attack as we speak, and I do not doubt this Master is behind--” 
 
    “Save your breath,” I sighed as I crossed my arms. “No one is buying your shit right now. You know damn well I’m the one leading this attack.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe it,” Aeris tried, and even his sons exchanged confused glances from where they crouched on all fours. “We have had our differences in the past, Defender Flynt, but I know you are a forward-thinking man. One of the very few respectable men of your kind. A visionary! You are wise enough to see that an alliance between my House and yourself, regardless of your fraternization, is the most sensible course of action for us both at this time. Together, we will ensure the survival of my race and put an end to--” 
 
    “Fraternization?” I clarified. 
 
    Aeris couldn’t hide his simpering smirk now, but he did his best to sound considerate when he spoke again. “I do not doubt you have elected to keep the halfling. You appeared quite fond of the little mutt before, but I am willing to look beyond even this. For the sake of all we could gain by allying our forces against this incomparable threat, any minor lapse in judgement could be dismissible.” 
 
    “Halfing…” I mused with mock confusion. “Which one?” 
 
    “The blue-haired mutt,” Aeris said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Ohhh, you’re talking about Aurora,” I drawled. “My mistake. I was confused for a second. I thought you were referring to the halfling child of mine that Deya’s carrying in her womb.” 
 
    I could practically hear the brakes screeching in Aeris’ mind as the atmosphere in the room dropped right over a cliff, and Aeris’ sons weren’t looking terrified anymore. The muscles in their faces began to twitch sporadically as pure revulsion overtook their expressions, but Aeris was slowly turning a furious shade of purple while he spluttered behind the couch. His breaths wheezed from his nose as his knobby fingers dug into the velvet cushion in front of him, and I let his utter disgust bring a shameless grin to my face while Stan casually crossed his arms to match me. 
 
    “A… you… D-Deya…” Aeris stammered, and he continued failing to form words while his sons began muttering Elvish threats behind him. 
 
    “Ah, come on, you’re not that surprised,” I snorted. “You called me out on this ages ago, remember? Now, to be fair, I was not fucking Deya at the time, but I did finally give her what she wanted within a day or two. Right here in your palace, in fact. I’m honestly surprised you guys never noticed all the bite marks. I did not take it easy on her that night.” 
 
    I chuckled with appreciation as I recalled Deya’s desperate moans our first night together when I sank my teeth deep into her slender neck, but with Aeris internally combusting in front of me, I tried to stay focused on enjoying the present moment as much as I could. 
 
    So, Stan and I waited there while Aeris went through various stages of fury, disgust, and deep remorse, but once his sons finally looked ready to try and kill me with their bare hands if necessary, I decided it was a good time to continue. 
 
    “Damn, so… you really didn’t see this coming?” I checked. “Well, I won’t bore you with all the sappy details, but long story short, Deya decided right then with my dick buried in her that she didn’t want anyone else giving her a child except me. There’s a good chance she got pregnant here at House Aelin, now that I think about it. Either way, we’ve been thinking it’s about time we lay this elven hierarchy bullshit to rest, which brings us to the attack my allies and I launched yesterday to take down every Elite House in Nalnora.” 
 
    “A fool’s errand,” Aeris growled as he finally dropped all pretenses. “You may think your inventions alone are enough to carry you through this, Defender Flynt, but you have no means of fathoming the might of the Elven Council. For thousands of years, we have remained in our rightful places. We have survived worse than you and your pathetic allies, and I assure you, we will--” 
 
    “Open your elven ears, man,” I cut in. “Do you hear your army winning out down there, or is it mostly the sound of burnt and bloody corpses you’re picking up?” 
 
    It was a rhetorical question, but as the shrill screams of my women’s victims echoed throughout the palace, I raised my brow. 
 
    “Aside from that,” I clarified. “That’s probably just Aurora burning someone’s rectum for them.” 
 
    Aeris was foaming at the mouth now. “Y-You brought that filthy halfling bitch into my--” 
 
    Stan’s rifle fired before the leader could finish his statement, though, and Aeris’ arm erupted with bloody sinew and fragments of bone. I didn’t see where half of it landed, but judging by the amount of blood drenching the son on his right, I guessed it probably bounced off his face. 
 
    Aeris’ piercing scream ended up drowning out Aurora’s captive completely, though, and his sons frantically caught him between them while they tried to hold him upright.  
 
    I just nodded slowly and watched the asshole quiver in pain for a moment because there was no way a guy with Aeris’ pain threshold would last long once my women got to him. This thought alone made it possible for me to keep from pulling out my own gun and finishing what Stan started, and as I exchanged a glance with my metal man, he gave Solana a few nonchalant pats to the shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, see… my pal Stan’s right,” I sighed. “We’re gonna have to stop you right there, because I already want to kill you fuckers, and if you keep this kind of racist shit up, I’m really not gonna have any choice but to do so. Unfortunately, that is not why I hunted you down this afternoon.” 
 
    “I-It isn’t?” Aeris whimpered, and blood continued to pulse out from his jagged stump while his sons stared at me in disbelief. 
 
    “Nope,” I confirmed. “I won’t be your murderer today. I’ll definitely maim you a little on the way down just for my own gratification, though. Give me about… seven seconds. That should do it.” 
 
    “S-Seven seconds?” Aeris stammered as sweat poured down his face, and I carefully tracked my women’s progress below. “W-What happens at--” 
 
    “Aaand one,” I announced. 
 
    Then I tore the floor out from under Aeris and his two sons, and as I sent them into a four-story drop through the palace, I made sure to let their limbs crack against a few shards of stone along the way. 
 
    So, when they finally slammed to a stop on the seventh floor, the three men were wheezing with pain, but they really had no idea how much worse it was about to get for them. 
 
    Because my women gasped with murderous glee to find Aeris and his sons suddenly splayed out in the same room as them, and Aurora’s wicked little chuckle came shortly after as I laid myself on my belly to grin down through the gaping hole in the floors. 
 
    “I sent you a surprise!” I called down to them.  
 
    “Oh, goodie,” the half-elf purred, and I could see my lethal women closing in around the mangled men. “I was just telling Deya how much I’d love to peel your dicks open and make you eat them.” 
 
    “I hope you’re all quite hungry,” Deya giggled. “We’ll be roasting your balls and forcing them down your throats with these pokers for dessert.” 
 
    “But just for fun,” Nulena cut in, “we’re going to sever your fingers and toes first because I have always felt strongly that going straight for castration can be wasteful. There are so many other limbs to play with as well.” 
 
    “And we’ve been wanting to play with you for a very long time…” Cayla murmured in an icy tone. 
 
    Then my women’s daggers unsheathed, and I sighed to myself as I got back onto my feet to a chorus of blood-curdling shrieks. I calmly brushed my clothes off before I headed back to the hallway, though, and Stan flew along beside me as he brushed himself off for appearance’s sake, too. 
 
    “And that is how you deliver for your women,” I told the little metal man. “You know, Rhys and Dragir make it sound like it’s some huge inconvenience, but it’s really not asking too much. It’s only common decency. If your pregnant lovers want to castrate an arrogant asshole, you find that arrogant asshole and serve him up. Fucking plain and simple. Happy wife, happy life!” 
 
    Stan mimed his agreement while we made our way to the stairwell, and I nodded along as he mimicked both Rhys and Dragir with surprising accuracy. 
 
    “True,” I allowed. “We can’t judge them too harshly. They are elves, and killing without a second thought comes so naturally to them, but self-control is what sets the men apart from the boys. If you can’t waylay some murders for the sake of allowing your women to prolong their suffering, then how committed are you, really?” 
 
    Stan offered a sage-like nod as the shrieks of Aeris and his sons reached perilous octaves. 
 
    “I’ve lost my damn mind, haven’t I?” I muttered with some concern. 
 
    Stan shook his head, though, and after a very relevant charade, I sent him a grateful smirk. 
 
    “You’re right, buddy,” I chuckled. “This is my first baby rodeo, and pregnancy does affect the man to some degree. With six pregnant women carrying my children, there is like… six times the rodeo effect. Come on. Let’s see if there’s anyone left to kill outside. I’d say the women have the interior attack under control.” 
 
    Aeris and his sons were still screaming once Stan and I finished shooting and flailing our way down to the first floor, but by this time, there were only a handful of pesky warriors to pick off, and they were mostly running for their lives. 
 
    I could tell the rest were slowly suffocating in Shoshanne’s hold throughout the palace, so I scanned the back grounds, but since I didn’t find any living elves out there, either, I checked the rest of the perimeter instead. 
 
    To my surprise and slight disappointment, there really weren’t any warriors left to be dealt with, though. 
 
    My deadly women were just too damn good at their jobs sometimes, but considering none of us came out of this ambush with more than a few scrapes, I wasn’t all that upset. There would be other assholes to flail in this realm, and who knows? Maybe I’d be flailing them beside my wild little fledgling kids, or leading my royal and immortal babies into the fray with their mini battle axes held high. 
 
    If their mothers had anything to say about it, this would most likely be the case. 
 
    For now, though, I focused on the fact that victories were becoming the Flynt Family business these days, and I exchanged a proud nod with Stan as we parted the diamond studded entrance of House Aelin. 
 
    Then a chuckle of deep satisfaction bloomed in my chest while Stan flew off to survey the damage, and as I looked out across a molten field of glowing Halcyan, I found Bobbie the tank sitting quietly and waiting for us like it was any old day in the destroyed city of Lyralus. 
 
    Cayla was laid back on the turret with her flower crown tilted a bit to the left, too, and the deadly princess had her porcelain thighs parted ever so slightly, so I could just barely see up her blue velvet skirt. 
 
    Then she sent me a slow wink, and all my attention derailed as I realized exactly where Cayla’s mind was at right now. 
 
    “There you are,” the princess purred. “I was starting to get so lonely out here.” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I watched Cayla take her time climbing off the tank with her tiny skirt blowing up now and then in the breeze, and as she crossed the molten remains of House Aelin’s courtyard, her long legs wove around each other with each step. 
 
    The hypnotic sway of her slender hips made it hard enough not to stare at her cinched waist and jostling cleavage, but considering the princess had just killed over five hundred warriors with the tank I built for her, I honestly couldn’t have looked anywhere else if someone paid me to. 
 
    Cayla’s icy blue eyes were half open while she wore a self-satisfied little smirk on her plush lips, and everything in her expression betrayed a primed sexual drive just waiting for an outlet. 
 
    The princess kept her gaze roving over my frame as she scaled the pristine white steps to reach me, too, and I was about to inform Cayla I’d be worshipping her from here on out, but before I got a word in, she brought herself flush against me. 
 
    Then the porcelain beauty looked up like I was actually the one about to be worshipped for the rest of my life, and I lost the ability to make any charming banter. 
 
    “I love you so much,” the princess sighed softly. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you for this.” 
 
    “Repay me?” I clarified. “Uhh… I’m pretty sure you’re the one who--” 
 
    “Shh…” Cayla interrupted, and she clutched the collar of my shirt to pull my lips to hers. “Don’t say anything. I just need to taste you right now.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as the deadly princess melted against me and delved her tongue into my mouth, and I gladly dragged my palms all over her tight little ass while she moaned in response. I could tell by the way she kissed me that she was beyond turned on by this point, but I still hitched her tiny skirt up and let my fingers wander between her thighs anyways. Then I groaned as I found her sopping wet and hot with arousal, and Cayla tilted her hips into my touch so she could at least feel my fingers inside of her for the time being. 
 
    “This has been the best day of my life,” Cayla breathed. “Please let me have you now. I can’t wait any longer, Mason. I’ve done nothing but think of all the things I want to do to you ever since I started pulling the trigger.” 
 
    “I can tell,” I chuckled as I slipped another finger inside the lethal princess, but then the rest of my women came out through the diamond-studded doors behind me, and I dragged my gaze off Cayla’s pink lips to find my lovers covered in blood and looking just as lusty-eyed as the princess. 
 
    “You’re done torturing them already?” I asked, and Cayla settled for kissing my neck instead. 
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora sighed with a shrug. “It turns out destroying a man’s penis isn’t as satisfying as we anticipated.” 
 
    Nulena smirked in agreement. “Just when we were about to start the peeling, we realized what we really wanted wasn’t to force Aeris’ sons to eat his penis, but rather, to instill that fear in them, and then go dote on your penis instead.” 
 
    “Yes, your penis is glorious and worth our attention,” Deya explained. “Theirs are not glorious. They are only the penises of men we despise, and so, they are not worth any of our attention. Not even the savage kind.” 
 
    “This was an important learning experience for us, though,” Shoshanne pointed out. “Cutting off their other limbs and then burning them from the inside out proved to be more our pace.” 
 
    “True,” Aurora agreed. “Mason, did you know you can peel the flesh off a man’s entire torso, and he still won’t bleed out? Cutting off the legs is what ultimately would have done it I think, but luckily, I started my flames just in time.” 
 
    “Oh, they certainly felt the scalding.” Nulena nodded. “Even without eyes, their faces made that quite clear.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I mused. “Well, as long as you all enjoyed yourselves out there.” 
 
    “That would be an understatement,” the half-elf replied with a toothy grin. 
 
    “Except my flower crown got sinew all over it,” Deya mumbled while she pawed at the blooms. 
 
    “Mine, too, but they look better this way,” Nulena assured her. 
 
    “Look at my boots, though!” Aurora squealed. “They are literally drenched in the blood of our Elite enemies. I might never wash them again.” 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I looked down. “That is a lot of blood.” 
 
    “Yeah, she wanted to splash around in the puddles,” Shoshanne sighed, but before I could respond, the healer had a hold on my jaw and began kissing me without reserve. 
 
    Then I felt Nulena sliding her arms around me from behind, and all five women found a means of kissing or pawing at me within seconds. 
 
    “We owe you so much, Mason,” the ebony woman murmured. 
 
    “So, so much,” Aurora purred, and I felt the spark of her touch wandering all over my torso. 
 
    “Well,” I said with a harried nod, “it’s nothing, really. I’m just glad you all had a good time.” 
 
    “It’s not nothing,” Deya insisted, and I let her steal my lips from the others for a long beat as my lovers began groping me like we weren’t standing in broad daylight on the steps of a slaughtered palace. 
 
    “You’ve done everything you could to make this the massacre of our dreams,” Cayla moaned against my neck. “And it’s exceeded all our expectations.” 
 
    “So much mass murder,” Nulena whimpered. “So many hopeless screams.” 
 
    “You’re the sweetest man in the world,” Shoshanne sighed, and the healer pulled me out of Deya’s hold to get more kisses for herself. “I’m so lucky to belong to you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I stammered, but the collective effect of my bloody women made it difficult to form sentences all of a sudden. “I’m pretty sure lucky here, actually. Me, I mean. I’m the lucky one, is what I meant to say.” 
 
    “You will be soon enough,” Aurora assured me with a sinful grin. “Come inside with us…” 
 
    “Don’t you want to feel how grateful we are?” Deya asked as she blinked her violet eyes up at me. “So wet, and warm, and completely indebted to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I immediately agreed. “It’s just, um, there’s some kind of commotion coming from the capital, and since we should have killed everyone there by now, we should probably check, uhhh. Check on that.” 
 
    I took a steadying breath as my women only increased their enthusiasm to keep me wedged between them, and my entire lower half pretty much decided whatever else happened in Lyralus today was not my problem. 
 
    “What sort of commotion?” Cayla purred as she nipped at my ear. 
 
    “Umm, horses,” I managed. “A lot of them, actually, and it sounds like they’re galloping this way.” 
 
    “Then we’ll kill some more elves,” Aurora chuckled while she began unbuttoning my vest. “And after that, we’ll do everything we can to show you how grateful we are.” 
 
    “Over and over again,” Shoshanne clarified. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a decent plan,” I agreed. “I’m okay with that.” 
 
    The thrumming of hoofs thundered closer while I found myself dutifully returning all my women’s kisses, but I managed to stay semi-focused, at least enough to scan the incoming fleet for a sign of Dragir. At first, I was concerned when I didn’t sense his pistol, though, but then I heard the silver-haired elf’s muffled yelp, and my concern grew by several degrees as I furrowed my brow and resurfaced from Shoshanne’s lips. 
 
    Then I looked toward the open gates across the courtyard, and I was instantly relieved to see that the first elf to come into view was Rhys. 
 
    Just behind him, Dragir had half his daggers slipping out of his belt while he struggled to stay on his galloping horse, and hundreds of warriors filled the street at his back with their many looted blades all over their tunics. 
 
    Deya began giggling the moment she saw her brother clinging to the horse’s neck, but the sound of her amusement made him force a casual air as he attempted to sit up and rein in his mount. This gave Dragir a full view of the glowing Halcyan field in front of him, though, and he nearly slid off the horse’s bare back as he stared dumbfounded. 
 
    My women only spared our allies a few disinterested waves before they carried on hanging all over me with their kisses and nipping, and Stan casually dusted nothing off Solana’s back without a care in the world. 
 
    Then I sent Rhys a lopsided grin in greeting. “Hey, guys. I see you finally decided to take the shortcut. We won, though. Obviously.” 
 
    The mounted warriors behind Rhys and Dragir shook their heads and chuckled amongst themselves, but the two men’s expressions were difficult to read as they sat stone-faced on their sweaty mounts. 
 
    “There’s no one left?” the green-haired elf hollered across the glowing chasm. 
 
    “Nah, we killed them all,” I called back. “Come on in, though! We didn’t burn the place up too bad this time, so there’s plenty to loot. Make yourselves at home, get some food. We’re just gonna… I’ll touch base with you guys later, alright?” 
 
    “Wait, what happened here?” Dragir demanded as he clumsily slid off his horse’s back. “Where is Aeris? Are you certain there are no others? Have you searched the perimeter? What about the sight rune we--” 
 
    “Yeah, all that,” I assured him while three different tongues lapped at my neck. “Those are the topics we’ll talk about later, but right now I’ve got some urgent matters to attend to.” 
 
    “Like hell, you do!” Rhys scoffed. “If you’re telling me the six of you tore all of House Aelin down, then I expect some explanation as to how--” 
 
    “Too bad,” Cayla growled, and she sent an icy and possessive glare over her shoulder. “Mason’s busy.” 
 
    Rhys and Dragir winced at her instantly lethal tone, and as my cluster of bloody women roughly shoved me back into the palace, I lost track of whose hands were where. 
 
    Then Stan swooped by with a reassuring salute, and he steered his little dragon toward our allies with one hand importantly propped on his hip.  
 
    “Stan’s got the report, I’ll catch up with you later!” I hollered to the men outside, but then I was dragged away as Shoshanne and Deya both grabbed my wrists. 
 
    My lovers’ giggles echoed around the ashen palace as they trotted up the marble staircases, and when they started stripping themselves down along the way, I didn’t know which of my women to look at anymore. 
 
    Weapons and gun belts clattered onto the marble steps without any of us paying attention to where they landed, and my lovers were all blushing and sending me sultry glances while they tossed their bloody attire and flower crowns over the handrails. 
 
    So, all I could do was trip my way up the stairs as one by one, every inch of them was exposed to me, and when my women finished leading me to the eighth level, they started tearing at my own clothes next. 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling as Deya slipped into my vest for me, but when Nulena hitched my gun belt over her shoulder, the servile look in her two-toned eyes sobered me immediately. I barely registered where we were going as I let my women rip my belt open and lead me down a giggling path through House Aelin, and as they headed through a pair of silver doors, Cayla and Aurora caught hold of my arms. 
 
    Then they forced me onto a black velvet chair that may as well have been a throne, and I stared up at the five blushing women while their plush lips curled into wicked grins. 
 
    “Wait right here,” Aurora purred. “We’ll just wash ourselves off for you…” 
 
    I nodded in hazy agreement, and then I stared some more as the five naked women strolled into a bathing room connected to the decadent chamber they’d brought me to. 
 
    When they left the door wide open, though, I silently thanked the gods and shifted my seat a little to the left for a better view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    I never realized how enjoyable it could be to watch my women bathe when they weren’t openly flaunting themselves around a fountain like sirens. 
 
    Something about the glimpses I’d gotten of my gorgeous lovers’ breasts or thighs through that open door sent my blood straight to its boiling point, though, and whenever they caught the direction of my gaze, they’d each blush and let out coy little giggles. Then they’d stay right where they were so I could keep watching them slide their soapy hands all over themselves, and I eventually realized I was having flashbacks to the cute girl who lived next door growing up. 
 
    Except there were five of the cute girl now, with much larger breasts, a bathtub right in front of the window, and absolutely no modest ideas about closing the curtain. 
 
    My lovers were too impatient to drag out the show like they had last night, though. So, I didn’t have much time to dwell on the fact that my teenage self would have gone into cardiac arrest if he knew this was what awaited him in his future. 
 
    I didn’t even notice my jaw was slack until my women emerged still toweling themselves off, but then I clamped it shut just in time for Deya to take my hand and tug me to my feet.  
 
    Before I could fully recover from the erotic bathing session, though, my women were already dropping their towels, and one by one, they crawled onto a large and pillowy bed with spiraling silver posts.  
 
    The deep red of the velvet blanket made their backends look even creamier in the afternoon light that streamed in through the arched windows, and I managed to drag my eyes off them just long enough to acknowledge the room we were in was even nicer than Temin’s private quarters. 
 
    Then my women neatly tucked their legs beneath them and turned to face me, and they were already doe-eyed and pouting for me to join them. 
 
    “Lay down with us,” Shoshanne purred, and she blinked her warm brown eyes as my women pulled me down so I was laid out between their satiny laps. 
 
    The smell of soap and flowers wafted over me as Nulena settled my head on top of her ebony thighs, and just like that, I was surrounded by my freshly washed lovers while their damp hair tumbled carelessly around their figures. Then they all began trailing light circles across my skin with their fingertips, and I let my palms slide over Shoshanne and Cayla’s hips while my women lovingly gazed down at me. 
 
    “We’re sorry we took so long,” Aurora murmured, and the spark of her touch made my left leg twitch a little. 
 
    “Don’t be,” I insisted. “I did not mind the wait.” 
 
    “But we’ve been so busy plotting our revenge that we’ve hardly had time to dote on you,” Deya said, and her pink eyebrows crinkled sadly. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I chuckled. “I’ve felt pretty consistently satisfied…” 
 
    “Well, we feel awful about it,” Cayla pouted. “We’ve been too caught up in our lust for blood.” 
 
    The rest of my beautiful women nodded in shameful agreement, and they pressed themselves closer to me so I ended up with five pairs of perked nipples tantalizingly within reach. 
 
    “It’s totally understandable,” I assured them all. “Blood lust is fun.” 
 
    “Yes, but all you’ve done lately is treat us so well and give us everything we need and want,” Shoshanne sighed. 
 
    “And you never hesitate to do whatever it takes to deliver,” Aurora added. “No matter what it is.” 
 
    “We should have been delivering anything you needed for the last two days instead,” Deya told me. 
 
    “That’s not true,” I countered. 
 
    “Mason, you’re too modest,” Nulena sighed as she gently stroked her fingers through my hair. “We’re your women first and foremost, and you deserve all of us anytime you want, regardless of how many enemies we have to kill.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one way to look at it,” I agreed with some confusion. 
 
    “Will you let us make it up to you?” Shoshanne pleaded. 
 
    “I mean… yeah, sure,” I managed. “You really don’t have anything to make up for, though? The point of coming to Nalnora was to kill all these elves, and I have no complaints to make about anything. This has been super fun, and we just had sex last night, so--” 
 
    “But hardly ever besides that,” Nulena argued. 
 
    “I feel as if I have not swallowed your delicious seed in days!” Deya fretted. 
 
    “True,” I allowed. “But--” 
 
    “You deserve so much more from us, Mason,” Cayla murmured, and she let her hand drift lower so she could massage my raging erection while she continued. “You’ve let us all carry your babies and murder whoever we want to, and you’ve spent countless hours building us the best weapons so our family can continue to conquer all others.” 
 
    “We don’t deserve this much spoiling if you’re not being spoiled, too,” Shoshanne informed me. 
 
    “What do you need?” Nulena asked in the softest tone, and the ebony woman traced my lips with her fingers while she patiently waited for an answer. 
 
    “Uhh,” I stammered, but I couldn’t come up with much more than that. 
 
    I was honestly too confused, because we really hadn’t been in Nalnora long, and I definitely hadn’t felt like my women weren’t giving me enough attention lately. In fact, it was a miracle we made it to the jungle at all considering how frisky they’d been getting, but this notion cleared a few things up for me. 
 
    Especially once my women decided to help me come up with an answer to Nulena’s question. 
 
    “You can cum in my mouth first,” Deya offered as she bit her plump bottom lip. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Or my mouth,” Shoshanne purred. 
 
    “Or on my tits,” Cayla said as she leaned so her porcelain breasts were within inches of my face. 
 
    “Unless you’d rather have us all get on our knees so you can do as you please with us,” Nulena added. “We always love being at your mercy.” 
 
    Then Aurora’s emerald eyes glinted as they met mine. “Do you want to tie me down while you try to decide?” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I considered the crippling combination of neediness and total servitude I saw in my women’s faces right now, and that’s when I suddenly remembered how pregnant they were. 
 
    Super lusty and insatiably pregnant. The kind of pregnant that made them miss me when I was twenty feet away, and somehow kept them in a constant state of ready and willing. 
 
    So, basically, they hadn’t spent every waking moment pawing at me for the past few days, and this apparently qualified as neglect in their eyes. 
 
    It took me a moment to process this while I considered the cluster of naked bodies that had been slowly pressing in around me, but eventually, I decided it really wasn’t my place to argue with pregnant women. 
 
    If the five of them were so certain I needed to be spoiled right now, then I was ready to change my name to Oliver Twist. 
 
    So, I carefully let out the breath I’d been holding, and I did my best to decide which of my women’s salacious offers I wanted to start with. 
 
    “I seriously couldn’t decide even if you had a gun to my head,” I finally admitted. “There’s just… that all sounds fantastic.” 
 
    “Then all of us at once,” Nulena decided for me. 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. “H-How do you plan to--” 
 
    “Don’t move,” Aurora ordered, and the five women immediately started kissing me wherever they could reach. 
 
    Their supple lips trailed all over my body while they whimpered softly with every kiss, and I already felt like I was melting into the pillowy bed as my mind went blank. 
 
    Then I gladly left my women to their work while I stared up at the diamond-studded ceiling, and after a few minutes of this, I really couldn’t tell where my women’s silky bodies ended and the velvet bed began. Everything around me was plush and soft, and nearly every inch of me was either being massaged, kissed, stroked, or licked right now. So, I just welcomed any tongue or nipple into my mouth, and my hands roved over endless curves from one limber woman to the next. 
 
    Having me laid out and letting them do anything they wanted ended up getting my lovers worked up sooner than I expected, though. 
 
    Soon, they started biting at me while they crawled around each other to get at my lips and neck, and I sat up to try and rein them in once I found myself being passed off too rapidly to fully embrace each one. 
 
    Then Nulena’s velvety tongue swirled around the tip of my dick, though, and I decided I didn’t need to have a say in anything that went down in this bed today. 
 
    My women clearly had everything under control. 
 
    So, I let them take over, but the second the ebony woman eased my full length deep into her mouth, she was dragged off and replaced by Shoshanne, and just as quickly, I looked down to see Deya taking my cock into her hungry lips instead. 
 
    Then Cayla joined in the mix, and the five women didn’t seem to mind sharing at all. They giggled and playfully shoved each other aside whenever they wanted a turn, but it wasn’t long before Nulena brought herself flush against my back to order the rest of my lovers around a bit. 
 
    “Who do you want next?” the Baroness purred into my ear, and Aurora trailed her tongue along my neck as she nestled in beside me. 
 
    “All of them,” I answered without a second thought. 
 
    Then Nulena made sure I got what I asked for as she kept Cayla, Shoshanne, and Deya lapping at my rigid cock for longer than I could tell, but when the ebony woman decided to make the beautiful elf take my dick deeper into her throat than she ever had before, I just about lost my mind. 
 
    Shoshanne was perched there and urging Deya to take more of me, and Cayla began gently pressing the slender elf into me from behind while Nulena informed her it wasn’t deep enough yet. 
 
    Then Aurora leaned in to whisper into my ear. “Tell her she’s a good girl, Mason…” 
 
    That was my limit, and as I felt my cock slip into the heated sheath of Deya’s throat, I did what my half-elf asked for. 
 
    “Such a good girl, Deya,” I groaned. 
 
    The moan Deya let out brought a stream of semen gushing from my shaft straight down her throat, and I shook uncontrollably as I felt her swallowing every drop while my women held her firmly in place. 
 
    Then they finally released her, and I dragged Deya to me while she panted to catch her breath. The elf’s cheeks were as pink as her hair while she giggled proudly, and as she slid my fingers to the cleft between her thighs, she was sopping wet with arousal. 
 
    “I want to be a good girl, too,” Aurora pouted, and I wove my fingers into my half-elf’s hair to gently guide her lips to my dick next. 
 
    Then I took Deya’s taut nipple deep inside my mouth, and I rewarded her for holding out while Aurora’s full lips slid all along my shaft. I couldn’t tell how many times my women swapped places down there, but half of them kept coming up for air to bite at me and Deya, too, and I forced myself to focus on any tits in front of me to keep from cumming nonstop. 
 
    When I saw Aurora clasp Shoshanne’s neck to ease her off my dick, though, I resurfaced from Cayla’s porcelain cleavage in confusion. 
 
    The healer only chuckled with approval, though, and my half-elf was straddling me before I got a word in. 
 
    Then Aurora plunged my cock into her tight tunnel, and she was so moist from waiting for me that I jolted and instinctively locked my hands onto her slender hips. Nulena and Shoshanne immediately began forcing Aurora down further, even though she was already gasping from the girth, and my other lovers diligently devoured the rest of me while I tried to hold out against the strength of the three women. 
 
    So, I was lost in an erotic abyss of writhing bodies when Aurora’s scorching hot tunnel began to tremble around my shaft, and I could feel the Ignis Mage heating up by the second as she neared a blistering climax. 
 
    Then Aurora bucked to pull me out of her, though, and I wasn’t even sure my first protest was a coherent statement, since I was too fucking shocked. 
 
    “Wait, what the hell?” I finally managed. “Get over here!” 
 
    Aurora only chuckled sadistically as she shook her head. “You first, Mason.” 
 
    “That is never the rule,” I firmly countered, but my fingers were forced into another woman while I struggled to get at the half-elf. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was just too covered in naked bodies, and with both my hands gripping Nulena and Cayla’s pussies, I couldn’t even drag Aurora over so she could climax. 
 
    Then Deya spread her legs open beside me, and my gaze dropped to her slick and pink entrance. 
 
    “Mason, you can fuck me next, if you want,” the beautiful elf offered. “I’m so wet already, just how you like.” 
 
    “Then me,” Cayla begged. 
 
    I felt my conviction wavering as I stared at the glistening pussy only inches away, and my women began climbing off me as Aurora caught my wrist to drag me onto the beautiful elf. 
 
    Then I roughly pinned Deya down as I drove my cock into her with a vengeance, and my other women’s enthusiasm confirmed how this afternoon was supposed to go down. 
 
    They really hadn’t been kidding when they said they wanted to spoil me. 
 
    So, I was seconds away from cumming in Deya when Cayla was suddenly on all fours and moaning for me, and I didn’t hesitate to pull out of one woman and start right in on the next. The princess was just as sopping wet and desperate for my attention, too, and her moans swiftly replaced Deya’s as my beautiful elf crawled over to kiss me all over my back. 
 
    I felt like I’d only been pounding into Cayla for minutes when Nulena spread open her legs for me, and the heat in my loins built to a torturous degree as I watched the ebony woman tempt me by stroking her fingers along the ebony lips of her sleek entrance. 
 
    “Do you want a taste?” the Baroness purred. 
 
    Then I nodded before I practically dove into Nulena’s ebony pussy, and the trembling whimper she let out made my other women so jealous, two of them grabbed my cock at once to keep me satisfied. 
 
    I didn’t miss Shoshanne’s little moans, though, while her breasts pressed against my side and her teeth sank into my shoulder. So, as soon as I’d gotten my fill of Nulena, I caught the healer by the waist, and I dropped onto my back while I locked Shoshanne’s knees against my shoulders. 
 
    The second I started flicking my tongue against the healer’s clit, I felt my dick easing into Aurora one inch at a time, and I tightened my hold on Shoshanne to make sure she stayed right where she was. 
 
    Between the two women, I was already fully occupied, but that didn’t keep the others from joining in, and the sounds of their whimpers and moans filled my mind while I delved my tongue into Shoshanne. The caramel beauty had to claw at my hair to try and keep from climaxing, but I still refused to let her go, and I didn’t ease up until she gave in with a shriek of ecstasy. 
 
    “Ohhhh, Mason!” Shoshanne cried out as her juices splashed against my chin.  
 
    I was beyond ready to let myself release by now, though, and the second Shoshanne was done quivering against my tongue, I tossed her aside, sat up, and flipped Aurora under me. 
 
    Then I forced her legs further apart, and the half-elf gasped from the force as a devilish grin came to her face. Once I closed my hand around her neck, though, she was too overwhelmed to do anything but lay there and take my angry cock, and Cayla and Nulena had to help hold her still from how hard I was pounding into her. 
 
    Every inch of the half-elf was blazing hot to the touch while her moans turned into breathless shrieks, and when she begged me to tighten my grip on her neck, I chuckled and did as she asked. 
 
    Then I buried my dick so deep into her that she screamed and instantly climaxed, and I let a torrent of my seed flood her womb as I pulsed greedily inside the scorching hot woman. 
 
    Aurora was quaking with pleasure, but with four of us holding her down now, she could only wail as another orgasm overcame her, and I kept her where she was until she was filled with semen and unable to move. Then I slowly pulled out of her while she trembled in my hold, and the half-elf let out another wavering moan as she felt my heated seed gushing from her pussy. 
 
    “You better be ready for more by the time I am,” I growled as I finally released her neck, and Aurora blushed to her roots. 
 
    “Anything you say, master,” the half-elf giggled. 
 
    I was already on my way to Nulena, though, and the Baroness braced herself against the silver bedpost as I slid my cum-slicked shaft along her ebony clit. 
 
    “I’m not climaxing until you have,” Nulena warned, and I chuckled before I left a punishing bite in her slender neck. 
 
    “Wanna bet?” 
 
    After that, I let my carnal side take over without any restraints, and as soon as I finished fucking Nulena into submission, I moved between my lovers as often as I wanted. None of them minded in the slightest, either, while I tore my dick out of any of them to bury it in the next woman, and they actually urged me on more and more with the passing hours. 
 
    So, whenever I saw Shoshanne spreading her plush thighs for me, or Cayla getting on her knees, I didn’t hesitate to do anything I wanted with them, and I let Nulena suck on my cock all she wanted whenever I was busy trailing my tongue across Deya or Aurora’s delicious pussy lips. 
 
    I stayed alert enough to make sure I came in each of their wombs at least four to five times, but after that, I lost track as the afternoon wore on. Between this and their mouths, though, I knew my women all got plenty of what they needed, and they stayed determined to give me anything I wanted as they waited well within my reach at all times. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I kept my lovers cycling out to satisfy my whims, but the sun was setting through the arching windows when they were finally too tired to take any more. 
 
    Then the five women curled up around me with their heavy eyelids already sliding shut, and I could feel their limbs trembling with exhaustion while they mumbled against my chest about how much they loved me. 
 
    I grinned when most of them passed out mid-sentence, though, and I chuckled toward the ceiling as I watched the last rays of sunlight glint across the diamonds swirling above me. 
 
    “Love you, too,” I sighed, but that was a gross understatement. 
 
    Whatever I felt for these women at this point was infinitely more than any kind of love I’d heard about, and having them all cling to me even in their sleep made it difficult to comprehend much of anything right now. 
 
    There were no words to describe how fucking fortunate I’d been in this realm, or how much these five women mattered to me. There wasn’t even a point in trying to, either. 
 
    Just laying there with my lovers’ supple bodies tucked around me on all sides was enough, and having listened to all their little whimpers and breathless moans for hours on end left me feeling like nothing short of a god. 
 
    A completely drained god with muscle spasms, but a god nonetheless. 
 
    More than this, though, it had become undeniably clear to me that my women’s ability to abstain from sex and cuddles was only decreasing. With each pregnant day that passed, they continued to morph into some new species of female who desired only three things in this life: me, Alfred’s dessert, and the chance to make someone bleed out each day. 
 
    Which meant all I needed to do was let them loose in the woods to kill shit before bed time, and every damn day, from the time I woke up to the time I went to sleep could be as lavishly erotic as the last several hours. 
 
    There was just no way I could fall asleep with that thought in my mind, though. I was so close now. Days away if I had anything to say about it, and then there would be nothing but the rest of my life with the most fantastic women I’d ever known. 
 
    So, I only laid there amongst my naked lovers until I was sure they were in a deep and satiated sleep, and then I carefully slipped out from the warm nook between all their curves. 
 
    My head immediately spun when I stood up, but this made a hell of a lot of sense given that most of my blood had been strictly occupying my dick since this afternoon. My legs were wobbly, too, while the muscles in my lower back twitched, and my stomach growled so loudly, it probably would have woken my women up if they weren’t in sex comas right now. 
 
    Before I tracked down some food to restore me, though, I wanted to get at least some of my work done so Dragir wouldn’t have anything to complain about, and I shuffled my way to the arching windows while my head leveled out a bit. 
 
    The world outside was dimming quickly while the first few stars dotted the sky, and the soft blue light that filtered in through the window illuminated the decadent chamber I’d paid no attention to since entering it. 
 
    The number of ornate seating arrangements and bejeweled tables in the room was staggering, though, and I realized there were more diamonds in this one chamber than any nobles, kings, or dwarves had ever sent me. 
 
    Diamonds studded the windowpanes and lined the shelves on the wall as well, but when I realized the bedframe my women were sleeping on was raised up on four solid diamond pedestals, I had to shake my head. 
 
    There was nothing but jewels and velvet lined furniture everywhere I looked in here, and the notion of how much collective wealth was left sitting in the deserted palace of House Aelin made me chuckle with pride. 
 
    Then I raised my palm toward the silver window frame, and I opened it to look down on the pristine grounds below. No one strolled along Aeris’ stark white paths tonight, and the lanterns that would have been lit by now were cloaked in darkness. 
 
    The only thing out there were the bodies strewn around the grass wherever Stan had shot them down, and a M1A2 that had parked herself right below my window like a good little tank. 
 
    I grinned as I let my powers connect with the metal of Bobbie’s driving hatch, and once I had it open, I summoned my steel box and a few spare rifles and magazines. Then I resealed the hatch, and I left the rifles within reach of my women before I settled in at an oak desk beneath the arched windows.  
 
    I’d never built anything on a diamond-rimmed table with a velvet cushion under my ass before, but I kind of wished I had a more epic project to work on for the occasion. Still, finding a means of utilizing Dragir’s new sight rune could end up saving our lives tomorrow, so I counted this as epic enough while I pulled out my engraving equipment and the sketch I had of the rune. 
 
    The design for the pseudo-binoculars was so simple, I’d all but finished it in the twenty minutes I had to work on it yesterday. Now, all I had left to do was secure the lenses in the sight tube, and then I began engraving the new rune on two slips of copper sheeting. 
 
    I triple checked my degree lines before I fused the runed slips to the copper rings inside the sight tubes, though, and I silently hoped my healing rune would be able to restore my vision if I ended up blinded over this contraption. 
 
    Then I peered through the eyepieces, and I was pleasantly surprised to find everything looked exactly the same. Granted, this didn’t help me test whether the rune would be able to counter the Master’s ability concealing enchantments, but I wasn’t blind, and that would have to be good enough for now. 
 
    So, I got up from my diamond work table and quietly got dressed while my stomach threatened to start eating itself, and then I grabbed the contraption off the table before I tiptoed past the pile of sleeping women and out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Most of the leftover corpses had been rummaged through and dragged out of the halls by now, so only dried streaks of blood and ash betrayed what had taken place here today, and the palace was silent aside from the distant sounds of warriors congregating in the kitchens. 
 
    I followed their voices through the deep blue halls of House Aelin until I started following the smell of delicious food instead, and when I walked into the lower cellars, I saw a few dozen of the elves in the room gathered around the center table. 
 
    They clutched their drinks with intrigue while Stan stood on a pile of looted diamonds with his dragon steed beside him, and I smirked when I realized my little metal man was in the middle of a dramatic retelling of his solo mission through Lyralus. 
 
    Stan had his elven audience’s captive attention while he mimed the utter mayhem he’d caused, and when he saw me strolling through the door, he lowered his rifle long enough to send me a little wave. Then he carried on gunning down invisible mini elves while diamonds scattered to portray the blood, and I chuckled as I headed to a table with four servants in waiting. 
 
    From the looks of it, Dragir and Rhys had ordered Aeris’ staff to prepare a feast of exotic foods for everyone, but their private table was the only one with six large pitchers of a highly alcoholic juice that I recognized. 
 
    Dragir was too busy watching Stan to say anything when I first sat down, but he blindly slid a fresh glass over to me with the back of his hand, and Rhys filled it from the pitcher while he kept his amber eyes glued onto the little metal man. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “I take it Stan filled you both in on the day’s events.” 
 
    “He has,” Dragir said with an impressed nod. “Did you really drop Aeris and his filthy sons through four marble floors so your women could dismember them?” 
 
     “I did,” I confirmed before I took a long swig. 
 
    Then I choked a bit while the liquid scalded the lining of my esophagus, and Rhys chuckled as he finally turned away from Stan to top my glass off. 
 
    “Are those diamonds on the cups, too?” I rasped and studied the glinting rim. 
 
    “Of course,” Rhys chuckled. “I take it your women are…” 
 
    “They’re resting,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “They terrify me,” the green-haired elf informed me without skipping a beat. “They impress me a little, but they terrify me even more.” 
 
    “They terrify me less,” Dragir said as he turned back around in his seat. “But I respect them more than I ever have. I studied the gashes on the corpses near the stairwells earlier. Your women do not waste their energy. Every slice was strategically made, and each victim had to have fallen within three strikes. Double-ended glaive?” 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Nice,” the elf said with a grin. “This is in good taste.” 
 
    “Did the gentle healer really crush a fountain full of elves with the large metal beast, though?” Rhys checked. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s not always so gentle,” I chuckled. “She drowned about eighty of them in the canal, too.” 
 
    Dragir laughed as he stroked his chin and imagined the scene, and I pulled two heaping plates of food over to myself without caring what was on them. 
 
    It all smelled fantastic, and it tasted better than half the things I’d tried on my first trip to Nalnora. Each succulent bite burst in my mouth with flavors I never imagined, and even though I couldn’t tell what was vegetable and what was meat, I devoured all of it like a man who’d been killing shit and fucking all damn day. 
 
     Then I gestured to the servants standing around us, and Dragir noticed the quizzical look on my face while I shoveled another bite of something orange and steamy into my mouth. 
 
    “It was smart of you not to kill the help,” Dragir said as another few servants arrived with even more plates of food. “They were so grateful to be alive when we found them down here that I did not have to tell them to cook for us. They just started doing it.” 
 
    “That’s because they’ve been slaves here,” Rhys snorted. “What reason do they have to retaliate against those who freed them?” 
 
    “Slaves?” I mumbled through a bite, and when I glanced at the young servant beside me, I realized he didn’t look any older than thirteen. 
 
    He was also so scrawny, I doubted he ate on a regular basis, but then the elven boy jumped forward to refill my glass, and I tried to stop him before Rhys shook his head. 
 
    “Let them do as they please,” the green-haired elf said. “We tried to send them away, but most of them have nowhere to go. This is all they know. That young one and a dozen others are coming back to House Fehryn to train with me and my men when all this is done. We’ll see they have a better chance at surviving.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced at Dragir. “Are the rest going to House Quyn?” 
 
    “Some,” the elf replied. “Others wish to find their own way in the jungle. They know where to find us if they change their minds.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I muttered. “Did you tell them they may as well stay here, though? They could make themselves rich if they loot all these diamonds and sell them to Illaria.” 
 
    Dragir cocked an eyebrow. “Illaria would permit trade between our nations?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I replied. “I know there’s been a rocky history in the past, but without the Elite running things, I could probably sort it all out with Temin for you.” 
 
    “Your king?” Rhys asked as he lowered his glass. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a good guy,” I assured the elf, but he still looked taken aback. 
 
    “A king would listen to your advice?” 
 
    “Of course, he would,” Dragir answered for me. “They are as good as equal. Mason will be king as well soon.” 
 
    “Of Cedis,” I clarified. “Not Illaria.” 
 
    “No, you should be king of both,” Dragir scoffed. “This Temin man seemed to like you when I met him, no? I am sure it could be arranged. Then Deya can be a queen of Illaria while Cayla is the queen of Cedis. This is fair and proper.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” I chuckled, “but I appreciate the thought. Either way, let these elves know things will be changing around here after we take down House Orrel. They should have the chance to decide what they want to do from here.” 
 
    Rhys nodded in agreement, but then he gestured to the pseudo-binoculars beside my plate. “New weapon?” 
 
    “No, this is that project I was working on for the sight rune,” I replied, and I passed it off to Dragir before I began wolfing down my food again. 
 
    “Only the one?” the silver-haired elf asked. 
 
    Then he looked through them backwards, and I smirked as I turned them around for him. 
 
    “I’ll finish the others in the morning,” I assured the elf. “A job like this only takes me minutes to complete. There’s nothing complex to it. I’ll have multiples made before it’s time to move out.” 
 
    “That will be fine,” Dragir agreed, but then he furrowed his brow as he watched me chewing my food like a man possessed. “You do not look so very calm, though.” 
 
    “Are those women of yours not so relaxing as you anticipated?” Rhys snorted. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Oh, I’m more than relaxed. There’s just a lot to consider moving forward from here.” 
 
    “You are concerned for tomorrow,” Dragir guessed. 
 
    “A bit,” I chuckled. “I know we’re prepared, it’s just… there’s some witches in the arrangement now.” 
 
    The silver-haired elf furrowed his brow. “Witches? Like your mages?” 
 
    “No, they’re called Wraith--” 
 
    “The Wraith Witches?” Rhys breathed, and his jaw fell slack. “You are not serious.” 
 
    “You know about them?” I asked. 
 
    “They are of the smoke lands to the south,” the green-haired elf replied. “They prowl this world luring elves to their deaths.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s them,” I sighed. “They showed up looking for me within ten minutes of getting to Nalnora. Followed us after House Elyn, too. That’s mostly why I’m concerned.” 
 
    “As you should be,” Dragir agreed stiffly. “If they are on the Master’s side, we are all at a greater risk here. Why did you not tell me of them sooner?” 
 
    “I would have, but they seem to have a specific appetite,” I muttered as I considered the grains in the oak table. “So far, they’ve only come after me.” 
 
    “Not your women?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if they would kill them eventually,” I admitted. “They’ve only found me the two times, and Nulena thinks they’re working for her brother, Rekekis. But that’s why I’m confused. Where are they now? Why bother trailing me twice, only to just disappear? They should have found me by now, but there’s been no storms since early this morning.” 
 
    “You said this God of Destruction must conserve his strength, yes?” Dragir asked, and I nodded. “Perhaps the witches are still following you, and it is Rekekis who is not around.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I agreed. “Let’s hope that doesn’t mean he’s changed his tactics. I’d rather face a god’s storm than a smoky death from those witches again.” 
 
    “Again?” Rhys asked as his amber eyes went wide. “They trapped you?” 
 
    “Yeah, Nulena saved me before they could finish me off.” 
 
    Rhys whistled in disbelief. “Never imagined a woman like her would save anyone without a hefty price on the table.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’re not business partners,” I replied as I moved on to my second plate. 
 
    Rhys furrowed his brow at this, though, and I was still mulling over the absence of the Wraith Witches with every bite when the green-haired elf abruptly set his drink down and turned to me. 
 
    “Alright,” he said as he braced his elbows on the table. “Explain this, then. You have all these women, they are some of them murderers, some of them healers, some of them royal… how do you do this?” 
 
    “What?” I snorted. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Rhys demanded. “I have this one woman, and nothing is right with her. I can do nothing to please her, she does not please me, we are neither of us suited for each other. Much like you and your women. And yet, you have so many pregnancies, and much respect in your household.” 
 
    I grinned at his interpretation for a moment, but then I shrugged. “I’d say it’s probably because my women and I genuinely enjoy being around each other. It’s not like I gathered them all up and told them ‘you’re mine, baby making and respect begin now.’” 
 
    Dragir snorted into his drink as Rhys furrowed his brow even more, and I realized I was actually going to have to explain the basics of a relationship to this elf. 
 
    “Uh… okay,” I muttered. “So, my women and I all met under varying circumstances. We all had shit to accomplish, and we were already respectful of each other while we tried to work together. Then we started having sex. That worked out really well, too. Now, we’re a family, and we do what it takes to make sure we’re all happy with the arrangement.” 
 
    Rhys narrowed his eyes at the concept. “That sounds tiring. Over-involved.” 
 
    “It’s really not,” I chuckled. “Maybe it’s just not your pace, though. You said you’re happier out with your army and battling shit, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but you do this, too,” Rhys pressed. “How do you get to have both? The women with the babies and the battles?” 
 
    “Well, I trained my women for battle,” I replied. “They liked my weapons, so I taught them how to use them, and they taught me how to use their weapons. We just have fun together. We trust each other, too, so when things start heating up in the field, we don’t have to question who’s got our backs. There’s six of us out there, and since we know what skills and strengths we all have, we can coordinate well together. I guess fighting together makes us closer, but honestly, I just… take the time to know them, work with what they want, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Yes, it is not so very confusing,” Dragir snickered as he eyed Rhys. 
 
    The green-haired elf sighed with clear confusion, though, as the young servant refilled his glass, and he chugged it down while the crease between his eyebrows stayed etched in place. 
 
    Then he belched and shook his head. “I do not want to do any of those things. I just want a woman to give me children so my legacy is sustained. She births them, I train them, life continues this way. No sharing, or knowing, or coordinating. Just the making of babies. This is why I bought Aliasa from her family. She is clearly quite a fertile woman. Perfect body, good bloodline. My heirs would be strong and fierce, and my men would respect my superior choice of mate. I did everything right.” 
 
    I did my best not to laugh at the confounded look on his face, and I managed a strained nod. 
 
    “Okay, but that doesn’t seem to be the arrangement Aliasa had in mind,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, she is too needy,” Rhys sighed. “She wanted to know about my weapons as well, and started insisting I let her fight beside me. I told her no, of course. If she is fighting beside me, how is she supposed to bear enough children? Then she wanted to only deliver one child every couple of years, and mate for fun instead. Mating for fun is hardly useful to my legacy. It’s a lot of effort when I’m busy with other matters. That’s when the trouble started. She has not given me a child since all of this came up. Only the one, Rali. It’s utter shit.” 
 
     Dragir and I couldn’t help chortling into our drinks this time, and Rhys slumped as he slid his empty glass away in defeat. 
 
    “You know,” Dragir chuckled, “my sister has very good ideas sometimes. You should just give your wife to Mason. Find a woman who despises you and only wishes to have many babies. This would be a better balance for everyone.” 
 
    “He is a human, though,” Rhys muttered. 
 
    “Fucking really?” I demanded as I arched an eyebrow. “You, too?” 
 
    “I am only saying!” the green-haired elf countered, and he raised his hands in immediate defense. “Aliasa is of superior stock amongst the elves. Her family have always reared ruthless and enduring warriors. Dragir, why don’t take her, yes? At least her womb will remain pure, and your family are okay warriors. It’s not so bad that way.” 
 
    “You’re such a prick,” I sighed. 
 
    “Yes, and I refuse to take your wife,” Dragir informed the man. “All that Aliasa wants of a man is not what I am interested in giving. Sex is okay, but love? Absolutely not.” 
 
    Rhys rolled his amber eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on that halfling you were infatuated with. They killed her decades ago--” 
 
    I was about to cut the man off myself, but Dragir lunged across the table and had his dagger at Rhys’ throat before I could blink, and no matter how hard the green-haired elf struggled, he couldn’t make it out of the vise grip he was clamped in. 
 
    Then Rhys hissed something in Elvish that only made Dragir press the blade more firmly against his flesh, and as blood oozed down his throat, I realized these two might finally kill each other tonight. 
 
    None of the men’s warriors intervened, though. Instead, every elf in sight shot to their feet and drew their blades against each other, and the servants scattered for their lives while plates broke across the stone floor. 
 
    Then I eyed the hundreds of pissed off elves surrounding me, and they all stood waiting for the signal from their leaders as a strained silence permeated the air. 
 
    “Okay…” I muttered as I slowly reached over, and I closed my hand around Dragir’s arm. “Dragir, put the blade down. There’s plenty of other ways for him to die tomorrow that won’t get us stuck in a brawl. Wouldn’t you rather let a possessed Wendigo rip him to shreds?” 
 
    Dragir didn’t look over, but he narrowed his serpentine eyes as he spoke in a voice so low, even Rhys looked genuinely worried about his neck now. 
 
    “I helped you save your son once,” Dragir growled, “but say one more word of my woman, and I will gladly kill the little wretch to teach you how it feels to lose a child. You know I would.” 
 
    Rhys sobered at once, and as his scowl vanished, he stopped struggling against Dragir’s hold and held his hands up instead. 
 
    Then Dragir roughly released him, and one barking command to his warriors sent everyone back to their seats while blades were sheathed or set aside. 
 
    I had my hand on my holster while Rhys swiftly reached around a pitcher to grab his own dagger, and he placed it directly beside his drink as he watched Dragir like a hawk to make sure he sheathed his own. 
 
    The silver-haired elf didn’t seem to notice or care, though. He just wiped Rhys’ blood off his blade, placed it in front of himself, and refilled his glass without another word. The servants were returning now, too, and true to form, the elves carried on with their work while conversations resumed around the chamber like no one had been ready to kill each other at all. 
 
    The two men on either side of me only drank one diamond-studded glass after another, though, and after ten minutes passed like this, I said the only thing on my mind. 
 
    Because I had a sinking feeling in my gut as I remembered the root of Dragir’s hatred for the head of House Orrel. It had just been so long since he told me that I’d forgotten. 
 
    “You’re positive Luir killed her?” I asked as I glanced at Dragir. 
 
    “It was his warriors who did it,” Dragir muttered without looking over. “Before the great wars, both my family and Rhys’ were of House Orrel. However, my father’s bloodline is directly entwined with Luir’s own sister. Luir would never allow a bloodline like that to be tainted, especially when my mother was of so much worth. So, when his owls found out I was with a halfling, and that she was carrying my child, it was only a matter of time. I wanted to escape into the mountains, but she was worried what would happen to Deya if I left. One day, I was abducted from House Quyn and dragged to the tar pits in the north. They’d cut the child from her womb, and then thrown both of them in. It would have been born in only a few weeks.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I breathed, and my veins surged with dread as I realized the same could happen to Deya over our child. 
 
    “Then it’s true,” Rhys seethed, and he looked nearly as pissed as Dragir now. “I heard there was a child involved, but I assumed this was only the talk of the Elite.” 
 
    Dragir just shrugged. “I got my revenge on the elves who enacted this. The blood-boiling rune was not as torturous as they deserved, but it was enough at the time. Nothing will be right until Luir is finished, though. And I will be the one who cuts the meat from his bones.” 
 
    “Good,” Rhys growled. “That old bastard destroyed your legacy. Whatever the blood of the child, or his claim on you, this is not to be forgiven.” 
 
    Dragir bowed his head slightly in agreement, but then he smirked. “I still won’t take your wife, though.” 
 
    “Shit,” Rhys cursed, and he abruptly slumped in his seat. “What about your father?” 
 
    “No one deserves that man’s company,” I chuckled. “I don’t care how many times she’s tried to kill you.” 
 
    “He is right,” Dragir agreed flatly, and he refilled our glasses. “But all of this may not matter by tomorrow. Should you die at House Orrel, Mason will steal Aliasa away regardless.” 
 
    “He could die tomorrow, too,” Rhys countered. 
 
    “Not likely,” Dragir sighed. “Look at this palace. This is the cleanest and most efficient slaughter Nalnora has ever known. Mason will live because his women will make sure of it. The two of us, on the other hand, might die. We have pissed off the wrong pregnant women.” 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing when the two warriors accepted this within seconds and clinked their glasses together, but I had to admire their elven dedication. For two unpredictable and ruthless elves, they definitely didn’t shy away from the promise of a bloody revenge no matter the odds. 
 
    So, I carried on drinking with the pair while I ate enough decadent jungle food to restore both my libido and my strength, and Stan travelled around to the various tables to give a new play-by-play for our allies as the night wore on. 
 
    Rhys spent most of the meal trying to decide if he knew any elves with something he wanted badly enough to trade his wife for it, but then he settled for asking me a hundred questions about women. 
 
    All of them pretty much translated to “how do I find a way to work around my wife’s standards?” but between these disappointing conversations, it came to light that Dragir had lost his 1911 during the ride from House Pree to House Aelin. 
 
    “He’s never ridden a horse,” Rhys snickered drunkenly. 
 
    Dragir ground his jaw. “What use do I have for a beast that will only attract the predators? I travel just fine by foot in the south, and the sphynxes rarely pay me any mind.” 
 
    “When did the pistol fall out of the holster?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I do not know,” Dragir sighed with disappointment. “I should have noticed, though. I feel as if I have lost my dearest friend. Now, she is out there alone in the bloody streets. Just a small and deadly little pistol, with so much ferocity and spunk.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a replacement,” I laughed. “I’ve got something upstairs, actually. You done eating?” 
 
    Dragir eyed the drunken elves around the room, and when he saw Rhys refilling his glass once again while he swayed in his seat, the silver-haired elf nodded. 
 
    “Yes, it would be best to leave now,” he decided. “These elves will likely forget they are allies soon.” 
 
    I smirked as I rose to my feet, and when Stan saw me getting ready to leave, he zoomed over on his dragon. Then he exchanged a sloppy high-five with Rhys before we headed out of the cellar, and I couldn’t help chuckling a bit when I realized Dragir wasn’t nearly as drunk as everyone else back there. 
 
    He was maybe twenty percent buzzed despite the multitude of pitchers he drank through, and while we strolled through the empty stairwells of House Aelin, I wondered if this was on account of how much Rosh he’d been enjoying lately. 
 
    “We will scout House Orrel after breakfast,” Dragir said without even a hint of a slur. “If Luir’s owls have been doing their jobs, he will already know he is next. There is little chance he will launch an attack. It is in his advantage to let us come to him.” 
 
    “Nulena should be able to shield us well enough while we go,” I agreed as we started up another bloody flight of marble stairs, “but I still think we should send your army back to the south. They’ll be in too much danger out there with the kind of weapons I’m using.” 
 
    “We will see,” Dragir muttered. “It is not that I distrust your tactics, but my men have fought long and hard for this as well. They want to destroy the Master as badly as they wish to topple House Orrel. They have earned this.” 
 
    “I can’t promise they’ll live to enjoy that victory,” I told him bluntly. 
 
    Dragir nodded. “We will see what we find tomorrow. The warriors will remain here until we decide.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed. “I’m not getting in touch with my army until it’s necessary, though. I don’t want to risk anyone intercepting their path when the time comes.” 
 
    “What about this god you pissed off?” Dragir asked as we turned into my hall. “You are certain you can counter a storm if it should arise?” 
 
    “Oh, it will arise,” I assured him. “I can’t be sure about countering it since the strength is unpredictable, but my women are ready to do what they can.” 
 
    Dragir nodded with some concern, and we came to a stop outside my diamond-studded chamber. I opened the door just enough to summon a rifle and a few magazines over to me, and then I silently closed it again before I handed the AR-15 to Dragir. 
 
    “This one works a little differently from the pistol,” I told the elf. 
 
    “Yes, I know, I played around with one when I did the engravings,” Dragir said as a greedy grin came to his face. “It is not confusing, but this is a very fun weapon. Quite accurate at a long distance.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Don’t let Rhys use it.” 
 
    “Yes, he would have killed me an hour ago,” the elf snorted as he continued admiring his new rifle from every angle. “He does not deserve to have one.” 
 
    I chuckled in agreement, but then I sobered a bit and cleared my throat. 
 
    “Listen, about tomorrow,” I muttered. “Luir’s all on you, alright? I’m gonna have my hands full with the Master anyways, and you have better cause to kill him than me.” 
 
    Dragir’s grin dropped into a furious line as he looked up. “No, no, no, you are not backing out of this now. I refuse to accept pity murders.” 
 
    “It’s not a pity murder, it’s--” 
 
    “It certainly will not be!” Dragir informed me. “Tomorrow, I expect maximum effort from you, and I will earn this kill as I do all others. A death must be under the proper circumstances to warrant any pride. Get those women in on this, too, yes? Get Deya good and pissed about it, and let them try their best. I will still be the one who skins Luir right down to his decrepit bones.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that,” I countered. “You said yourself back in Falmount that you’re wholly justified in this, and I agree with you. You are wholly justified, and you should be the one to kill--” 
 
    “No,” the silver-haired elf cut me off, and he abruptly stalked off as he hollered over his shoulder. “You are killing him! Try as you dare, and you will fail like a man!” 
 
    “Dude, I--” 
 
    Dragir turned the next corner as I shook my head, and I stood there in the deserted hall for several minutes while I tried to decide how anyone ever got shit done in Nalnora. 
 
    There was just no winning with these elves, even if they were practically family to you. 
 
    So, I sighed as I quietly returned to my room, and the soft sighs coming from my sleeping women immediately eased any irritation I felt. The moonlight filtering in through the arched windows illuminated their satiny skin along with half the diamonds in the chamber, and I grinned at the way they all snuggled together in their bejeweled bed while I headed to the windows. 
 
    As I looked outside, though, I was suddenly struck by the extent of what we’d accomplished here in only two days. 
 
    Beyond the distant iron gates, the city of Lyralus didn’t have a single torch lit tonight, and it was silent in the capital except for the voices of my allies in the lower levels of the palace. Even the jungle that threatened to swallow the edges of the city didn’t rustle with the swift footfalls of warriors, and when I focused more directly on House Pree, the gilded palace was deadly quiet. 
 
    After thousands of years of self-appointed rule, all but one of the Elite Houses were finally burned, gutted, and toppled. 
 
    And tomorrow, the last entitled asshole of the Elven Council would die either at my hand or Dragir’s. 
 
    Although, probably at Dragir’s if I could find a way to make it look like he earned it. 
 
    So, I took a long look across the deserted capital before I returned to the table below the windows, and the moonlight was enough to work by as I settled into the velvet seat. 
 
    The effort of forming steel sight tubes, central hinges, and copper rings only cost me a third of my focus, though, and I mostly ended up mulling over the feats the Master had tried to pull off since Nemris sent me here. 
 
    I considered the drake and the hydra Aurora had slain with me when I knew virtually nothing of my own powers, and Abrus’ pissant sneer before he died beside the basilisk, too. I couldn’t help smirking at the memory of my stand off against Camus Dred, though, and the ice giants in the north had only taught me what I could pull off when I didn’t back down for a moment. 
 
    With everything I’d learned and gained, those first run-ins seemed like child’s play to me now, but the image of House Syru’s possessed soldiers marching on House Quyn dampened my amusement a bit. That had been the turning point that really secured me any chance at an upper hand against the Master, because after Dragir runed me, everything changed. 
 
    Every battle I’d waged against possessed mages, elves, and ravenous beasts had only intensified from there, and my women and I probably wouldn’t have made it out alive if I hadn’t gotten Dragir to teach me about rune magic just in time. After that, I’d played my cards well at every turn to make sure the Master was never too far ahead of me, and at this juncture, I’d say we were neck and neck. 
 
    Well, almost. 
 
    My arsenal was superior, that much I was certain of, but my magical prowess was limited compared to what we’d be up against in this final push. Luir was too much of a wildcard, and he had too much of his own interests invested for me to feel absolutely prepared, but still, I couldn’t dig up anything like fear right now. 
 
    Despite the mounting stakes over the last few months, I was as calm as I’d been when I sent my metal army from Falmount into the Draconis Mountains, and part of me knew, whatever happened tomorrow, my women and I were as ready as we could possibly be. 
 
    At least, that’s how I felt until a strange sensation began to bloom in my chest. 
 
    It wasn’t fear, but it was distinctly different from how I’d been feeling seconds before, and I slowly secured a lens inside the sight tube while I tried to decipher why the sensation seemed familiar. I didn’t mind the feeling in the slightest, though, I was just vaguely confused where it had come from, but before I could question much more, a pleasant smile spread across my face. 
 
    Then I was lulled into the most blissful state as I set all my work aside, and only then did I register the featherlight song drifting on the warm night breeze. It drew me to the open window like nectar as the sweetness of the sound sifted through my veins, and I rose to my feet in a trance to look down into the blackened grounds. 
 
    I couldn’t even comprehend the beauty of the three women calling to me from the shadows below. 
 
    They were nearly ethereal and radiated perfection in every way, and I knew without a doubt that I’d rather die than stay so far away from their sides. It was only an eight story drop to the stonework, too, and this seemed as easy as a puddle hop knowing what kind of sweet bliss awaited me. 
 
    I was certain there was nothing up here for me, and everything I could ever desire was calling to me now from the darkened grounds of House Aelin. 
 
    So, I smiled at the three beautiful creatures below, and I climbed up onto the window ledge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    I was losing track of most things now as I balanced on the stonework and looked down at the Wraith Witches. The warm evening breeze didn’t register, and in the time it took me to climb up here, I’d somehow forgotten I was about to jump out of a window, too. I just stood there with one all-encompassing thought: I should be at the witches’ feet by now. 
 
    Then the world abruptly went silent, though, and I jolted as the sweet song was wrenched out of my being. It felt like having a bucket of ice water injected into my veins, and I gasped from the pain as my body pitched forward. 
 
    In those milliseconds after I lost my balance, I was entirely disoriented, but a hundred thoughts flashed through my mind at once. The most prominent one was why the fuck I was throwing myself out of a window, but just as I realized I hadn’t summoned my Terra powers to soften my landing, someone latched onto my arm and yanked me backward with all their strength. 
 
    Then I crashed onto a floor instead of the ground, and while I frantically scrambled to get my bearings, I realized Nulena was crushed under me.  
 
    Suddenly, I remembered where I was, and my limbs went numb as I saw the open window above me. 
 
    I was shaking badly from the residual shock of the Wraith Witches’ enchantments now, but I managed to drag the naked Baroness up to her feet, and if I wasn’t deaf, I might have heard her wheezing from how hard I locked my arms around her. I honestly couldn’t let go of the woman, though, because of all the times I’d almost died in this realm, the fate she just saved me from was definitely the closest call. 
 
    Then Nulena shifted in my arms, and when I looked down, her two-toned eyes studied me intently before she placed her fingers against my temple. 
 
    The Baroness’ powers seeped into my mind like a tonic as every tremor shaking my nerves immediately ceased, and I finally loosened my hold on the ebony woman as my palms slid to the cinch of her waist. Then my hearing slowly restored itself, and I took a deep breath as I gradually felt like myself again. 
 
    “I’m sorry it took me so long to notice,” Nulena murmured as she curled against my chest. “I rarely sleep so heavily, but I was utterly exhausted.” 
 
    “I know,” I muttered as I laid a kiss into her black hair. “You’re shielding a lot for me right now.” 
 
    “That, too,” the Baroness chuckled. “But I was referring to all of the sex. I may be immortal, but apparently, you’re more than capable of pushing me to my limits in several ways.” 
 
    “Oh,” I snorted, and I grinned at the amusement in her eyes as I released her. 
 
    Then her expression became more serious. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod, “but we’re killing those witches. Tonight.” 
 
    “No!” Nulena gasped as her eyebrows crinkled. “We can’t!” 
 
    “Nulena,” I groaned, “you’re killing me with this witchy shit. You saw what almost just happened, how can--” 
 
    “Mason, look at them,” the Baroness insisted, and she pulled me toward the open window. “I am blocking the entire palace now, but look out there. No one else came to their song before. I couldn’t even hear it when I awoke.” 
 
    I cringed a little when I saw the Wraith Witches drifting in the shadows, and their gaunt frames and spindly hair sent a shiver down my spine. They still had their ghoulish green fangs bared, too, but Nulena hadn’t been wrong. Nothing but gunned down elves littered the grounds of House Aelin, and I furrowed my brow as I leaned out to make sure there really wasn’t anyone else who’d been lured to their deaths. 
 
    “If no one but me could hear them, then how did you know?” I asked the Baroness. 
 
    “Because I couldn’t sense you within my shield any longer,” Nulena explained. “The same thing happened the first time you fell under their spell. I knew my shadows were shielding you, but your presence was entirely different. You didn’t feel like you anymore. I woke up in a panic when I sensed this again. I thought I was already too late, but then I saw you on the windowpane.” 
 
    I glanced over to find Nulena’s shoulders were trembling lightly, and I tucked her under my arm as I realized how terrified the murderous woman had actually been. 
 
    “We can’t risk anything like this happening again,” I told her. 
 
    “It won’t, I promise,” Nulena insisted. “Please don’t make me kill them. You know I wouldn’t avoid destroying someone if it wasn’t important to me.” 
 
    I sighed as I forced myself not to ask her if she’d lost her damn mind, and then I did my best to be patient with the ebony woman. Even if her adoration of these smoky bitches was just unfathomable. 
 
    “Have you studied them enough to get a clearer idea of what’s going on?” I managed in a somewhat normal tone. 
 
    “I have.” Nulena nodded eagerly. “I am certain Rekekis has caught hold of them to use them as pawns, but they’re not as hopeless as I worried they might be. Every time they’ve found you, they only linger for a short time. Then they retreat back to the south. Rekekis doesn’t let them get too far, but I can tell they don’t want to stay this far north. They need to return to the smoke lands, and he won’t let them.” 
 
    “Umm…” I said as my palms began to sweat. “How many times have they been lurking around exactly?” 
 
    “Eleven! Can you believe how frustrated they must feel?” Nulena scoffed, but my eyebrows shot up at the news. 
 
    “Those witches have been this close eleven times since yesterday?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, and six of those times they were supposed to draw you out like this, but they didn’t,” the Baroness told me. “I could feel the fury in their shadows, Mason. They have one redeeming quality that makes them difficult for Rekekis to manage, and it’s precisely what could help me free them.” 
 
    I managed a half-hearted smirk. “They don’t want to be controlled any more than you do.” 
 
    “Please let me save them,” Nulena begged, and the ebony woman looked desperate as she clung to my vest in the moonlight. “If they were at their leisure, they would have delighted in killing everyone in this palace tonight, but they didn’t even try. They don’t want to hunt you or your allies, and if I freed them, they would leave this place and prowl the lands far to the south. I’m sure of it!” 
 
    “Are you actually pouting at me right now?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” the Baroness whimpered as her bottom lip quivered in earnest. “Please, Mason? I love the Wraith Witches. They’re so decadently lethal, and I can’t bear the thought of letting them perish over Rekekis. They’re too lovely, and they don’t deserve a fate like that. They should be as wholly unbound as their spirits demand. They should prowl this world for all eternity to kill as they please.” 
 
    My mind reeled as I considered how badly Nulena wanted this, and she didn’t look anything like a coldhearted murderer anymore. She looked more like a kid begging for a puppy, and a war raged in my gut as I tried to decide if I could possibly go against her wishes when she was so adorably invested. 
 
    But she was invested in a pack of deadly enchantresses who would prowl around the realm luring victims to their sickly-sweet deaths. Mostly in the far south, apparently. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I finally sighed as I vigorously rifled my hair. “You are just… so lucky I love your scary side.” 
 
    Nulena squealed as she jumped up and threw her arms around my neck, and I really never knew she was capable of this level of giddiness. Her legs were shimmying in the air from how excited she was while she dangled in my arms, and I chuckled when I heard her heart racing with anticipation. 
 
    “Thank youuuu!” the Baroness moaned into my ear. “This is all I’ll ever ask you for in this life or any of the others, I swear!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I snorted as I set her back down. “We’ll see if that holds up.” 
 
    Nulena was too busy trying to silence her giggles to respond, though. Then she jumped to the open window and clung to the ledge as she looked out, and her eyes were almost as wide as her gaping grin when she saw the Wraith Witches were still prowling around the grounds. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can!” the Baroness panted, and she dashed toward the door. 
 
    “Hold on,” I hissed, and I checked to make sure my other women were still asleep before I lowered my voice. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to take care of this,” Nulena whispered. “Stay right here, and don’t worry about anything!” 
 
    “Do you know how to free them?” I checked. 
 
    “I think so,” the Baroness said with a quick shrug. “I’ll be back soon, but I have to hurry before they leave! I love you so much!” 
 
    I blinked as Nulena sent me an ecstatic wave and practically skipped her naked ass out the door, but I turned back to the window feeling much less enthusiastic than she was. 
 
    Then another violent shiver rippled through my body because the three Wraith Witches had crossed into the moonlight now, and the rays of light made their billowing figures transparent in a way the daylight hadn’t. Beneath their shadowy exteriors, it looked like gnarled masses of spider webs were bundled together where their organs should have been, and they were twice as grotesque now that their gangly limbs seemed to glow from within. 
 
    So, while I considered the thoroughly spooky Wraith Witches Nulena was prancing her way to, my daddy demon flared up like a rabid dog. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck that,” I muttered under my breath, and I jogged over to the bed, grabbed a rifle, and ducked out the door. 
 
    Then I ran at a breakneck pace through the darkened palace as I lunged down the marble steps five at a time, but when I came to the second-floor landing, I almost flattened Nulena. 
 
    “No!” the naked Baroness whimpered, and she was clearly distraught. “You changed your mind?” 
 
    “I didn’t change my mind,” I sighed. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Nulena frowned skeptically. “Why did you bring a gun? They don’t possess solid forms…” 
 
    “I don’t know!” I hissed “But I’m not letting you go out there alone, alright? The gun is just a habit. If I have to, though, I will find a way to use it against those smoky bitches.” 
 
    Then I turned the woman around so we could continue onward, but I didn’t miss the way Nulena’s cheeks were shimmering as she looped her arm in mine. 
 
    “You’re here to protect your immortal lover?” she chuckled. 
 
    “Shut up,” I muttered. “Are you sure you have enough energy for this? You’re supposed to be reserving your strength for tomorrow.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be fine,” Nulena assured me while we rounded the next flight of stairs. “My Tenebrae powers should stay strong enough until then, and as long as I work in bursts, my spectral powers will sustain. Turn here. They’re trying to leave already.” 
 
    We broke into a run while Nulena took the lead, and if we weren’t sprinting toward the Wraith Witches who’d nearly killed me twice, I would have been much more distracted by her flawless ebony body streaking ahead of me. For now, I just tried to tell myself it was logical to let my lover save these bitches, and when we came to a panting stop at a pair of stained-glass doors, we only paused long enough to catch our breaths before I carefully parted the doors. 
 
    On the other side of the dead bodies in the grounds, three billowing black figures were drifting their way toward the jungle’s edge, and Nulena grinned from ear to ear as she realized we hadn’t arrived too late. 
 
    “You want me to wait in here?” I asked, but I instinctively slid my finger to the trigger as I said this. 
 
    “No, we must draw them back quickly,” Nulena informed me. “You’re the perfect bait.” 
 
    “I’m the what?” I gasped. 
 
    Then the Baroness tugged me out into the courtyard, though, and I stumbled over the corpses of Stan’s victims as I felt myself cross through the veil of Nulena’s silencing enchantments. I was out in the open now, and once we were in the middle of the stark white courtyard with the moonlight blaring down on me, Nulena steadied me where I was. 
 
    I could hardly believe how eager she looked while I felt my grip tightening on the rifle across my chest, but the Baroness just turned me to face the retreating witches. 
 
    “I’ll stay concealed until it’s time, so they won’t anticipate my presence,” Nulena whispered. “Go on, say something!” 
 
    “I hate this plan,” I croaked. 
 
    But that was enough to catch their attention. 
 
    An eerily high screech peeled across the grounds as the Wraith Witches abruptly turned around, and the smoke of their skirts broke into a wash of black as they rushed forward without warning. 
 
    Their jaws were wrenched unnaturally wide while the screeching continued, but it turned out this had as strong of an effect on me as their singing had. 
 
    My legs were suddenly rooted to the spot. 
 
    The sound didn’t make them any prettier this time, though, so I just tried not to piss myself as crippling terror shot through my veins, and there were no pleasing side effects to lull me out of my mind anymore. Only the absolute certainty that I was about to die, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. All I could do was watch the grotesque creatures cross into the moonlight to get at me, and my heart threatened to give out at any second. 
 
    Then the screeching started making my skull feel like it was being torn in half, but right when a pained scream built in my throat, Nulena appeared in a flash of sparks ten feet in front of me. 
 
    The flaming spectra deafened me just as the Wraith Witches burst into a swarm of blackness and consumed her, and my legs gave out under me while I tried to force my healing rune to restore me faster. 
 
    The mass of shadows and spindly webbing were swirling around the space where Nulena had been, though, and I could barely make out her flaming body from how ensnared she was. The fact that my vision was still spinning didn’t help at all, but while I grappled to get my legs working enough to crawl further out of range, I could see a deep red glow building at the center of the smoke. 
 
    At first, it did nothing to affect the swarm, but then the taloned fingers of a Wraith Witch shot out like she was trying to claw herself free, and my jaw dropped as the figures began to reform.  
 
    Or rather, attempted to reform. 
 
    Nulena seemed to have them trapped around her, and it didn’t matter how much the witches writhed and lashed out to escape, the red glow of my spectra began to seep into them instead. 
 
    My eyes were bulging from my head as I watched the twitching Wraith Witches suddenly curl their spines forward like they were in some kind of trance, but when the glow within the smoky orb became blindingly vibrant, I had to shield my face and turn away. 
 
    What I could see of the courtyard blazed with a brilliant red light while the entire palace was illuminated by the flash, and while I couldn’t hear anything, I could feel the ground heating up beneath me as sparks scattered through the air. 
 
    When I sensed my hearing being restored, though, I only waited another few seconds before I risked a glance, and I found Nulena standing as a naked Baroness again with the Wraith Witches hovering around her. 
 
    They looked as gaunt and unsightly as they had before, but now a strange whisper echoed between them while they slowly circled the ebony woman, and I knew the sound couldn’t be a spell. It didn’t affect me at all, it was just a constant and incoherent dribble, and the sound was as featherlight as their songs without seeming to wrap itself around every inch of me. 
 
    The way the witches orbited Nulena was like nothing I’d seen them do so far, and they didn’t move in the same predatory way that had made my skin crawl earlier. They were calm and seemed almost elegant now that their ghoulish fangs weren’t bared, but they were still seriously fucking creepy in every other way. That factor hadn’t changed in the slightest. 
 
    Then Nulena finally turned to look over her shoulder, though, and she had the same giddy smile on her face. 
 
    “They like me!” the Baroness squealed. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how to respond to this since my tongue was numb, and my mind was in too much shock from what I’d just witnessed, so I just nodded once. 
 
    Then I stayed there on my ass with my AR-15 in a vise grip, and I nodded a few more times while the Wraith Witches slowly prowled around my ebony lover in the moonlight. Eventually, I noticed they seemed to be getting closer and closer to her, though, and Nulena must have caught on to this around the same time because she took a tiny step back. 
 
    Seeing the Wraith Witches instantly follow her sent me bolting upright, and I managed to stand on shaky legs while Nulena’s head tilted slightly to the side. 
 
    “Ohhh,” I heard her mumble to herself. “Oops.” 
 
    “Oops?” I demanded. “What oops? Get out of there!” 
 
    “Yeah, ok,” Nulena said, but her voice was oddly high. “Just give me a minute…” 
 
    “Nulena, they’re closing in,” I growled as I cocked the charging handle. 
 
    “This is fine,” she called back to me. 
 
    My adrenaline surged as I kept my eyes glued on my ebony lover, and I had my Terra powers sparked and ready to get her the hell out of there in less than a second if necessary. 
 
    When Nulena raised her palms ahead of her, though, the witches stopped circling, and a moment later, they began drifting away from her instead. Then they turned their backs as their murmuring began to fade away, and the smoky figures gathered their billowing skirts in their talons. 
 
    Somehow, Nulena seemed to be controlling them now, and the Wraith Witches continued making their way toward the jungle while she kept her palms raised. Then she lowered them again just as the witches crossed into the blackened fronds, and she sent me a forced casual smile over her shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, we’re done,” she decided. 
 
    “Nope,” I countered. “Explain to me what just happened.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” the Baroness muttered as she came over to join me. “But I think I may have accidentally latched onto their souls.” 
 
    “The same way Rekekis did?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, and I have no idea how,” Nulena replied as her brow crinkled in uncharacteristic confusion. “I was only dispelling his hold on them, but when I overpowered it… it felt so wonderful, I didn’t want to let go. I could read every little bit of the witches’ souls, Mason, on a level I’ve never experienced before. We’re so alike in a multitude of ways, I feel like I’ve known them forever. Maybe I crossed paths with a similar species in the fourth sect or something, but I don’t know. I was a little caught up in the moment, I suppose.” 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning as I noticed a hint of excitement in her two-toned eyes. “I thought you said the witches deserved to not be controlled by anyone.” 
 
    “And they shouldn’t be,” Nulena firmly agreed. “I won’t control them. Not if I can help it, anyways. I honestly have never done this before, so I don’t know how it works, but I’ll just have to figure out a way to release them again. For now, I think this is all a fantastic sign.” 
 
    “How so?” I snorted. 
 
    “Mason, you have no idea how easy it was for my powers to outdo my brother’s just now,” the Baroness purred, and a devious grin curled at the corners of her ebony lips. 
 
    I grinned, too. “Really?” 
 
     “Mm-hmm,” she chuckled as she brought herself into my arms. “Come, my love… let’s go to bed. I’m sure both you and our immortal child need to rest before tomorrow.” 
 
    I smirked at her adoring tone while she tilted her chin up for a kiss, and I took a brief glance at the way her ebony breasts shimmered in the moonlight before I gladly obliged the woman. Despite everything that had transpired tonight, Nulena kissed me so tenderly, I almost forgot about half of it, and for a while, I was fully absorbed in her luscious lips and the sweet taste of her tongue as it tangled with mine. 
 
    The Baroness was shimmering all over by the time she released me to gaze up into my eyes, and the way she sighed with total contentment made it clear there wasn’t anywhere else in the universe she’d rather be. Against all reason, I was the one being this disturbingly grim creature couldn’t bear to separate herself from, and I smirked as I felt Nulena’s hold tightening on me the longer I looked at her like this. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of black beside me, though, and I nearly jumped out of my skin as I realized the Wraith Witches were back and silently hovering within two feet of us. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I yelped. 
 
    Nulena swiftly raised her palms as my rifle clattered to the ground, and I worked on getting my lungs to work again as she sent the apparitions drifting toward the jungle again. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the Baroness chuckled. “I think they really do like me. I can sense how much it pleases them to be near me, and not just at the soul level. We’ve bonded in a truly beautiful way.” 
 
    I stared in silence at the woman’s toothy grin, and then I stooped to snatch my rifle off the ground. “I hate your friends.” 
 
    “I know you do,” Nulena sighed, and she stroked my cheek before she looped her arm in mine to turn us toward House Aelin. 
 
    Nulena kept sending giddy glances over her shoulder all the way back to the palace, and I could tell she sort of hoped the witches would keep popping up to see her. She couldn’t help giggling every now and then, either, while she clutched my arm to step over the dead bodies, and I had a sinking feeling I’d be seeing a lot more of those petrifying fangs than I wanted to. 
 
    Shit… they might even start swooping in around Falmount if they were as fond of Nulena as she was of them. 
 
    I shook my head without commenting on any of this, though, and I continued leading my naked and murdery lover into the darkened halls of House Aelin while I wondered what the hell my life had become. 
 
    Then Nulena suddenly leapt onto my back for a piggyback ride, and I just chuckled and let her leave giggly kisses all over my neck while I carried her to our diamond-studded bedchamber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    I’d fallen asleep with my head on an incredibly fluffy pillow, but I woke up with Shoshanne’s tummy tucked under my cheek instead. Her fingers were methodically combing through my hair while two other hands trailed lazily across my back, and the women curled up around me were giggling over something that had just been said. 
 
    “We can’t name all of our boys Mason,” Cayla laughed. “It’s too strong of a name, and it’ll end up being diluted like that. Only the bravest among our sons can take his name. Someone destined to conquer. So… mine, of course.” 
 
    “That’s hardly fair,” Nulena chuckled. “If I have a son, he will preside over either Destruction or Chaos. He should bear his father’s name with a fate like that.” 
 
    “What about Flynt?” Shoshanne pointed out. “That would be a nice name for a God of Destruction. It would instill fear in those who heard it, but suggest a respectable amount of nobility as well. Flynt would be a noble, but terrifying god.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the Baroness murmured. “I like that quite a lot, actually. Everyone in the pantheon would know who he’d come from, then.” 
 
    “Would they really?” Cayla gasped. 
 
    “Yes, my brother’s obsession with Mason certainly hasn’t slipped past their notice,” Nulena assured the princess. “The number of worlds that have been destroyed over him is rather extensive. So, young Mason is free to inherit his father’s crown in Cedis. My immortal son will be named Flynt.” 
 
    “Perfect,” the princess agreed. 
 
    “Unless you both have girls,” Shoshanne countered. 
 
    The three women promptly began snickering at the thought, and I opened my eyes a sliver when I heard a light chuckle from Aurora as well. 
 
    The half-elf was already dressed for battle in Defender gear and her blood-caked boots, and she was sitting cross legged on the diamond-rimmed table near the windows. I could tell she was working with her Ignis magic because her eyes were tightly shut while her blue eyebrows were pinched together in concentration, and a light scent of pine was drifting around the room from how long she’d been at it. 
 
    She was still smirking over my other women’s conversation, though, and it didn’t seem to cost her any focus to offer her two cents on the matter. 
 
    “Poor Mason,” Aurora mumbled. “Our daughters will be gorgeous hellions who raid his arsenal every chance they get.” 
 
    “Yes, if I have a girl, he will never have a moment’s rest until she ascends,” Nulena murmured. “She’ll be cute, cunning, and too prone to chaos for any of us to keep up with. Even myself, given who her father is.” 
 
    “If I have a girl, she’ll be outstandingly beautiful with porcelain skin and silver eyes,” Cayla sighed. “Every noble who sees her will throw riches at her feet, and none of them will deserve her hand. Maybe Mason could hold them all at gunpoint for trying to win her, though. I like the idea of a father threatening his daughter’s suitors at gunpoint… I don’t know why. It feels appropriate.” 
 
    “Well, my daughter would be an angel,” Shoshanne said without concern. “She wouldn’t cause any trouble, and she’d have copper hair, but with blonde ringlets and big silver eyes from Mason’s side.” 
 
    “Any daughter of yours is going to end up terribly spoiled by her father as well,” Nulena informed the healer. 
 
    “Hell yeah, she would,” I mumbled, and I buried a kiss against Shoshanne’s soft tummy while she giggled beneath me. 
 
    Then I heard the Baroness gasp as she realized I was finally awake, and her breasts were immediately smooshed against my back while she started tucking kisses into the nape of my neck. 
 
    “Good morning, handsome,” Nulena purred. “I love you so much. Have I told you that lately?” 
 
    I grinned. “Still happy from last night, then?” 
 
    “Ooo,” Cayla murmured. “What happened last night?” 
 
    Nulena left a light bite on my shoulder. “Nothing…” 
 
    “Right,” I snorted, and I managed to roll onto my back despite all the women around me. Then I furrowed my brow as I looked around. “Where’s Deya?” 
 
    “The library,” Shoshanne replied. 
 
    “How long has she been gone?” I asked as I sat up. 
 
    “Only a couple hours,” Cayla answered. “Why?” 
 
    “I should go check in on her,” I decided, and I was already getting up to get dressed while I sent my powers through the palace to find the library. 
 
    “She’s isn’t in any danger,” Nulena assured me. “I can sense her in my shield. She’s been sitting at a table and looking through a stack of books for a while now.” 
 
    Hearing this was enough to ease the mounting tension in my shoulders, and I nodded as I finished pulling my pants on. My powers had just reached the library, too, and I sensed only one pair of boots against the floor in the whole place. 
 
    So, I decided not to go sprinting off after the one woman who wasn’t within my reach, and I sat back on the bed with the others again while Shoshanne tucked herself under my arm. 
 
    Aurora’s eyes were open now, though, and I could feel her studying me from her spot near the windows.  
 
    “What is it?” the half-elf asked. “Are you expecting an attack this morning?” 
 
    “Not really,” I mumbled. “Just something Dragir said last night about Luir. Will you all keep a close eye on Deya at House Orrel today? I don’t want her separated from our group, no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Of course, Mason,” Aurora agreed. “May I ask what Dragir said, though?” 
 
    I grimaced a little at the thought, but then I nodded, and I explained to my women about Dragir’s half-elf lover, the child they were expecting together, and what had inspired him to brand the blood-boiling rune on his leg to begin with. Then I filled Aurora in on how this had affected his ability to regain his place at his House for decades, and that this was why he’d been cold toward her until his warriors learned to respect her. 
 
    When I finished, my women were slightly paler while they sat in silence for a moment, and Shoshanne let out a sad whimper against my chest. 
 
    “How long have you known about this?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “He told me about the woman before the battle at House Quyn, when House Syru and House Kylen had just fallen,” I answered, “I didn’t know the full extent of it all until last night. Either way, I’m not gonna focus on going after Luir unless it looks like Dragir needs help. That bastard absolutely will die today, but I’d rather Dragir be the one who does it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Cayla agreed. “I can’t imagine suffering something like that, and then being bothered for decades by Luir to rejoin his House for the sake of his knowledge. How insulting.” 
 
    “Does Deya know about this?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “No idea,” I admitted. “Just make sure she doesn’t get separated from us at House Orrel once the shit hits the fan.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nulena promised. “She’s on her way back, now.” 
 
    I nodded in appreciation, and I left a kiss in Shoshanne’s hair before I got up and headed toward the window. Through the arching windows behind Aurora, the sky was turning gold with the sunrise, and the window was still open so a soft morning breeze rustled her blue braids along with the scent of jungle flowers. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving with Rhys and Dragir to scout the place in a couple hours,” I told the women while I reorganized my workspace from last night. “I should finish the last few sight engravings and get them mounted on the tank before breakfast, though.” 
 
    “Perfect, that gives me plenty of time,” Cayla said as she rolled off the velvet blanket, and I raised my eyebrows when the princess started pulling AR-15s and 1911s out from under the bed. “What? I brought them up from the tank as soon as I woke up. It’s a big day, and I want to make sure all of my firearms are well lubricated and ready to make their mama look good out there.” 
 
    Then Cayla dragged out a machine gun she’d unmounted from the turret, settled in on the blanket with all her guns, and let out a happy sigh. 
 
    “Did you ladies eat already?” I chuckled. 
 
    “No, we wanted to wait for you,” Aurora said, and I slid her a little to the side so I could work at the same table she was sitting on. “We did have some tea Alfred sent with us. Then we started missing him all over again, so we stopped after two cups.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I muttered. “These engravings will only take me about twenty minutes, then we can see what they’ve got down in the kitchens.” 
 
    “Do you need me to stop practicing so I don’t disrupt the elements?” the half-elf asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” I assured her. “The elements aren’t so difficult to keep in line these days. It’s still faster when nothing in the area is disrupting them, but I can get them engraved all the same. Are you working on reaching the sun?” 
 
    “Constantly,” Aurora sighed as she settled in to focus again. “I’ve been at it all week, but I just can’t seem to make the final push. I don’t want to risk using up my powers trying before the battle today, though. We still don’t know what the Master’s Ignis Mage Raavo is capable of. So, I’m taking it easy, but I think I’ll finally get the hang of this soon if I keep practicing a few times a day.” 
 
    “You must not be too exhausted if you can try more than once a day,” I pointed out as I finished securing a few lenses into their sight tubes. 
 
    “No, I never get exhausted,” Aurora said as she furrowed her brow. “It doesn’t seem like I’m running out of my powers, just that I can’t quite reach far enough to connect with the sun. If that makes sense.” 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. “That’s probably a good sign. My powers were pretty much spent when I tried to make lava with Markus and Pindor. I barely held out long enough to start recharging from the stuff. Maybe the processes are different, though. I had to alter the substrate in order to create an environment for magma to form. You’re not altering anything, right?” 
 
    “Nothing,” the half-elf confirmed. “I’ve been pushing my powers as far as I can. It never occurred to me to alter anything, but maybe that’s what I should be doing.” 
 
    “What would you alter?” I asked as I began forming slips of copper sheeting. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Aurora chuckled, and she looked over her shoulder at the rays of sunlight lighting the dense trees beyond the courtyard. “I suppose I could draw the heat into myself. When I practice, I’m not forming flames or anything, I just let my powers grab onto the heat of the sun around us, and then I follow it further from myself. I can’t seem to reach far enough to charge from the sun itself, though. The connection actually weakens the farther I get. It feels like I’m the only one providing any heat after a while.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re only pushing your magic outside yourself at a greater distance, that’s one skillset you’re using,” I pointed out. “Markus made it sound like this is only one of the fundamental skills required to achieve charge from a raw form of our elements. I had to let my magic travel miles down to the ferox stratum, but then I had to get to work translating that heat into something I could charge from. What’s your next step besides getting closer to the sun?” 
 
    “Figuring out how to connect with it on a different level, I guess,” Aurora answered as her eyebrows knitted together even more. 
 
    “Try drawing it into yourself in a different mindset,” I suggested. “From wherever you can reach, but before you feel like the connection is weakening. How far out are you going?” 
 
    “I reached about three thousand miles yesterday,” the half-elf admitted, and I abruptly put my engraving tool down. 
 
    “What?” I demanded. 
 
    Aurora blushed and rolled her emerald eyes. “I know it sounds so far, but like I said, it’s not getting me to where I need to be.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound far, it is far,” I clarified. “Really, really far. Aurora, you’re waaay outside the fucking atmosphere at that distance.” 
 
    “How can you be outside of an atmosphere?” Aurora snorted as she waved an arm through the air. “It’s everywhere.” 
 
    “It isn’t,” I assured her. “Scientists from my world determined centuries ago that the atmosphere of a planet is a layer of gases surrounding it and held in place by gravity. The atmosphere is what traps the heat of the sun inside, and it only reaches so high up. Outside the atmosphere, you’re in space, and it gets real cold real fast without anything to trap the heat at all.” 
 
    “What?” the half-elf groaned. “Mason, how do you know these things? And why didn’t you tell me about them?” 
 
    “I never know what’s common knowledge in this realm,” I chuckled. “But think about what that could mean for you. You’re fucking far out there, but if you’re not feeling some heightened connection to the sun doing that, then what if--” 
 
    “Shit,” Aurora cursed as she dropped her face into her palms. “Godsdamnit! Am I supposed to be travelling outward and not up?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “I have no idea how Ignis magic works.” 
 
    “It would make sense,” the half-elf sighed. “Markus told you an Ignis Mage could harness the power of the sun, but did he specifically say ‘reach’ the sun?” 
 
    “Not that I can remember,” I admitted. “I just assumed.” 
 
    Aurora nodded. “Me, too. What if I could travel upward, though, and then split my magic off and send it coursing throughout the atmosphere? You said that’s where the heat of the sun is trapped. So, if I’m not just embodying one point and traveling through the heat, but expanding my presence to connect with all of it, wouldn’t I be connecting with the power of the sun on a massive scale?” 
 
    My grin widened as the half-elf’s emerald eyes glittered with this realization, and I promptly nodded in agreement. 
 
    “But only if I can expand my presence like that in the first place,” Aurora added. 
 
    “Considering you’re reaching three thousand miles, I have a feeling you can absolutely do that,” I informed her. “You’re also a freak of nature who could light fires on the other side of the world if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Do what?” Nulena cut in, and Aurora and I chuckled when we saw the ebony woman twisted all the way around on the bed. “Aurora, is that true?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe,” the half-elf laughed. “One thing at a time, okay?” 
 
    “But think about what we could--” the ebony woman tried, and Aurora shook her head as she crossed her legs again and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Shh… I need to try something,” the half-elf muttered. 
 
    I smirked and left a kiss on the back of her hand before I picked up my engraving tool, and I began summoning elements for the sight rune while the Baroness groaned behind me. 
 
    I knew it was probably impossible for her to resist cataloging the deadly possibilities Aurora’s magic could bring into the game, and Cayla chuckled like she knew this, too, while I heard another pistol being pulled from her pile. 
 
    “Couldn’t you do that?” Shoshanne asked the ebony woman. “What are the extent of your spectral powers?” 
 
    “Well, they’re Chaos based for the most part,” Nulena replied. “However, to some extent, immortals all possess similar powers. For example, transporting Mason’s soul to Nemris from Vasdor is something any immortal being could do if they weren’t so concerned about their precious laws.” 
 
    “But your specific powers can counter others, too?” Cayla clarified. “Like Rekekis?” 
 
    “Yes, but the relation between his and my powers are different than say… mine and Nemris’,” the Baroness explained. “I’m his spectra, and our forces naturally play well together. We’ve combined our efforts for eons because of this, and it can certainly be quite fun when we do, but we’re not working together anymore. When Chaos clashes with Destruction, the results are catastrophic. However, even when he was at his full strength, my powers have always held precedence over his.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Shoshanne mused. “Wouldn’t Rekekis have to sort of build Destruction up, while you only have to instill Chaos in anything that already carries a dose of it to let it run wild?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Nulena answered. “He can do this as well, of course. Anything that is destructive by nature is susceptible to him, it’s only that he has to stoke its strength and make it more powerful. I can simply feed any or all of my powers into something susceptible, and the results immediately overpower his control.” 
 
    “That sounds so dangerous,” Cayla purred, and my other women chuckled in agreement while I grinned at my work. “Are you going to use this to destroy all of House Orrel for us today?” 
 
    “Will you bring Luir’s ancient towers crumbling into dust on his decrepit skull?” Shoshanne asked. “Or just flood the whole area to make it quick and clean?” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow as I glanced over my shoulder, and I couldn’t help chuckling at the way the healer stroked her belly so lovingly while she wore a scheming smile on her lips. She was also snuggled up beside a well-cleaned M240, though, so that only made it cuter. 
 
    “Not if I can help it, I’m afraid,” Nulena snorted. “My job is to handle my brother and disrupt the armies we’ll be up against. Luir and the Master will have to answer to Mason and Dragir directly, so I have to be somewhat careful.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re not leaving any room for error this time,” I told my women as I finished another rune and set it aside. “If we bring the whole place down, there’s no way of confirming we’ve ended this bullshit. Given how dangerous Luir is to Deya’s safety, and the Master’s connection to Rekekis, we can’t take that risk. The only way to ensure both Luir and the Master die out there is to see their bodies with our own eyes.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying we have to work through every layer of their defenses without allowing either of them to escape or die until the proper moment,” Cayla clarified, and I nodded. “Yikes. Well, just tell me where to aim, I guess.” 
 
    “Deal,” I chuckled. 
 
    “But, Mason, what about those terrible witches?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    Then I slowly turned around in my seat to level Nulena with a pointed look, and the Baroness avoided making eye contact while she toyed with a diamond on the silver bedpost. 
 
    “Umm,” Nulena hummed. “Don’t worry about the witches. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Because…” I led. 
 
    “Becaauuse,” the Baroness mumbled, and she risked a glance at the nervous crinkle on Shoshanne’s forehead. “You know, the details don’t matter. All that matters is Mason is alive and completely out of harm’s way where the witches are concerned.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Cayla muttered, and she decided to focus on her pistol again. 
 
    “Nulena,” Shoshanne growled. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Well, I did my best,” Nulena curtly replied. “But sometimes, we do a little more than our best, and end up latching onto the souls of Wraith Witches. So… that’s all.” 
 
    I could tell by the look on Shoshanne’s face that this was not enough of an explanation for her, though, and Cayla side-eyed me while she waited for some kind of elaboration as well. 
 
    “Nulena freed the Wraith Witches from Rekekis’ hold last night,” I sighed. “He was using them as pawns, but now they’re under her influence instead of his. Which, in a lot of ways, is awesome. They also seem to like her a lot, though. So, expect to see them pop the fuck up out of nowhere on occasion, because I think that’s going to be a thing.” 
 
    “What?” Shoshanne shrieked as she instinctively clutched her belly. “Nulena, how could you think it’s okay to bring those witches anywhere near our family?” 
 
    “Don’t be judgmental,” the ebony woman scoffed. “You don’t have to hang out with them, and besides, Mason said I could. This is a good thing. If they adore me as much as I adore them, then Mason, and you, and all of our illustrious super babies will never have to worry about being lured to our deaths. Will we?” 
 
    “What happens when you free them from your hold, though?” I checked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nulena admitted. “But I will wait until everyone is at a safe distance before I test that out. Deal?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed, but then I grinned as the same excited spark lit up the Baroness’ two-toned eyes. 
 
    Cayla managed a tiny nod of agreement to all of this even though she’d slowed her work with the pistol, but Shoshanne pursed her lips for a full minute before she finally let out a stiff sigh. 
 
    “Alright,” the healer muttered. “As long as Mason is safe, then I suppose this was gallant of you, Nulena. You braved a deadly force and did what was necessary to protect our family.” 
 
    “I did,” the Baroness said with a sage nod. 
 
    “You’re blushing,” Cayla chuckled. “What’s that about?” 
 
    “She fucking loves those witches,” I snorted. 
 
    Nulena shimmered like a pearl as she abruptly looked down at her lap, but when Cayla snickered and poked her in the side with the butt of her gun, even Shoshanne burst out laughing at the ridiculous giggle the Baroness let out. 
 
    “I do love them!” she squealed. “We have everything in common! I truly have not met a set of souls as devious and lacking in uniformity in decades! Just imagine the killing sprees we could go on with their powers and mine joining together!” 
 
    “Aww,” Shoshanne squeaked. “You’re so cute when you have friends.” 
 
    “Hey, I had friends before,” the blushing woman sniffed. “They are all off destroying the various sects of the universe. The Wraith Witches are here, though. And they like me!” 
 
    I laughed heartily as Nulena flashed me a huge grin before she tumbled onto the velvet blanket to giggle some more, and when I nudged Aurora to make sure she didn’t miss this, the half-elf smirked without opening her eyes. 
 
    “Nothing surprises me about her anymore,” Aurora muttered. “I love all of it.” 
 
    “Same,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then I turned back to finish my work, and Cayla and Shoshanne made a point of asking Nulena all kinds of questions about her new murdery friends. They wanted to know about her soul latching fiasco, and how this situation came to pass, and the Baroness did her best to sound like her usual disinterested self while she answered every question at length. 
 
    I did notice she glazed over the part where I almost jumped out a window last night, but I appreciated this. Shoshanne really didn’t need to try and process that one today. 
 
    It would be better if the healer just worked on finding a way to accept the idea of possibly having the cryptic ladies around sometimes, but privately, I hoped none of us would have to get too used to this. 
 
    With any luck, the Wraith Witches would end up being Nulena’s long distance shadow pals, and I focused on willing this into fruition as I secured the final slip of runed copper into my last toy. 
 
    Aurora was still studiously working on her magery beside me while the heady scent of pine permeated the entire room, but just as I stood up to bring my new contraptions out to the tank, Deya returned from the library. 
 
    The beautiful elf had a bright smile on her face while she clutched a thick and ancient looking volume against her chest, and she was wearing a leather outfit that looked a lot like an attempt to match Aurora’s Defender gear. She’d even tied her long pink hair into dozens of braids, and I noticed her violet eyes glistened a little when they passed over the half-elf beside me. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Deya exclaimed. “Everyone is awake at last!” 
 
    “You must have been up since before dawn,” I pointed out while I leaned back against the table. “Let me guess, you wanted to beat Dragir to the runic knowledge Aeris has been hoarding all these years?” 
 
    Deya rolled her eyes good naturedly. “Of course not, he’ll tell you everything he learns anyways. That’s much easier than me trying to understand any of it. No, the only reason Aeris’ library is of value to me is so I could locate this book.” 
 
    “One book?” Aurora cut in as her eyes popped open. “You had me painstakingly prevent any inch of this palace from burning during the whole battle yesterday over one book?” 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t be sure if it would be in a private study or in the library,” Deya primly replied. “But I can assure you, this book is well worth the effort.” 
 
    Aurora let out a long sigh as we exchanged a wry glance, and then she went back to focusing on her magic while Nulena grinned up at the beautiful elf. 
 
    Then Deya got a goofy smile on her face as she tilted her head to the side. “Goodness… you look very cute this morning. Have you been giggling?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the ebony woman murmured. “Give Mason a kiss, and then come join us.” 
 
    Deya sent me a glittering smile as she promptly did as Nulena requested, and I couldn’t help but notice she was absolutely radiating cheerful energy this morning while she trotted from the bed to my lips and back again like a sprite. 
 
    Then the beautiful elf perched herself between a few AR-15s, and Cayla tried to shift her arsenal to make more room while Deya looked around to be sure she still had all of our attention. 
 
    “Now,” Deya announced in an important tone. “To begin, Nalnoran elves carry the mark of their more recent ancestors in their forename. This is because our prestigious bloodlines are already so extensive, and the pride--” 
 
    “Wait, are you giving us a lesson this morning?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “Yes, but please do not interrupt,” the elf replied, and I bit back a chuckle when the healer raised her eyebrows high in surprise. “As I was saying, the pride of Nalnoran elves has been a defining trait given our history of violence. This individual pride has come to outweigh even the pride we have in our most ancient bloodlines. So, for example, Dragir and I carry the surname of Naera, but there are thousands who carry our name due to their ancestral connection to House Orrel. Naera is a very old and distinctive family amongst that House, but also indistinct given how many of us there are.” 
 
    Cayla nodded with intrigue while she lowered the rifle she was cleaning. “And is the surname of Naera something an elf like Luir would--” 
 
    “Questions later,” Deya sang as she cut the princess off, and Cayla arched a slim eyebrow. “Like so many in our nation, Dragir and I have forenames that set us apart. We were named for our mother, Delagira, since she is so revered. My father, Qiran, was named for his very innovative father, Quyrah. Rhys and Aliasa’s son, Rali, is named for both of them because they come from equally impressive stock. And so on, and so forth.” 
 
    “Okay,” I muttered while Deya’s know-it-all nods made it impossible not to smirk through her lesson so far. “And does all of this have to do with the book you wanted to find?” 
 
    “Excellent question, Mason!” the elf said with a sparkling smile. “It does!” 
 
    Nulena snorted at the affronted look on Cayla’s face, but Deya was clearly hoping someone would give her that lead. 
 
    “You see,” the elf continued, “a halfling’s elven parent would likely wish to adhere to the same tradition. Given the surname Solana is not an elven one, I assumed Aurora’s last name was of significance to whichever of her parents was a mage. That means if the other chose to leave their mark with their daughter, they might follow their own elven traditions and do so with her forename.” 
 
    My smirk had vanished by now, and when I whipped my head to the side, Aurora didn’t have her eyes closed anymore. 
 
    The half-elf was frozen in a cross-legged position with her bloody boots tucked under her thighs, and her emerald eyes were wide open as the color drained from her face all at once. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    I couldn’t tell if Aurora was breathing anymore, but her heart was stuttering every few beats, and when my gaze flicked to Cayla, the princess promptly discarded her rifle. 
 
    Then she climbed over her pile of guns and a stone-faced Nulena to join us, and she was almost as pale as Aurora when she reached her side. Neither woman said a word when the princess clamped the half-elf’s hand in both of hers, and they stared straight ahead at the beautiful elf on the bed while I did the same. 
 
    “This naming custom alone would be very little to go off,” Deya told us, “if not for Aurora’s true-blue hair, which I have mentioned is unheard of at this time in my nation. The great wars involved the separation of so many families from the Elite Houses, and the rise of the Gorak Knights led to mass genocide that only further diluted the more prestigious bloodlines. Aeris himself possessed a very dull hue of blue hair because his father and grandfather before him were already lacking such a pure mark of his ancestors. This means Aurora’s father was one of the rare few who’s specific lineage surpassed most others.” 
 
    “Father?” Shoshanne gasped. “Her… her father was an elf, then?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the beautiful elf giggled as she laid the thick volume on her lap. “Pardon me for skipping ahead. I believe Aurora’s father was an elf, and if she was born with hair as pure as hers, then most of her relatives would’ve had to have lived to see their thousandth year. Possibly longer than that, even. Because of this, her father would be highly revered for the endurance of his familial line.” 
 
    “Deya,” Aurora choked. “Did you find out who--” 
 
    “Patience,” the beautiful elf hummed as she began flipping through the ancient pages. “So, there really was quite a lot for me to work from once I considered her names, her hair color, her age, and the fact that only one elven House in Nalnora ever possessed true blue decedents. The first time we visited House Aelin, I took a genealogical scroll from Aeris’ library that should have led me to the proper list of names, but it ultimately proved unhelpful. The only elf listed whose forename should have borne a relation to Aurora’s, and who would be alive at the proper time, was removed.” 
 
    “Removed?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. “They scratched him out?” 
 
    “Yes, only one entry in the entire volume has been marred, which is no small gesture within genealogical scrolls,” Deya replied. “The Elite strictly maintain their records as a way of keeping their claim on those families who rebelled against their Houses during the great wars. This obviously means that despite his revered lineage, Aurora’s father was disbanded from House Aelin, most likely sentenced to execution, and somehow escaped his fate before he went on to conceive a halfling child as young as Aurora.” 
 
    Cayla let out a breathless chuckle despite how tense she looked. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “It does,” Nulena agreed, and she sent Aurora a small smile. 
 
    “But isn’t it possible they removed his name and sentenced him to death simply for having a halfling child?” Shoshanne cut in. 
 
    “No, not at all,” the elf answered as she finally settled on a dusty and yellowing page. “An act like that doesn’t warrant an elf being disbanded. Only brutally corrected, shunned, and left at a greater risk of being killed by other warriors who find their actions disgusting and unforgivable.” 
 
    “Oh…” the healer said with a blank nod. 
 
    “So, with all of that considered, there was only one other place to look,” Deya continued, and she tapped a slender finger on the open volume on her lap. “This is the book of exiles. The documentation of House Aelin’s betrayers, insurgents, and criminals of the highest offenses, and in this book, there is a warrior named Aurelius.” 
 
    I slid closer to Aurora’s side since her knees were beginning to shake, and her free hand clamped onto mine like a vise. The Ignis Mage was icy cold for once while her emerald eyes stayed stuck wide open, and she stared at the open book on Deya’s lap as the beautiful elf trailed her fingertips along a few lines. 
 
    Then Deya nodded to herself and cleared her throat. “Aurelius of House Aelin, born of the family Phin in the year 6920. Sentenced to hanging in the year 7008 for the murder of his leader, Aeric of House Aelin. Means of survival unknown. Recaptured in the year 7231 and sentenced to hanging. Means of survival unknown. Recaptured in the year 7693 and sentenced to burning.” 
 
    “Hold the fuck up,” I managed as Aurora’s jaw unhinged. “Are you telling me this guy survived being hanged twice and lived on the run in these jungles for almost seven hundred years?” 
 
    “Yes,” Deya confirmed. “There are no other accounts of him after his burning in 7693, though, so it stands to reason this particular sentence stuck.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Aurora mumbled, and we all looked at the half-elf to see she had fully regained her color now. 
 
    Aurora’s cheeks flushed pink while her heart raced in her chest, and Cayla and I exchanged an uneasy glance before I tried to speak as gently as I could. 
 
    “I know surviving two hangings is… unbelievable and awesome,” I told her, “but if the Elite didn’t document anything else about him, I don’t think there’s a lot of hope he survived being burned alive as well.” 
 
    “Except I was two years old in the year 7693,” Aurora said as her voice tightened. “If this man is my father, and my mother, an Ignis Mage, was anywhere near him, he wouldn’t have died.” 
 
    “W-Wouldn’t the elves have noticed he didn’t catch fire?” Shoshanne asked shakily. “At least, once the flames had burned away?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Nulena answered. “An accomplished Ignis Mage could have simulated the entire thing. My ability to transport a being through my element isn’t exclusive to Tenebrae Mages. Any element can achieve this. To travel with me, I must hold onto the being I wish to transport, but separately, I can send anyone through my shadows to any point.” 
 
    “Like you did with Mason outside the train in Rajeen,” Cayla realized. 
 
    “Exactly,” Nulena said with a nod. “It’s a highly advanced skill, though, and I don’t want to inspire hope where there might be none, but… it is possible an Ignis Mage could have controlled the flames, and made it look like Aurelius burned away to ashes as he should have.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed while I tried to wrap my head around what this could mean for Aurora. “How long ago was this?” 
 
    “Only fifty-seven years ago,” Deya said as she clutched the book against her. “If Aurelius did survive, he could certainly be al--” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I cut in, and I swiftly turned to Aurora. “You’re fifty-nine years old?” 
 
    The half-elf shrugged. “Of course.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up into my hairline as I considered the flawless planes of Aurora’s face, and I dragged my gaze down the perfectly honed body any Victoria Secret’s model would sell their soul to have. When I finally settled on the bed of plumped cleavage beneath her vest, though, a lewd grin hitched at the corners of my mouth. 
 
    “Daaamn,” I muttered. “I had no idea I was getting it with a fucking fine older woman all this ti…” 
 
    I trailed off as Aurora slowly turned her head, and her blue eyebrow was raised in a rigid arch while Cayla sent me a hard stare from her other side. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled. “You’re right, this isn’t the time.” 
 
    The half-elf snorted and rolled her emerald eyes, but I could hear Shoshanne quietly giggling when I snuck another quick glance at Aurora’s remarkably fresh tits. 
 
    “Anyways,” Cayla sighed pointedly. “I do have questions. Deya, is there nothing in the book that expands on this family of Phin that Aurelius was from?” 
 
    “Not in here,” the beautiful elf answered as she set the ancient volume aside. “I spent an hour looking into the various members of his family that I could track, though. The family of Phin seem to have joined with House Aelin long before the great wars, and they’re known for the enduring purity of their bloodline as well as their skills with rune magic. A select few have forenames that coincide with Aurora’s, but aside from this, all I could gather was the family fled House Aelin following the murder of Aeric.” 
 
    “Then Aurora’s relatives could still be out in the jungles?” Shoshanne clarified. 
 
    “Only Aurelius was officially sentenced to death,” Deya replied, “so the rest could have ended up anywhere if they were not caught and killed by others for their relation to him. I certainly have never seen an elf with true blue hair in Nalnora, but this is fortunate for Aurora. If Aurelius were the only man of his ancestry to leave House Aelin, she probably would have been slain on sight the moment she entered the place. Luckily, Aurelius’ burning, his extensive family, as well as how young she looks probably prevented anyone from assuming such a direct relation.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure of her direct relation, then?” Shoshanne asked, and she sent a careful glance toward Aurora. “It sounds like there is a possibility anyone by the name of Phin could have been her parent.” 
 
    “Well…” Deya muttered a little uncomfortably, and she shifted on the bed so she could address the half-elf more directly. “That is possible, but the conclusion I’ve come to is based on a couple of things. It truly is not a small matter for an Elite elf, especially one of such a pure bloodline, to mate with a human. The likelihood of anyone in Aurelius’ family committing such an act, after being forced to endure the shame of fleeing their House, is very low. They would do all they could to never draw the attention of others, and would have lived in constant fear for their lives after the traitorous crime he committed. However, the crime itself is why I believe Aurelius could have loved a human.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Aeric of House Aelin is the elf who awoke the Gorak Knights,” Deya answered. “This happened in the year 7008. The same year Aurelius murdered him.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I shifted my weight, and I couldn’t help but notice Aurora’s vise grip on my hand was loosening now that her intrigue outweighed all the shock. Most of my women looked deeply confused by this development, though, and I tried to recall what I’d learned of Nalnora’s history so far as my own confusion mounted. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘awoke’ the Knights?” I asked. “Who are they? You never told me much about them. Only that the violence they caused was even worse than the great wars.” 
 
    “Yes, I didn’t think it would be appropriate for me to elaborate at the time,” Deya mumbled with some embarrassment. “I still thought you had been born in Illaria back then, but during Aeric’s rule of House Aelin, the tensions between the humans and the elves were very high. All the Houses were determined to wipe out your race once and for all, starting with Illaria. If we could have simply banned together, the uprising would have been swift, but you know how the elves have always been. Still, deciding to awaken the Gorak Knights was not something many would risk, even in those circumstances. It required a dangerous binding of the sorcerer to the Knights through rune magic, and if successful, the undead army would rise and not sleep again until they had taken one million lives.” 
 
    “Undead army?” I muttered as my stomach hollowed out. “You have those here?” 
 
    “A million lives?” Cayla croaked. 
 
    Deya nodded in confirmation, and while most of my women seemed incapable of moving a muscle now, Nulena chuckled mirthlessly as she nestled against the pillow at her back. 
 
    “I love this story,” the Baroness purred. “Go on…” 
 
    “All of Nalnora knew Aeric was the one who woke them, but they didn’t particularly mind at first,” Deya continued. “He would have led the Gorak Knights against your people, and with the wrath of an army like this, no one would have survived. But then Aeric was slain. Without the leader who’d awoken them, the wrath of the Knights was ungoverned and ended up being ours alone to bear.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I muttered in disbelief. 
 
    “Aurelius saved the humans and let the Knights run rampant in Nalnora instead?” Aurora clarified, and I caught the twitch of a devilish grin on her lips. 
 
    “Yes, but I have never known this,” Deya admitted. “There have only been many accusations made between the Houses over the rise of the Gorak Knights.” 
 
    Cayla nodded slowly. “It is understandable why House Aelin wouldn’t want anyone to know it was one of their own warriors who killed Aeric.” 
 
    “Still, in many ways, Aurelius was a hero to do so,” the beautiful elf persisted. “Nalnora didn’t stand a chance of bothering any of the other regions after the Knights finished with us, and Illaria certainly never knew what kind of fate they’d almost suffered.” 
 
    Deya blushed with chagrin as silence fell among us, and no one spoke for a while as the chirping of exotic birds that came through the window clashed entirely with everything the elf had just shared. Aside from Nulena, my women looked too caught off guard to even blink, but I could tell the Baroness was enjoying a gory daydream while she smiled and toyed with a tuft of shadows in her palm. 
 
    I was mostly trying to imagine what an undead army in this realm would look like, but after the multitude of creatures I’d met with here, I knew I couldn’t possibly come close to guessing right. I didn’t want to, though. No weapon I could ever design would be able to counter a force like the Gorak Knights, and if they were under the control of an Elite elf, there’d be no escaping their wrath. 
 
    Then I furrowed my brow as I considered this, and I didn’t have to think long about the dilemma Aurelius had faced before I realized I would have killed Aeric, too. A million lives lost would have sent the Gorak Knights through all of Illaria, Cedis, and possibly beyond in that day and age. 
 
    Letting them loose on the ones who wanted to accomplish this instead was just the lesser of two evils. 
 
    “Okay, that… that’s valiant,” I decided. “Genuinely. Aurora, your dad was an elven badass. Do you realize he would have had to survive these Knights, too, while living on the run in a carnivorous jungle? Plus, he figured out how to live through two hangings and escape, probably with some epic rune magic. This guy’s the king of kicking ass. And hiding out. And defying death.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Shoshanne spoke up with a cautionary tone, and she sent me a worried frown. “Mason, I agree with Deya’s logic, but that doesn’t entirely confirm this is Aurora’s father. She could be the daughter of any of the Phins, and--” 
 
    “Who cares?” the half-elf snorted, and she released me and Cayla to jump off the table. “I didn’t even have a family before, and now I’m related to Aurelius Phin! It doesn’t matter how directly, someone from my family is in the book of exiles, and he saved Illaria!” 
 
    “By spurring on a mass genocide,” Cayla snickered. 
 
    “That’s my family’s legacy!” Aurora belted and threw her arms out wide. 
 
    “As it should be,” Nulena purred with an approving grin. “I’d expect nothing less admirable from relatives of yours.” 
 
    Aurora let out a hysterical laugh as she clutched her blue braids for a moment, but then she whipped around and grabbed me by the belt in her excitement. 
 
    “Mason Flynt, do you have any idea how infamous our baby is going to be?” the half-elf demanded. 
 
    “Scary infamous,” I chuckled. 
 
    “More than that,” Aurora countered. “With a father like you, and men like Aurelius for ancestors, this baby is going to end up leading the most violent and mutinous revolution this world has ever seen!” 
 
    “Hey,” I cut in as I wrapped my arms around her waist, “let’s not forget this baby’s mama is enacting her own mass slaughter. Your efforts are redefining Nalnora for the first time in thousands of years.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason and the exiled elf can’t take credit for everything,” Shoshanne added. “At least half the blood splattered through the Elite Houses is on your hands, Aurora.” 
 
    “Probably more than half,” Cayla snorted. 
 
    “Easily,” I agreed. 
 
    “What can I say?” the half-elf preened as she glowed with pride. “Spilling the blood of elven assholes just runs in my family, apparently!” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I feel so scandalous!” Deya giggled. “I can’t believe I’ve been biting the descendant of a man who valiantly ensured the slaughter of his own kind.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t believe I’ve been spanking Aurora as hard as I have,” Cayla muttered. “My own people would have been obliterated if not for her family, but here I am punishing her for my own lecherous satisfaction.” 
 
    “Imagine how Mason feels,” Nulena murmured. “He’s been chaining her down, torturing her, and fucking her into submission until she’s literally begging to be his good girl. Little did he know what her family was capable of when provoked.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks begin to burn as the truth of this hit me like a freight train, and the possibility of a guy as badass as Aurelias being alive while I choked his daughter and fucked her tits made my organs nearly drop out from my ass. 
 
    The look of sheer panic on my face only brought a sadistic chuckle out of Aurora, though. 
 
    “Don’t worry Mason, he might not be alive,” the half-elf teased. “You’re probably safe…” 
 
    “Although, it doesn’t sound as if he’s an easy elf to dispatch,” Cayla mused. “He seems fond of humans, though. That might gain you some favor.” 
 
    “And you’re not just any human,” Shoshanne chimed in with a cheeky grin. “Your soul has conquered dozens of worlds. Surely, if we explained this to Aurelius, he would understand your natural inclination toward conquering lethal women as well.” 
 
    “Yes, he would be proud of Aurora for choosing such a virile mate,” Deya assured me. 
 
    “Aside from the sex cages and chains,” Nulena mused. “I’ve never known a rebel father to appreciate a handling like that.” 
 
    “Please stop talking,” I chuckled as I dropped my forehead onto Aurora’s shoulder. 
 
    “Leave Mason alone,” Aurora laughed. “I think we all know that only a man whose conquered worlds could handle a sexual appetite like mine. Especially with all this die-hard rebel blood in my veins.” 
 
    I chuckled as I brought my lips to the half-elf’s ear. “Damn straight.” 
 
    Then I pulled Aurora tighter against me while she heated up like a flame in my hold, but when she met my gaze, the half-elf sobered as she sent me a wholly unguarded look. 
 
    It took me less than a second to register how out of her element Aurora was actually feeling, and I couldn’t blame her after everything she’d been told. In half an hour, Aurora had learned more about where she’d come from than she’d known in all her fifty-nine years, and I guessed this might be why the half-elf hadn’t let go of my belt since she first grabbed it. 
 
    She was bracing most of her weight on me by now while her fingers stayed ice cold, but her emerald eyes still had my favorite fiery spark behind them. The half-elf was even glowing a little as she bit down hard on her lip, and she suddenly clutched my arms instead so I couldn’t let her go yet. 
 
    So, I held Aurora steady while she took a few ragged breaths to get her bearings, and I tried to do the same as I considered how completely epic her ancestors were. Part of me wasn’t too surprised, though, considering how much I’d seen the half-elf pull off since we’d first met, and the rate she advanced at lately only proved she had some of this Aurelius guy’s relentless drive in her. 
 
    For all we knew, she’d inherited all of his badassery directly, but this thought made me furrow my brow. 
 
    Because a while ago, I’d asked Nemris about Aurora’s family on the same night I learned about Deya’s fate, and the goddess hadn’t answered. She’d cleverly vanished after only betraying a strange smile in response, and the moment I recalled this, I felt my veins spark with a dose of Nemris’ powers.  
 
    It was so subtle, I barely flinched in response, and Aurora didn’t even notice my breath had hitched. She was still holding me tight while her heart rate slowly evened out, but I knew I hadn’t imagined the spark. 
 
    The sensation was too distinct to misinterpret, and Nemris had sent me just enough of a jolt for me to realize she knew damn well it wasn’t just anyone’s flawless ass she was showing me the first time I saw Aurora. 
 
    It was the ass of a half-elf who was destined for a hell of a lot more than what she’d accomplished so far, and ever since that day, we’d been kicking ass side by side to change the fate of the entire realm. 
 
    Still, even with Aurora clinging to me for support now, I couldn’t help wondering how I’d ever gotten a woman this incredible to love and trust me like this. 
 
    Then Aurora’s lips curled with a hint of sinful pride, and I realized she was thinking the same thing about me as her emerald eyes glinted seductively. 
 
    “You know…” Aurora murmured softly. “With a bloodline as all-conquering as yours, and as purely badass as mine, it’s sort of our duty to create tons of heirs to carry on our legacy.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely,” I agreed with a roguish grin. “We’re gonna have to make a hell of a lot more enemies, too. I mean, you just obliterated the Elite House of your own ancestors. Who knows what our babies could end up getting into?” 
 
    Aurora’s eyes widened with this sudden realization, and I chuckled while I watched her process the gravity of the statement. Then I felt a light shiver course through her spine as she brushed her braids over her shoulder, and the half-elf finally let me release her while she turned to strut around a bit. 
 
    “I did do that, didn’ t I?” Aurora mused. “One might even say I conquered House Aelin.” 
 
    “The House your family was forced to flee from in the name of what was bold and traitorous, but necessary for the greater good,” Cayla clarified. 
 
    “Very true,” the half-elf allowed as she trailed her fingers along a diamond-studded chairback. 
 
    Then Deya hopped up onto her knees with her violet eyes gleaming. “And yesterday, you hacked off the legs of the last of Aeris’ bloodline. The same bloodline who hunted Aurelius for centuries and hanged him not once, but twice!” 
 
    “Plus, you burned their rectums through to their balls,” Nulena added for good measure. 
 
    “I did these things,” Aurora agreed, and she couldn’t seem to contain the huge grin on her face anymore. 
 
    “So, justice has essentially been served,” Shoshanne sighed with a curt nod. “Tell me, what are you going to do now that you’ve avenged your highly revered ancestors?” 
 
    “I have no idea!” Aurora squeaked as she bounced on the bloody toes of her boots, and she began pacing anxious circles around a velvet couch. “I am too cocky for my own good right now! I was not prepared for this bloodline! W-What am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    “Same as you’ve always done,” I chuckled. “You’re still the best Ignis Mage around and a head of the Order of the Elementa. You’re also a duchess and soon to be mother of some seriously unstoppable babies. You were already a force to be reckoned with, this just adds a little perspective.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the half-elf agreed with a restless nod. “I’m still Defender Solana. Maybe my family is alive, maybe not. Maybe my mother was the ultimate Ignis Mage and saved my insurgent father’s life. Who knows? But I’m still kicking ass on my own terms regardless.”  
 
    Cayla sent Aurora a proud nod. “You certainly are.” 
 
    “I just need to incorporate all this into my mind in small doses, and stay focused,” Aurora decided while she wrung her hands. “You know what? I need to find some victims to slaughter. That’ll ground me again.” 
 
    “Very good,” Nulena purred. “And by what means do you intend to slaughter these victims?” 
 
    “By any means necessary,” the half-elf chuckled, and my women whistled and cheered with approval. “Maybe I should gut a few of them, though. Just to make it a celebration.” 
 
    “And trample their bloody remains with your pretty boots,” Deya urged. 
 
    “And burn half of them alive, of course,” Shoshanne suggested. “It is your signature move.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just gun down all the rest so your party has some blood confetti in it,” Cayla sighed. 
 
    “Yes, all of those things,” Aurora firmly agreed. “That’s exactly what I want to do next.” 
 
    “Well, good, because we’re marching on House Orrel and taking the Master down today,” I snorted. “That’s not for a few hours, though, and I don’t think it would be wise to show up early and kill a handful of elves for funsies.” 
 
    “Damnit,” the half-elf groaned. “Mason, I can’t just sit here. I need to exert this Elite rebel energy! Can’t we do something outrageous? I know it’s already an important day, but I want to celebrate! I have to celebrate! This is huge!” 
 
    “I agree, we should definitely celebrate,” I said with a nod. “Uh… what about--” 
 
    “Sex!” Cayla belted as she clutched the edge of the table beside me. “Tank sex! Pleeeease, tank sex!” 
 
    Aurora gasped as she finally stopped pacing. “A tank sex party would be perfect!” 
 
    “Right now?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes!” the two women answered in unison, and Cayla squirmed at the thought. 
 
    “Armored tank sex with nothing but guns and blades all around us to signify the violence of Aurora’s past, present, and future family,” the princess moaned. 
 
    “And Mason just pounding into us like a conquering sex god who’s going to ensure Aurora has dozens of rebel heirs,” Nulena murmured while she eyed me up and down. 
 
    “But, Mason, you have to bend Cayla over the machine gun and fuck her until your cum is dripping down her thighs,” Aurora informed me. “This is my party, and I demand the proper entertainment.” 
 
    “Aww, I’ve been dying to see you do something like that to her,” Deya said as she eagerly turned to me. 
 
    “I have, too.” I failed to hide my sheepish grin. “Pretty much since I started building semi-automatics, actually. I imagined it with me bending her over a battlement while she’s shooting down our enemies, but out of a gunner’s hatch totally works.” 
 
    “Yes, it does,” Cayla agreed. 
 
    With that, all of my women promptly abandoned their spots around the decadent room and headed for the door, but I furrowed my brow in slight confusion. 
 
    “Wait, don’t you ladies want breakfast first?” I called after them. 
 
    “Tank sex party!” the women cheered without stopping. 
 
    “Okay, but I do have to scout House Orrel in like… an hour, and--” 
 
    “Then get your ass out here and fuck us!” the half-elf bellowed from the hall. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I muttered, and I swiftly grabbed my work off the table and ran to catch up with my women. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of my mind, though, my conscience was trying it’s damndest to get my attention. 
 
    It was prattling on and on about the metal army I had to check up on, the House full of runic geniuses I needed to stake out, and the fact that the culmination of all I’d been fighting for in this realm was in the balance today. 
 
    On the other hand, the rest of my entire being was determined to do anything I could to help my half-elf lover celebrate this defining moment in her life, and right now, that meant fucking Cayla raw over a machine gun. 
 
    So, tank sex party for the win.  
 
    Besides, it wasn’t like my libido had cost me any victories so far…  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    We’d parked Bobbie a mile into the jungle just east of House Aelin so we wouldn’t have to worry about our allies interrupting our fun, but Nulena concealed us in her enchantments in case my women’s moaning drew the attention of the larger beasts we could hear off in the distance. 
 
    Aurora had ripped my clothes off me the second I climbed into the tank, so I’d spent most of the drive laid back on the large bed on the tank floor, and I got to enjoy the sight of my sultry women undressing themselves one by one while they knelt around me. 
 
    Then I took my time getting Aurora’s Defender gear off her myself, and the half-elf couldn’t stop blushing and giggling as I licked and nipped every inch of creamy flesh that I slowly exposed. I had half a mind to keep her in bed with me for the whole party after seeing how much she enjoyed the extra attention, but we all knew we were at the half-elf’s command this time. 
 
    And Aurora knew exactly how she wanted to celebrate. 
 
    So, I’d only gotten to make her blush like a virgin for a little while before I was ordered to the turret basket, and with Aurora sitting on her knees and her legs splayed toward me, she watched me take Cayla as rough as she demanded until I completely lost track of time. 
 
    The heat of the jungle pressed in around us and left the half-elf’s body glistening with beads of sweat through it all, and seeing Aurora caress and pleasure herself against the backdrop of dense ferns and exotic vines was quickly becoming a highlight of this vacation. 
 
    I also had full rein on Cayla up here, though, as I stood on the commander’s seat with her flawless ass propped up against me, and having the princess’ arms tied above her to the barrel of a machine gun only added to how amazing my view was right now. 
 
    Aurora even ordered the others to keep Cayla’s slender legs forced apart for me from below, so we had the porcelain princess locked into place with absolutely no control, but I knew she loved it because she’d been dripping wet with arousal ever since Aurora brought the leather straps out. 
 
    Still, in a position like this, it was lucky the porcelain beauty always held out no matter how rough I got with her, since it really never ceased to amaze me how much pain the lethal woman wanted to endure. 
 
    Or how much she liked it when I refused to ease up on her. 
 
    Now, the metal of the machine gun scraped against her heavy breasts with every forceful thrust, and while she whimpered from the deep thrusts I plowed into her, the restraints only made her pant and beg for more. 
 
    “Tighter,” Aurora moaned, and I chuckled with approval as I wrenched at the leather around Cayla’s wrists to make her hiss from the pain. 
 
    Then I continued pounding into the princess without reserve, and her silky thighs slammed against the edge of the commander’s hatch while I pinned her petite hips to the steel beneath my palms. She was already wailing with pleasure while the heat between us reached a scorching degree, but when I slapped her ass for good measure, Cayla started all-out begging me to let her climax. 
 
    I knew she didn’t really want me to give in yet, though. The princess wanted to take every inch of me and let me do whatever I wanted to her, and her whimpers only stoked the heat burning in my loins while I obliged the masochistic woman. 
 
    “She won’t last much longer,” Aurora panted as her fingers slid in and out of her tight entrance, and I sent the half-elf a wolfish grin. 
 
    “No, she can take a lot more,” I growled, and I forced my full length deep into the porcelain beauty to make her screech. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Then Aurora let out a feral moan and clutched her blue hair to the roots as another orgasm overcame her, and I kept my eyes on the half-elf’s glistening pink entrance while I relentlessly drove my cock into the princess between us. 
 
    Cayla let out a wavering scream as her sopping wet tunnel clenched even tighter to keep from climaxing, but I just took her harder while her milky-white body jolted against the steel. Her legs were shaking from how long my women had held them splayed like this, though, and I could barely resist the urge to cum in the desperate woman at this point. 
 
    The sight of Aurora’s slick pussy lips had me salivating, and between the two women, my cock was aching to release, but I was determined to get another orgasm out of Aurora first. So, I listened to Cayla’s wailing as it grew loud enough to drown out the distant snarls of the beasts, and Aurora sent me a devilish grin when she realized this was torture for me, too. 
 
    Then she spread her thighs a little wider toward me to make me groan, and I locked my jaw as I raked my gaze over the erotic woman’s glistening body. Aurora knew every time she kneaded her heaving breasts it got harder and harder for me to hold back, so she did it anyways while she traced tantalizingly slow circles across her clit. 
 
    She was gonna make me work for this next climax, no matter how much I pounded into Cayla for her, but I settled for taking my frustration out on the princess as I pinned her down harder and quickened my thrusts. The whimpers of my women below proved they were dying for me to cum in her as much as I was, but Aurora always enjoyed toying with me like this, and I honestly loved letting her. 
 
    So, I watched the half-elf’s little show on top of the tank while she flushed with arousal amongst the exotic ferns, and the harder I fucked Cayla, the more the princess begged to orgasm. Every time I ordered her to wait, Aurora moaned and writhed with approval, but after I kept this up for a while, I could tell the half-elf couldn’t wait anymore. 
 
    I only had to hold out for her just a little longer, and even though every muscle in my body burned from the effort, I waited until Aurora was nearing the brink before I locked eyes with her. 
 
    This was all it took to push her over the edge, and as the half-elf let out a wavering moan and threw her head back, I buried my dick so deep into Cayla’s womb that the princess had no choice but to climax on command. 
 
    Then I cried out from the intensity of my own orgasm as I finally let myself release, and Cayla shrieked with pleasure while she bucked uncontrollably in my hold. I made sure to keep her hips pinned down, though, while a torrent of my heated seed gushed into the porcelain beauty’s clenching tunnel, and the sensation forced her into another immediate orgasm that had her quaking to her core. 
 
    I knew I owed it to the porcelain beauty to give her everything I had for taking such a thorough fucking from me, and each heavy throb of my cock only made Cayla’s velvety walls keep spasming to milk more cum out of my balls. She strained against her leather straps while the machine gun shook from her prolonged pleasure, and I gladly gave her what she needed until she was too full of my seed to take another drop. 
 
    Then the princess moaned with relief as semen seeped out around my shaft and spilled down her trembling thighs, and when my own orgasm finally began to ebb, I collapsed against the porcelain woman to try and catch my breath. 
 
    Only then did my other women release Cayla’s legs, but I could tell by their moans this was mostly because they couldn’t hold back anymore, either. All of us had held out longer than we’d had to in weeks probably, and everything about the look on Aurora’s face proved how much she’d enjoyed every second. 
 
    The half-elf kept her hooded gaze on me and the whimpering princess while we shook with residual waves from our shared pleasure, and the sinful smirk on her plush lips only widened when Cayla turned her head to look at me with pleading eyes. 
 
    “Again…” the princess managed as her voice grated with exhaustion. 
 
    “You can’t take anymore,” I chuckled against her back. 
 
    “Do it,” Aurora murmured. 
 
    The half-elf’s commanding tone was almost as impossible to resist as the way she was looking at me right now, and while my eyes drifted down to her sopping wet pussy and splayed thighs against the tank, I felt my cock twitch hungrily inside the tethered princess. 
 
    When I left a soft kiss on Cayla’s spine, though, her little moan proved how much she was still craving from me, and the heat of the jungle must have been getting to me now because I was suddenly possessed with an irresistible need to keep at it with the princess until she was completely worn through. 
 
    So, I started slow with her this time and gently thrust into Cayla’s searing hot tunnel to ease her into another round, and my other women giggled and took hold of her legs again without hesitation. 
 
    I could feel the princess trembling around my shaft as she tilted her battered hips up for more, and a wicked grin curled at the corners of Aurora’s lips while she watched me tighten my hold on Cayla’s petite waist. 
 
    Then the half-elf furrowed her blue eyebrows, though, and her head whipped around to look over her shoulder a split second before my gaze darted past her. 
 
    It was only a rustling in the distant ferns that drew our attention, and it was nothing different from what we’d been hearing all over the jungle for a while now. The only reason we both looked up this time was because the rustling was drawing closer to the tank, and I half expected a sphynx to come diving through the canopy to capture whatever creature was prowling through the undergrowth. 
 
    Then I noticed a few other fronds shifting, though, and I abruptly stopped fucking Cayla as I scanned the expanse of towering ferns that stretched out in every direction. 
 
    “Noo, Mason, don’t stop,” the princess begged. “I want more, I can take it--” 
 
    “Shh…” I cut in as I carefully loosened my hold on her. “Don’t move for a second.” 
 
    “What is it?” Cayla panted in a daze. 
 
    I couldn’t tell what I was seeing because the jungle grew too densely here, and I kept scanning the shimmying ferns to try and get a glimpse of anything between the fronds. Then I craned my neck higher, and I could see the same rustling was taking place far ahead of the tank in the east. 
 
    At first, I figured whatever creatures were moving this way had to have been small enough to stay concealed, but the ruckus they caused in the stout ferns was too noticeable, and the moment this thought occurred to me, I sparked my Terra powers. 
 
    Then I sent my magic through the soil, and my heart nearly seized in my chest as I counted how many foot falls were moving in and passing us on both sides now. 
 
    There must have been more than a couple hundred creatures out there, but it wasn’t just the number that made my limbs go numb. It was the fact they were set along a path that would take them straight to House Aelin, and they had to have been pretty large to weigh so much against the soil. 
 
    But still, I couldn’t see any of them, and a distinct smell like rotted flesh wafted over me the closer they got. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped as my palms began to sweat, and I immediately reached up to try and free Cayla from her leather straps. “Shit, shit, fuck!” 
 
    “What is it?” Aurora demanded as she whipped back around. 
 
    “W-Where are they?” Cayla stammered in confusion. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Then something collided with the tank, and the three of us swiftly looked all around, but nothing was there except a thin and bone-chilling shriek that didn’t seem to belong to anything. 
 
    “Mason!” Aurora gasped as she clutched my arm. “That sound…” 
 
    “Get the fucking straps off her,” I growled, but the knots refused to budge while I tore at the leather with numb fingers. 
 
    Cayla began frantically yanking her arms back to get free as my women in the turret started to panic in earnest, and when another few invisible creatures struck the tank and shrieked on impact, Deya started screaming her head off. 
 
    “Mason, what’s happening?” Shoshanne yelled from below. 
 
    “What do you see up there?” Nulena asked as she opened the loader’s hatch. “There’s nothing--” 
 
    “Stay in the tank, and get the cannon loaded,” I ordered. 
 
    Then I finally just tore the machine gun from its mount and forced Cayla down into the turret along with it, and I dragged Aurora over by her legs before I pulled the half-elf down with me. 
 
    When we dropped into the gunner seat and sealed the hatch, Nulena was already cutting the straps off Cayla’s wrists, but my other women were wide eyed while they rushed between the portholes to try and figure out what was surrounding the tank. 
 
    “I said load!” I commanded more firmly, and as Deya promptly obeyed, I hoisted Aurora off my lap so I could dive through the turret hatch and into the hull of the tank. 
 
    Then I tripped over all our clothes and the bed, grabbed one of the contraptions I’d engraved this morning, and stumbled to the nearest porthole to peer through the runed lenses. 
 
    I’d already guessed what I might find lurking out there, but that didn’t keep my blood from turning to ice as I watched the sinewy and deformed figures prowling through the ferns. 
 
     The Wendigos mottled, half-rotted flesh pinched over their bones while their skulls and sunken cheeks oozed puss from gaping wounds, and their stomachs were pitted in like they hadn’t devoured anything in days. The mangled creatures were at least eight feet tall, but some of them were smaller and scragglier, and they had the same elongated limbs and gawking features that I’d probably never forget. 
 
    Then a violent shudder wrecked my spine as I registered the blankness of their expressions, and the mechanical way they dragged themselves onward was nothing like I’d seen in the barren valley behind House Orrel months ago. None of these Wendigo were devouring one another or crawling around like gangly vermin, and this brought my attention to the scalded patches of flesh they each had somewhere on their forms. 
 
    Every Wendigo out there had the Master’s mark on them to keep them marching onward with a cryptic determination, but I immediately recognized the elements of the second rune they all bore in a heartbeat. 
 
    It was an intricate balance of the elements Dragir and I had studied on the Master’s balcony, but now they’d all been expertly balanced together for one purpose. 
 
    My hands were shaking when I lowered the runed lenses, and suddenly, nothing was outside the porthole. Only a rustling of ferns and the stench of rot while none of the hundreds of emaciated creatures could be seen, and a jolt of panic shot through my limbs as I realized my entire fleet of Boms would be useless if they couldn’t see their targets. 
 
    Then I lunged to grab the other runed binoculars from the table, and I sprinted to the front of the hull to secure one ahead of the driver’s seat. 
 
    Another demented shriek collided with the tank as I dove back into the turret basket, and while my women were pale and awaiting their orders, one glance at Aurora proved she’d already put the pieces together. 
 
    “Mason, how is this possible?” the half-elf demanded. “There are Wendigos out there, I know it, I recognize the sound.” 
 
    “The Master fucking runed them,” I muttered as I swiftly installed a pair of the sights ahead of the gunner’s station, too. “Or rather, Luir showed him how. They’re heading to House Aelin, so Cayla, take the cannon.” 
 
    The princess stared in shock for a moment until she stumbled on spent legs to make it to the gunner’s seat, and I helped her over before I began breaking the rest of my remaining sights in half. 
 
    “Aurora, get ready to drive,” I continued. “Nulena, keep us concealed so they can’t turn on us, and you’re on machine gun duty with Deya. Use the sights to spot your targets, and cover the north and south sides. I’m loading for Cayla, and Shoshanne, you’re in charge of securing fresh canisters for the others. We’ll clear the incoming fleet out here first, and then book it back to the palace and catch the rest before they arrive. We cannot let them get into the grounds, though. Dragir’s the only one there with a firearm, and one AR-15 isn’t going to be enough when his entire army can’t even see these fuckers.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” my women responded in unison, and I finished securing a sight tube on the machine gun. 
 
    Then I climbed through the loader’s hatch to rig another one on the M240 up top, and I had the machine guns mounted, loaded, and ready to unleash twelve hundred rounds apiece within half a minute. 
 
    As soon as I dropped back into the turret, Nulena and Deya took their posts, and I grabbed another shell from the ammunition cabinet while I moved to the loader’s position. 
 
    “Cayla, have you got a clear view out there?” I checked. 
 
    “Gods…” the princess breathed while she peered through the sights, and her fingers trembled as she took hold of the cannon’s controls. “Mason…” 
 
    “I know,” I told her as I recognized the horror on her face. “Try to stay focused, though. You’ve got enough firepower to wipe every one of them out if we move fast.” 
 
    “Okay,” Cayla panted with a nervous nod. “I’ve got this. There’s a wall of them closing in from the east, but I can see the end of the fleet. Probably about three hundred in total.” 
 
    “There’s another hundred or so that have already passed us up,” I added. “Take out the farthest targets first, and fire at will. I’ll make sure you’re ready to go, but don’t shift the turret beyond thirty degrees in either direction until we finish the eastern batch. Nulena and Deya need to keep their aim as well as they can up there.” 
 
    Cayla nodded in response, and she immediately sent the first Halcyan explosive soaring above the ferns to the east as the machine guns up top opened fire as well. 
 
    A frenzy of shrieking and gnashing teeth followed immediately after, and it made my skin crawl to hear how many of the Wendigo were surrounding us, but I already had the next shell loaded up and was on my way to the third. 
 
    The heavy droning frequency of the Halcyan throttled my insides as one explosive after another coursed through the jungle, and Cayla and I fell into an easy rhythm together while I made sure she reloaded within seconds. 
 
    The constant retort of the machine guns filled the gap between blasts as Shoshanne hoisted new canisters up onto the turret for the others, too, and between the four of us we managed to wipe out the eastern fleet in under four minutes. 
 
    Then Cayla gave the signal, and I hollered down to Aurora 
 
    “Bring us around to the west and get back to House Aelin!” I yelled as I summoned my Terra powers, and I sent them coursing through the jungle to the west. “There’s a little over a hundred left, and they’re dead ahead! Do whatever it takes not to lose them, they’re starting to fan out fast! Cayla, we’ve got fifty farther to the south, catch them on the turn.” 
 
    “On it,” the princess replied, and as Aurora throttled up to bring us around, Cayla fired the next shell to the south. 
 
    One more Halcyan explosive was enough to wipe out the last batch of Wendigo from this area, but then Bobbie barreled over a heap of boulders, and my women shrieked and grabbed hold of anything they could. 
 
    “I’m sorry, they’re too fast! Aurora belted. “They’re coming up about four hundred yards ahead, but we lost a group to the north! It looks like they’re getting ready to circle behind the grounds of the palace.” 
 
    “Got ‘em,” Nulena murmured above, and as she opened fire on the northern pack, Cayla went after the rest with the cannon. 
 
    Shoshanne did her best to keep her balance while she hoisted another canister up in time for Deya’s reload, and I managed to get another six explosives loaded over the next thirty seconds while Aurora brought us barreling toward the palace. 
 
    I kept my powers constantly scanning the soil as I directed Cayla to the Wendigos who had branched off beyond her line of sight, but they were getting too scattered for the blast range of each projectile to take them out in bulk. 
 
    The princess still managed to pull off a clean sweep, though, while she maneuvered the cannon with sharp precision, and from what I could tell, none of the Wendigo had reached the grounds of House Aelin yet. 
 
    When I double checked the jungle we’d just destroyed in the east, there weren’t any more coming in, either, and I patted Nulena’s ebony thigh to get her attention. 
 
    “We need to drop these enchantments, there’s allies in the grounds!” I hollered right before another blast tore from the cannon. “Cayla, better let the machine guns finish off the last of them.” 
 
    “Mason, you need to see this,” the princess informed me as she sat back from the sights, and I leaned over her to get a look. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I cursed under my breath. 
 
    Deya and Nulena were having to send at least ten rounds apiece into these bastards just to cut them down, and in the meantime, they leapt clear over the twelve-foot ferns and moved faster than any runed elves we’d come up against. 
 
    So, I grabbed two more canisters before I climbed up through the commander’s hatch, and I set Deya up so she wouldn’t have to waste a moment between reloads. Then I helped Shoshanne get Nulena rigged for the final push as well, and as soon the two women were set, I returned to the tank hull to join Aurora up front. 
 
    “Stay on this course, but then you’re gonna have to break through Aeris’ gates to the north a ways,” I told the half-elf. “Dragir’s army must have heard the blasts. They’re out all over the grounds.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Aurora said with a nod. 
 
    “All clear!” Nulena hollered through the turret basket. 
 
    “Good job, ladies!” I called back to the women. “Now, get in here and get dressed. Aurora, turn north.” 
 
    The tank bucked over the field of glowing Halcyan while my naked women attempted to crawl around the hull and locate their clothing, and I could tell by their pale faces that they were badly shaken from our run in with the Wendigos. 
 
    I couldn’t blame them, though. Bobbie may have been a beast, but we all knew Luir had at least a thousand Wendigo left at House Orrel, and at this rate, we’d burn through all our ammunition on his army before we ever scratched the surface of his students. 
 
    Unfortunately, we were now the only ones in Nalnora with a means of locating the rotted beasts, but I already had my Terra powers travelling north to address the issue. 
 
    So, I did my best to help my shaking women get dressed while I pushed my magic to move at a faster rate, and when I sensed a sudden collision with a wall of channeling gems, I connected to every one of my Boms and gave the order. 
 
    Then I turned to the Baroness. “Nulena, I need you to--” 
 
    “Already following them,” the ebony woman panted while she wrestled with her corset. “What about House Aelin’s grounds?” 
 
    “Block everything off,” I commanded. “The entire palace. I can’t have any of Luir’s owls getting wind of this. Aurora, you can break through the gates a hundred yards ahead. Everyone, hold onto something.” 
 
    I caught Cayla against me as my women lunged to the grab bars just in time, and when Aurora collided with the iron gates, the shouts of hundreds of elves rose up in panic. Then we crashed into the courtyard as the warriors cleared a wide path, and the half-elf didn’t slow Bobbie down until we were back behind the palace. 
 
    “Shoshanne, help Cayla get her skirt on and grab your healing staff,” I ordered as we came to a grinding stop, and I passed the princess off to the healer. “We need to bring her inside and see that she’s fully recovered for this. Then all of you are eating breakfast while I get our army ready. It’s gonna be a long ass day.” 
 
    “And you are eating, too,” Shoshanne informed me with a strict look. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I muttered. 
 
    Then I yanked my pants on and headed to the driver’s hatch, but I backtracked real quick to catch my naked half-elf by the waist before she could get to her Defender gear. Despite how anxious she looked, Aurora managed a harried chuckle as I locked her firmly against me, and I tucked a kiss into her blue braids while she clung to my chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry your party got interrupted,” I murmured. “It was going so well…” 
 
    “You can make it up to me after we vanquish the last of our enemies,” the half-elf assured me. 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed. 
 
    Then I tweaked the cheek of her ass, and Aurora yelped and jumped to get her clothes on while I climbed out of the driver’s hatch. 
 
    Rhys and Dragir were running over to the tank from across the grounds now, but the second the fresh air hit me, my mind abruptly rerouted away from my women to the colossal issue we were facing now. 
 
    That’s when I registered how spiked my adrenaline had gotten while I struggled to steady my ragged breathing, and as the image of the sinewy Wendigos thrust itself into my mind, I forced myself to take this one step at a time. 
 
    Even though the invisible army development was something I actually hadn’t prepared for. 
 
    So, I still ended up collapsing on numb legs when I jumped down from the tank, and I cursed on impact while my allies came to a panting stop beside me. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Rhys demanded, and his amber eyes flicked from me to the women crawling out of the tank with their clothes haphazardly secured. 
 
    It took both Aurora and Shoshanne to get Cayla out of the hatch, though, and Dragir did a double take when he saw the imprints and bruises on the princess’ chest. Then his serpentine eyes narrowed on the raw strap marks around her wrists, but when Cayla sent the two men an icy stare, both of them decided to glare at me instead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    “All of this ruckus just to get off?” Dragir scoffed. “Do you have any idea how much attention you have drawn? There were seven owls in the grounds this morning, and all of them will be informing Luir that--” 
 
    “Dude, I am not in the mood for a lecture,” I croaked as I dragged myself up to my feet. 
 
    “We should have gone and returned from House Orrel already, and you are busy ravaging your women in the jungle!” Rhys spat. 
 
    “Look, I know I’m late, but we--” 
 
    “But nothing,” the green-haired elf growled. “This is a war! Keep your dick under control for one day, yes?” 
 
    “Hey!” Deya cut in as she stormed over with her hands on her hips. “I will have you know that Mason’s dick was under Aurora’s command this morning, and regardless, his libido has saved all of your lives! Be grateful! We could have let the Wendigos get you!” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Dragir gasped as he sobered up at once. “What has happened? What Wendigo? We saw nothing, only the explosions and blood, and then the tank came barreling in.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re invisible,” Deya snapped, and the men immediately looked at me as their faces turned an ashy gray. 
 
    Then I nodded. “He put the fucking rune on the Wendigo. They’re all invisible, and we just killed over three hundred that were headed this way.” 
 
    “Luir sent them out already?” Rhys growled. “You’re certain?” 
 
    “Yes, and the Wendigo are branded with the Master’s rune, too,” Aurora confirmed. “They’re almost too fast for our tank to keep up with, and regular bullets aren’t enough to kill them with one shot.” 
 
    Dragir appeared shell-shocked as he stared at the half-elf with wide serpentine eyes, and his warriors exchanged quick glances before they swiftly branched out to keep up a patrol of the perimeter. 
 
    “Luir must have shown the Master how to alter the concealing enchantments,” Dragir realized. 
 
    “And who knows what else he’s shown him?” I reminded the elf. “What happened with these owls?” 
 
    “We spotted them about thirty minutes ago,” the silver-haired elf reported. “The big ones Luir uses for transmuting. My warriors killed most of them, but three escaped and flew to the east.” 
 
    “They were probably here to keep tabs on the Wendigo attack,” I decided. “Nulena’s using her Tenebrae powers to conceal the grounds now, but you need to get your army out of here before any more owls show up. Send them on a route as far to the west as possible, and tell them not to stop for anything. Have them take the servants, too, and the contraption I gave you last night. The sight rune you designed works, so your troops can use them to make sure they’re not being followed.” 
 
    “What of your army?” the silver-haired elf asked. “If they cannot see the Wendigos--” 
 
    “They’re already on their way here,” I assured him. “Ten minutes, and we’re engraving their helms, so get going on your troops. In terms of scouting House Orrel, I don’t think we should risk getting too close to the place to do it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Rhys muttered. “Luir is launching attacks, so the jungle anywhere in his vicinity isn’t safe. He’ll have his owls out everywhere, and if memory serves, the Baroness’ magic will not make it impossible to see the jungle being disturbed by this tank. It will only keep us invisible, yes?” 
 
    “Correct,” Nulena said with a nod. “My powers don’t prevent our surroundings from being affected. The owls will notice.” 
 
    “What can your own magic do for us from this distance?” Dragir asked me. 
 
    “I can verify whether or not Luir’s buildings are accessible at all,” I told him. “The first time I went there, I was able to destroy the stonework of his structures, so if that’s changed, we’ll know he’s using defensive enchantments like the Master did at his fortress. If he is, the area surrounding his House could be booby trapped, but I’m leaning toward this not being the case.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “Because Luir doesn’t want to kill us all,” I replied. “Only the Master and Rekekis do, but they’re playing in his grounds for this attack. If Luir let the Master lay traps out there, he’d be risking Dragir getting killed before he can leach any knowledge out of him, and he’s just too obsessed with him to let that happen. No offense…” 
 
    I sent the silver-haired elf an apologetic smirk, but he just shrugged. 
 
    “This is true,” he confirmed as he looked at Rhys. “Luir will rely on his army to protect him first, and his disciples second, but he will not wish to decimate us entirely until he has myself in his hold. If he knows Deya is here, though, he will hunt her down as well.” 
 
    Rhys’ amber eyes flashed menacingly as he nodded. “Altering his more ancient structures to prevent them from being damaged would make the most sense. Luir values his House almost as much as his disciples, and he’ll have focused on securing the place to keep it and his students safe against Mason’s attack. Not to mention, holding you and your sister until he finishes the rest of us off.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “I’ll check the status on that, but if they’re accessible in any way, I should be able to read through the stonework and track the layout and where the students are at. I’ll also check the grounds to see if I can find out where he’s keeping the Wendigos.” 
 
    “Let us hope that is enough,” Dragir muttered. 
 
    “Nulena, I know you’re stretching yourself thin, but is there anything you could do to help us scout the place from here?” I asked as I glanced at the Baroness. 
 
    “At this distance, with all I am already doing, not very much,” Nulena admitted. “Once we’re closer, I can read the shadows of the grounds, possibly the interior depending on the rune magic Luir has used, but not for long. My powers are waning at the moment.” 
 
    “That’s fine, anything helps,” I assured her. “It gives us a better chance at getting a read on the place in case my magic is blocked. Let’s get out of here within the hour, though. The sooner we jump into this, the more power we can let loose instead of burning through my arsenal this far from House Orrel.” 
 
    Dragir nodded in the affirmative before he and Rhys ran off to begin gathering their men, and I returned to my women’s sides as I scooped the wobbly princess up into my arms. 
 
    “Are you mad?” Cayla checked, and I smirked while I carted her into the palace. “I know I shouldn’t have been so greedy for more, and we’re late getting back because of it. I’m so sorry, it’s just… between you and the machine gun, and all that cold hard steel, I couldn’t think straight! How could any woman be expected to?” 
 
    “I was the one who made him keep pounding into you,” Aurora sighed toward her boots. “This is my fault.” 
 
    “I’m not mad in the slightest,” I assured the women. 
 
    “You look a little mad,” Shoshanne mumbled as she eyed my clenched jaw. 
 
    “I’m just thinking through everything I have to address so we’re covered for this upcoming attack,” I replied. “Overall, though, I think this morning worked out in our advantage. It was lucky we were out there when we were.” 
 
    “Yes, thank the gods Mason was forced to ravage you so extensively,” Deya said while she patted the princess’ shoulder. “If Aurora had not kept us out there, we would not have been able to take out the Wendigos as effectively as we have.” 
 
    “Or avoid walking into Luir’s grounds at the worst possible time,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Plus, if you’re all having trouble remaining calm for the rest of the day, I recommend drawing on the enjoyments of the morning,” Nulena advised my women, and I cocked an eyebrow at how calm she was compared to the others. “Just remember Mason’s frothing dick slamming into Cayla over and over again, and your nerves should begin to even out.” 
 
    “That is useful,” Shoshanne whimpered. “I’ll try that.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Cayla agreed. “I’m going to need constant cock flashbacks to get through this battle.” 
 
    “Well, you’re welcome, then,” Aurora snorted as she held the stained-glass door open. 
 
    I brought the princess into the decadent sitting room to the left, and I laid her out on a bejeweled chaise that honestly looked like something an emperor would own. Deya and Nulena volunteered to dig up some food for everyone from the kitchen since we still hadn’t eaten all morning, and while they headed down the hall, Shoshanne started taking stock of the damage. 
 
    Then I finally saw how battered Cayla’s thighs had gotten from me fucking her against the edge of the hatch, but Aurora just snickered at the look on my face while the princess giggled shamelessly. 
 
    “I think they look nice like this,” Cayla murmured as she stroked her slender thighs. “I like having battle wounds from sex with you.” 
 
    “Well, I’d rather you not go into this next battle already wounded,” I informed her. “Shoshanne, handle those bruises on her chest, too. I’m gonna get to work, but has anyone seen Stan this morning?” 
 
    “He was in his bed when I started working on my magic,” Aurora reported. “I was too distracted after that to check in on him again, but he looked pretty cozy, so he’s probably still there.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What bed?” 
 
    “The bed of diamonds he made in our room,” the half-elf replied. 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I summoned my Terra powers and sent them to the eighth floor, and sure enough, there was a heap of small diamonds on a shelf in the corner. Stan and his dragon were curled up sleeping the morning away like a pair of little metal royals, but as I tapped into Solana’s gem, I sensed the dragon rooting around to wake up her counterpart. 
 
    It was taking more effort than my timeframe required, though, and every second seemed to tick by at a snail’s pace while a dozen new problems circled through my mind nonstop. Still, I tried to remain patient and work on organizing my list of issues to be addressed pronto, but then I glanced down at my women, and they were all giggling while they admired the various scrapes and bruises on my princess rather than get to healing her. 
 
    That’s about the time my anxiety spiked. 
 
    “Alright, family announcement,” I sighed as I rifled my hair. “Starting now, everyone is getting their heads in the game. We’ve had plenty of time to prepare, and there’s no reason we should be dropping the ball on this one. I expect full-on battle mode from here on out.” 
 
    “Our heads are in the game,” Shoshanne scoffed, but then her brown eyes drifted down to my bare chest. “You look so, so handsome today, by the way.” 
 
    “He really does,” Aurora groaned, and my teeth began grinding together. “You should have seen the way the sweat rippled off those muscles when he was fucking Cayla. I swear, I thought I’d never stop orgasming up there.” 
 
    “Mmm…” the healer moaned with a nod. “I can imagine, but watching his cock drive into her over and over while we held her in place like that was honestly--” 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” the half-elf cut in. “I’m wet just thinking about it, and I haven’t even gotten to feel his dick in me since yesterday, so it’s already an uphill battle.” 
 
    “Mason, perhaps you should lead this attack without a shirt on,” Cayla suggested while she tapped her chin. “This is a good conquering look, and it’s a big day for the Flynt family. After seeing those Wendigo, I could definitely go for fighting beside a shirtless sex god.” 
 
    “Please?” Aurora added. “A shirtless mass ass kicking would be ideal.” 
 
    “Right,” I snorted, “because you’re all clearly focusing on the invisible Wendigos we have to live through and not just staring at my abs…” 
 
    It took my three pregnant lovers a moment before they blinked out of their haze and dragged their eyes off my torso, and my concern about their commitment to this battle had pretty much peaked by then. I was also becoming concerned about my own ability to ignore any of these seductive once overs, because their pure, carnal lust for me was etched all over their beautiful faces. 
 
    When the three women caught the disapproval in my expression, though, they immediately blushed to their roots. 
 
    “Wait, what did you say?” Shoshanne checked. 
 
    “Focus,” I commanded in a stern tone. “I mean that. It’s time to end this war once and for all, and we’re doing it on my terms. That means all of you are at peak performance with your minds out of the gutter and into the battlefield. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” Aurora mumbled. “But in our defense, you’re not pregnant! This is our very first time being pregnant, and you have no idea how hard it is to be near you and remain focused on--” 
 
    “I have no idea?” I scoffed in disbelief. “Look at you! You’re gorgeous and oozing fertility! Your breasts are only getting more fantastic by the day, and every one of you keeps throwing yourselves at my feet and begging me to spread your legs again and again and again! There is just no end to your sex drives, do you seriously think I have an iron will?” 
 
    “He makes a good point,” Cayla muttered with some embarrassment. “We haven’t taken it easy on him lately.” 
 
    “And I love it,” I clarified while I tried to lower my voice to a regular volume again. “I love you ladies so much, and believe me, I am into this pregnant energy. But there are five of you, one of me, and a shit ton of death waiting on the eastern coast, so there can be no room for error today.” 
 
    “Those Wendigos were terrifying,” Shoshanne whimpered, and her sultry mood vanished on the spot. “Mason, there were so many shrieks, and I knew they were everywhere, but I couldn’t see! H-How am I supposed to stay calm at all once I can see them, and their hideous bodies are all around, and Rekekis’ storm is… is…” 
 
    “I know,” I said more gently. “Shit is heating up to a disgusting degree, but that is where we’re at in this war. If you want the Flynt family to even have a legacy to carry on, then you need to get back into kill mode and help me finish this. No amount of groping or eating me with your eyes will change that.” 
 
    “It does distract us from the terror, though,” Cayla muttered. “Nulena was right about--” 
 
    “Nulena is a murdery immortal,” I clarified. “She doesn’t have the natural fear of being gutted by rotten, walking corpses that we all have. She has the headspace to think about sex despite the impending doom, but we are mortal. So, please, I’m begging you: no brooding about sex with me unless we live through the day. We’ve won plenty of battles in that frame of mind, and I can sense how much you’re thinking about me lately. Knowing how constantly turned on you all are is honestly enough to cost me a limb or two.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Aurora nodded immediately. “We’re here. We’ll focus.” 
 
    “Strict battle mode,” Cayla agreed. 
 
    “But what if I need a ki--” Shoshanne tried, but she didn’t even get to finish the sentence. 
 
    I’d already caught the healer by the elbow, and I channeled all of my own desperation into kissing her until the healing staff clattered to the ground and her ankles wobbled under her. Then I roughly released the healer, and she was beet red with her lips still puckered in shock as she processed the cast of my eyes. 
 
    “One kiss an hour,” I growled. “That’s all you get, and no cuddles until you’re done murdering my enemies for me.” 
 
    “Y-Yeah, okay,” Shoshanne panted. “I can work with that.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “Heal Cayla and let the others know they’re bottling up their lust for the sake of this war. I’ll be outside preparing for the attack.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” Aurora hastily agreed. 
 
    Then I crossed the decadent room in six tense strides, and I waited on the stained-glass threshold just long enough for Stan to come swooping past. When I checked the state of my women, though, they all had their necks craned from staring at me while I walked away, but once I sent each of them a warning look, they abruptly averted their gazes. 
 
    Dragir’s men were already gathering the servants to flee as I left the palace, and I scanned the edges of the jungle for a sign of any owls even though I knew Nulena had us all veiled in her enchantments. Still, my nerves were too on edge to keep from scanning a second time to make absolutely sure, and then I sent my powers around the grounds to verify there weren’t any more ravenous Wendigos lurking around, either. 
 
    Just the thought of the invisible and emaciated creatures jumping me at any moment made me shudder all over again, and I quickened my pace as I beelined for the tank. 
 
    Then I heard the little whimper Shoshanne let out, and I realized my lovers were watching me through the windows. 
 
    So, I promptly ducked out of their line of sight, and I vigorously rifled my hair once more while the muscles in my jaw began to ache from clenching them too hard. 
 
    “We have to finish this war fast,” I muttered to Stan. “Pregnancy and battles are not an ideal mix. Did you see the way they were looking at me? I’m not complaining, but I can only ignore so many of those looks before my balls start redirecting the synapses in my brain. A man isn’t meant to endure that much temptation, Stan. Not when survival’s on the line.” 
 
    The little metal guy nodded in understanding, and he landed on my shoulder to give me a supportive pat to the cheek. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I sighed. “I’ll try to keep it together, I’m just concerned about whether they can rein it in for this. You know those women are my top soldiers, and for the most part, gratuitous murder seemed to keep them satiated before, but it’s a different battlefield we’re entering today. Rotting flesh and demented shrieks are hard enough to willingly walk into, and unfortunately, my women are coming into this after watching me fuck Cayla’s pussy raw for over an hour. So, yeah. That is not a great way to keep them in the right frame of mind.” 
 
    Stan crossed his arms and sent me a pointed look as I dropped into the driver’s hatch, and I smirked at the gesture while I grabbed the rest of my clothes. 
 
    “Hey, if you hadn’t slept in all morning, you’d understand why it was actually necessary that I do so,” I muttered. “Now, you’re out of the loop, but this victory is in your hands as much as mine, so stay sharp today.” 
 
    The little metal man saluted as he adjusted his posture on the dragon, and once he looked more like a mini knight prepared to soar into the fray, Solana let out a metallic roar of approval. 
 
    “Much better,” I chuckled. “Why don’t you go get your magazines restocked? I’ve got some alterations to make to your brothers, and then we’ll go over your orders for today’s operation.” 
 
    The pair were already jetting into the turret basket while I grabbed my engraving kit and a lump of spare copper, and I climbed back out of the tank fully clothed and prepared to not make eye contact with my frisky women until it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    A familiar rumble had begun to shake the ground, though, and my heart leapt with relief as I sent my Terra powers back into the jungle. No sounds came to me as I tracked the progress of the whirring treads, but this presence alone was enough to ease my concerns tenfold. 
 
    All fifty of my armed automatons were closing in on House Aelin, and I could feel my sanity returning as I broke into a run to meet them. 
 
    Dragir and Rhys fell into step with me along the way, and as the three of us turned around the eastern edge of the palace, I kept my eyes glued on the trees up ahead. 
 
    “Our troops have left for the west,” the silver-haired elf reported. 
 
    “Perfect,” I muttered as a murderous grin spread across my face. “Mine just arrived from the east.” 
 
    Then the glow of stark white eyes appeared at the jungle’s edge, and as a twelve-foot sentry barreled over the rubble of the gates with his machine gun at attention, an evil chuckle slipped out from my lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    My anxiety ebbed the moment the hulking automatons fell into two strict lines beside the palace, and with Dragir and I both engraving the new sight rune onto the helms of my metal army, it only took us twenty minutes to complete all fifty. 
 
    Stan spent the whole time surveying his brothers and making sure they were up to snuff, but Rhys mostly just whistled here and there as he strolled amongst the giant metal soldiers with a broad grin on his face. 
 
    Then the green-haired elf clapped me hard on the shoulder as I climbed down from my last engraving. 
 
    “These twenty giants in the front are bigger than the ones you brought to the fortress,” he said as he gestured to the front line. “I respect this decision.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had to make them larger because they’re carrying the same firearms you’ve seen my women use on top of the tank,” I explained. “The ammunition is stored inside their frames on a track system. I just need to make a small adjustment to their machine guns, and then the whole fleet will be ready to move out.” 
 
    “What adjustment?” Dragir asked as he double checked his last engraving. 
 
    “I’m embedding these copper slips inside the barrel of the machine guns,” I told the elf, and I summoned the pile of copper I’d been simultaneously reforming for the last five minutes. “You mind helping out with some of them?” 
 
    The silver-haired elf grinned with intrigue. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “The lightning rune,” I replied. “These bigger sentries have six thousand rounds apiece, and I’m not wasting a single bullet out there today. If we engrave the rune onto these slips, I only have to embed them into the lining of the barrel to transfer the necessary power.” 
 
    A deadly spark came to Dragir’s serpentine eyes as I said this, and he snatched the whole pile of slips out of my palm and dropped onto his ass to get to work. 
 
    “I will do this,” the silver-haired elf muttered. “Continue with your other work.” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” I chuckled. “Stan, how are they looking?” 
 
    My little metal man finished surveying the front line of Boms before he circled around to report back, and he mimed his approval as he slowed his dragon beside me. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I replied while we strolled along. “Now, I know you’re not a tank man, but--” 
 
    Stan instantly slouched, and I could sense how ashamed he’d been feeling about this. 
 
    “Hey, don’t even worry about it,” I coaxed. “Not everyone is a tank man. Some fighters are more hand-to-hand, others are assassins, or platoon leaders. We’ve all gotta find our groove in warfare, that’s just how it goes.” 
 
    Stan nodded in agreement, and he patted the tiny rifle he had resting across his lap. 
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled. “You’re a gunner to the core, buddy, but there’s a lot more to you than that. You take initiative, your dedication is unwavering in the field, and you’ve got a head for strategy. That’s why I know you’ll make a hell of a leader.” 
 
    The little metal man abruptly reined in his dragon as he turned to face me head on, and I nodded at his eager stare. 
 
    “That’s right, Stan,” I confirmed. “I’m promoting you to general, and this right here… this is your army.” 
 
    I gestured broadly to the line of fifty sentries, and as their metal helms turned toward us, the entire army snapped a salute on Stan’s behalf that made Rhys and Dragir jump. 
 
    At first, the little guy couldn’t do anything but slowly remove his helmet, but then he managed a small nod in return. 
 
    “Make us proud out there, buddy,” I sighed. “We’re taking Bobbie straight through the jungle to hit House Orrel head on. We’re not gonna surprise Luir and the Master by this route, but there’s really no chance we would anyways. They know about the tank, they have plenty of rune magic on their side, and they’ve either heard about or seen what we’ve accomplished in Nalnora so far. Luckily, this all works to our advantage. A beast like Bobbie looks a lot like something I’d replace my Boms with, and since Luir sent owls out here this morning, he’ll be receiving a report about a few hundred elven warriors on my side. That’s what they’ll be preparing to counter, which means we’ve still got the element of surprise as long as you play your cards well.” 
 
    Stan was sitting taller now while he clutched his rifle in his excitement, and I could sense his anticipation skyrocketing at the thought of what laid ahead. 
 
    “You know what Nulena’s part in this is,” I continued. “So, time your arrival carefully, but unless I see an opening I don’t want to miss, I’m not taking control of these Boms out there. They’re under your command. Do you think you can handle that?” 
 
    The little metal man placed his hand on his chest, and he offered a solemn bow while Solana mirrored the gesture with her demonic skull. 
 
    “I know you can,” I said with a grin. “Let me get your arsenal squared away, and then you’re moving out. Take the whole troop back to their posts, and then make your way southeast to scout the situation. The fleet will remain concealed until I give Nulena the signal, and they’ll be able to read your orders from a good distance.” 
 
    Stan saluted to seal the deal, but I offered him a tiny high five since I could sense he was bursting with pride at the moment. 
 
    Then the little metal man zoomed off to take a few celebratory loop-de-loops through the air, and I chuckled to myself while I made my way back to Dragir. He had a third of the copper slips engraved already in a stack to his right, but when I knelt down to check his work, I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “You didn’t do the webbing element right,” I told the elf. 
 
    “Yes, I know, I did it better,” Dragir muttered as he engraved another line. “Defender Solana said these Wendigo move faster than expected, and we have all of Luir’s students to consider. From what I have seen, this rune you have designed contains its power to the target it strikes, yes?” 
 
    “It does,” I agreed. 
 
    “This is ideal in a battlefield with your own soldiers interspersed,” the elf allowed, “but I think for our purposes today, it would be more ideal to set off a chain reaction and wipe out the bystanders as well.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows while Rhys nodded in approval. “Yeah, that sounds good to me.” 
 
    “I anticipated it would,” Dragir replied without looking up. “Continue with your work.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled. “I’ll see what kind of reading I can get on House Orrel while you finish up.” 
 
    Then I sat back and closed my eyes, and with my entire metal fleet beside me, it was much easier to focus on the task at hand with a clear head and steady nerves. So, I summoned my powers and sank into the soil of the jungle, and I gave a firm push to send them coursing to the east more rapidly. I didn’t want to risk overusing any of my powers on a day like this, but I knew I had plenty left in me at this point, and with Stan taking command of the fleet, my reserves would be relatively freed up for the battle. 
 
    Unless, by some miracle, I could alter the ground beneath Luir’s entire Wendigo army right now. 
 
    I knew it was a long shot given the old elven leader knew my powers, but I was still holding out for a stroke of luck when I sensed a large structure against the ground. 
 
    Then I halted the progress of my powers while I traced its outline, and I immediately recognized the ancient steps beneath the large stone arch that laid to the south of House Orrel. The same series of tidal inlets were just to the north, and I followed the winding banks until I sensed a mossy pathway on the other side. My pulse quickened as I finally reached the steps leading to House Orrel itself, but when I gave an extra push to see if I could alter them, nothing happened.  
 
    Then I redirected my attention back to the soil itself. 
 
    I knew I could read through some of it because I sensed a few smaller creatures flitting through the undergrowth in the surrounding jungles, but for about two hundred yards around the outermost structures, I couldn’t alter anything. Southwest of here, though, my powers were completely fine, and I decided to count this as a win for now since this would be the direction we moved in from. 
 
    Then I sent my Terra magic into the valley north of the inlets, but I focused on the distant corners of the grounds first. I knew Luir kept his Wendigos on the other side of the mountain ridge that flanked House Orrel’s northern edge, but the closer I got to this point, the stronger his defenses got. Then my powers were suddenly repelled, and nothing within the farthest reaches of the valley was accessible in any way. I couldn’t even follow the coastline on the eastern side, and when I circled around to the tidal inlets again, my ability to read but not alter returned. 
 
    I checked the central valley where the structures of Luir’s House resided, and while I could read the outlines of the buildings, there was a distinct difference in their stonework now.  
 
    The first time I’d visited House Orrel, the archaic energy of the ancient structures that stood in this valley for thousands of years had been truly staggering, but now, I couldn’t sense anything except a solid surface that wouldn’t let my powers join with it for anything. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I sighed as I summoned my powers back to me. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes again, and I found Rhys crouched a few feet away. Both he and Stan were waiting for my report while Solana paced across the ground, and Dragir looked up from his work as he furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Not good?” the silver-haired elf asked, and Stan leaned forward in anticipation. 
 
    “Luir’s got a defense perimeter about two hundred yards out from his grounds that I can’t alter at all,” I told the men. “I can’t alter anything within his grounds, either, but I can still read the outline of the structures. Not the interiors, though, so that’s not too helpful. House Orrel does have several open-air structures, and somehow, I can trace the stone floors and columns just fine, but my ability to sense anything interacting with them is gone. Out in the grounds, I didn’t sense anyone walking around, either, but I can’t tell if it’s because the grounds are cleared, or if it’s another block on my powers. The whole setup is different from the Master’s defenses, and I’m not familiar with anything except what he’s done to the area where the Wendigo are supposed to be. That part, unfortunately, is completely cut off, along with the coast.” 
 
    Stan removed his helmet to rifle his invisible hair in disappointment, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “So, you can tell nothing about this area at all?” Rhys clarified. 
 
    “I can’t even access the terrain over there,” I explained. “My powers are repelled, so Luir’s layered his enchantments to suit his needs pretty well, but we at least know the terrain outside this perimeter is something I can work with. We need to try to draw the bulk of the attack to the jungle just west of the tidal inlets, and stay outside the enchanted perimeter as much as we can. I have no way of being able to gauge what exactly Luir’s done with the place, but if he has the ability to alter the land himself in there, then there’s nothing I could do to counter anything he throws at us in that regard.” 
 
    Stan pointed to the fleet, and then he mimed his thoughts on the matter while I followed along. 
 
    “You’re right,” I assured him. “Take the terrain issues into account when you set up your soldiers, but I’ll transfer my read of the land into their gems so they know where their boundaries are. That’ll make your job easier.” 
 
    “At least we know where we’ll be launching our attack from,” Dragir said as he narrowed his eyes in thought. “We can guess the Wendigos are where they have always been, or very near there, at least. You said once Luir may be branded. Do you know much of his powers directly? Any brandings you may have seen, or if he possesses a magical staff?” 
 
    “No staff,” I recalled, “but I couldn’t tell what the six brandings on his right arm were. He could have more, though. He uses rune magic to shift between his old and youthful states, and he made it sound like this sustains his life in some way. I remember he did admit he wasn’t sure whether he was immortal or not, so… whatever that means. He also communicates with his transmuters at a distance, and I know for a fact he only has to raise his hand to get his entire army of Wendigo to pay attention. Oh, he was also able to strangle Deya just by touching her throat, and he threw us all around for a while with the wave of his hand.” 
 
    “Yes, so he is very branded,” Dragir decided with a nod. “Any physical guise of that magnitude would require a direct connection to the elements doing it. The transmuting will not interrupt our work, and I would say his means of controlling his Wendigo would be something to address, but with the Master’s rune on them, this is not as likely to interfere regardless. The other powers are concerning. He is likely to have other offensive runes either branded or engraved.” 
 
    “I could ask Nulena once we’re on our way,” I told the elf. “She’s… seen more of him than I have.” 
 
    Rhys’ eyebrows shot up as he lowered his voice. “The Baroness and him? No shit?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I sighed heavily. “Nulena was sleeping with him when we visited House Orrel. I asked her about him last week, though, and she said--” 
 
    “I bet that was a fun conversation,” Rhys snorted. “Did you throw up? You know Luir’s two thousand years old, right?” 
 
    “Two-thousand three hundred and forty something,” I corrected, “and no, I did not throw up. He’s less gross in his younger form, and sex was always just part of business to her before she joined our family. Luir wanted to buy the secrets of the Elite Houses off her, so she made a crazy amount of gold from him either way.” 
 
    “Uh-huh…” the green-haired elf said with a shit-eating grin. “You’re lucky they didn’t make anything else together. Although, now that I think about it, that is a possibility. I’m pretty sure she slept with my father, as well. Are you even sure this child she’s expecting is yours? ” 
 
    “Alright, first of all, fuck you, that’s the mother of my child you’re talking about,” I said as I narrowed my eyes. “Second of all, if I told you how sure I was, you’d probably piss yourself. More importantly, though, it’s not that big of a deal. The real reason she went to House Orrel was to look after Deya, so personally, I appreciate the dedication.” 
 
    “Deya?” Dragir asked with a confused frown. “What would Deya have to do with her place at House Orrel?” 
 
    “Nulena knew Luir would be the most likely to try and force the law early with her,” I explained. “Once he admitted his plans to her, she seduced him to make sure she was pretty rooted there by the time we arrived. Better access without being questioned, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “But my sister didn’t know her,” Dragir pressed. “Why would someone like the Baroness go out of her way for someone she knows nothing of? What reason could she possibly have to care for or protect Deya back then?” 
 
    Stan turned his metal head toward me, and I could sense he was waiting to see how I sidestepped this one. 
 
    “Nulena knows about most things, and she isn’t as careless as she seems,” I said with a casual shrug. “I guess she’s always cared about Deya’s fate to some extent. They have a lot in common.” 
 
    The silver-haired elf cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t see it.” 
 
    “You really don’t,” I snorted in agreement, and Stan covered his mouth like he was trying to stifle his silent laughter. “The point is, Nulena said Luir never divulged anything more personal than his plans for Deya to her. Whether or not she knows a lot about him, though, she most likely saw a rune or two on the guy I wouldn’t have had… easy access to.” 
 
    Rhys snickered without reserve, and I rolled my eyes as I grabbed the copper slips Dragir had already finished. 
 
    I left the green-haired elf to his amusement while I began embedding the copper slips within the barrels of the sentries’ M240s, and I was careful to make sure each one was in the proper position to react with the bullets at precisely the right moment. I also worked on instilling my read of House Orrel’s grounds into the automatons’ gems, though, and I added an extra few details about the chain of command to make sure all glowing eyes would be on Stan from here on out.  
 
    By the time I had this first batch of runes embedded, Dragir had finished another five engravings, and I was installing the last three runed slips when I heard my women approaching. 
 
    Then I halted my work as I realized how many epically lethal automatons I was surrounded by. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped. “No… this is not okay.” 
 
    “What is not okay?” Dragir snorted. “Your women are in this fight, too, yes?” 
 
    “Shhh,” I hissed as I hustled to finish my work. “They cannot see these guys yet. We’ll never get out of here. They’ll never refocus, shit!” 
 
    “I don’t understand the issue,” Rhys muttered as he furrowed his brow. 
 
    “You don’t want to,” I sighed. “This is what I get for coming up with too many awesome surprises at once, though. Stan, decoy!” 
 
    The little metal man just threw his arms up like there was nothing we could do at this point, and my women were so close to the edge of the palace that there was no direction I could send the entire fleet fast enough. Throwing up a massive panic wall was my next idea, but I knew deep down it would only make them more determined to find out what I was hiding. 
 
    My lovers were seconds away from stumbling onto the absolute awesomeness I had over here whether I liked it or not, and I didn’t doubt how insatiable their first glimpse would make them. 
 
    I’d seen my updated army multiple times now, and even I wasn’t immune to the full effect yet, but I’d been counting on a heat of battle introduction to even out the shock. Without that buffer, they’d be unstoppably turned on, and I’d be too into it to fight back. 
 
    So, when my pack of women came around the corner, I just whipped around and prepared to take it, but then Aurora let out an angry groan. 
 
    “What the hell?” the half-elf scoffed as she turned on the others. “I told you!” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Deya whimpered. “He’s not here, either.” 
 
    “Shit,” Shoshanne cursed. “Mason really is hiding from us for turning him on too much, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cayla huffed as she crossed her arms. “Ladies, this is not okay. We need to tighten this troop up, or I swear to the gods, that man is going to ban us from his battles.” 
 
    The two elves beside me glanced over in utter confusion, but while my women looked right at us without seeming to notice anything, I realized Nulena was the only one with a knowing smirk on her face. 
 
    And she was definitely the only one of my lovers who could actually see me or my army at the moment. 
 
    “I’m trying!” Shoshanne insisted as she stomped her foot. “Look, my cleavage is mostly concealed in this vest, and I’ve gone almost thirty-two minutes with no kisses.” 
 
    “I know, sweetie,” Aurora muttered. “You’re doing good. Just… we have to do better than this. I’m ashamed to say it, but we have been supercharged with mommy level lust lately, and there is a time and a place for that kind of unbridled sensuality. Mason’s right! We’re oozing fertile beauty, and he is only a mortal! I’m surprised he hasn’t run out of semen yet for how much we’ve been demanding from him…” 
 
    “What if we get him killed at House Orrel?” Deya whimpered as she anxiously tugged on her pink braids. “I am so cute sometimes that Mason trips on his own boots when he looks at me. Did you know that?” 
 
    “He does do that,” Cayla snorted. 
 
    Then Nulena looked at me with a devious smile. “Don’t worry, if Mason’s about to die over your cuteness, I’ll gladly address the issue.” 
 
    “But it’s not even going to come to that,” the princess firmly cut in. “Because there will be no cuteness today! Bloodshed only. Cold hearted and malicious bloodshed, and not a single sexy pout.” 
 
    “Yes, and I expect diligence and unwavering dedication in this task,” Aurora added. “We have always prided ourselves on being Mason’s most effective soldiers, and dammit, we will live up to that today!” 
 
    “Even if he does look so tasty, I could gnaw on his neck for hours,” Shoshanne moaned as her shoulders slumped. “Don’t you just love sinking your teeth into him so he does that thing where he shivers a little and can’t let go of your ass. I wish I was doing that right now.” 
 
    Nulena chuckled and looped her arm around the healer. “Don’t worry, Mason knows you want to make him shiver and grab your ass, and he appreciates it. We just have to kill these invisible and magical assholes, and then you can bite every inch of him.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Shoshanne agreed as the Baroness casually steered her toward the palace again. “That alone is worth anything. I can do this.” 
 
    “We can do this,” Aurora clarified, and the whole beautiful pack turned back around the corner. “We owe it to Mason not to let our libidos cost him this victory.” 
 
    “If we can ever find where he is hiding from us,” Deya sighed sadly. 
 
    Then my lovers retreated along the back of the palace while I finally exhaled, and I didn’t even care about the looks I was getting from my elven allies. I was too relieved Nulena had the foresight to shield my women from discovering this surprise, but I was also kind of internally melting, too. 
 
    Obviously, I had always considered family to be my most effective arsenal, but hearing how important this was to them brought a wonky grin to my face as I chuckled a little to myself. 
 
    “Okay, that was cute,” I muttered and looked up at Stan. “They even covered up their tits for me. Well, mostly.” 
 
    Stan made a gesture to imply it was the thought that counted most, and I nodded in agreement before I realized how deeply furrowed Rhys and Dragir’s eyebrows were. 
 
    “Yep, almost done,” I assured them as I flipped around and returned to my work. 
 
    Then I knuckled down to get my metal army locked and loaded within a few minutes, and as soon as the final slip was properly installed, I gave Stan the all-clear. 
 
    The little metal man didn’t waste a moment before he flew to the head of his fleet, and he only hesitated long enough to send me one last salute before he led them back into the jungle. 
 
    I could sense my women searching the western edge of the grounds now, so they wouldn’t even feel the rumble of the treads departing, and I rubbed my hands together before I gestured for my allies to set off, too. 
 
    “Alright, now it’s go time,” I announced. “Also, I checked your troops while I was finishing that last install, and they’re a league west and making great time without anyone in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Good,” Rhys said as we picked up the pace and headed for Bobbie. “If the little man is leading your metal army, though, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading my woman army,” I said with a grin. “That’s going to be more difficult.” 
 
    “And what are you doing?” the green-haired elf asked Dragir. 
 
    “Shooting Wendigos, killing Luir’s disciples, and sawing off his limbs in the most painful way possible.” 
 
    “Right,” Rhys muttered. “And I’m…?” 
 
    “Well, you’re fast and incredibly fit,” I told the elf as I clapped him on one of his brawny arms, and then I climbed up onto the hull and opened the loader’s hatch. “So, you have one of the most important jobs, and I’ll run you through the basics. Here, jump in.” 
 
    Rhys dropped into the loader’s hatch while Dragir and I followed after, and the green-haired elf grinned as he turned in a full circle to admire the setup. 
 
    “This is where Cayla’s working,” I explained. “She’s our sharpest and fastest shooter, and your job will be to keep up with her in the loader’s position. Now, this door--” 
 
    “Wait, just me?” Rhys clarified as his face went slack. “You’re putting me in here with the deadly one and the guns? No one else?” 
 
    “Eventually, yes, so pay attention,” I snorted. “Cayla’s not gonna be too happy if you cost her any kills, and she has plenty of hand guns strapped to her seat over there.” 
 
    Dragir chuckled at the terrified elf between us, but I could tell I had Rhys’ undivided attention now, and I gave him a full rundown of the operation in the turret as well as how to reload the canisters up top in case Cayla needed an assist. Then I clocked his load time on the cannon for a couple minutes, and once he got it down to a two second reload, I decided he was ready to work with the lethal princess. 
 
    He even seemed eager to start once he realized the massive Halcyan explosions he’d been seeing all this time would be part of his responsibility, but the brawny warrior still looked uneasy about who his teammate would be. 
 
    More than once, I caught him eyeing the exits like he was trying to gauge his quickest escape, but Dragir noticed this, too. So, when we climbed back out and jumped down to the ground, the silver-haired elf nudged Rhys. 
 
    “By the way,” he muttered as he eyed the group of women approaching from the west. “However fast you think you can bail from that room… Cayla can shoot faster. I would not advise you to abandon your post unless you want a runed bullet up your asshole.” 
 
    Rhys shifted his weight as he snuck a glance at me, and I nodded in solemn agreement. 
 
    “It’s true,” I assured him. “Cayla doesn’t care about you, and she takes her shooting very seriously. She can’t do her job unless you do yours. So, jeopardizing her success will result in immediate termination. It would also screw us over to an enormous degree.” 
 
    “Right,” Rhys said with a few quick nods. “Understood.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied, and I turned as a line of stoic beauties sent me a collective nod in greeting. 
 
    My lovers were all dressed in their battle gear with gun belts, leather vests, and taut black pants snuggly secured, and I could tell they did their best to dress as modestly as possible even though I never asked them to. There were no silk thongs or straining velvet tops in sight, and only their well-honed arms were exposed along with their pillowy cleavage. 
 
    In all honesty, though, they looked sexy as hell like this. 
 
    Their hardened expressions only added to the allure while they leveled me with soldier-style stares, and I couldn’t help grinning as I eyed the slim tuck of their waists beneath the straps of their AR-15s. 
 
    “Ladies…” I murmured once I’d finished processing. “I was wondering where you’d gotten off to.” 
 
    “We were just stretching our legs,” Aurora lied in the most nonchalant way possible. “Getting ready for battle.” 
 
    “Yes, we were not looking for you,” Deya added. “We hadn’t even noticed you were missing.” 
 
    Cayla shot her a sharp look out of the corner of her eye, but when I looked at Nulena, the Baroness’ mask was as unreadable as ever. 
 
    “Perfect,” I muttered through my grin. “Well, we’re ready to move out if you ladies are.” 
 
    “Of course, we’re ready, Mason,” Shoshanne replied, and she handed over a neatly wrapped parcel that smelled delicious. “Sustenance.” 
 
    Then the healer’s brown eyes flicked to my lips for only a split second before she promptly turned to lead the others to the tank, and I had to admit, this was pretty impressive given how clingy she’d been lately. 
 
    So, I calmly watched my women file past like a sexy troop of stone-faced killers, and by the time I dropped into the driver’s hatch, they were already strapped into their harnesses with their rifles laid across their laps.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Aurora kept her emerald eyes straight ahead while she awaited my orders in the driver’s seat, and Rhys cocked an eyebrow at me when he joined us in the silent tank. 
 
    “You can take the seat next to Shoshanne,” I told the elven warrior. “Strap in, it’s gonna be a bumpy ride. Dragir, you want to help me with a few more engravings?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the elf agreed, and I pointed him to the table at the back of the hull before I approached my women. 
 
    “I’ll take those rifles,” I offered. “I’m gonna make some more runed sights and secure them to the rails.” 
 
    My women obediently thrust their rifles up to me, and I had to acknowledge I was feeling all kinds of ways about this stoic warrior vibe they were sticking to. Each one of them offered a strict nod when I retrieved their rifles, and when I headed to the table, I glanced over my shoulder to find them studiously avoiding the view. 
 
    “At ease, ladies,” I chuckled as I unloaded their weapons on the back bench, and I settled in while I unwrapped my breakfast. “Aurora, take us out. You’re heading straight east through the Halcyan fields we made earlier, and then Dragir will guide you to House Orrel once you reach a red dirt road. We’ll be approaching the grounds from a different angle than we have in the past, though, so don’t bother looking for the ancient archway or the tidal inlets.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” the half-elf replied. 
 
    “Nulena, I’ll need you to see what your shadows can tell us, but wait until we’re much closer so you don’t overuse your powers too much,” I told the ebony woman. 
 
    “Could you not read anything with your Terra magic?” Shoshanne asked with an anxious frown. 
 
    “Not enough to have any advantage,” I mumbled through a bite. “The entire back half of his grounds and along the coast is blocked from my access. I’m guessing this is to protect Luir’s army, and to keep me from dropping his whole House into the sea. To some extent, I can read his grounds, but I can’t tell if they’re deserted or not because he’s using a strange balance of defenses. I can’t alter anything within a specific perimeter, and while I can sense the structures on his land, I can’t access the stonework to study the interior.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Nulena assured me. “The closer you can allow me to be when I try, the better.” 
 
    “We are centralizing our counter attack outside his grounds in the jungle just southwest of his valley,” Dragir added. “Defender Solana, do not take us any closer than six hundred yards once we do arrive.” 
 
    “I won’t,” the half-elf agreed, and she throttled up to turn us east as Rhys looked around him with some concern. 
 
    I could tell being locked in amongst my women was unnerving him more than ever, but once they started chatting about blast radiuses and maneuvering the machine guns with the swivel of the turret, he seemed to relax a little and enjoy the rugged ride instead. 
 
    I was busy forming small circular sights with nothing but a copper ring and lens before we even left the grounds of House Aelin, but as I started passing them off to Dragir to engrave, the work got trickier. 
 
    Every jolt of the tracks brought another curse from the elf as his engraving tool dragged right off the copper, and I alternated between using my metal magic to form sights and reforming the surface of the copper for him as we went. 
 
    We managed to slowly pick through the work regardless of the rocky path, though, and I summoned my powers every few minutes to scan the terrain up ahead for Wendigos while we headed deeper into the eastern jungle. 
 
    The whole time we worked, Dragir kept a rigid posture with a tense scowl on his face, but I was in the same situation because the clock was officially ticking, and in a matter of minutes, we’d be locked into invisible warfare against the Master, Luir, and Rekekis. 
 
    We’d also be pinned between mountains in the north, the ocean to the east, and a maze of steep jungle ridges in the west, and if I knew anything about weather, it was that a monstrous storm could brew itself in a spot like this. Even without a god pulling the strings. 
 
    So, it was actually convenient we had something slightly irritating to work on. 
 
    I didn’t even notice the taste or consistency of the food Shoshanne had given me, but I ate it all the same, and once I finished forming enough sights, I began engraving some of the runes as well. The difficulty of doing so in an all-terrain tank kept my mind mostly preoccupied, but I still methodically checked off my list of preparations in my head while I tried not to let the elements get even a fraction of a hair misaligned. 
 
    Then I furrowed my brow as I heard Deya trying to get Rhys’ attention from a few seats away, and when I glanced up, the beautiful elf was leaning far forward with a stubborn look on her face. 
 
    The green-haired elf seemed determined to pretend his elven hearing was failing him, and he kept his amber eyes fixed in the opposite direction while the muscles in his jaw twitched. 
 
    “Rhys!” Deya hissed louder. “I am talking to you! Why are you being rude?” 
 
    “What do you want?” Rhys growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Have you reached a decision about your wife?” the beautiful elf politely inquired, and Dragir smirked beside me. 
 
    “Deya…” Shoshanne warned. “This probably isn’t a great time to enrage a man about his wife.” 
 
    “I am enraging no one,” Deya whispered back. “I am easing the tension with pleasant discussion. Rhys, I wanted to let you know I can provide personal references from the residents of Falmount if it would help you. The six of us are quite active and respected in our community, and although some of us are highly feared, you do not have to worry for Aliasa’s safety in our care. We are thoroughly attentive and doting with those we share intimacy with.” 
 
    Rhys white knuckled the straps of his harness. “Stop talking to me.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s just that I realized you may have been unnerved by the violent sexual encounter Cayla shared with Mason this morning,” Deya clarified. 
 
    “Deya!” the princess hissed. 
 
    “What? It is true!” the beautiful elf countered. “You were raw in several ways after Mason finished with you, and to an outsider, that could be quite jarring! Rhys, I can assure you Mason is the most tender and rewarding lover, but he’s also very attentive to what our individual sexual preferences are. You see, Cayla sometimes enjoys being in a small amount of pain while he penetrates her, and Mason is such an understanding man that he never hesitates to give us precisely what we are needing--” 
 
    “Is there no way to shut this one up?” Rhys barked in my direction. “Because I’ll be strangling her in five seconds if--” 
 
    Deya gasped in disgust, but before I could even get a word in, my other women went off on the green-haired elf, and Dragir and I could only sit back and listen to their list of insults and threats while Rhys attempted to hold his own. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine why he thought ripping into the rest of them was a wise decision at this point, but once Nulena spoke up, he paled under her murderous gaze. 
 
    “Come within ten feet of her, and I’ll shove those serrated arrows in every orifice you have, and I won’t stop scrambling them around until your innards are nothing but pulp,” the Baroness informed Rhys in a harsh and even tone. “Then I’ll leave your remains on your doorstep for your child to discover, and I promise you, he will be so traumatized by the pools of bloody mucus seeping from your body that he won’t even remember what his father looked like for the rest of his life.” 
 
    I struggled hard to shove this imagery out of my head, but the green-haired elf looked ready to puke as Nulena’s two-toned eyes burned into him from across the hull.  
 
    My women’s mouths were clamped shut, and since they couldn’t possibly come up with anything to top the Baroness’ threat, they settled for leveling Rhys with glares that proved Nulena would follow through with this if necessary. 
 
    So, for a minute, I thought he’d do the smart thing and shut the fuck up now, but eventually he recovered and decided to grin like an asshole instead. 
 
    “I heard you used to fuck that ancient bastard, Luir,” the green-haired elf tossed out. 
 
    “I heard your wife stopped fucking you way before I even fucked your father,” Nulena coolly replied. 
 
    Then my women burst out laughing while Rhys visibly died inside, and it was a good thing they were all so loud because I was choking on food in the back corner from my own amusement. 
 
    Dragir seemed to be the only one who could ignore everything taking place, though, and he was completely composed when he turned around in his seat to address Nulena above the noise. 
 
    “While you were having sex with Luir, did you see any distinct markings on his body?” the silver-haired elf asked. 
 
    “Dragir!” Deya scolded. 
 
    “I am not being rude,” the silver-haired elf flatly replied. “Mason suggested we ask.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was gonna bring it up in a tactful way,” I muttered, “but I was actually wondering the same thing. Did you happen to see any runes on him?” 
 
    “Several,” Nulena answered. “Six on his right forearm, three in a line down his spine, one just above his heart, and another on the inside of his upper left arm. I thought I saw one near his right ear once, but it’s beneath his hairline if that is the case. As I said, though, Luir divulged nothing personal to me, so I do not know what they do.” 
 
    “You’re certain there are no others?” Dragir checked. 
 
    “None,” the Baroness confirmed. 
 
    “These runes on his arms are concerning,” the silver-haired elf said as he turned back to me. “The placement of the others suggests this is where his ability to sustain and alter himself comes from, but on the arm is less likely.” 
 
    “Guess we know which ones to remove from the equation first,” I muttered. “A man his size could take a bullet from your rifle to the arm and not bleed out for a long time. So, if you adjust your aim properly--” 
 
    “No, I would rather cut them off.” 
 
    I stared. “Dragir, you don’t have a single branding on you. We have no idea what kind of power Luir is really capable of. If you expect to take him out the old-fashioned way, without any rune magic helping out, you’ll get your ass kicked. Or worse.” 
 
    “Yes, but it is more enjoyable this way,” Dragir said with a shrug. “I have my own necklace to provide me with some defensive abilities, but I will fight to earn this revenge if I must. As will you. No guns. It is too quick a death for a man like him.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, but then the silver-haired elf looked over at Rhys, and whatever he said in Elvish wiped the glower right off the green-haired elf’s face while Deya’s brow crinkled. 
 
    “My apologies,” Rhys suddenly mumbled as he offered Deya a nod. 
 
    Then the beautiful elf nodded back, and I smirked at the sparkling smile she sent my other women. 
 
    After that, Rhys let his head drop back against his seat as he sighed in defeat, and he stared at the ceiling like he was trying to forget he was strapped in with my murdery women for the long haul. 
 
    Dragir just returned to his engraving while his brow remained furrowed in thought, and I scrambled to find some means of convincing him to cover his ass better than this against Luir, but it was only a few minutes later that Aurora announced the red dirt road was up ahead. 
 
    “Take the road north for no longer than two minutes, and I will guide you through the jungle from there,” Dragir called to the half-elf. “You must avoid the higher ridges carefully, but there is a route that will lead us to Luir’s valley.” 
 
    Aurora followed his orders and turned us onto the road, and Dragir leveled me with a sober look. 
 
    “In thirteen minutes, we will be within the bounds of House Orrel,” he explained. “Luir’s residents will be capable of hearing us in nine minutes, but his owls will mostly likely be hidden in the trees in about six. They will see the destruction of the tank, so make your final preparations now.” 
 
    I nodded and handed Dragir’s AR-15 back with a runed sight attached, and while he headed to the front of the hull, my women and Rhys all looked in my direction. 
 
    “Nulena, wait for my signal,” I told the ebony woman while I finished securing the final sights. “Where’s Stan at?” 
 
    “Stan is in position,” the Baroness reported. “His fleet is standing by in the northwest foothills.” 
 
    “Can you tell how your brother’s doing?” I muttered. 
 
    “I can, and Rekekis has been here for a while,” Nulena warned. “His strength is most concentrated directly over House Orrel, and the storm he’s been building is a powerful one. With the Ignis Mage you mentioned being on the Master’s side, there is plenty out here for him to channel his energy through. I will keep us shielded from his direct view, but I’d expect the storm to hit within a few minutes of me revealing our position to the others. Once the Master knows we’re here, he will, too.” 
 
    “Is this close enough for you to try scouting the place with your powers?” I asked. “Anything you can tell us would help.” 
 
    “Let me see.” Then Nulena was silent for a moment, and I could tell she was reading the shadowy areas around us. “Rekekis has the ocean inlets to disturb out here, so be prepared to alter the grade of the land. The trees will be a danger. Most of them are over two hundred feet tall. No guards are in the grounds. No one is out anywhere, actually, but there are the larger owls in the canopy ahead.” 
 
    “What about the interior of House Orrel?” I checked as I stood up to deliver my women’s rifles, and I did my best not to trip over into any of them as the tank lurched off the road. 
 
    “Luir knows we’re coming,” Nulena said, and she looked ahead of her with a blank expression. “The students are prepared to defend themselves, primarily in the farthest buildings, but divided into smaller groups throughout the rest of the structures. They’ve deserted the open-air chambers and passageways, but there are fewer than there should be. Some areas have been fully lit to remove any shadows, too. Luir knows this prevents me from reading them, so he and the Master must be in one of these chambers. I can’t tell which without conjuring my own shadows, though.” 
 
    “Hold off,” I told her. “We’ll worry about rooting them out later. Try not to destroy the lighted areas when you start your attack. If that has any effect on the place, anyways.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” the Baroness agreed. 
 
    “You can read the interior, though,” I continued. “So, are the defensive enchantments not similar to what we encountered at the fortress?” 
 
    “I do sense a runic presence maintaining Luir’s defenses, but it doesn’t feel the same,” Nulena replied. “This does mean I have the ability to transport myself in and out of his keep through my shadows. Along with one other if necessary.” 
 
    The Baroness’ gaze briefly flicked toward Deya, and I nodded as Dragir sent me a warning signal and pointed toward the treetops ahead. 
 
    “What about any portals? Inside or in the grounds…” 
 
    Dragir’s serpentine eyes snapped to the ebony woman when I asked this, and we all waited while she closed her two-toned eyes to concentrate on exploring every miniscule inch of House Orrel that her shadows had access to. I could tell her powers were giving her trouble, though, because the bags under her eyes had gotten worse just in the last five minutes, but it didn’t take her long to scour the whole place for us. 
 
    Then Nulena opened her eyes and looked at me. “From what I can read, there are none within the boundaries of House Orrel.” 
 
    “Not one?” I asked with some disbelief. 
 
    “Not that I found,” the Baroness clarified. “There is a similar call like the Master’s portals far to the west, though. About a league away. My powers are struggling to reach it, but from what I know of Luir, it is unlikely he would support such unauthorized entrance to his House if he doesn’t feel it serves his needs. The buildings and lands here are all that is left of the old elven world, and he would not wish to have them so accessible. Not to someone like the Master at the very least.” 
 
    “Then we can assume the Master’s in a tight position right now,” I muttered as Dragir turned away to continue guiding Aurora. “The call you sense could be whatever portal he used to get here, but if we can hold out and make sure he never reaches it, we might finally have him cornered.” 
 
    “Luir as well,” Deya pointed out. “Nulena, how many students did you sense?” 
 
    “No more than two hundred,” the ebony woman reported. 
 
    “That cannot be close to all he has housed here,” Deya told me. “He is not feeling as confident as he could be if he’s evacuated the grounds.” 
 
    “You think Luir’s sent the bulk of his students away?” Shoshanne asked. “Or could they be concealed in the brighter rooms?” 
 
    “Well,” Nulena said as she thought for a moment, “Mason spoke with him about his disciples more than I ever did. I admit, I listened closely at the time, and given what I heard--” 
 
    “They’re far from here,” I concluded for her. 
 
    “Will they launch their own attack?” Cayla asked as her icy blue eyes narrowed. “Or wait to get you further down the line?” 
 
    “I can’t be sure,” I admitted. “Luir once said the knowledge of his students was too valuable to throw away or use for violence alone. He condemned the rest of Nalnora for treating soldiers like they were disposable, and at the time, I believed his stance on the matter. My guess is the students he kept here are either less valuable, or more capable of destroying us than the others. He has a lot to defend here, and no reason to risk his entire life’s work for the Master. Not even over us. But he didn’t train all those students to be an army. So, either way, what matters most is we survive the power of whoever remains.” 
 
    “And that you slaughter Luir,” Deya added as her pink eyebrows pinched together severely. “You have not skinned or beheaded any of our enemies yet, and although I once swore to kill him myself, I do feel it is your right. You are the head of House Flynt, and this is your fight.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” I muttered as I glanced at Dragir’s back. “Let’s get everyone to the portholes, though, and be ready to spark your powers against any initial attacks.” 
 
    My women promptly unlatched their harnesses, and once we were all mostly steady on our feet, I turned to Cayla before she could head for the turret basket. 
 
    “Cayla, wait down here until we know what this storm will be like,” I told her, “and Rhys, take this rifle and go with her to the turret when she leaves.” 
 
    “Really?” the green-haired elf asked, and he stared at the AR-15 like it was pure gold. 
 
    “Really,” I confirmed. “If you abandon your post, I’ll fucking kill you, but if we all have to abandon the tank, you’re gonna need more than a bow to keep you alive out there. Cayla will explain how it functions, but the ammunition’s runed, so just point and shoot, and you’ll probably be able to destroy anything you hit.” 
 
    Rhys nodded and followed Cayla to my concealed arsenal, but then I felt a light tap on my shoulder, and I turned to see Shoshanne nervously biting her lip. 
 
    “Um… I don’t want to bother you, but--” 
 
    “Get over here,” I chuckled, and I pulled the healer into my arms for her next hourly kiss. 
 
    I didn’t release her for a while, though, because I honestly didn’t want to at this point, and I reveled in the way her plush curves melted against me while she whimpered into my mouth. Everything about Shoshanne was soft and sweet, and the exact opposite of what the rest of this day would be, but knowing how much raw magical energy she was hiding under all these cuddles lately was enough to make me finally resurface from her lips. 
 
    Then Shoshanne let out a shaky sigh as I felt every muscle in her body relax. 
 
    “Thank you,” the caramel beauty purred. 
 
    “No problem,” I muttered. “Do me a favor, though.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “You remember that bitch Aloshi?” I asked, and Shoshanne’s lips pursed as she gave a curt nod. “I want you to consider that hundreds of women as powerful as her are waiting at House Orrel. None of them are mages, but all of them know more about rune magic than me. So, I expect you and our Lux baby to murder every one of them. You think you can do that?” 
 
    “Of course, I can,” the healer murmured in a cryptic tone, and I grinned as I recognized the somewhat crazed fury in her brown eyes. 
 
    “Good girl,” I replied, and the healer smiled coyly as she dismissed herself to take her post. 
 
    That’s when I noticed Deya was still silently fighting with her harness, though, and I couldn’t help snorting at the sight. To be fair, she was pushing the button this time, but something about the angle she was using made this ineffective. 
 
    So, I steadied myself in a crouch and released her, and the elf blushed bright pink the moment she met my gaze. 
 
    “That was not cute, right?” Deya mumbled. 
 
    “It was super cute,” I informed her. “Do you still have your necklace on?” 
 
    “Always,” the elf assured me as she tugged the runed pendant out from her cleavage, but I carefully tucked it back in again. 
 
    “Do not let anything separate you from it,” I murmured. “If you end up surrounded or cut off from us at any time, vanish and get to me. Do whatever you can to let me know you’re there, but don’t reappear until I say it’s safe. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Anything you say,” Deya promised. 
 
    “Remember, though, Nulena can see you when you’re invisible,” I continued. “If you really can’t get to me, or you need help to do it, look for her.” 
 
    “I won’t be far away,” the Baroness added. 
 
    “Okay,” the beautiful elf agreed, and I left a light kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “Get to your post,” I muttered. “Nulena, drop the shield in one minute. It won’t do us much good out here.” 
 
    Then the Baroness placed herself beside Deya near the left-side portholes, and I let the sight of the two women together ease my concerns for the time being as Cayla lined up on the right side with Rhys and Shoshanne. 
 
    The jungle here was denser and more ancient than the other parts of Nalnora, and it was so overgrown the tank rocked and lurched nonstop from layers of decayed substrate under the treads. Aurora brought Bobbie to a crawl to keep from throwing us all around anymore than necessary, though, and I could make out the shadowy stone of moss-laden ridges passing by the portholes now and then as I grabbed my pistols and rifle.  
 
    The smell of brine and seaweed filled the muggy air as we neared the eastern coast, but the temperature was increasing, too, and I opened my women’s portholes early in the hopes of getting some kind of breeze in the hull. It didn’t make any difference, but Aurora was doing a decent job staying focused on navigating through the dim terrain under Dragir’s instructions, and while I read the terrain between us and the valley ahead, I made sure my women and I all had enough magazines strapped in. 
 
    Then I headed to the front of the hull to join Aurora and Dragir, but once I was standing with my arms braced on the grab bars, I barely registered the jolting of the tank at all. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” I breathed as I stared ahead, and Dragir nodded in silent agreement. 
 
    It had been steadily growing darker outside the tank for several minutes now, but in front of us the jungle was cloaked in a blackish sort of dusk, and an eerie calm permeated the area while not a single leaf shifted from a breeze. 
 
    The few glimpses I could get through the vaulted canopy above were too dark to actually make out the clouds themselves, and without any lightning flickering overhead, it was like we were being slowly submerged in night. 
 
    Except I knew it was the belly of a storm just waiting to be unleashed, and I took a steadying breath as I felt Nulena’s enchantments slowly falling away from the tank. 
 
    None of us spoke while Aurora continued toward House Orrel, and for a long moment, nothing happened. No owls took flight, and I didn’t sense anyone, creature or otherwise, while I scanned the soil around us. It was like the eight of us were the only living things on the whole blackened coast, and we drove deeper into the darkness while my heart thrummed heavier with each passing minute. 
 
    I expected a flash of lightning, or a sudden downpour to arrive any second, and I could hear my women’s hearts beating faster as our visibility got worse. 
 
    But in the end, it was the slight gust of wind trickling through the windows that signaled the start of the storm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    The wind was as hot and stifling as the air in the tank had become, and it was picking up every second as it blew in through the windows from the west.  
 
    “Mason…” Shoshanne warned as I felt her powers spark in the muggy air. 
 
    “Track it,” I told the Aer Mage. “Don’t bother trying to counter anything yet. Just conserve your energy and let me know if it starts to cyclone. Aurora, pick up your speed and get us within eight hundred yards of House Orrel before this thing hits full throttle. Whatever Rekekis forms, I want Luir and his army stuck right in the middle of it, too.” 
 
    The half-elf forged ahead through the darkened undergrowth, but before House Orrel came into view, the lightning began, and beyond the swaying treetops, vibrant orange streaks sprawled out to illuminate the angry green mass hovering above us. 
 
    The clap of thunder that followed a split second later nearly deafened me, but after the glimpse I’d caught of the churning clouds, I knew what Shoshanne’s update would be before she even opened her mouth. 
 
    “Rekekis is forming an updraft,” the Aer Mage said as she kept her palms turned toward the portholes. “The wind is cycling back to the east already.” 
 
    Then I looked over my shoulder at Nulena. “He’s putting us right in the core, can you work with that without killing us?” 
 
    “I can,” the ebony woman replied, “so long as you are all prepared to defend yourselves. Once I begin my attack, I cannot falter, or Rekekis will overpower me.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Aurora growled as the tank crashed through a rocky embankment. “Just make sure your brother can’t regain this much strength once you’re done with him.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can,” the Baroness promised. 
 
    Then another clap of thunder broke out, and this time, the flash illuminated the ancient structures of House Orrel. 
 
    It was only a brief glimpse, but I recognized the domed entrance immediately, and I could already tell the tidal inlets to the south were rolling with white-capped waves. 
 
    “Slow us down,” I ordered the half-elf, and I sparked my Terra powers as the wind began to howl against the tank. “This is close enough. I don’t sense any of Luir’s army yet, but keep your weapons--” 
 
    Something hammered against the steel of the tank as soon as Bobbie stopped, and it took me a second to realize it was hail. Through the lightning outside, huge chunks of ice were falling from the sky now, but they were coming in at an angle that shouldn’t have been possible given their size. Then dirt and shredded bits of plant life started pelting us through the open windows, and my women shielded themselves while I promptly resealed the portholes. 
 
    “Mason, the cyclone’s touched down,” Shoshanne hollered over the hail, but I already knew it had. 
 
    The low growl of the cyclone was unmistakable, and it gurgled hungrily as it started to pull everything around us into a horizontal hold. I could feel the terrain giving way while I squinted hard out the windows, and at first I expected to see the full vortex tearing its way across the gap separating us from House Orrel. 
 
    One look upward silenced every thought in my mind, though. 
 
    The uppermost canopy was holding its own while the lower branches were shredded away, and directly above the tank, the core spiraled angrily and flashed nonstop with jets of lightning. Bobbie was planted right inside the funnel for this, and the path of destruction was set to strike us head on. 
 
    “Everyone down on the floor!” I bellowed as the flying debris of the jungle blotted out the sky. 
 
    My women dropped and covered their heads a split second before the portholes shattered, and glass rained down on us along with hail, rain, and everything else.  
 
    I sparked my metal magic while the thirty-two-foot tank grated across the ground, and then I sealed off the circular ports on both sides of the hull before I let my powers seep into Bobbie entirely. I kept the front ports open, though, so we wouldn’t be blind if we ended up too close to the ocean’s edge, and I forced my magic to push back against the driving wind.  
 
    The boulders and giant limbs that slammed into us every few seconds sent a jolt through my own limbs, and everyone crawled away from the walls while the steel started caving in from the force. I sent an extra surge of my powers out just to make sure nothing could break all the way through, but the tracks bucked as they funnel tried to drag us straight off the ground, and Bobbie spun left and right while I locked my jaw and increased my hold on her. 
 
    Then there was a deafening crunch, and whatever struck our right side next warped the doors of my women’s arsenal. 
 
    “Mason, the blades!” Aurora bellowed as daggers, glaives, and swords crashed onto her. 
 
    I split my magic some more just as the funnel came blasting straight through the front portholes, and I managed to connect with every blade before they could be thrown around the hull from the wind. My women huddled in a mass to try and block the debris from one another, but Rhys and Dragir stayed beneath the front portholes near me as the growling of the storm grew louder. 
 
    Then the silver-haired elf sent me a pointed look, and I nodded. 
 
    “Give it a second!” I yelled. 
 
    “You said your women would take care of this storm!” Dragir roared back, and the steel of the tank groaned as the ceiling began to separate. 
 
    “Yeah, now’s a good time!” I decided. “Nulena!” 
 
    “Now,” the Baroness agreed. 
 
    My veins burned while I pulled the steel frame together to keep it in one piece, and another branch warped the right side as Nulena left her place amongst my women and steadied herself on her feet. 
 
    Then the ebony woman began to shift her form, and as fissures broke open across her skin, the embers underneath sent a glow around the hull that made my women’s grins flash a brilliant red. Rhys and Dragir both screeched and leapt back so fast they smacked their heads against the steel walls, but Nulena just chuckled as her fangs gleamed down at them. 
 
    Once her long black hair burst into flames, though, Rhys nearly flattened half my women trying to get to the back of the hull, and Dragir stayed smashed against the front end while his serpentine eyes bulged out of his head.  
 
    Then Nulena strolled over to me as I dragged myself up on a grab bar, and when she stroked my cheek, the sparks sifting from her burning eyes sent Dragir shrinking against the floor as he yelped at the sight. 
 
    “Have fun out there,” I bellowed, and Nulena’s lips ignited as she let out a murderous chuckle. 
 
    Then I opened the driver’s hatch for the flaming spectra, and hail the size of softballs hammered into the tank along with debris while Nulena calmly climbed out into the storm. Everything that struck her burst into flames and immediately turned to ash, though, and the rain pelting her fissures sent smoke billowing out around her as she kept her burning eyes on the sky. 
 
    Once I had the hatch resealed, my women stumbled over to huddle around me near the front portholes, and Deya sighed as she struggled to drag her cowering brother up from the floor. It took a thorough Elvish scolding from her to finally make him hold his own weight up, but then his light pink eyes locked with mine, and for the first time since we met, the silver-haired elf stared at me like I was truly from another world. 
 
    I just sent him a broad grin and pointed straight ahead. 
 
    Nulena’s smoking legs were slipping past the portholes as she slid to the ground, and Dragir’s jaw unhinged as a limb the size of my mustang flew her way. The Baroness didn’t even flinch, though. She kept walking forward as the entire thing burned away to ashes in the blink of an eye, and the vortex whirling past her dragged sparks from her body without knocking her off balance in the slightest. 
 
    The tank bucked some more while my women clung to me for support, and I kept my magic coursing through Bobbie as I realized the wind was only getting stronger now. 
 
    I could hear Rhys’ quick breaths inching closer to me and my women as he got up the nerve to take a look, too, but I kept my eyes on Nulena’s fingers while they thrummed lazily at her sides. Little tendrils of electricity had begun to curl around her fingertips and crawl across her palms, and when they started wrapping themselves around her slender arms, the Baroness finally came to a stop. 
 
    The thousand-year-old trees surrounding her creaked ominously from the strength of the wind, and I fed an extra surge of my metal magic into the tank as the backend lifted off the ground. Nulena stood perfectly still, though, while Rekekis’ storm spiraled wildly through the jungle, and the tank howled from the gusts billowing through the shattered windows. 
 
    Then another deafening crack of thunder broke out while a sprawling array of stark orange lightning jetted through the cyclone’s core, and I held my breath as Nulena turned her palms upward. 
 
    Deya was the first one to scream when the central point of the web struck down onto the Baroness, but my other women matched her terror as the jets shooting from Nulena’s flawless body ignited the ground around her feet. I was nearly blinded from the flash, but I forced myself to keep my eyes on my ebony lover as I watched her jolt from the electricity shooting through her, and the aftermath of the strike was instantaneous. 
 
    As soon as the lightning engulfed Nulena, the spectra’s powers surged up through the bolts and back into the clouds, and all hell broke loose in the jungle while the canopy above us was blasted open entirely. Flaming branches crashed down before they were caught up in the wind, and they broke through whole trees as the spiraling gale was finally interrupted. 
 
    Suddenly, the force of the storm was unbound, and everywhere I looked, the jungle ignited while lightning struck nonstop for as far as my eyesight could reach. The erratic charge lit up the treacherous waves of the ocean beyond the tidal inlets as it coursed straight out over the sea, and whole slabs of stone broke loose from the ridges in the west while Nulena let the webbing consume every inch of her. 
 
    I couldn’t even tell if I was breathing anymore as I watched the clouds above us flash and churn in a black and orange mass, and the thunder growled like a ravenous beast while rain started coming down in sheets. Then I heard waves crashing in, and the spray of the ocean rose fifty feet above our heads as Nulena brought the entire coast crashing down on House Orrel. 
 
    The ground was dragged away with the waves, though, and when the tank ended up being wrenched through the jungle, I summoned my Terra powers and forced the ground to rise under us with a grating crack. 
 
    Water poured in through the portholes when the next wave reached us anyway, and as rain came in horizontally along with the raging wind, I managed to form a ridge high enough to keep us from being dragged out to sea. On top of the ridge, Bobbie was more exposed, but she wasn’t trying to lift off anymore, so I focused on keeping us rooted firmly in place while my women toppled to the floor from the onslaught of the storm.  
 
    Nulena didn’t break her connection for anything, though, and the terrain around her flashed with flames that couldn’t be drowned out no matter how much the ocean raged in. She smoked and let the waves nearly drown her while her inferno spread to the trees like nothing in this world could stop it, and the lightning connected with the blaze to send explosive sparks flying through the air. This only made it easier to see how chaotic the wind had become, though, because the sparks scattered in every direction now as whole trees began to give out from the lashing they’d endured so far. 
 
    “Aurora, the trees!” I panted as I dragged the Ignis Mage into my arms. 
 
    I didn’t have to say any more than this before Aurora raised her palms, and as I held her steady in the lurching tank, she sent her own fire through the trunks that keeled over and threatened to crush us. 
 
    Then Aurora’s flames shifted from orange to a blinding white, and I clutched her in a death grip as I watched a thirty-foot wide trunk disintegrate only five feet before it would have collapsed on the tank. After that, I opened the side ports again so we could see what the hell we were doing, and Aurora worked nonstop to try and keep the aftermath of Nulena’s powers from destroying us. Shoshanne summoned her Aer Magic, too, and created her own cyclone around the ridge we balanced on, and all we could do was fend off as much of the debris as possible now because there was no way to anticipate the next threat anymore. 
 
    The ground was breaking open beneath us while the ocean tried to swallow the jungle up every few seconds, and lightning jetted in from all directions as the trees bent themselves in half everywhere I turned. 
 
    The surge of our combined powers left the air so charged with static electricity my entire body vibrated in response, and I tried to keep my attention on holding the ground together as fresh tremors rocked the ground and my veins at the same time. My heightened hearing and sight only made it harder to block out the utter chaos erupting around me, but in another minute, the energy coursing through the atmosphere abruptly shifted. 
 
    Shoshanne’s wind pushed outward and blocked every bit of debris that came flying at us, and Aurora’s fire overpowered the spectra’s, so she could finally douse the inferno that had taken over out there. The ground even stopped trying to tear itself apart, and as another fifty-foot wave crashed in through the windows, I wiped my face and squinted through the portholes to see the flaming spectra’s hair was shifting to a deep black again. 
 
    The fissures in Nulena’s skin resealed themselves next, and as the final bolt of lightning disconnected from her body, the Baroness swayed and collapsed into the mud. 
 
    That’s when I vaulted through the driver’s hatch, and even though the ground was raised a good sixty feet higher than it had been before, I didn’t hesitate to dive from the edge of the tank into the storm. Another wave crashed over me during the drop, but by the time the water pulled half the terrain out to sea with it, I already had Nulena locked in my arms. 
 
    The ebony woman was unconscious as I slipped and hauled her along with me, but the wind wasn’t even a third as strong as it had been before. The lightning stayed in the dense green clouds, too, instead of striking everything in sight, and once I used my Terra powers to raise us the last forty feet to the tank, Dragir’s hand shot out to grab a hold of mine. 
 
    “The Wendigos are here!” the elf hollered above the pounding rain, and the last thing I registered before he pulled us into the driver’s hatch was the scent of rotting flesh as starved shrieks rose up below me. 
 
    Shoshanne dropped to her knees beside me as soon as I crashed onto the tank floor, and the cannon fired its first shell while I shifted to try and wake the drenched woman in my arms. 
 
    “Nulena!” I panted as rain and ocean water streamed down my face onto hers. “Wake up!” 
 
    “Three minutes,” the Baroness slurred, but her eyes didn’t open, and she was still completely limp in my hold. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Like hell, you will,” I growled. “Open your eyes.” 
 
    This time, Nulena didn’t respond, but Shoshanne grabbed my arm as she leveled me with a stern look. 
 
    “Go, I’ll look after her,” the healer assured me. 
 
    The rapid-fire blast of the cannon filled my ears as I stared down at the blank planes of Nulena’s drenched face, but Aurora was hollering orders to the others above the noise already, and beneath the drone of Halcyan, I could hear demented shrieks gurgling not far away. 
 
    “Go!” Shoshanne ordered once more, and I let her pull Nulena off my lap as Dragir caught hold of my shoulder. 
 
    Then I was hauled onto my feet and to the turret basket, and I followed the silver-haired elf through the hatch to find Rhys reloading shells like a maniac. Cayla didn’t take her eyes off her targets as I stumbled up onto the commander’s seat behind her, and when I emerged from the hatch above me, the stench of ocean and rotted flesh filled my lungs. 
 
    The storm was still raging along the coast while frigid waves crashed over the jungle, but without a cyclone throwing us around, the tank held firm on higher ground now. I swiped more rain from my eyes as I scanned the demolished terrain, but my focus derailed as I caught sight of the structures beyond the battlefield. 
 
    Whatever magic Luir had conjured to protect his domain had somehow won out against every immortal force so far, and all of House Orrel was unmarred aside from the flooding that sent a cascade of mud flowing through the columns and down the ancient entrance steps. The overgrown trees and foliage within the bounds of his perimeter held out against both the wind and lightning Nulena had stoked with her powers, but as I peered through the runed sight on my machine gun, there was one striking difference to the scene. 
 
    Hundreds of starved and rotting corpses spilled into the valley now, and every flash of lightning illuminated the bloody fangs and gawking stares of the Wendigos who sprinted toward us. They were surrounding the ridge I’d formed under the tank and tearing into each other while they tried to climb higher, too, but Dragir was already taking hold of his machine gun from the loader’s hatch. 
 
    So, I grabbed hold of my own M240 while the all-encompassing survival instinct of my rune rose with a vengeance in my veins. 
 
    “Hold the trigger down!” I bellowed to Dragir as another crack of thunder echoed through the clouds. “You have one minute before your first reload!” 
 
    The elf offered half a nod before he began gunning down our enemies, and my gaze zeroed in on the mass of possessed beasts as I held my finger taut against the trigger. 
 
    Then I opened fire, and while Cayla took out the stream of Wendigos near the base of the mountains, Dragir and I unleashed a volley of bullets on the beasts in the valley. My women were steadily picking off every gnarled lump of flesh that tried to scale our ridge, too, and every now and then, a wash of flames erupted across the middle ground while Aurora sent her Ignis powers out in relentless waves. 
 
    I used my metal magic to summon fresh canisters up in time for a reload, and in the seven seconds it took me to lock my bolt back, engage the safety, and secure the start of a new belt below the feed tray, Dragir had already caught on to the setup. So, we both ended up firing our next batch into the fray at the same time, and after that, all I registered was the flash of liquid Halcyan between crashing waves, and the demented shrieks of the Wendigos faded into background noise. 
 
    The rotting swarm kept spilling in from the farthest ridge, though, and saltwater burned my eyes while another tree collapsed within ten feet of the tank to send a shower of ash and sparks flying up at us.  
 
    Rekekis seemed determined to keep up the remnants of his storm no matter how many ravenous corpses the Master sent my way, and rain continued pouring down while the ocean turned frigid. The waves relentlessly rose to try and swallow the tank as the substrate of the ridge I’d built deteriorated by the minute, and the constant drain on my Terra powers left me locked in a battle between the Wendigos and the immortally charged elements all at once. 
 
    At this point, half of Bobbie’s left side was cracking open from the constant barrage of massive limbs, and Dragir and I dodged every chunk of debris we could while half of them nearly knocked us out anyways. Below the howling wind, I could hear my women yelling instructions to one another as they struggled to keep their aim in the mayhem, but none of this made my adrenaline surge as much as my next reload. 
 
    Because my metal magic told me I only had four canisters left in my lock box, which meant in four minutes, my M240 would be useless. 
 
    At the rate Rhys and Cayla burned through our explosives, the cannon would be spent in another ten minutes as well, and when I scanned the tank interior, I realized my women’s ammunition was only a quarter stocked. 
 
    We were reaching the end of our rope fast, and I was ten seconds from panicking when I felt a soft body slide itself against my back, and I did a double-take as I saw an ebony hand curl around my arm. 
 
    Then Nulena sent me a subtle smirk. “May I?” 
 
    I nodded blankly as my eyes instinctively roved all over her frame to make sure she was okay, but while the bags under her two-toned eyes remained, the Baroness looked as flawless as she always had, and she raised a palm toward House Orrel. 
 
    “Less than four hundred of the Wendigo remain,” Nulena reported. “Save your ammunition. All of it.” 
 
    “Are the students preparing to attack?” I asked while Dragir abruptly ceased fire to listen in. 
 
    The ebony woman shook her head, and then she pointed into the blackened trees to the west. 
 
    That’s when I noticed a familiar presence sifting through my veins, and I’d been so preoccupied with holding our ridge steady that the stark white glow of my army’s eyes took me completely by surprise as they flickered into view. 
 
    Stan didn’t just move his fleet in as one flock, though. The next batch appeared directly on the left of the ridge that was falling apart under us, and a few seconds later, I noticed the last troop rolling in on my right. 
 
    Then the entire fifty Bom fleet opened fire at once as they barreled through the storm regardless of the wreckage in their paths, and even Cayla stopped firing once the first bullet struck. 
 
    Within ten seconds, it was impossible to tell one writhing Wendigo from the next because they were all either in flames or being caught in a massive electrical field that began to form across the entire army. 
 
    One bolt of blue lightning collided with the next as the sentries’ machine guns unleashed a volley of runed bullets that seemed to have no end, and a gaping grin came to my face as I felt someone climbing up my body from below. 
 
    Cayla was trembling all over as she emerged and clutched me against her, but then she could only stare at the hulking, metal army encircling the valley, and whatever she tried to say was drowned out by thunder and the piercing shrieks of our enemies. 
 
    So, I settled for enjoying the view while the princess and the Baroness sandwiched me between them, and Stan’s fleet proceeded to decimate the last of Luir’s Wendigos in a blaze of blue lightning and searing white flames. 
 
    Against all odds, though, none of this affected the structures or grounds of House Orrel, and I realized even the Halcyan explosives Cayla had sent out only destroyed her targets without leaving a trace of destruction on the valley itself. 
 
    Still, the howling wind and crashing waves seemed to pale compared to the constant retort of the M240s, and the glowing rim of stark white eyes that surrounded us was like a shot of pure triumph that wiped my internal slate clean. 
 
    I was breathing steadily again despite the ocean water pelting my face, and I grinned as I heard my other women squealing and laughing like demons in the hull below me. 
 
    Then Nulena’s hand clamped tighter on my arm, and when I managed to tear my eyes off the utter decimation taking place in the valley, I realized her expression was as hard as slate. 
 
    “We have to move quickly!” the Baroness hollered above the wind and gunfire. “I can sense them. Luir and the Master have come out of hiding. They’re going to flee.” 
 
    “Where?” Dragir demanded as his serpentine gaze snapped to us. 
 
    Nulena never got to answer the question, though, because the ridge dropped out from under the tank, and our fall didn’t stop at ground level. 
 
    Bobbie kept on dropping far into a black chasm, and I clutched Cayla and the Baroness against me as I watched the jungle disappear above us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    I used my metal powers to root myself to the floor and drag my women into the turret with me as Dragir crashed down beside us, and my Terra magic surged out with a vengeance. 
 
    I could sense an unwavering force of rune magic coursing through the ground that surrounded us, and the walls began closing in despite how hard I pushed back. My own magic couldn’t locate any bottom of the pit we were falling into, either, so I couldn’t even stop our drop or force us back to the surface. 
 
    The tank was stuck in a free fall while my veins burned from the effort of trying to form a ledge anywhere, but each time I tried, the runic elements would override me and threaten to slam the chasm shut. 
 
     Then I sensed Shoshanne’s Aer magic sparking, and I realized she was trying to summon a strong enough wind to somehow counter gravity and keep us up. So, I sparked my metal magic while I fought against the walls with my Terra powers, and I did all I could to propel the weight of the tank upward. 
 
    It was nearly impossible to manage both of my powers while one was constantly being warred against by the runes, but Shoshanne and I didn’t let up until we finally slowed our descent by several degrees. Then I focused all my energy on not letting my magic give out while I locked my jaw and stared at the blackness engulfing us. 
 
    “Cayla, load,” I growled through gritted teeth. “Blast the walls with everything we have left. We need to interrupt the runes, or I’m not gonna have any powers left to get us out of here.” 
 
    Rhys lunged to the ammunition cabinet and got the cannon loaded within seconds, and the first blast of the cannon burst against the wall ahead of us in a wash of glowing blue. 
 
    We were far enough beyond Luir’s defenses that the liquid Halcyan melted the substrate away, and an icy draft consumed the tank while I gasped from the sudden shock in my veins. Wherever the Halcyan struck, my Terra powers were instantly repelled, but the wall in the same area seemed incapable of crushing us now. 
 
    It was blocking both me and Luir’s disciples. 
 
    So, I turned to Nulena as I continued fighting against the rest of the pit and our fall. 
 
    “The stealth fire!” I ordered. “Get all your rifles loaded and take out any portion of the wall you can! Tell Shoshanne to keep it up, her magic’s working!” 
 
    Nulena nodded before she ducked through the turret hatch, and I felt the Aer Mage’s powers give an extra surge of strength as our descent finally slowed to a stop. Cayla was already firing the cannon every five seconds while the turret spun to unleash the liquid Halcyan on every wall, and once my women’s AR-15s began firing, the runic presence I’d been warring with was gradually overpowered. 
 
    But only where the bullets struck. 
 
    Above and below the stealth inferno and the glowing Halcyan, the strength of the runic attack was still unrelenting, and I channeled more of my Terra powers into these areas. 
 
    “Cayla, send the shells up!” I hollered, and while my women continued blasting the pit apart, my energy was slowly freed up enough that I could focus more attention on my metal magic instead. 
 
    Then Bobbie finally surged upward, and Shoshanne helped me carry her toward the jungle floor again as we picked up speed. The molten and half-frozen walls flashed past the portholes in a streak of blue, and the droning frequency echoed in all directions as we shot through the frigid pit. 
 
    As soon as we broke out, we were immersed in wind and waves again, but I just focused on trying to direct our fall away from the ocean’s edge.  
 
    The impact of our landing sent all of us crashing to the floor as we finally touched down hundreds of yards away from the chasm, and within seconds, I was dragging myself up to the portholes to check if my metal army had been consumed as well. 
 
    Relief flooded through my limbs when I saw my Boms retreating to the west at mach speed, but I only had about twenty seconds to revel in this win before my face smashed against the wall, and the tank was flipped into a barrel roll. 
 
    My women’s screams echoed around the hull while I slammed into both Rhys and Dragir at once, and Cayla rolled past me with a pained yelp as I fought to gain control of the tank again. 
 
    Someone out there had a hold on the metal, though, and even when I managed to stop the roll, the tracks still grated over the mud toward the ocean’s edge. Thirty-foot waves crashed over us as the sea raged on along with the rain, and I shook from the effort of keeping us on land while my mind grappled to find a solution. I could hear my women whimpering in pain below, and Rhys and Dragir waited for my orders while they held onto the grab bars in case we rolled again. 
 
    Then I remembered our spent ammunition, and I realized the cannon was probably all used up after our escape from the pit, too. Half of Bobbie’s left side was caved in, and every inch of her steel hull was vulnerable to Luir’s students, which meant all of us were just as vulnerable if we stayed in here. 
 
    So, I made a snap decision, tore a barricade up from the edge of the tidal inlet as a safety net, and connected with Bobbie’s channeling gem. 
 
    Then I pushed her to full throttle, and even with my metal magic shoving her forward as well, we only managed a painfully slow crawl toward the jungle. As soon as we were out of range of the more treacherous waves, though, I hollered out to the others. 
 
    “They’re controlling the metal, we have to get out of here!” I ordered. 
 
    Rhys was the first one to make it out of the loader’s hatch, and I stayed behind trying to force the tank onward until Dragir and Cayla were out, too. When I finally climbed out of the turret, Rhys was just hauling the last of my women out of the driver’s hatch, and even though they were all bleeding and bruised from the barrel roll we’d taken, my lovers jumped from the edge of the tank and into the drenched jungle. 
 
    Then the rest of us lunged after them, but as I crashed into a roll, I gave a final surge of both my metal and Terra powers. The last thing I did before I released my hold on the tank was summon Bobbie’s gem and Shoshanne’s healing staff to me, and then the tank went flying through a violent roll and straight into the sea. 
 
    “Bobbie!” Aurora shrieked, but I pulled her up out of the mud as I turned her toward the trees. 
 
    “I’ve got her,” I panted. “Just run!” 
 
    “Their runes will have a range!” Dragir belted as the eight of us sprinted ahead. “Get out of range, and their powers will not be able to take hold!” 
 
    So, we ran on battered legs in the opposite direction of House Orrel, and Dragir and I took up the rear while my women scaled the wreckage the storm had made of the jungle. None of us bothered to look back as waves continued slamming in from the east, and rain pelted our faces while I waited with my powers sparked in case the ground was torn out from under us. 
 
    Once the waves started alternating between frigid and scalding, though, I realized Luir’s disciples were behind this, too, and around the time my lungs started burning like I was breathing acid, I realized we weren’t nearly close to safety yet. 
 
    “Shoshanne,” I gasped as each breath burned even more. 
 
    “I’ll counter it,” the Aer Mage panted. “No one slow down! If they keep it up for too long, I won’t be able to overpower the runes.” 
 
    Deya hissed in pain as another scorching wave surged up to our knees, but we were heading southwest as fast as we could, and I knew we had to be out of the reach of the waves soon. 
 
    And hopefully out of the disciples’ reach as well. 
 
    So, I concentrated on pumping my legs as fast as I could while I ignored the scalding waves, and Shoshanne warred with our lungs as the burning fluctuated with every breath. Once we were finally gaining some ground, I sent Bobbie’s gem and the staff soaring far ahead where none of the students would reach them, but I’d only just released the staff when a wrenching pain shot through my gut. 
 
    Then I stumbled and doubled over as Dragir whipped around, and before he reached me, both of us were thrown into the air. 
 
    “Shit!” I heard Rhys gasp as I was violently flung some fifty feet into the trees, and there was a brief moment of silent flight before I crashed straight through a limb. 
 
    My shoulder cracked on impact while my women shrieked in horror, and they could only stand and watch as some invisible force hurled me back toward the ground. Wherever Dragir was, he was belting a stream of Elvish curses that seemed to be getting farther and farther away, and I sparked my powers to soften the ground under me as I prepared for a bone-crushing impact. 
 
    “Keep running!” I bellowed just before I hit, but shortly after, I realized I had worse things to worry about at this point than any broken bones. 
 
    The pain in my gut spiked to a crippling degree, and I barely managed to get up onto my knees as my vision spun. My healing rune chanted furiously in my mind while I tried to stand up, but then I collapsed and vomited blood all over the muddy ground. 
 
    “Mason!” Shoshanne screeched, and she lunged toward me. 
 
    “Go!” I spluttered. “Get out of range, or--” 
 
    Another shriek echoed in my ears as I was yanked backward like a rag, and there was no escaping whatever powers had a hold of me. 
 
    I scraped over boulders and debris while the sound of my women’s screams faded away, and somehow, every collision paled compared to the wrenching pain blooming inside me. I was dizzy with it while my body snapped against felled tree trunks, and it didn’t really matter that I couldn’t make sense of my surroundings anymore. I knew exactly where I was being dragged to, and the strength of the runes that latched onto me only increased as they brought me closer to House Orrel. 
 
    Then the air was forced from my lungs as I collided with a mound of jagged boulders, and I drew a gurgling breath just before I spewed blood all over the place. 
 
    “That is not good,” I heard Dragir croak from somewhere off to the side. 
 
    Once I finally stopped puking, I tried to look over, but my neck wouldn’t function properly. I still glimpsed a familiar belt and sheath in the pile of boulders beside me, though, and I realized Dragir was crumpled against the jagged heap of stones with me. 
 
    For a long moment, I could only twitch from the pain wrecking my whole body, and my head spun uncontrollably as my healing rune tried to make up for the blood loss. It wasn’t making any difference, though, and I stared up at the clouds above us while I struggled to get my bearings. 
 
    Then I realized the dense blanket of Rekekis’ storm was easing up, and without the ominous churning of clouds or sprawling lightning, a brief flicker of hope entered my mind. 
 
    Because we’d survived the god of Destruction and a whole army of Wendigos already, so in retrospect, we were halfway to victory. 
 
    Even if we were bludgeoned and bleeding to death. 
 
    “We have to get the hell out of here,” I mumbled before I spat up another stream of blood. “Luir’s got us. They’ll be dragging us in any minute.” 
 
    “I can’t move my legs,” the silver-haired elf rasped. “I can’t move anything. I hit thirteen trees on the way here.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed. 
 
    Then I read through the soil around us, and I found out the boulders at our backs were part of an embankment rooted deep into the ground. 
 
    We were also twenty feet outside Luir’s perimeter, and I kept my attention on the sliver of a chance we had of making it out of here while a boiling wave tried to drown us for a minute. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” I gasped as soon as I resurfaced, and I let my Terra powers build in my veins while another dose of blood gurgled in my throat. 
 
    “For what?” Dragir croaked. 
 
    Then I forced the full strength of my magic into the embankment all at once. 
 
    A deafening crack broke the ground apart as the entire embankment was blasted from its place, and Dragir and I launched into the jungle as easily as any mangled bodies would. The force of my magic threw us through the air for several hundred yards, and thanks to the damage from Rekekis’ storm, I managed to not break my neck on any low-lying limbs along the way. 
 
    I just let the wind sing in my ears while I tried not to hurl again, and when I sensed myself dropping toward the ground, I softened the terrain for forty feet around. 
 
    Then I landed with a heavy and unforgiving thud, and the screams of my women echoed from somewhere far up ahead. 
 
    “Mason!” Aurora shrieked. 
 
    “They’re not moving!” Deya screeched. 
 
    “Godsdamnit, woman, for the last time, stay the fuck where you are!” Rhys roared. 
 
    The sound of swift footsteps followed shortly after, and I wheezed in pain as Rhys hoisted me over his shoulder and ran me further into the jungle. I was too close to unconscious to tell how much blood I’d puked all over his back, but while the unceremonious drop to the ground wasn’t pleasant, I appreciated the gesture all the same. 
 
    Suddenly, I was surrounded by the soft hands and anxious whimpers of my women, and just hearing all five of them was enough to make up for a lot of the shit going on with me right now. 
 
    “Are you all okay?” I slurred, but there was too much blood in my mouth to tell if the words made any sense. 
 
    “Flip him over,” Shoshanne instructed. 
 
    “Mason, can you hear me?” Nulena murmured. 
 
    “Shit,” Cayla gasped, “that’s a lot of blood.” 
 
    “He’s too pale,” Deya whimpered. “His lips are blue…” 
 
    “Mason, open your eyes,” Aurora ordered. 
 
    I would have obeyed the half-elf, but another gob of blood gurgled from my throat before I could, and Deya let out a pathetic squeak as I felt her kissing my forehead repeatedly. 
 
    “I’ll fix this,” Shoshanne panted. “Everyone, just remain calm. Deya, check on your brother and tell him I’ll be there in a moment. Nulena, find out what’s happening at House Orrel.” 
 
    My limbs were ice cold by now while I started to feel weightless all over, and even though my rune was still warring in my ears to heal me, it didn’t seem to ease the pain searing through my innards. Whatever Luir’s disciples had done wasn’t affected by my branding at all, and blood continued to stream from the corner of my mouth as my thoughts grew fuzzier. 
 
    I couldn’t focus on much of anything, but I tried to open my eyes even the tiniest bit, and all I registered was a hint of a purple glow while I felt Shoshanne’s palm pressing against my ribs. 
 
    “Hey, you found the staff,” I gurgled.  
 
    “Those bastards,” the healer breathed and ignored my mangled words. 
 
    “What is it?” Aurora demanded. “What do you see?” 
 
    “I’ll fix it,” was all Shoshanne said, and I decided I really didn’t want to know what had happened to me. 
 
    I was still in one piece, at least, and I could already feel the strength of the healer’s staff overpowering the pain. Within a minute, I could get my eyes open all the way, too, and I looked up to find the day was brighter in this part of the jungle.  
 
    The rain had stopped, and Aurora hovered above me still drenched to the bone, but the smatters of blood all over her sparked a fury in my chest as I realized it was only her blood she was wearing today. My half-elf’s face and chest were covered in angry purple bruises and welts, but her emerald eyes still burned down at me like she wasn’t nearly done with this battle yet. 
 
    “I’m going to kill those assholes for doing this to you,” the half-elf growled when she met my gaze. 
 
    I managed half a grin. “I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “Mason, what are we going to do?” Cayla asked next. 
 
    “Shh…” Shoshanne cut in. “Let him rest.” 
 
    “Where’s Dragir?” I mumbled. 
 
    “He’s not far,” Aurora assured me. “Rhys got him over here, and Deya’s with him now, but I don’t think he’s moving.” 
 
    “He can’t,” I muttered. “Luir threw him into thirteen trees. And a pile of boulders.” 
 
    My women’s eyes widened as they stared at Shoshanne, and the healer nodded in calm acknowledgement while she stayed focused on my gut. 
 
    “I can fix him,” she said in a gentle tone. “Tell Deya not to worry.” 
 
    Cayla promptly left to help the beautiful elf, and Rhys’ stern gaze replaced her a second later as his amber eyes zeroed in on the blood drenching my front. 
 
    “Thanks for keeping them out of range,” I told him as I tilted my head toward Aurora. 
 
    Rhys smirked. “Your women are difficult. I am truly baffled you ever manage to contain them at all.” 
 
    “Mason likes it,” the half-elf curtly replied. 
 
    “I do,” I snorted, “but I’d like it more if you didn’t try to run straight into runic death rings when I’m telling you not to.” 
 
    Aurora blushed as she bit her lip. “I did listen, though. Eventually… ” 
 
    “You threatened to decapitate me for keeping you here,” Rhys scoffed. “And to burn me alive! And shoot me! In what order, I can’t imagine, but--” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t do any of those things, did I?” the half-elf cut in, and she rolled her eyes at the man’s accusing glare. 
 
    “Only because I reminded you that protecting your unborn heirs is vital,” Rhys muttered under his breath. 
 
    Aurora decided to ignore this statement while she stroked her fingers through my hair instead, and I just smirked as my eyelids fell shut. 
 
    Then I drew my first full breath in longer than I could remember, and I reveled in the lack of stabbing pain this process inspired. The fact that I hadn’t puked blood in several minutes didn’t escape my notice, either, and I could even move better now, so I tried to stay conscious as I craned my neck to look around. 
 
    The first thing I saw was Dragir about fifteen feet away, and he looked a lot like one of my women’s victims with his limbs bent in unnatural positions and bloody gashes all over his body. Still, he wasn’t spewing blood, and this was a very good sign. 
 
    If Luir had given up on his own scheming completely, Dragir would be in as bad a shape as me, but it was clear the disciples were only trying to cripple the silver-haired elf for now. The better sign was that Deya was just as battered as my other women, but no more, so Luir probably didn’t even know she was out here yet. 
 
    I held onto this reassuring notion while I watched my beautiful elf mutter in Elvish to her brother, but the way Dragir stayed strewn across her lap and stared blankly at nothing made me more uneasy. 
 
    “How you doing over there?” I called out to the elf. 
 
    Dragir barely blinked. “I hate rune magic.” 
 
    He was breathing raggedly now, and his voice sounded different while he still didn’t move any limbs. Then I realized his hands were purple, and I abruptly caught Shoshanne’s wrist before she could take another pass over me with her healing staff. 
 
    “Go help him,” I ordered. 
 
    Shoshanne gave a diligent nod before she rose to her feet, and I strained to sit up while Aurora helped support my weight from behind. My head still spun with every movement, but not nearly so bad as before, and I was honestly just grateful the flaming pain in my gut had mostly subsided. 
 
    “Nulena, what have you found out?” I panted while a dull ache rippled through my core, and the Baroness turned away from the trees she’d been staring into. 
 
    “The students are reorganizing,” Nulena reported. “Rekekis cannot rebuild his storm, but he’s hovering around the area. Probably looking for something to latch onto. Stan’s fleet is waiting out of range in the west. Stan isn’t there, though. He’s flying toward the portal I sensed earlier.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at this, but Aurora chuckled behind my back as she tipped her chin over my shoulder. 
 
    “If he destroys the portal, we may still have the Master cornered,” the half-elf murmured. “Do you have it in you to finish this?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, I do,” I said with a deadly grin. “Help me up.” 
 
    “Mason, stay sitting,” Shoshanne abruptly ordered. “You’re not fully healed, and--” 
 
    “If we finish this, I’ll have the rest of my life to fully heal,” I informed the caramel beauty while I took a few steadying breaths. “Right now, I can stand, and I’m not bleeding out, so that’s a huge improvement. Get Dragir fixed up. We’re moving out in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Ten?” Cayla asked in disbelief. “But the tank is destroyed, and we only have the magazines on our belts. How do you expect to finish this?” 
 
    “Strategically,” I muttered as I took stock of my own arsenal. “I’ve got seven fireballs and five lightning mags left. Lost my rifle in the tank, but I have two pistols. My Terra powers aren’t spent, either, and I’m guessing Aurora and Shoshanne are still good.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the half-elf said with a nod. “Eight lightning mags left. One rifle. Four daggers.” 
 
    “My magic is hardly used up,” Shoshanne agreed, and she glanced at her belt. “Seven fireballs, four lightning mags, two pistols.” 
 
    Cayla smirked when I looked her way. “Twelve lightning, eight stealth fire. Two rifles.” 
 
    I nodded, and Rhys held up the AR-15 I’d given him to show he still hadn’t lost it before he nudged the bow strapped across his chest. 
 
    “Nulena, how are you feeling?” I asked. 
 
    “My Tenebrae powers are a little less taxed,” the Baroness replied. “If necessary, I can change my form again, though. My spectral force is replenished.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I checked as I frowned at the thought. “You weren’t even able to move before.” 
 
    “Mason, for the last time, I am--” 
 
    “Immortal,” I snorted. “Got it.” 
 
    “None of this will protect us against the disciples,” Deya interjected in a hardened tone, and I realized how scared the beautiful elf looked while she held her motionless brother in her lap. 
 
    She was also blushing with fury while her pink eyebrows stayed tightly knitted together, and I could tell she was just about worn out on Luir’s bullshit. 
 
    “I know,” I admitted. “These elves seem to have control over the majority of our elements, plus water, as well as the ability to attack our bodily functions. They could do anything to us at this point.” 
 
    “The whole valley will resist our attacks, too,” Dragir muttered. “The runed bullets had no effect on House Orrel. Not even the Halcyan destroyed the walls. Which means the students are entirely protected within them.” 
 
    “Nulena could go in,” Aurora pointed out, but I immediately shook my head. 
 
    “Not safely,” I countered. “I’m not risking anyone going within range of those assholes until we’re sure their runes can’t get to us.” 
 
    “How do we defeat them, then?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “Well, for starters, we need to force them out into the open,” I decided. “The Wendigo were still able to die in that valley regardless of Luir’s defenses, so the students shouldn’t be any different.” 
 
    “What would force them out?” Deya asked as she sent me a challenging scowl. “I refuse to let you or Dragir do it, if that is what you are thinking.” 
 
    “No, I think we’ve both had enough runic attacks for one day,” I snorted. Then I turned to where the Baroness was looking toward House Orrel with her arms crossed and her brow furrowed in concentration. “Nulena…” 
 
    “Yes, Mason?” the ebony woman murmured. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this but… get your fucking friends out here.” 
 
    Nulena’s two-toned eyes snapped to mine as she lit up all at once, and Aurora chuckled and shook her head while Shoshanne whimpered. 
 
    “What friends?” Deya clarified as she looked between us all. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” Cayla sighed. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “I can’t be sure they have the ability to wipe out all the disciples at once,” Nulena warned me. 
 
    “I’ll worry about killing them off,” I assured her. “You just make sure every student Luir’s got in there leaves the cover of those buildings.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    In the next ten minutes, Dragir was fully healed and armed with his rifle, daggers, and sword, and Stan had arrived to coordinate with us while my women regrouped and prepared Deya to formally meet Nulena’s friends. 
 
    Shoshanne was just finishing healing my gut some more when the Wraith Witches arrived, and after we stowed her healing staff beneath the soil with Bobbie’s gem, I delivered her next hourly kiss even though I was about twenty minutes late. 
 
    Then Nulena cast her enchantments to conceal us all while we followed the Wraith Witches back to House Orrel. 
 
    I could tell Dragir and Rhys were mostly trying to keep their shit together as the smoky figures drifted ahead of us, but I was surprised to find it wasn’t as impossible for me to adjust to Nulena’s spooky friends as I thought it would be. 
 
    The Wraith Witches’ eerie song had been sifting around the jungle for several minutes now, and it really wasn’t so creepy when the sound didn’t have any mystifying effects on me. It was almost soothing to hear the lilting melody the witches sang together, and even though I couldn’t decipher the language, I could tell they were already casting their spells on whoever was within earshot. 
 
    Deya was not impressed, though, and she remained pale as a sheet with my hand in a vise grip as she stared at the spindly strands of hair cascading down the witches’ backs. It didn’t matter how many times Nulena assured my beautiful elf that the ghoulish fangs wouldn’t get her, Deya still couldn’t support her own weight in their presence, and Rhys was almost as terrified as her. 
 
    The green-haired elf trailed about fifteen feet behind all of us just to be safe, but my other women were steely eyed with stoic resolve regardless of who we hired to pull this off. 
 
    I could tell they wouldn’t be forgiving the bleeding out situation any time soon, but from the looks on their faces, they fully intended to embrace letting the Wraith Witches enact their revenge. 
 
    So, I was actually feeling pretty comfortable with the situation while I admired the sight of my ebony lover leading her witches to the stronghold of my enemies, and Stan flew beside me on his metal steed while he carefully positioned his fleet for their next attack. 
 
    Then we arrived beside the tidal inlets, and the fact that no runic enchantments were in the works here brought a smug grin to my face. The rain had stopped, and the jungle to the west of the inlets was a disaster zone of debris and shattered ground, but there were also a few scraps of metal strewn around to show our tank had once been here. 
 
    The waves still rolled in with the aftermath of the storm, too, but the water wasn’t under anyone’s command anymore because the Wraith Witches’ song had already latched onto their victims long before we arrived. 
 
    So, as we came to a stop outside Luir’s untouched perimeter, white-robed elves began emerging from the structures by the dozens. 
 
    Then the smoky figures continued onward to drift over the chasm we’d almost been buried in, and every elf who came to meet the Wraith Witches had a dazed smile plastered on their faces. The disciples ambled out into the open like moths to a flame despite the blatant beacons of death that waited there, and if the bastards hadn’t collectively tried to kill us all today, I might have felt sorry for them. 
 
    As it was, my stomach was still inflamed no matter how much my rune and the healing staff had worked to counter the pain, and in the last hour, I’d been nearly buried alive, drowned in boiling waves, suffocated, broken, and forced to bleed myself dry. 
 
    Knowing Luir’s solution to catching Dragir had been crippling him for life, though, made it that much more enjoyable to watch hundreds of his disciples stroll right into the palm of my hand. 
 
    Or rather, into the palm of Stan’s hand, because his hidden army was rolling to the perimeter’s edge while he crossed his arms and looked out across the ancient valley. 
 
    So, I crossed my arms, too, and Luir’s students kept filling the unmarred grounds until there were hundreds of them locked in the witches’ trance. My women stood at my side with lethal glares and their jaws set firm, but Rhys and Dragir looked as unnerved as most sane people would. 
 
    Their serpentine eyes didn’t even blink as they watched the Wraith Witches hover above the delirious mass, but I just focused on carefully scanning the collection of white robes instead. I didn’t recognize Luir or anyone who could pass for the Master among them, though, and there were no dark-skinned Ignis Mages stumbling out in the flock, either. 
 
    “Any idea where they’re at?” I muttered to the ebony woman next to me, and the Baroness furrowed her brow as I sensed her powers sparking. 
 
    “No,” Nulena admitted. “Almost all of the disciples have emerged, and the lit chambers are doused again, but I’ll keep looking. They should be drawn out by the song, I told the witches to prey on everyone inside the place.” 
 
    I nodded while I rescanned the valley, but identical white robes were all I saw out there. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Aurora sighed lightly. “The students are beginning to realize they’re in a trap they can’t escape.” 
 
    “Yes, notice the anguish in their eyes…” Nulena pointed out. “The spells are making them sicker, but very gradually. It must be on account of how many of them there are.” 
 
    “What a pity,” Deya said with no conviction. “I suppose the little leeches will simply have to writhe in agony and do nothing at all to escape their fate.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re writhing because I’m slowly expanding their lungs beyond capacity,” Shoshanne clarified, and I raised my eyebrows as I looked at the healer. Then she shrugged. “Only enough to satisfy my own fury, though. Stan can, of course, deliver the ultimate punishment.” 
 
    “It’ll have to do, I suppose,” Cayla said in an icy tone. “Although, we should be forcing them to vomit blood in a paralytic state after what they’ve done.” 
 
    This time, Dragir raised his eyebrows as he glanced over his shoulder at my line of seriously livid women, and then he sent me a smirk before he eyed the mass more closely. 
 
    “Luir is not among them,” the silver-haired elf reported. 
 
    “He must be resisting their spell somehow,” Nulena muttered. “A rune, perhaps.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I sighed. “Then the Master could be just fine, too. Nulena, you’re sure you’ve searched every corner of each structure? I don’t want the Boms taking either of them out before I’ve gotten my hands on them.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Deya curtly agreed. “No one, no matter how ghoulish, is allowed to take my lovers’ kills.” 
 
    “I’m checking again,” the Baroness assured me, and I caught the sudden flaring of her two-toned eyes a moment later. “Luir’s in there.” 
 
    “Where?” Rhys demanded. 
 
    “He’s heading for his rookery,” Nulena answered. “The owls could aid in his escape. But there’s no one else.” 
 
    “Shit,” I growled. “Stan, did your Boms report nothing on their way in? They passed no one in the west?” 
 
    Stan shook his metal head, and I promptly sent my Terra powers surging through the jungle in a massive wave. Then my magic caught onto two figures heading to the ridges west of the valley, and I turned to my right-hand metal man. 
 
    “Kill them all,” I ordered. “The Master’s already left with the Ignis Mage.” 
 
    “What?” Cayla gasped, but my other women’s responses were drowned out by rapid fire as our Boms were revealed. 
 
    The metal sentries sent out a barrage of fireball bullets into the valley while an enormous web of blue lightning began to weave amongst the horde as well, and I didn’t even stay long enough to watch the victory because my women were already sprinting toward the west. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nulena’s witches regather their billowing skirts to return to the south, but then my elbow was caught in a firm grip, and I turned to see Dragir leveling me with a pointed look. 
 
    “What about Luir?” he demanded. 
 
    “Use the gun,” I sternly replied. 
 
    Dragir’s serpentine eyes narrowed into perilous slits. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    I cursed under my breath as he sprinted over the threshold of Luir’s perimeter, and Rhys was on his tail and scaling the ancient steps before I could get another word in. I only stayed there until I was sure the ground wouldn’t give out under them, though, and then I barreled in the opposite direction to follow my women. 
 
    My Terra powers were tracking the two figures who were racing to the west, and the six of us doubled down on speed as we reached the far side of the valley and wove toward the north. I passed by three of my lovers while I scanned every inch of jungle ahead of us, and I could tell the farther we ran, the more complex the terrain would become. Soon there was nothing but steep and dark red ridges closing in around us as they formed a densely wooded maze, and the potential to lose the Master and Raavo out here was too high to risk breaking my connection for even a moment. 
 
    Which was why I was steadily growing more pissed as my read on them kept cutting out. It only happened in bursts, and for a moment I thought this was because they were lunging from embankments as much as we were, but the gaps were too long. 
 
    “We need to slow them down!” I hollered to my women. “Shoshanne, can you grab a hold of their lungs?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying,” the healer panted at my side. “My magic is tracing them, but their lungs are sealed somehow. I can’t make them fill or empty, so I tried altering the nitrogen content, but it’s not making any difference. Then they keep cutting out.” 
 
    “That’s happening to you, too?” I asked as my nerves shot up, and the healer sent me a blank and anxious look while we ducked under a half-felled tree. 
 
    “I’m not losing track of them,” the Baroness called out as she wove between the stout fronds. “They’re vanishing.” 
 
    “Like I do?” Deya gasped, and the elf seamlessly leapt from a mass of boulders ahead of me before she scaled another embankment without missing a beat. 
 
    “Not for as long,” Nulena replied. “It’s only happening in bursts.” 
 
    “Seven second bursts,” I agreed. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Mason, trap them!” Aurora hollered from up ahead. “Time the disappearance and then--” 
 
    “I will!” I cut in, and I locked onto the Master and Raavo’s footfalls while I tried to gauge when they were jumping versus vanishing altogether. 
 
    The constant shift in their presence was difficult to keep track of as I worked to avoid colliding with the dense ferns and logs in my own path, but I kept my magic pushing forward beneath them as I prepared to drop the ground. As soon as I found my opening in a jagged ravine, I waited for the next seven second burst, and the moment their boots struck the ground again, I wrenched a pit open. 
 
    But it never formed. 
 
    “Shit!” I growled. “Aurora, there’s a runic shield I can’t break through! It’s like Luir’s grounds! I can track them, but I can’t alter it.” 
 
    “There has to be a range,” Nulena panted. “Find it!” 
 
    So, I sent an extra surge of my powers ahead while the Master and Raavo vanished once again, and I managed to tear a mass of pillars up, but not within fifteen feet of the pair. 
 
    Then I sensed the Ignis Mage falling behind, and as he turned back to come after us, the Master fled deeper into the jagged ravine. 
 
    I knew Stan had destroyed the portal he was headed for, though, and the little guy had ten of my largest Boms rolling along the outer side of the ridges to try and outstrip us all. 
 
    So, while my women and I dove from rugged embankments and scaled the steep inclines in our path, I tracked the Master’s progress as well as I could and kept my legs running at full throttle. 
 
    “Raavo’s doubling back!” I warned my women. “Get ready to dodge his flames, I’ll keep a read on the Master, but we’ve gotta finish this guy off fast. He’s headed for a deeper pass straight ahead, and he won’t have an outlet for at least twenty minutes once he’s in there! Stan’s on the way to barricade him in!” 
 
    “Spread out!” Aurora yelled as I sensed her Ignis magic sparking in the air. “Raavo will have to burn through his magic faster if he’s aiming for multiple targets!” 
 
    “Run along the ridges to the north and south and fire whenever you have an opening,” I said as Shoshanne and Cayla pulled out their firearms. “Aurora and I will take this side, but Nulena, stay behind us and work on keeping him incapacitated!” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” the Baroness agreed, and my women branched off while Deya loaded her pistol just ahead of me. 
 
    “Mason, we have to hurry,” the elf yelled back to me. “If my brother is left with Luir, he will kill him long before you ever slit the man’s throat!” 
 
    “I honestly don’t care,” I snorted and ducked under a felled tree, and I kept on tracking the Master while I sensed that he wasn’t slowing down at all. 
 
    “But you have not killed any of the Elite leaders!” Deya persisted. “As the head of House Flynt, it is your right to--” 
 
    “Luir killed the half-elf woman your brother was in love with,” I firmly interrupted. “Dragir can do whatever the hell he wants, so just get to the southern ridge! Raavo’s almost within striking range!” 
 
    “What?” Deya gasped as she stopped dead in her tracks, and I narrowly avoided flattening her. 
 
    “Deya!” I growled as I whipped around, but the glint in her violet eyes caught me completely off guard. 
 
    The beautiful elf was steadily turning pink while her swollen breasts heaved with every breath, and her knuckles were white on the grip of her pistol as she locked eyes with me. 
 
    “Luir did that to my brother?” she demanded. “He’s the one who sent the guards after her?” 
 
    “Deya, we have to go,” I informed her. 
 
    Then the elf shook her head as her eyes narrowed into perilous slits, and she looked strikingly similar to Dragir as she abruptly turned away. 
 
    “Deya!” I roared, but it was too late. 
 
    The beautiful elf vanished from view, and I stared at the deserted landscape while I lost all ability to sense her presence anywhere. 
 
    I couldn’t trace her footsteps or hear a sound she made, not even her heartbeat, and my stomach dropped as I realized my only way to catch her now was to run like hell and hope I tripped over her. 
 
    Which was fucking unlikely considering she was an elf. 
 
    “Nulena!” I bellowed as I flipped back around, and I scanned the ravine for a sign of my other women until I caught sight of the Baroness. 
 
    She was ducking along the edge of the northern ridge while she held her palm ahead of her, and I derailed my path as I tried to keep my Terra powers locked on both the Master and Raavo. 
 
    “Nulena, get back to House Orrel!” I yelled as I jumped over a stream to make it closer to her. 
 
    “What?” the Baroness screeched. 
 
    “Deya’s gone!” 
 
    Nulena immediately stumbled to a stop, and the ebony woman turned around as she vanished in a wash of shadows. 
 
    Then I sent a silent prayer to Nemris that the spectra would find Deya before Luir did, and I pelted back toward Aurora, who was only fifty yards ahead of me now. The static of her Ignis powers was sparking all around while my skin prickled in response, and I could tell she was building up her strength to strike. 
 
    I did the same as I split my magic to confirm Cayla and Shoshanne’s locations, and with them both armed and covering the north and south ridges, I braced myself for Raavo’s first attack. 
 
    “Two hundred yards ahead!” I yelled to the half-elf. 
 
    Then Aurora whipped her arm out wide, and I took her cue as I tore a trench open the width of the entire ravine. 
 
    Within five steps, a massive jet of angry red flames came flying directly at us, but Aurora caught the whole stream before it hit, and she sent it soaring back to the west as I sensed Raavo changing his course to make it around the trench. 
 
    Then another three fiery jets swooped in as a wall of flames appeared just ahead of me. 
 
    “Shit!” I yelped as I tore a ledge up so I could clear it in time, but as I dropped through the air on the other side, another pit of flames appeared below my boots. 
 
    Aurora managed to douse it before I landed, and my women shrieked near the ridges as I saw more flashing flames building all over the ravine. Then the ferns around me ignited and blocked me in, and I’d barely drawn a breath when the fire rushed in from all sides. 
 
    This time, I dropped myself into my own pit, and I let the ground swallow me up as I slipped through my element like it was water. Silence consumed me while I continued shifting my place, but as soon as I launched myself back to the surface, my adrenaline spiked. 
 
    Aurora leapt clear over my head as she rerouted four jets of flames at once, and as she tumbled across the ground, she gathered Raavo’s attacks into one massive fireball. Then the half-elf let out a furious grunt as she hurled it straight across the ravine, and she started sprinting once more as Cayla barely dodged a stream of white flames. 
 
    Aurora’s fireball never met its mark, though, because Raavo shredded it to light every fern within a hundred feet on fire instead, and Aurora was too busy trying to reroute his next three jets to douse the blaze. 
 
    I was running just behind her with my Terra powers coursing beneath the ferns, and I churned the flaming mass up before I scaled the rubble and locked in on Raavo’s location. 
 
    He was almost cornered by Shoshanne now, but he was sending one wall of flames after another into her path, and Aurora did everything she could to shield the healer while more blazes ignited on Cayla’s side as well. 
 
    So, I was throwing up ridges wherever I could to help my women dodge the attacks, and Aurora did her best to keep jets from striking them as they leapt over flaming walls and zigzagged between fiery ferns. 
 
    Then my next pit caught the edge of Raavo’s heel, and I realized the ground beneath his feet wasn’t blocked from my powers. 
 
    It must have been the Master who was shielding the pair of them before, and the second I caught onto this the tides immediately shifted. 
 
    I threw the Ignis Mage into the air as he launched a deluge of jets down at my women, and Shoshanne’s blast of Aer magic caught him just before he vanished. Seven seconds later, I saw Raavo crash down eighty yards away, but I was already blocking him in as I dragged pillars up and let them collapse down. 
 
    The Ignis Mage was fast enough to dodge the rubble and circle back around, but Aurora and Shoshanne didn’t let up, and they threw out one attack after another while Raavo could only counter Aurora’s flames. 
 
    The compact cyclones were steadily knocking the Ignis Mage back before he could send out more jets, and I kept ripping the ground open wherever he leapt as Aurora craned her neck beyond my right side. 
 
    “Cayla, get ready for your opening!” the half-elf hollered. “Mason, time his next burst!” 
 
    I already sensed the princess weaving between the ferns out of Raavo’s line of sight, too, and as soon as the Ignis Mage vanished and reappeared, I forced a pillar up under him while Shoshanne hurled another cyclone just behind. 
 
    Then Cayla’s rifle fired, and Raavo was consumed in a web of lightning as her bullet struck his chest in midair. 
 
    By the time the Ignis Mage hit the ground, he was charred straight through, but my women and I were back in an all-out sprint through the ravine already. 
 
    “The Master’s slowing down!” I panted as we converged at the center of the pass. “He’s gotta be runed a few different ways, though!” 
 
    “I still can’t access his lungs,” Shoshanne managed between breaths. 
 
    “I can only influence the ground fifteen feet outside him,” I replied, “but I’ll see what I can do to slow him down.” 
 
    Then I split my magic and connected with the ridges where the ravine thinned out a quarter mile down, and I broke the stone apart on both sides to try and close the pass in. 
 
    The thundering crack of stone falling away in sheets echoed in my ears as I lunged over a felled tree with my women close behind, but the sound of the pass caving in never came. 
 
    Instead, the whole onslaught of rubble came tumbling down the ravine straight at us, and I bellowed for my women to drop down as I threw both of my palms out. Then the shattered boulders collided with my powers, and I stumbled from the force of the runic hold on them. 
 
    Still, none of us had gotten crushed at least, and I locked my jaw as I sent a jolt of Terra magic into the stones to disintegrate them into dust. 
 
    “Did the Master just counter you?” Aurora gasped as she bolted to my side. 
 
    It took me a second, but then I nodded. “Godsdamnit. That’s why I can’t break the ground open under him. He’s found a rune to control my element.” 
 
    “Took him long enough,” Cayla snorted, and as I cocked an eyebrow at the princess, she sent me a sober shrug. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. I have been unimpressed by his lack of initiative. This is as innovative as he’s gotten in my opinion.” 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling through my grating breaths as I ran onward, and I gestured to the ridges on either side of us as I sensed the Master not six hundred yards ahead. 
 
    “Cayla, get the stealth fire loaded up,” I ordered as I picked up the pace. “The ridges are the biggest threat in here, and the stealth fire blocked the students’ runes in that pit earlier. We need to do the same here before the Master tries to crush us.” 
 
    “Mason, conserve your powers as much as you can,” Shoshanne warned. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” I snorted. “I want all of you loaded up, though. We don’t know what other runes Luir set the Master up with, but if he can throw us like the others could, we’re ending this within minutes.” 
 
     “You mean you’re ending this,” Cayla growled as she took aim at the steep ridge up ahead. “I’m just here to keep him on his toes.” 
 
    Then the princess fired seven stealth fire shots along the entire southern cliff face, and she’d just shifted her aim to take out the northern ridge next when she hissed in pain. 
 
    My heart nearly stopped as I thought she was about to start vomiting blood, but instead, Cayla dropped her rifle for the first time since I’d given her the damn thing. Then Shoshanne yelped, and as I watched her two pistols hit the ground, I realized they were both smoking. My hips were scalding hot where my holsters rested, too, and it took me two seconds of scanning the metal to realize they were being melted down. 
 
    “I thought you runed them against heat!” Aurora gasped while she tore the smoking rifle off her back. 
 
    “That was the tank,” I growled, and I ripped my belt off while my women started tearing the heated magazines from their waists. 
 
    I still had my metal magic sparked as I helped get all of Cayla’s ammunition off her before it could boil her leather, but the rune melting our weapons down was too strong for me to counter the heat. The steel was warping while the engravings that powered them melted away, and I only had half a minute to process this before six boulders came flying at us. 
 
    “Shit, get down!” I belted, and Aurora flattened Shoshanne into the ferns while I caught the rubble only a few feet above our heads. 
 
    Then Cayla staggered back as the ground began to shudder all across the ravine, and the princess’ icy blue eyes locked with mine as both of us realized she had no way of defending herself out here. 
 
    Cayla was the only one of my women who didn’t use magic in battles, and with my own elements under attack, I knew I’d burn through my Terra powers trying to protect her now. 
 
    “Run,” I ordered. “Get back to the tidal inlets and wait for us, but don’t cross Luir’s perimeter!” 
 
    The princess didn’t hesitate before obeying the command, and I forced my Terra powers deep into the ground while I kept the terrain steady under her until she was well out of range. 
 
    Then I sensed the Master’s presence running in the opposite direction again as the shuddering eased up, and I hauled Aurora and Shoshanne to their feet before we bolted deeper into the pass. 
 
    “I’ll send my flames,” the Ignis Mage yelled while she leapt to dodge another rogue boulder. 
 
    “Give me a minute,” I panted, and I kept my powers on the defensive as a wall of rubble flew our way. 
 
    I was also trying to track the Master through his vanishing bursts, though, and on top of this, my Terra powers were just connecting with my Boms who were speeding along the outer side of the ridges. 
 
    Then I ordered them to fall back, because while they were runed against the heat, I couldn’t keep them all above ground and protect my women at the same time. 
 
    Not if I was gonna save enough of my Terra powers to finish the Master off the old-fashioned way. 
 
    “Seven seconds,” I warned Aurora as the Master vanished from my registry again. “Eight hundred yards ahead.” 
 
    The moment the half-elf whipped her arm out, Shoshanne did the same, and between the two women, I finally sensed the Master changing up his path. He dove and leapt to avoid the flames that had appeared in his way, and as I tore a wall up further along, he scaled it with his own ridge and sent a burst of wind funneling back at us. 
 
    We kept after him, though, while Shoshanne doubled her force and interrupted the Master’s runic wind, and we were finally catching up to him by small degrees, but our own powers were wearing out fast against his runes. They were a different type of magic, and as I tried to latch onto his presence in the stones he hurled our way, I noticed several things all at once. 
 
    “Fall back,” I gasped as my gut seared from the marathon the Master was leading us through. “Hold off your attacks!” 
 
    “What is it?” Aurora panted, but I grabbed the Ignis Mage and Shoshanne before I ducked down behind a rocky ledge of boulders to test my theory. 
 
    “Shh…” I muttered. 
 
    Then all of us worked to catch our breaths while I blocked a few more onslaughts of stone, and as the distance between us and the Master increased again, I finally spoke up, but barely above a whisper. 
 
    “He can’t track us,” I muttered to the breathless women beside me. “His attacks aren’t well aimed at all, he’s just throwing whatever he can in this general direction. He didn’t even grab onto these boulders we’re hiding behind.” 
 
    Aurora nodded. “So, his powers aren’t as complex as yours.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “He also can’t hear us once he’s out of elven earshot, so we need to regroup fast before we try to catch him again.” 
 
    “He has wind magic,” Shoshanne told me, and I nodded in agreement. “Our lungs haven’t been under attack at all, though, so he’s only got one aspect of my powers to work with.” 
 
    “He’s runed himself with us in mind,” I concluded. “Probably recently, judging by the execution, but from what I’ve seen so far, Luir fucked him over a bit.” 
 
    “In what way?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “He can’t throw us,” I replied. “He can’t track us, he can’t strangle us, he can’t do anything those students could. Even his stone magic isn’t as strong as theirs. It’s strong, but not the same.” 
 
    “But he can vanish,” Shoshanne pointed out. 
 
    “Temporarily,” I allowed, “and he’s disarmed us to a shitty degree as well.” 
 
    “You stopped Stan’s fleet, right?” Aurora checked. 
 
    “I did, I can’t focus on keeping them above ground right now.” 
 
    “Can we take their weapons instead?” Shoshanne asked as she narrowed her eyes. “You said they’re heat resistant.” 
 
    “The Boms are heat resistant,” I clarified, and I tracked the Master as he reached over a thousand yards beyond us. “If I separate their weaponry, the firearms will be unprotected. I thought of calling Rammstein in to block him, but he’s not heat resistant, either, and if the Master’s reflexes are fast enough--” 
 
    “No,” Aurora refused. “We’re not risking him, he’s too important.” 
 
    I smirked at her possessive tone, but then I rifled my hair as I considered our options. 
 
    “Well, he can’t counter your flames,” I told the half-elf. “He hasn’t yet, so he must have been relying on his own Ignis Mage to fend you off.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Shoshanne snorted. 
 
    “Hey, I’m still fucking tired,” Aurora clarified as she shook her head, and I could tell from how pale she was that she really meant it. “Raavo was relentless, and he pushed back hard against my powers. I’m running out of steam.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “Well, the Master is about fifteen minutes from making it out of this pass. So, Shoshanne, it’s on you. You’ve gotta blast him the hell out of here, just create the strongest whirlwind you’ve got and drop it right on his ass.” 
 
    “No,” the healer abruptly countered, and I furrowed my brow as Aurora shook her head at me in solidarity. 
 
    “Mason, this is your kill,” the half-elf informed me. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” I scoffed. 
 
    “You gave us the massacre of our dreams,” Shoshanne argued. “We would never take a kill like this from you. We’re only here as part of your arsenal, Mason. The Master dies at your hands, though, all of us agreed on that ages ago.” 
 
    “So, how do you want to kill this bastard?” Aurora asked. 
 
    I stared at the stubborn women while they patiently waited for me to pull this win out of my ass, and I couldn’t help laughing as I rifled my hair once more just to keep my sanity. 
 
    “Alright,” I snorted. “Um… let me think. Both of you are stubborn, and the Master’s getting away. We’re running low on magic, and he’s runed, so he won’t run out of his own magic, but his powers are less complex. He’s also out of assets. No weapons aside from his runes, no minions, and no portal to escape through. I could send the Boms far ahead, fire en masse, and take him out before we lose a few sentries to his stone magic, but I’m guessing you two are gonna veto that--” 
 
    “Vetoed,” Aurora growled. “The Boms aren’t you, Mason. I was fine with them barricading the Master in this pass, but you’re killing him. That’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I muttered. 
 
    I was about to point out how inconvenient her standards were right now, but then I froze instead because the Master’s pace was only half the speed it had been, and thanks to my healing rune, I was already feeling up for another marathon. 
 
    I was also piecing all my own assets together while I considered the two mages beside me, and I realized we were actually prepared for this. 
 
    No guns, no blades, no tank, and no army, but with our combined skill sets, I knew for a fact we could outdo the Master right here. The notion made my veins prickle with anticipation as I felt myself shifting into kill mode, and I couldn’t help chuckling a bit as I shook my head. 
 
     Because working with stone and soil was only part of what my Terra powers entailed.  
 
    “Magery is so much better than rune magic,” I sighed as I stood up again. “I can’t believe Dragir’s not here for me to rub this in his face.” 
 
    “What?” Aurora snorted. 
 
    “Nothing,” I mumbled. “You’re staying here. Shoshanne and I will buy you some time and take the Master on at full bore. I expect you to be saving our asses in ten minutes by closing the mouth of this pass off entirely.” 
 
    “The whole pass?” Aurora scoffed. “Mason, I just told you--” 
 
    “That your powers are running out, I know,” I allowed, and I stretched my stiff limbs while I prepared to run my ass off. “That’s why you’re staying here and harnessing the power of the sun because I know you can. Then build a wall of flames so huge, the Master couldn’t even run through it to the other side if he was desperate, and as soon as that’s done, shield Shoshanne from his view and retreat. He won’t be able to track either of you through the stone, so you’ll be safe as soon as you’re out of range of his runes.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” the healer asked while Aurora just stared at me. 
 
    “I’m gonna go on the defensive while the Master tries to kill me,” I decided. “I know a shit ton more about working with stone than him, and I’m positive I can hold him off for a while. But Aurora, once you’ve recharged, I need both of you keeping him contained to buy me a little time next. Up the ante the whole time you’re retreating to throw him off. Make it look like you’re closing in instead of leaving him stuck with me, and get out of this pass before I go after him for the win. Far out of this pass.” 
 
    “But how are you killing him?” Aurora demanded. 
 
    “With my magery, of course,” I said with a roguish grin. “Cayla was right, it is about time the Master got his head out of his ass and tried to counter my powers in earnest, but once again, he’s fallen short. So, buy me some time, and I’ll kill him the right way. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Shoshanne promptly agreed, and the half-elf gave a tiny nod while she still looked uneasy. 
 
    “You can do this,” I chuckled as I pulled the half-elf over to me, and I tucked a kiss into her sooty braids. “I’ve seen you fight way longer and harder than you have today, and if you’re leaving the damn atmosphere with your magic, I give it five minutes before you harness the power of the sun out here. I’m gonna buy you ten minutes, though, just because I’m a head of the Order, and I feel like I shouldn’t be a jerk about pushing your potential.” 
 
    Aurora managed to laugh even though she didn’t look half as confident as I was about her abilities, and Shoshanne stroked the half-elf’s arm as she sent her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “He’s right,” the healer murmured. “You and your super baby can absolutely do this.” 
 
    Aurora couldn’t help smiling as her hand instinctively slid to her belly, and I sent her a wink before I turned to head deeper into the pass again. 
 
    “Ten minutes!” I hollered back as Shoshanne fell into step beside me. 
 
    Then the healer and I picked up the pace, and we ran at an all-out sprint while I kept my magic locked onto the Master’s location. 
 
    He wasn’t vanishing anymore, and he’d slowed to a jog about fifteen hundred yards ahead. The end of the pass had to be within range of his stone magic now, so there wasn’t much point in me wasting energy blocking him in, but if we caught up within the next six minutes, we could keep him from reaching the jungle beyond. 
 
    The Master’s stone magic was effective, but not enough to break the ridges open and escape, so this was our best chance of finally kicking his ass, and as I caught the determined look in Shoshanne’s eyes, I knew without a doubt we were finishing this war off today. 
 
    “Nine hundred yards,” I panted as I vaulted over the next felled log, and the Master slowed to a stumbling walk. I could hear his breaths grating hard in his throat, and at this range, I could even hear his heart pounding rapidly with exhaustion. 
 
    In another four hundred yards, he’d hear us coming, though, so I got ready to go on the offensive as wind began to whip around Shoshanne’s copper curls. 
 
    “Five hundred yards,” I reported, and a split second later, a wall of jagged stone shot up not twenty feet ahead. 
 
    Then Shoshanne hurled a cyclone out and blasted the rocks apart, and when the rubble flew back in on us, I turned the stones into dust and kept on running. 
 
    The Master took off toward the end of the pass, but I locked my jaw and tore three pits open in his path. He forced them shut as quickly as I expected while I started pulling up walls and pillars to topple them over the bastard, and when the rubble was repelled, Shoshanne sent a whirlwind spiraling along the northern ridge. 
 
    The cyclone dragged debris and dirt with it as it picked up steam, and the two of us leapt over a trench while I watched the whirling mass double in size. Then Shoshanne turned her palm, and the cyclone whipped back into the pass. 
 
    We were only three hundred yards from the Master when the Aer Mage’s attack tore across the ravine just ahead of him, and a flash of long white hair vanished from sight between the ferns. 
 
    Seven seconds later, I had four walls formed and ready to block him in, and as the Master reappeared, Shoshanne’s cyclone crashed against the opposite ridge and blasted a massive sheet of stone loose. 
 
    “There!” I called out. 
 
    Then I pointed directly at the elf who tore my walls apart to double back around, and from a hundred yards away, my gaze locked on to a pair of yellow serpentine eyes. 
 
    This was a long time coming.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    The Master actually stopped in his tracks as a twisted grin came to his ashen face, and something about the flash of his yellow eyes made my rune roar with a vengeance in my ears. He was drenched with sweat and looked like he’d crawled out of a pit to get here today, and his yellowing teeth glinted beneath his taunting grin as he sent every loose shard of stone from the cliff face flying my way. 
 
    His expression was burned into my brain as I deflected the entire onslaught with a wave of my arm, but I didn’t bother sending the onslaught at the Master this time. 
 
    Because the ashen elf was the kind of guy you wanted to kill on sight to wipe the twisted grin off his face, and the glint his yellow eyes had a quality to it that I’d never really seen in anyone before. 
 
    It was like remorseless glee, but with a sick kind of childishness that made my skin crawl, and as soon as I registered this, his fate was sealed in my book. 
 
    This was the guy who had gotten more of his own minions killed in the last two weeks than I’d lost in the entire war, and hundreds of them had been my own mages along with thousands of elves and beasts. A good third of his army had rotted on his fortress floor or devoured each other to the bones, but he looked at me with that fucking grin like we were playing a game only he was allowed to win. 
 
    So, my veins instantly burned with the desire to kill this asshole, and I’d do it exactly how I wanted to just to make sure he understood how a guy who really wants to conquer anything gets shit done. 
 
    I didn’t need to talk to him, and I didn’t need to know a damn thing about who he was. I just needed to destroy his ass for deciding to cause shit in this realm with no means of actually following through. 
 
    So, I silently thanked my stubborn women for having ridiculous standards today, and as my pulse evened out to a deadly calm, I let my rune take over and anticipate the Master’s next five attacks. 
 
    After that, it was Shoshanne and I against the Master with only six hundred yards between us and the end of the pass, and the Aer Mage let whirlwinds build on both sides of the ravine as I resealed pits, dove from pillars, and caught my hundred foot drops all while deflecting a torrent of incoming stone. 
 
    With every strike, I read through the Master’s runic hold, and his lack of restraint or control on his magic only made it more satisfying to dodge every one of his attacks. To his credit, he tried his damndest to kill me, and his runes provided a constant and unwavering force that was steadily overpowering my own. 
 
    The Master didn’t have to give any thought to strategy or maneuvers with powers like these, but he also didn’t have enough experience wielding them to be as lethal as he could have been. He still kept that irritating fucking grin on his face the whole time, though, and his grimy white hair whipped around in Shoshanne’s wind while the haggard creases on his face pinched in the effort to counter us both. 
 
    My Aer Mage let her whirlwinds tear around the ravine as I shielded her left and right from the Master’s attacks, and while I couldn’t pull the ground out from under him, I made sure he was nearly crushed each time he lashed out at her. 
 
    Watching the haggard elf stagger from the force of her magery eased my concerns, though, and Shoshanne caught any bit of stone, dirt, and logs she could while she sent her cyclones within feet of the bastard. 
 
     I mostly just did my best not to miss a step while the Master continued tearing the ravine apart, and I stopped putting my energy toward offensive maneuvers at all while his runes refused to let up. I was stuck on the defensive if I wanted to end this guy the right way, and I was so caught up tracking his flickering movements and anticipating where he’d reappear that I almost forgot what was coming next. 
 
    So, when a searing river of flames roared in from the mouth of the pass, I missed my step by a fraction of a foot. 
 
    I still avoided falling into the pit, though, because the Master hadn’t seen this one coming, either, and all of his powers faltered as the flames crawled up the cliff faces next. Aurora’s Ignis magic kept building, too, while the fire spread the full two-thousand-foot width of the ravine, and I lost sight of the jungle beyond the blaze in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Then the Master suddenly flickered out of sight, and I started counting as I caught Shoshanne’s elbow, kissed her, and sent her away. 
 
    The haggard elf reappeared a hundred feet away and began running his ass off, and I kind of wanted to chuckle because I hadn’t met an elf yet who wasn’t terrified of Aurora’s abilities. My half-elf’s wall was already peeling along the southern ridge, though, and Shoshanne was fleeing behind the inferno that had built up in the north. 
 
    The Aer Mage left a vortex of wind behind her, too, that only caught on the flames and fed into their strength, so it took about thirty seconds for the flaming wall to close us in completely, and the Master missed his opening by a foot. 
 
    Now, it was just me and this twisted fuck with nowhere to run, but I didn’t get a chance to check if he was still grinning like a prick. 
 
    I dropped down in a dense crop of ferns, and I listened to his heart nearly seize while he tried to figure out where Shoshanne and I were. I could hear the stone outside the blaze tearing open, and he started demolishing the ground beneath the fiery walls as well. He was forced to keep his wind magic working, though, because Shoshanne’s vortex was drawing the flames in closer as they caught on the whirlwind. 
 
    I only had half my focus on making sure the ground around me stayed in place now, because I was already connected with the substrate, and I forced my Terra powers straight into the ground. 
 
    The thundering crack of stone and the roar of flames faded from my registry while I continued traveling deeper and deeper into the soil, and I passed through miles of substrate without pausing or thinking twice. Just knowing I’d done this before made it easier to take on the mounting pressure as my veins burned from the sensation, and I knew my effort would be repaid tenfold if I just held out long enough to reach the ferox stratum. 
 
    So, I sent my Terra powers coursing deeper into the planet while the ground shuddered from the Master’s powers, and when my heart began to beat out of sync far below the ground, I took deeper breaths and kept on going. My head ached from the sudden dive toward the mantle, but I locked my jaw and doubled my pace anyways, and as soon as I felt the substrate giving way around me, a smirk hitched on my lips. 
 
    Then I gave another pulse of my powers, and I read the makeup of every mineral of the ferox stratum before I began matching it. I transferred the heated design upward while more sheets of rock crashed down from the ridges beyond the flames, and even though I knew the Master was trying to bury the inferno and escape, I didn’t break my connection. 
 
    I focused all of my effort on altering the stratum beneath me, and when I sensed a sudden jolt of energy feeding into my veins, I knew the magma chamber was already forming. 
 
    So, I channeled my renewed energy back into the process, and I let the chamber spread until it encompassed the entire ravine under my boots. The longer the magma accumulated, the stronger the pull in my veins became, and I gladly embraced the magnetic connection as my Terra powers recharged with a vengeance. I could feel the strength of the magma coursing through every inch of me as I cycled the growing strength right back into the chamber, and only when it was teeming and nearly ready to blow did I finally open my eyes again. 
 
    My attention derailed for a second as I saw jagged pillars piercing the sky around me, and the Master let out a grating and venomous roar as he continued tearing the pass apart to find me. Jets of vibrant orange flames spun between the stone while Shoshanne’s whirlwind crossed into the wall of flames and back again, and as I abruptly took stock of the mayhem surrounding me, I heard another sheet of stone flying in from the burning cliff face. 
 
    Then I rose to my feet and caught the entire mass before it could topple onto Aurora’s flames, and my gaze landed on the yellowed serpentine eyes of the Master. 
 
    His ashen flesh was covered with gaping wounds as Shoshanne’s cyclone hurled debris at us both, and I could tell he’d only barely managed to survive this long while his serpentine eyes flashed wildly like a beast trapped in a cage. 
 
    Or maybe like a possessed beast trapped in a barren fortress. 
 
    I’d already chucked his next two shards of stone out beyond the pass, though, and with a fresh charge coursing in my veins, I sent a shudder coursing through the ground all the way back to where my women were waiting. I could sense three of them about a mile and a half away now, so I knew Cayla had joined the others, but once the tremors reached them, Shoshanne’s cyclone abruptly faded away. 
 
    Aurora kept her inferno raging on, though, and I could sense her powers sifting around me in the stifling air while the Master’s twisted grin returned. 
 
    Then he raised both of his palms toward me, and when the stone under my feet tore itself apart, I steadied my fall without lifting a finger. The constant stream of energy I was drawing from the magma fifty feet below my boots had my Terra powers at top potency, and every jagged pillar that crashed down around me disintegrated into dust before it could reach its mark. 
 
    Nothing threw me off balance or crushed me while the glint in the Master’s yellow eyes became more deranged by the second, and the longer I stood there steadily countering his attacks, the more violent his attempts became. 
 
    Both ridges broke open with a deafening crack, and a jagged pit tore itself open just behind my heels as I felt the Master trying to force me backwards with a blast of wind. 
 
    Still, I didn’t really feel the need to panic. 
 
    I let him push me back toward the flames one foot at a time while I kept on resealing the stone, because in another six seconds, the magma chamber would be too full to contain itself. 
 
    So, I had just enough time to send the Master my own shit eating grin, and as he let out a blistering scream and blasted the ground open once more, a geyser of lava erupted between us. 
 
    It shot hundreds of feet into the sky as the ground shuddered throughout the jungle, and an anguished scream peeled through the air as the molten rock cascaded down. 
 
    Just like Aurora with her flames, though, my element didn’t even singe me, and I slowly backed away as I watched the lava flood the flaming ring I was locked in. I kept my magic sifting through, too, while the magnetic pull sent a power surge through every inch of my body, and I only slowed the flow of the geyser once I was sure the Master had no means of escape. 
 
    I thought I saw a glimpse of his graying hand sinking into the molten flood, but I really couldn’t be sure because the flood was suddenly teeming out of control. 
 
    The swell of lava was building more rapidly than I expected, and I furrowed my brow as I sensed something different coursing through my veins all of a sudden. It was nothing like the charge I’d been experiencing so far, but it was all-encompassing, and I stumbled backward in confusion as the sensation overcame me. 
 
    My Terra powers were starving for more as I channeled all of my renewed strength into the chamber below, and a greed like I’d never known bloomed deep inside my chest. It was heady and impossible to resist as I realized how much I was truly capable of, and I felt like I was standing at the pinnacle of my potential as every fiber of my being burned to destroy anything I touched. 
 
    That was about the time I really comprehended what I’d just created out here, and the fact that I was directly connected to the most destructive force within a hundred leagues of me jolted a scrap of my mind back to reality. 
 
    But only a small, small scrap. The rest of me didn’t care about anything anymore except fueling all this power into something even bigger and more deadly than what I’d just done. 
 
    Then an ebony hand locked on my arm, and I whipped around to find Nulena wide eyed and looking at me in terror. 
 
    “Get out of here!” the Baroness panted. “Go! Stop connecting with it!” 
 
    She didn’t have to tell me twice. 
 
    Nulena’s ebony skin was already breaking into fissures as her hair ignited, and I didn’t look back as I cut off my Terra powers completely and ran headlong into Aurora’s flames. The feel of my half-elf’s powers clinging to my skin almost brought me back to myself as I passed beyond her fire without a burn, but the residual pull of Rekekis was latching onto me more and more with every step. 
 
    I was steadily losing the will to fight back against the call toward destruction, and my powers sparked against my will while my veins ached to reconnect with the lava. 
 
    I’d just begun to wonder if I was already lost to Rekekis’ hold, but then utter Chaos erupted at my back. 
 
    It tore the ground apart in a deafening blast that made the ridges around me crumble, and I didn’t even bother trying to reseal the ground beneath me. I let the explosion of the volcano throw me along with the entire ravine floor, and lava consumed me as I sank into the stream. 
 
    None of this really registered or mattered to me, though, because all at once, I felt like Mason Flynt again, and the first thought that entered my mind as I resurfaced from a swell of lava was that I needed to find out where the hell my women were. 
 
    Then I collided with a wall of stone, and a sudden blackness consumed me. It was heavy and endless while pain throbbed angrily in my head, but there was still a familiar chanting of a rune somewhere in the back of my mind. 
 
    It warred louder and louder in my ears as I drew one grating breath after another, and as soon as my limbs could move, I dragged myself up onto my elbows. Then I tried getting to my knees, and I pried my eyes open to see a river of molten rock flowing beneath me. My fingers hung limp in the lava while I swayed in place, but nothing burned me or tried to latch onto my veins. 
 
    I felt completely at home in the stuff as calm washed over me, and while my body slowly recovered from the impact, I dragged my gaze up to the sixty-foot ridge in front of me. 
 
    A flaming hand hooked itself around my arm a second later, though, and Nulena chuckled into my ear. 
 
    Then the Baroness hauled me up onto my feet, and she sent me a wry look as a few sparks sifted from her lips. 
 
    “You had to go with lava?” Nulena murmured. 
 
    “Hell, yeah, I did,” I said with a lazy grin. 
 
    The spectra smirked and rolled her burning eyes, but I could tell she was into it even if her brother had almost snatched my soul. Then Nulena kept a firm grip on my arm while I hobbled through the river of lava, and we climbed up onto a mass of boulders beyond the edge of the volcano’s flow. 
 
    I did my best to hold myself upright while I watched the ebony woman shift her form once more, and she looked as worn out as I felt while the inferno in her hair slowly doused itself. The fissures in her skin were gradually closing again as we braced our weight on each other for a moment, but my eyes drifted down to the deep red glow in her womb. 
 
     Then I was struck with a sudden sense of how much power our baby would possess, because in the time I’d spent briefly locked in Rekekis’ hold, I’d felt unstoppable and eaten up with a powerful greed I could only imagine wielding at full force for eons. 
 
    And I couldn’t deny… it felt fucking good. 
 
    It was the kind of strength that begged to be thrown out across the cosmos and latched onto any destructive force in its path, and the notion that a child of mine would ascend to wreak havoc like this was admittedly awesome. 
 
    Especially if Nulena was really set on naming it after me. 
 
    So, I smirked as I met the ebony woman’s two-toned gaze, and she pulled me against her as her full lips devoured mine. 
 
    I could still sense the charge of lava permeating the atmosphere as I delved my tongue deep into her mouth, and I locked her waist in my grip while I kissed her until her fingers began to tremble against my chest. Then I kissed her some more just to make the spectra melt into my hold, and when I finally released her, Nulena was shimmering like a pearl as a river of lava streamed by behind her. 
 
    Then a devious grin curled at the corners of her lips. “Guess what Deya’s up to…” 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped as I sobered up all at once. “Where is she? Did you catch her? Where are Aurora and the others? Is Dragir even alive? He’s fucking dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    Nulena chuckled as she took hold of my arms on either side, and before I could blink, I dropped into a shadowy abyss. The exotic scent of the ebony woman enveloped me while we tumbled into the void of her powers, and a fine black mist sifted across my skin as Nulena’s hands stayed locked on me. 
 
    Then I suddenly reemerged into the world, but I wasn’t surrounded by a molten river anymore. I was standing on a long stone bridge, and I turned full circle as I considered the ancient columns that encircled me like an enormous cage. 
 
    That’s when I noticed a massive, slaughtered owl not twenty feet away, and two others were strewn farther down the bridge while pools of blood dripped off the edge. 
 
    “They can’t see or hear us,” Nulena murmured, and she pulled me over to a dilapidated railing before she pointed down. 
 
    We were in the giant rookery Luir had once brought me to when I first visited House Orrel, but none of his transmuters were around this time. 
 
    At least, they weren’t alive. 
 
    Over a dozen massive owls were slaughtered all over the extensive chamber, and far below us, Rhys was braced against a feathery corpse while he worked to catch his breath. 
 
    The green-haired elf had a bloody dagger in each hand, and his tunic was torn to shit while orange puss oozed from the side of his face. He was clearly still able to stand, though, despite the lacerated state of his right leg, and he managed to keep his attention directed to the two men about fifteen feet away. 
 
    Dragir’s back was turned to me while he looked down on the elf at his feet, and even though I recognized Luir’s buttery orange eyes, the rest of him could’ve belonged to anyone. His bare arms had been skinned, so the sinewy meat underneath was fully exposed, but Dragir left his other runes alone, so he wasn’t twitching and wheezing from old age. 
 
    Luir was sprawled out across the rookery floor in his younger state, and he looked up in terror at the silver-haired elf who slowly circled him as he cleaned his goopy dagger off. Whatever Dragir was saying in Elvish sounded ominous enough to make me fear for my own life, so I could only imagine how Luir felt right then. 
 
    The head of House Orrel also had a dagger impaled in both of his thighs, too, and judging by the state of his tunic, I guessed he’d been briefly crushed under the large slab of stone that laid close by. 
 
    Once Dragir rounded his right side, though, I decided the silver-haired elf might actually be in worse condition. 
 
    His entire left side was drenched in blood while his face was too swollen for him to open his left eye, and I was positive the lumps protruding from his torso were a couple of broken ribs. He was limping badly on both legs, too, but the side of his face that wasn’t bludgeoned had a deadly grin on it. 
 
    Luir whimpered and tried to say something now, and Dragir chuckled in response before he braced his boot on the hilt of the dagger in the man’s leg. 
 
    Then Luir cried out as the blade twisted under the force, and a fountain of blood gushed out of his thigh while Nulena chuckled beside me. 
 
    “Where’s Deya?” I muttered as I watched Dragir torture the old elf some more. 
 
    “Right there,” the Baroness murmured, and she pointed to a blank space between two gutted owls. 
 
    I furrowed my brow with a slight concern, but only a minute later, Deya flickered into view, and I immediately recognized the look in her violet eyes. 
 
    It was the same sweet but hollow stare she always had right before she butchered the fuck out of my enemies, and she sauntered toward Luir’s twitching body while her brother propped his hands on his hips. 
 
    He was clearly surprised to have Deya show up unannounced to his revenge slaughter, but from where he stood, he couldn’t see the pistol hidden behind her back. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I gasped. 
 
    “Shhh,” Nulena sighed. “This should be lovely.” 
 
    “This is not okay,” I informed her. “Dragir’s been waiting decades to kill this guy.” 
 
    “Yes, and Deya has only just learned why,” the Baroness calmly countered. “Her fury is fresh and ripe to be unleashed, and given Luir has destroyed the happiness of her only brother, this revenge is as rightfully hers as it is his.” 
 
    I clutched my hair at the roots as I watched Dragir stare at his sister in confusion, but I knew there was just no stopping Deya now. She and her brother were too similar when it came to defending the ones they loved, and the silver-haired elf had no way of knowing this because he’d never seen Deya in mommy-demon mode. 
 
    So, when Deya squatted down beside Luir, the bleeding leader whimpered through tears, and as the beautiful elf offered a sweet smile and a nod of understanding, her brother chuckled mirthlessly and let her have her fun. 
 
    Then Deya murmured something in Elvish, and her sultry tone sent a chill down my spine as she pulled the pistol out from behind her back. 
 
    Dragir lunged to stop her, but the barrel was already wedged against Luir’s throat, and the second Deya pulled the trigger, her brother launched into a furious tirade that echoed around the entire rookery. 
 
    I didn’t understand anything he said, but the wild gestures and tearing at his silver hair made his point pretty clear, and he was too worked up to pay any attention to the elf choking on his own blood at his feet. Luir coughed and gurgled through the gaping hole in his esophagus, and still, Dragir ranted on and on while Deya calmly holstered her pistol and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Hey!” she barked to cut the elf off, and she leveled her fuming brother with a haughty look for a long moment before she placed her palm against her heart. “I love you, and your suffering is my suffering. So, I think we both know this is fair, but for the sake of being respectful, I will say that I am sorry.” 
 
    Even from up on the bridge, I could see Dragir’s good eye twitching with rage, but he couldn’t seem to form words anymore. He was trembling from the effort of containing his fury while the head of House Orrel continued gurgling in pain, and Deya’s abrupt giggle didn’t help anything. 
 
    The beautiful elf was too proud of herself to stop smiling now, and she blushed to her roots as she swiftly leapt over Luir’s twitching body and bolted for the door. 
 
    She still tossed out a brazen cheer for House Flynt on her way out, though, and even after the echo died away, Dragir remained stock still above the bloody body of his enemy. 
 
    Then he removed a dagger from his belt and hurled it into Luir’s skull, and the blade met its mark right between the elf’s eyes without Dragir bothering to look. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I sighed as I watched him silently storm away. 
 
    When I glanced at the Baroness, she was smiling with a gruesome amount of pleasure, and she sent me a careless shrug while I swiped sweat and blood from my face. 
 
    “What did she say to him before she pulled the trigger?” I mumbled out of curiosity. 
 
    “Oh, she said ‘say hello to my little friend,’” Nulena translated. “But this time, she was referencing the pistol, which I think was quite clever of her. Your idea was nice, too, but this approach made a more striking impression.” 
 
     I blinked a few times as the ebony woman grazed her hand along my cheek and strolled back across the bridge, but then I took a long, exhausted breath, glanced at Luir’s mutilated remains, and shuffled after her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    I’d been sinking into a deep blue abyss for longer than I could tell, but a soft glow of star-like flecks began to glisten up ahead. My lungs were being replenished with a fresh dose of air as a few bubbles seeped from my mouth, but then the sea dragon rolled under me to swim deeper into the underwater cavern, and I tightened my grip on Deya’s back. 
 
    A soft song echoed through her chest while I eyed the glowing flecks studding the cavern walls at this depth, and they glistened in an array of colors I’d never imagined before while coral reefs shimmered in the iridescent light. 
 
    Another song answered Deya’s call, though, and I squinted through the water as Shoshanne replenished my lungs once more. 
 
    That’s when I finally got my first glimpse of the nest, and I had to remind myself not to gasp as I tried to count how many sea dragons there were down here. 
 
    All of them glistened with a pearly pink and white sheen as they rolled slowly through the depths, and there must have been more than sixty dragons of every age in the luminous cavern. When Deya swam into the swarm, she let out a melodic call that brought an answer from every dragon surrounding us, and my pulse quickened as parted fangs came within inches of my legs. Still, the strange pink eyes glistened softly while they passed over me without concern, and I couldn’t help feeling like these dragons were the wisest and gentlest giants I’d met in this realm. 
 
    Knowing all the largest ones were over nine hundred years old was part of my reasoning, but it was also the way they moved with so much ease despite the ragged spines on their necks and the giant claws they used to push themselves away from the glimmering walls. 
 
    We swam with them for longer than I could tell before Deya finally branched off from the swarm, and several followed her back through the cavern as they continued singing to the dragon beneath me. 
 
    Bubbles rushed from my mouth as I grinned from ear to ear, and when I looked back over my shoulder, a dozen or so sea dragons were rolling through the deep blue water to follow Deya. 
 
    We kept swimming toward the glittering sunlight while none of the dragons seemed to mind I was there at all, and as we breached the surface, my women gasped with delight and crawled to the edge of the jetty. 
 
    “They came back with you!” Aurora squealed. “Aren’t they beautiful, Mason?” 
 
    “They’re unbelievable,” I chuckled as I swiped the saltwater from my eyes, and Deya let out a low call that the other sea dragons harmonized with as they circled around us in the cove. 
 
    I’d learned to love dragons rather than slay them in the last few months, but swimming with them here while Nemris’ seaside caves rose up at the oceanside made me want to bring one home as much as Aurora did. I figured this had something to do with the atmosphere of the ancient fortress, though. Once I really explored the inner caves, I realized countless murals littered the walls, and most of them depicted the strange sea dragons that only Nemris’ ancestors had ever tamed. 
 
    “Mason, we should just live here,” Shoshanne sighed while she stretched her arms high above her head, and my eyes fell to her sun-soaked curves and the droplets of water still drying on her caramel skin. 
 
    “It is tempting,” I agreed while the healer blushed under my gaze. “But I don’t think Dragir would appreciate listening to your moans echo around his caves all day, and I fully intend to keep you moaning non-stop from here on out.” 
 
    My women fell into a fit of giggles as I sent them a roguish grin, and Cayla splashed water at me while I swam over to join my lovers on the rocks. 
 
    Deya was laid out among them while she transmuted with her favorite dragons in the realm, and I made sure to drip water all over my bikini clad women to make them gasp a bit before I settled in with my head resting beside Deya’s belly bump. 
 
    “Are you ladies almost ready to go home?” I sighed. 
 
    “No,” Nulena purred, and she snuggled closer against me. “For once, I have no desire to get back to work.” 
 
    “What?” Cayla gasped in mock surprise. “Are you telling me you’ve finally murdered enough mortals?” 
 
    “Of course not,” the Baroness curtly replied. “It’s only that I’d much rather lick saltwater off Mason’s neck and make love to him by the sea for the rest of the evening. That’s all.” 
 
    “Yeah, but who’s gonna build all those castles you want if I sit around getting fucked for hours?” I countered. 
 
    “Don’t forget about the baby training halls,” Aurora reminded me. 
 
    “And the sapphire bathing room,” Nulena murmured. 
 
    “And we still want an entire sex jungle for tiger sex,” Shoshanne giggled. 
 
    “New tank,” Cayla added in a firm tone. “I need a new tank; I can’t live without one now that I’ve had one.” 
 
    “I’ll make all of that, too,” I agreed. 
 
    “But as soon as the work is done, we’re never getting dressed again,” Aurora decided. “It’ll be nothing but orgasms and tummy kisses for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “Aww, tummy kisses!” Shoshanne moaned. “Once I have a bump as cute as Deya’s, I expect you to cover it with kisses, Mason. Hourly. No… quarter-hourly.” 
 
    “Deal,” I chuckled. “You can expect your cuddle quotient to increase every week during this pregnancy. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Lovely,” the healer giggled against my chest, and I grinned while she started tracing little circles across my abs. 
 
    We’d been lounging at the hidden fortress beside the sea for three straight days now, but I still wasn’t tired of the long, lazy hours spent on the jetty with my pregnant lovers. Ever since we’d destroyed the Master, my women had done absolutely nothing but cuddle, daydream, and beg me to go swimming with them, and whenever Deya’s brother was off scouring the ancient library of House Orrel, I ravaged every one of them in the cove, at the cliffside, on the jetty, and in the ancient caves of Nemris’ descendants. 
 
    I even tied Aurora to a tree and fucked her raw to finish her celebration in style, and to say we were fully embracing the first week of our careless and kinky lives together would be an understatement. 
 
    I knew the fun wouldn’t end when we headed back to Falmount today, though. There were still private waterfalls to build in our backyard, castles with baby towers, and I really did have every intention of replacing my lovers’ armored tank, too. 
 
    I was not over the tank life yet. 
 
    Plus, House Orrel was now the Flynt family vacation home, so we’d definitely be flying a dragon out here on the weekends anyways. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh while I tried to decide whether dragon sex should be saved for the flight there or back, but when I heard Deya giggle beside me, I squinted into the sun to find her violet eyes sparkling down at me. 
 
    “Did you like it?” the beautiful elf purred. 
 
    “I loved it,” I assured her. “Do you think you’ll take our baby down to meet them? They have known your ancestors for centuries.” 
 
    “Oh, our baby will be a transmuting little sea dragon by the time she is two,” Deya informed me. 
 
    “She?” I clarified as I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    The beautiful elf blushed bright pink as she pulled my hand over to cup her belly. “I don’t know, I just feel like we will have a girl. Would you mind?” 
 
    “A little girl with pink hair and silver eyes would be adorable,” I decided. 
 
    “No, we should all have boys to start with,” Cayla countered. 
 
    “Five sons!” Aurora gasped as she shot up, and I let my eyes drift to the tiny red bikini that was so close to exposing her nipples right now. “One son to rule each region! Deya’s can rule Nalnora one day.” 
 
    “Aurora, would you like your son to rule over Cedis by chance?” Cayla asked. “It might satiate your rebel son’s need to supplant proper order, and this way my son can conquer the north. I think he’ll be more the conquering type.” 
 
    “Woah, what?” I cut in. “None of my sons are conquering the dwarves.” 
 
    “Well, he could be an Elder,” the princess compromised. “He’ll start as the first royal mage to ever serve as a general of the dwarven army, and he’ll lead Orebane to a glorious victory over all others thanks to the innovative talents passed down by his father. Then the Elders will offer him a seat amongst them, and his prowess and head for strategy will see him made King Elder of the Elders of Aurum.” 
 
    “Who is your son gaining victory over if the other regions are all ruled by his brothers?” Shoshanne asked as she sat up and cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    Cayla shrugged. “They can war against each other if they want to. It’ll be a nice way to use up their energy. They will be Mason’s kids after all, they’ll have to do something.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Deya agreed. “A half-elven Mason will be very bored if Nalnora does not exist in a constant flux between war and survival of the fittest. My son can war with Illaria, just to keep with tradition.” 
 
    “Okay, no,” I interrupted. “No to all of that. Our kids are not conquering my allies. That’s not gonna work for me.” 
 
    “Then what will they do?” Nulena chuckled, and my five lovers looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “Uh… well, they’ll probably have names and… hobbies,” I muttered, but while my women stared, I realized I really didn’t know jack shit about kids. My lovers were all so gorgeous and barely dressed, though, and considering they’d begged to carry my children, I knew I owed it to them to compromise. “Okay, how about this? If our children want to conquer things and get rowdy, then that’s just fine. So long as that’s what they want, and we don’t nudge them in that direction on purpose. We should be supportive, right? Especially with all the slaughtering we’ve done.” 
 
    Aurora nodded. “This is fair.” 
 
    “So, if they want to conquer some regions, we’ll make sure they know how to make the best weaponry,” I continued. “Maybe double check their moral compasses, too, and just generally see that they’re well prepared.” 
 
    “I could teach them how to lead an army with an intimidating but respectable hand,” Cayla suggested. 
 
    “I could teach them how to use chaos to their advantage in order to entice fear and gain leverage over others,” Nulena eagerly offered, but then she forced a casual shrug. “If you want.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that,” Aurora replied, and the princess pointed to herself as well. 
 
    “What if they’re very quiet and sensible boys who just want to learn new things?” Shoshanne mused, and I grinned at the dreamy glint in her brown eyes while she twirled a copper curl around her fingertip. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a fifty percent chance that will be the case with all of them,” I admitted. “I wasn’t really a troublemaker as a kid. Not in this life, anyways. I was, uh… you know. I kept to myself, did my own thing.” 
 
    Deya’s violet eyes glittered as she stifled a giggle, and I tried to look totally unaffected by my women’s silly grins as I scruffed the saltwater from my hair. 
 
    “Mason, were you shy?” Cayla asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course, he was,” Aurora chuckled, and she fluffed the waves in her blue hair as she eyed me up and down. “This is adorable.” 
 
    “Hey, I said things when they needed to be said,” I clarified. “I did stuff and knew people, I just didn’t step outside the box too much. I liked learning about cool shit, playing games with cool shit, watching videos of people doing cool shit… ” 
 
    “What is a video?” Deya asked as her pink eyebrows crinkled. 
 
    “It’s sort of like a book,” I explained, “but it has images of real things that move, and you can watch the images talking and doing whatever. It’s a great way to get a more in depth look at things you might not learn about otherwise. Although it really does drag you in, because I used to spend hours just watching videos if I found a subject I was interested in. That’s how I learned a lot of things like how to build weaponry and vehicles.” 
 
    “So… you were quiet and enjoyed learning.” Shoshanne blushed to her roots as her smile widened. “I was, too!” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” I muttered. “I’m pretty sure we’re galactic soul mates, but to our credit, we’ve both gotten really badass with age.” 
 
    “We have,” Shoshanne giggled. 
 
    Then I realized my other women had the dopiest smiles right now, and they were all clutching their flawless tummies while they stared at me. 
 
    “Aww!” Deya moaned. “Our sons are going to be the smartest and cutest little quiet boys.” 
 
    Nulena nodded. “And on other days, they’ll silently slaughter their enemies and lead a band of women in a war against their arch nemeses.” 
 
    “Wait!” Aurora gasped. “Deya’s son and my son will join forces to rise up against their sworn enemy, Cayla’s son, and after years and years of the greatest war this world has ever seen, Shoshanne’s wise son will come forth, heal the rift amongst them all, and reunite the regions in the name of their father, Mason Flynt, the King of Everything.” 
 
    “Then Nulena’s son will show up for a family reunion, and the world will freeze over for the next three thousand years,” Shoshanne added. 
 
    The ebony woman’s lips curled into a smug grin. “Thank you, I think he’ll be wonderfully devious.” 
 
    “Gods, our children are going to cause so much strife,” Deya sighed happily, and she turned to me with the sweetest blush on her cheeks. “Don’t you think that’s exactly what they’ll be like?” 
 
    My women giggled with pride as they all snuggled up to me, and as I looked into their shimmering eyes, the warmth and love I found there was so adorably sappy, I really had no choice but to humor them. 
 
    “I mean… yeah, maybe,” I said with a wonky grin. “As long as none of them start calling themselves the Master, I’m up for pretty much anything.” 
 
    “Well, that would be silly of them,” Deya snorted. “You are the Master, now.” 
 
    “Ummmm, no,” I flat out disagreed. “I am not the Master. I’m just a master.” 
 
    “Our master,” Cayla murmured, and the tip of her tongue slowly grazed her bottom lip. 
 
    “Stop,” I muttered. “That is a bedroom only kind of name.” 
 
    “Is that an order, master?” Aurora purred, and I sighed as I reached over to close my hand around her slender neck. 
 
    That only made the half-elf tip her lips up to offer me a taste, though, and while she pressed her tiny bikini top against me for good measure, I felt three different women sliding their hands up my legs. 
 
    Then I groaned in defeat as I ended up kissing each of my lovers in turn, and their sun-kissed bodies pressed in on all sides until they had me pinned against the rocks in no time. So, I let them nip at me as much as they wanted since that was the victory plan after all, and I gladly palmed every slightly sandy ass cheek that came my way. My women’s giggles mixed with the splashing waves around us as a soft breeze blew in from the sea, but when I heard a pointed cough on the cliff, I abruptly made sure Deya wasn’t still straddling me by the time Dragir came into view. 
 
    It was the least I could do considering he knew damn well we’d been fucking all over his house for days and didn’t make a big deal out of it. 
 
    “Hey, man,” I casually tossed out as the silver-haired elf strolled down the jetty, and Deya sent him a cheery wave that he ignored. 
 
    “Do not mind me,” Dragir sighed. “I am simply arriving at my home and venturing to the end of my jetty to stare at nothing for the next four hours. Carry on with your fraternizing.” 
 
    Cayla snorted, but Deya rolled her violet eyes while her brother brushed past us. 
 
    “You are pouting,” she informed the man like a total know-it-all. 
 
    “I was not even born with the ability to pout,” Dragir muttered without turning back. 
 
    “He is pouting,” Deya decided, and I tried to catch her by the ankle, but the lithe elf was too quick for me. 
 
    “Deya…” I sighed as I climbed out of my nest of women. “Stop rubbing it in.” 
 
    The beautiful elf continued trotting after her brother, though, and when she reached him at the end of the rocky embankment, she promptly perched herself on his left side and sent him a pointed look. 
 
    “Don’t be so mopey,” the elf chided. “Technically, you killed Luir.” 
 
    “Not technically,” Dragir scoffed. “I did kill Luir. There is no question about this. You merely ruined my fun, but this is not worth moping over. Stop being a prodding little heathen.” 
 
    “Mason, am I prodding?” Deya asked me, and I smirked as I sat down beside the pair. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I feel like you’ve been bringing it up daily just to brag, but that’s neither here nor there. Both of you got to enjoy the sight of Luir locked in painful misery, gushing blood, and gurgling his way toward death. I think that’s a fair ending for everyone.” 
 
    “It is,” Deya agreed as she tipped her nose up. “And Dragir, let us not overlook the fact that while I may have interrupted your fun, at least I said sorry.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up as Dragir slowly turned a livid look toward his sister, and she blushed on the spot while she clamped a hand over her mouth. Then she did the wise thing and sprinted in the opposite direction, but her hysterical giggles echoing all down the jetty brought an irritated sigh from the elven warrior beside me. 
 
    “You are taking her very far away from here, right?” Dragir checked. 
 
    “Today,” I confirmed. 
 
    The elf nodded with some relief, but he was still stuck in the same scowly mood he’d been in ever since the battle at House Orrel, and I knew it couldn’t only be Deya’s epic murder line that had gotten to him. 
 
    He was actually an awesome brother to Deya when kills weren’t involved, and I felt kind of bad about heading back to my genuinely fantastic life and leaving him alone on this jetty. 
 
    Especially if he was determined to stare into the abyss for four miserable hours at a time. 
 
    “You alright?” I muttered as I considered the clouds building on the horizon. “I thought you’d be more excited after finally getting to raid Luir’s library.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Dragir snorted. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me he destroyed everything…” 
 
    “No, he would not be that sort,” Dragir sighed heavily. “I looked through his illustrious library. I studied the notes his students have made for thousands of years, and I have consulted his personal journals to shed light on all that House Orrel have kept from the rest of my nation.” 
 
    I nodded, but his monotone and bland expression seemed to contradict all of this. 
 
    “Not as exciting as you thought?” I guessed. 
 
    “Worse,” the elf mumbled. “Do you remember when I told you Luir sought my knowledge, and that I have deciphered sixteen unknown elements?” 
 
    “I do,” I replied. 
 
    “Then you can imagine my disappointment when I found out combining this previous knowledge with the notes in Luir’s library concludes my lifelong quest before I have even begun it.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I am now the only elf in all of Nalnora who knows every element of the degree mapping of rune magic,” Dragir said without enthusiasm, but my jaw nearly fell into my lap. 
 
    “All of them?” I gasped. “You can name every unknown element?” 
 
    “Yes,” the elf snorted. “So, it is done. I had hoped I would slaughter my enemies, dismantle the bullshit hierarchy of my nation, and live out my days in the study of rune magic to finally discover all of its secrets. I imagined I would spend decades… centuries… devoting my life to this work. But in two days, I have concluded my quest. There is truly nothing to strive for now.” 
 
    I ground my jaw at the conviction in Dragir’s statement, and he glowered down at the waves while I tried to put myself in his shoes. 
 
    And sure, I could see where he was coming from, but I was also flabbergasted. 
 
    “Dude, knowing the elements isn’t the end of the quest,” I clarified. “You know that. There’s literally millions of runes to be created and tested, and after everything we’ve seen the Master and Luir mess around with, can’t you imagine how phenomenal that’s going to be?” 
 
    Dragir shrugged. “It will be fun in some ways, but not as rewarding as genuine discovery.” 
 
    “I disagree,” I informed him. “What about weaponry? Imagine every weapon I’ve made that blew your mind, but with the endless possibilities of rune magic thrown in. Think of the arsenal we’re gonna create!” 
 
    “An arsenal to fight who?” Dragir groaned. “Your enemies are slaughtered. My enemies are slaughtered! My sister is safe, my family is freed from centuries of servitude, and the Houses do not need to war because we are allies. There are no weapons needed. Look at you! You have allied the fucking regions! Who are we creating these weapons for? This entire world is at peace thanks to you.” 
 
    He had a point there, and I scruffed my chin as the weight of this pressed on my shoulders a bit. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I muttered. “I got all these murdery women pregnant, and they are gunning to see our babies conquer shit, but I kind of just… saved the world. United the nations. Restored total peace. Who are we supposed to unleash our babies on?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Dragir scoffed. “How boring.” 
 
    So, the two of us stared into the abyss for several desolate minutes, and when I glanced at the elf beside me, I realized he really would end up doing this every day, every week, for years. I’d fly off on my metal dragon and fuck my women daily and have hundreds of babies, and Dragir would sit here, with no one to kill even though he was really, really good at killing shit. 
 
    “Alright!” I said as I straightened up a bit. “I’m gonna tell you something. I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell you, or if cosmic disorder will ensue because of it, but probably not, so here goes.” 
 
    Then I told Dragir about Deya’s fate. I told him about Nemris, about spectras, about reaching his one thousandth year and finally ascending, and I even went out on a limb and told him up front that he would be the one immortal in the pantheon of the gods with the power to preside over Death itself. Then I explained the politics of the pantheon to the best of my knowledge, and when I finished, Dragir nodded a couple times while his scowl remained in place. 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” I guessed. 
 
    Dragir shrugged. “I believe Deya will be a goddess. She is kind-hearted, and beautiful, and entitled to a respectable degree. She also has a certain mischievousness about her that I think immortality would allow. This makes sense. But… you are telling me I will become a being like this Baroness of yours?” 
 
    “I don’t know the specifics,” I admitted. “Nulena’s the only spectra I’ve ever met, so the sparks and the Chaos vibe is probably all her. You’ll be like that, though. Powerful, terrifying… you’ll have the ability to take on any form in the physical plain. You could have sex with a countless number of different sexy species throughout your immortal life, and of course, wield Death throughout the universe.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Dragir mused. “I suppose that is something to strive for. One thousand years?” 
 
    “Yeah, if you die before then, you won’t ascend,” I clarified. 
 
    Then Dragir nodded again, and he didn’t say anything else on the subject before he gestured over his shoulder. 
 
    “Your next woman is here,” he informed me. 
 
    “My what?” I snorted, but when I turned around, I saw Rhys descending the steps along the cliff. 
 
    The green-haired elf was dragging an elven woman behind him who had cinnamon-hued, exotic curves and thick purple hair tumbling down her bare back, and her hands were tied at the wrists while she trotted along without concern. 
 
    I guessed the tiny bag Rhys was carrying must be Aliasa’s belongings, but none of this was as important right now as the fact that he had tied a painfully tight band of fabric over his wife’s mouth. 
 
    “He gagged her?” I scoffed. “Fucking elves, man…” 
 
    Then I got up and headed to meet the green-haired elf in the cove beside the cave entrance, and Aliasa’s vibrant orange eyes gleamed as she mumbled through her gag. 
 
    “You didn’t have to gag her,” I firmly informed Rhys. “I doubt that’s a necessary gesture at this point.” 
 
    “Trust me, it was necessary,” Rhys said in a flat tone. 
 
    Then he used his dagger to cut the ropes around her wrists and the knot at the back of her head, and Aliasa took a deep, rejuvenating breath that made her enormous breasts swell fantastically. 
 
    “I have been wet with longing for you,” the elven woman moaned outright. “Every moment my anticipation grows, and I can think of nothing but finally surrendering myself to a man as virile as you. I want to be mounted by you, Mason Flynt, and at the moment of penetration, I want to gaze into your commanding eyes and know deep in my soul that my womb is yours now and forever. All that you want or need from me will be relinquished in that moment, and you will be the owner of my entire being. I can hardly believe the time has finally come, and that from this day forward, I will spend the rest of my life giving myself to you in any position and any entrance you desire. I have been pleasuring myself to this notion for weeks on end, and soon, I will finally taste the very essence of you against my tongue, feel your hot and decadent seed filling my womb until I am…” 
 
    I stared down at Aliasa while she carried on like this, but when I realized there was just no end to her provocative speech, I casually clamped my hand over her lips. Then the cinnamon-hued woman let out a wanton moan and fell silent, and I glanced at the stone-faced elf next to us. 
 
    “Enjoy,” Rhys growled, and he thrust the bag he was holding into my free hand before he turned on his heels. 
 
    “Hey, thank you, by the way,” I called after him. “Really, it’s cool of you to give me your wife, and I’ll take good care of her.” 
 
    Aliasa whimpered desperately at the words while she went ahead and grabbed a hold of my dick, and Rhys continued toward the cliffside steps and walked off without looking back. 
 
    Once I was sure the man was out of elven earshot, I removed my hand from Aliasa’s mouth, and since I was rock hard anyways, I just let her massage my cock while I considered the erotic glint in her orange eyes. 
 
    “So… out of curiosity,” I muttered. “If I put my dick in your mouth at any given point--” 
 
    “I will stop talking,” Aliasa assured me with an obliging nod. 
 
    “And when I take it back out…?” 
 
    “I will continue talking, if that is what you wish,” Aliasa purred. “Or I will remain obediently silent and only engage with you sensually. Whatever it is you prefer. But I ask only that when you penetrate me, you do so with genuine appreciation. That you take your time embracing my innate feminine beauty and express a true desire to have me bear your children. Not only because you find conception incredibly arousing, as I do, but also because you wish for me, specifically, to accept your seed and provide you with heirs as fierce and glorious as your bloodline demands. Any man who boorishly demands offspring without pausing long enough to embrace the erotic joy and pleasure of the soul joining moment is a tyrant in my eyes. This is a joy which has been missing from my life, Mason Flynt, and I can only hope that in your care, I will finally be allowed the pleasure of engaging in consistently satisfying intercourse for the rest of my life. Intercourse that not only stimulates my animalistic nature, but provides a necessary means of unleashing your own carnal drive to possess a woman of such unrestrained sexuality.” 
 
    I nodded while I took a steadying breath. “I can live with that. Everything you just said is very, very fair.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Aliasa said as she sent me a heart stopping smile, and I swallowed hard while she continued stroking my dick, but with a slightly firmer grip. “I also enjoy being allowed to express my love for you with unbridled passion whenever the mood strikes me, and hunting is my favorite pastime, but what would you like me to know about you before I surrender my body and soul to you?” 
 
    “Uh…” I stammered. “Well, I guess just… that I’m not from around here.” 
 
    “How fascinating,” the elven woman moaned. “Perhaps we can discuss this further once you have penetrated me in a few different ways. I must admit, I am quite impatient to have your rigid member buried deep within me, but your passions and life story are as important to me as sexual pleasure.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I agreed. “We were just getting ready to head home, actually. You remember my women, right?” 
 
    “Of course, I do!” Aliasa gasped, and my breath hitched as she abruptly released my cock and trotted over to my five women. 
 
    Who I just now realized had been watching us from ten feet away with seriously smug grins, so I shifted my pants while I struggled to get my blood flow sorted out. 
 
    “My beautiful and deadly friends,” Aliasa sighed as she kissed all of them on their cheeks. “Thank you for your support and belief in my resilience. I have been wishing that over time, we will know one another on a highly intimate and life-affirming level, and that together, we might provide Mason Flynt with the satisfaction his virility deserves.” 
 
    “Me, too!” Deya giggled. “Did you know we’re all pregnant with his super babies?” 
 
    Aliasa gasped once more as she clutched Deya and Nulena’s hands in hers. “You are so very fortunate! Tell me, does Mason Flynt ensure you share the proper number of orgasms with him during this time? Because I think passionate sex is the most important aspect of a rewarding childbearing experience.” 
 
    Shoshanne let out a ragged breath that could have been a yes, but Cayla’s blue eyes were hooded with pure lust. 
 
    “May I ask…” the princes inquired. “What color are your nipples?” 
 
    “Oh!” Aliasa muttered, and she promptly removed her leather top while all my women’s jaws unhinged. “A delicate and light pink, but they deepen to a very enjoyable purple hue when I’m highly aroused. Although, I will admit, it has been many, many, many, many years since a man has witnessed this.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Aurora croaked as she glanced at me. “Mason, we’re going home, right? Please? Let’s go home and get Aliasa all… settled in… deeply settled in.” 
 
    “Yes!” Deya blurted out. “I would love to see this beautiful, deserving, and lethal woman properly… cared for. A few times, if you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Do you like being choked?” Nulena bluntly inquired. 
 
    “I have not allowed a man to restrict me in this sexual way yet!” Aliasa giggled. “This does sound fun, though. Somewhat punishing, but enjoyable, and possessive. Goodness, I am aroused only thinking of it!” 
 
    “We’re going,” Cayla decided. “I’m ready to go home.” 
 
    “Yep,” I promptly agreed. 
 
    “Where’s the dragon?” Shoshanne murmured as she slid her arm around Aliasa’s waist, and I could tell she only did this to get a feel for how plush the exotic woman’s curves were to the touch since she was still not wearing her top. 
 
    Judging by the healer’s instant blush, I guessed she whole-heartedly approved. 
 
    “Stan was supposed to be here to pick us up a couple hours ago,” I sighed. “Let me see what’s taking him so long.” 
 
    I summoned my metal magic as I searched the skies for a sign of my right-hand metal man, and I wasn’t too surprised when I found him still shooting up the deserted jungle in the north. Then I connected with his metal steed’s gem, though, and I summoned the pair of them to the coast as I shook my head. 
 
    My women were already finding all kinds of reasons to brush up against Aliasa’s bare ass or help her secure her taut leather top across her enormous breasts, but since we’d lost all of our belongings into the sea a few days ago, we didn’t have any other preparations to make before we finally headed home. 
 
    So, I just enjoyed the sight of my women testing the meat of Aliasa’s thighs, explaining how swollen their own breasts had been getting, and asking her all kinds of things like if she’d be interested in getting pregnant this week. 
 
    Then I noticed Dragir coming down the jetty, and the fact that he was smiling, genuinely smiling, was the only thing that could have dragged my eyes away from my newest woman’s ample cleavage. 
 
    “We’re about to head back to Illaria,” I told the silver-haired elf as I strolled over to meet him. 
 
    “Hear me out,” Dragir said at once, and I furrowed my brow at the deadly glint in his serpentine eyes. “Deya is to become a goddess, but you have favor with Nemris in this life, yes? So, that should keep you alive for quite a while. Long enough for me to ascend to my rightful place, anyways. Then, with me presiding over Death, and Deya holding the key to all worlds in the cosmos, it will be settled! We will have Nulena along as well to unleash her own immortal wrath until your god-baby ascends, too!” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered slowly. “I feel like I know where you’re going with this, but I don’t know if I like it.” 
 
    “Obviously, you, me, Deya, and Nulena battle our way through the cosmos,” Dragir said with a greedy nod. “We will conquer all worlds, and you will never have to face death again! I will make sure of it! And what is this other thing… this pantheon? We will conquer that, too. It sounds like another bullshit elitist system that none of us should be forced to adhere to. This is a good plan, no?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, but no words came out, and I was suddenly reminded why the idea of Dragir presiding over Death had unnerved me so much at first. 
 
    This right here was the reason, the greedy, murderous, and shamelessly excited look on the silver-haired elf’s face, and he clapped me hard on the shoulder before he whistled his way down the jetty to bid my women farewell. 
 
    Dragir practically strutted his way there, too, while Rammstein swooped in for a landing, and Stan even did a double take from his spot on the dragon’s back when he saw the elf looking so at ease. 
 
    Deya was all laughs and hugs while she said goodbye to her big brother, and my other women forced him to high five them all, which he did without argument. Aliasa he just offered a curt nod to, and when I joined them all by the dragon, Dragir sent a huge grin my way that showed he was definitely striving for something again. 
 
    Everything in the cosmos, apparently. 
 
    “Safe flight, my brother,” Dragir said as he shook my hand. “Next week, we will begin these new weapons, and I would like to focus on designs with a larger scope in mind. Something worthy of cosmos domination, yes? This is more impressive.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I mumbled as the silver-haired elf throttled my shoulder and let out an evil chuckle, and then I stared as he whistled his way into the hidden fortress by the sea. 
 
    “Mason Flynt!” Aliasa called out. 
 
    Then I turned to find all five… I mean six… but technically seven… of my women straddling one another on the back of my giant metal dragon, and there was just enough room for me between Aliasa’s bare ass and Shoshanne’s splayed, caramel thighs. 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” Aliasa hollered once more, “your women have permitted me to ride this metal steed in a position where your glorious member might be firmly pressed almost to insertion against me. Is this fine with you?” 
 
    Cayla and Aurora sent me shit eating grins while Deya giggled into Nulena’s ebony hair, and Shoshanne’s vigorous blush left me with nothing I could possibly say to this question. 
 
    Then Stan popped up from his cozy spot deep in the bed of Aliasa’s cleavage, and he sent me a solemn nod. 
 
    So, I just nodded right back, tripped over my boots, and climbed onto Rammstein while my women giggled at my reaction. 
 
    As soon as I was settled in, though, it was like all of my immortal dilemmas melted away. 
 
    Technically, it hardly mattered what my family intended to do with the cosmos. That was a thousand years from now, and right now, I was just a mortal with a solid victory in the bag and a lifetime of retirement to enjoy. 
 
    Then Aliasa wriggled her cushy ass to make sure my shaft was wedged right where she wanted it, and all at once, I felt it deep in my bones and straight through my dick that I had truly won this war. 
 
    In every possible way. 
 
    “You ladies finally ready to get back to Falmount?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Shoshanne sighed against my back. “I’m already needing more sex from you today.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Deya agreed. “It has been hours…” 
 
    “I’m first!” Aurora announced. 
 
    “No,” Nulena said, and she peeked over her shoulder to get another glimpse at my newest woman. “Aliasa is first. I have to see this.” 
 
    “Oh, how lovely!” the purple-haired elf moaned. “I had thought we might all enjoy one another’s bodies at once to increase Mason’s pleasure, but I will gladly allow you to witness our first penetration. I can only hope that you will gain as much enjoyment as myself while Mason fills me with his delicious seed to claim my body and soul for his own.” 
 
    “Fly! Go! Go! Go!” Cayla abruptly ordered the dragon, and I chuckled as Rammstein launched into the air. 
 
    Then he soared over the jungle and to the west, and I kept one hand on Aliasa’s meaty thigh with the other gripping the tiny tuck of Deya’s waist. My women giggled when the rolling of the dragon’s back forced them even tighter against each other, and while their little gasps filled my mind and brought a grin to my face, I set my eyes toward Illaria. 
 
    This was it. The rest of my life was finally here, and it was gonna be kinky as hell if my six women had anything to say about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    10 Years Later 
 
      
 
    “Daddy…” I heard my daughter whisper. “You should wake up!” 
 
    I grunted in disagreement, but she kept prodding her finger against my cheeks anyways. I’d gotten good at ignoring this kind of treatment, though, and I was about to drift back to sleep when I heard my daughter running off and giggling like a maniac. 
 
    So, my eyes popped open, and that’s when I saw the ring of bright purple flames billowing around me. And over the pergola I was napping under. And beneath me. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped, and I shot up in the hammock. “Desi, get back here and clean this mess up!” 
 
    The giggling just continued somewhere in the dense foliage around me, and I narrowed my eyes while I tracked her tiny footfalls. The Ignis half-elf was so proud of herself for trapping me again that her little toes were wriggling against the soil, and I tried to ignore how stinking cute this was. 
 
    Because this was the tenth time this week Deya’s mini-me had hunted me down during my nap to surround me in flames. I thought she wouldn’t get me on my rooftop glade, but silencing enchantments and tungsten locks weren’t much use anymore. 
 
    My kids were too effective. 
 
    “Desi,” I tired once more, and I prepared to lock her wiggling feet in the soil. “I’m going to count to five, and if this blaze is not doused by the time I get to--” 
 
    Another hysterical giggle erupted, and Desi hopped up onto a tree branch before I could catch her. The silver streaks in her pink eyes always glittered when she knew she’d outsmarted me, and I ground my jaw at the nine-year-old’s adorable smile. 
 
    “Love you, Daddy!” Desi giggled. 
 
    “Don’t give me that smile,” I scoffed. “Get over here, and douse these flames, or I swear to the gods, I will--” 
 
    My daughter was already leaping from one tree branch to another, though, and she was only a flash of her pink hair until she scaled a trunk in seconds flat and dove through a tower window. 
 
    “That’s… the opposite of listening,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    For a second, I wondered if I should break the floors open again to get Desi back here, but I knew how it would end, and I didn’t feel like rebuilding my whole castle just to teach one of my nearly thirty kids a lesson. 
 
    So, I waved my palm and doused the flames myself, and then I dragged my ass out of my hammock because even a king can only nap for so long. 
 
    The runes muttering in my mind made my afternoon respites necessary, though. It was astounding how many brandings I needed to take just to keep up with my magical kids, but I didn’t mind too much. It was better than losing a bunch of runed pendants and ending up at the mercy of my own children, and I’d had years to get used to the runes Dragir designed to meet my needs. 
 
    He’d balanced the elements carefully to make sure I wouldn’t lose my mind carrying them, too, but I still had to crash midday regardless of how much time passed. 
 
    Years and years of Elvish muttering tended to make a man more inclined to slit a throat. 
 
    Now, I was fully rejuvenated again, and as I looked up at the jungle trees of my rooftop glade, I had a good feeling this was my lucky day. 
 
    Something in my gut told me it was, and the prospect of finally solving my biggest dilemma put a bounce in my step as I strolled back toward the tower to get back to work. Then I doused the flaming stairwell Desi had left for me, and I headed downstairs to check in with Alfred. 
 
    My entire kingdom was preparing for the weeklong celebration that would begin tomorrow, and since most of my vassals had everything in hand, I was focused on getting my own arrangements squared away. 
 
    This week marked a full decade since my family and I had destroyed the Master, but ultimately, my kingdom was also celebrating a decade completely devoid of any perilous forces rising up to wreak havoc amongst the regions. 
 
    Or at least… some of us were celebrating this. 
 
    I really was proud my kingdom had fared so well, though, especially given how large it had become. Once Temin relinquished his crown to me, I combined his kingdom with my own in the south to form what was now known as the kingdom of Illaris, and at first, I thought this might piss some people off. 
 
    Secretly, that was why I’d agreed to take Temin’s crown to begin with. I figured someone, noble or otherwise, would refuse to support one man presiding over so much land, but I underestimated how many fans I had. 
 
    So, Cedis and Illaria merged without a single skirmish, and now I had ten cities and thirty villages to visit with my six queens over the next week. 
 
    But even though it was so fucking good to be king, this celebration only reminded me of how potentially screwed I was. 
 
    “Good afternoon, sir,” Alfred preened, and he offered a solemn bow at the base of the tower steps. 
 
    I grinned as he handed my crown over, and then I strolled down the stone corridor while the butler flanked me and pulled a slip of parchment out. 
 
    “Update me, Alfred,” I sighed. “Any word from Stan?” 
 
    “Not yet, sir,” Alfred answered. “However, your brother has sent a message from Nalnora. He has located the tribe of disciples trained by the elf named Luir. His report states they are not hostile, and he has taken a few of them on as his own students. Dragir also requests you join him upon your return from the celebration. He has concocted another explosive device and wishes to have you present for the test run so as to avoid another mishap.” 
 
    “Let Dragir know I’ll be there in eight days,” I replied. “He can do the test north of House Flynt in the east.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” the butler said, and he marked this item off his list while we crossed under an archway and onto the open-air bridge. 
 
    The bridge connected my private quarters to the rest of Falmount Castle, and from up here, I could see over the oaken woods to the peaks of the Draconis Mountains. I even had a clear view of the grounds surrounding my keep beyond the castle walls, and I took a deep breath of fresh air while I admired the thousands of eels swimming far below in my moat. 
 
    Then I entered the main castle, and I nodded to a line of servants whose arms were full of my lovers’ freshly pressed gowns. 
 
    “I have also received notice that Lord Haragh located one of your fledgling sons in Jagruel,” the butler continued. “He believes he arrived by portal, but the lord sent word he will be returning the boy shortly. Apparently, there’s been some emergency with the child.” 
 
    I slowed to a stop at the top of a spiraling stairwell. “Which son? Ozzy?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alfred confirmed. “Lord Haragh is only waiting to find out whether you would be able to look after his brood for a few days. Then he will leave at once.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed as I headed down the marble steps. “Let him know his kids can stay here as long as they want, but my women and I are leaving town tomorrow.” 
 
    “I will alert him,” the butler said as he adjusted his spectacles and made a small note. “Next point of business is the hurricane strike in the far south. The residents confirmed it resembled the work of Rekekis thus far.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the storm wasn’t as bad as the one last month?” 
 
    “Not nearly,” Alfred assured me without concern. “The storm hit this morning, leaving no fatalities, and only lasted twenty-three and a half minutes.” 
 
    “Awww,” I snickered. “Just twenty-three minutes? He’s such a little bitch now, and getting weaker every month.” 
 
    “Other than this, Lord Allen has returned and is waiting for you in the throne room,” the butler concluded, “However, you have received a summons from the dungeon in Balich. Young master Phin has been arrested again.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow as I paused in the middle of the hall. “What’d he do this time?” 
 
    “Robbed the West Continental Train.” 
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled as I shook my head. “You checked to make sure they didn’t use metal shackles on him, right?” 
 
    “I have not, sir,” Alfred admitted. “I assumed the majority of the kingdom would have learned their lesson by now.” 
 
    The butler and I exchanged a glance for a moment, but then he nodded without me needing to state the obvious. 
 
    “I will make an inquiry,” he assured me. 
 
    “Thank you, Alfred.” 
 
    Then I dismissed the butler, and I rubbed my palms together as I swiftly headed for the throne room. Just the prospect of what fantastic news the earl might have for me today made it hard not to sprint there, but I managed to keep a normal pace while I passed by several lofty oaken doors and finally reached the end of the hall. 
 
    Then I entered the vaulted chamber to find Pindor with a broad grin on his battered face, and I gaped at the blood smattering his armor. 
 
    “Noooo,” I groaned, and I slammed the door shut. “Dude, I said scout the southern desert! Scout it! Not slaughter anyone!” 
 
    “They attacked my entire platoon,” Pindor snorted from his seat. 
 
    “That was the point!” I scoffed. “You were supposed to confirm the Yeriks were a violent species, let them launch a small attack, and then come home so I could sic my kids on them! How many of the Yeriks did you wipe out?” 
 
    Pindor sent me an apologetic grimace, and I collapsed in defeat in my platinum throne. 
 
    “Pindor, you’re killing me,” I croaked. “I have almost thirty kids! You’ve seen how their moms have trained them! At this point, they could take over Illaris if they wanted to, and the oldest ones are only nine! How could you kill all those Yeriks?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have trained me so well,” Pindor chuckled. “You were right, though, if it makes you feel any better. Those Yeriks were some of the most violent and ruthless fighters I’ve met in a long time. They had a dozen claws on both hands.” 
 
    I glared at the earl rather than respond to this, and he sighed as he grabbed his battle axe from where he’d propped it against a marble column. 
 
    “It won’t happen again,” Pindor mumbled. “Next mission, I will observe, confirm, and report. No battles.” 
 
    “I’m taking my battle axe back,” I decided. “You leave in one week, so get your platoon ready to sail from the docks in the west, and this time I expect you to return with no blood on you, and some excellent news about cannibals, or vagrants, or just anyone who deserves to die.” 
 
    The earl smirked and relinquished his bloody weapon, and I rose to lead him back through the castle. Then he adjusted his hairstyle to piss me off, and I smacked his hand off his head while he snickered without remorse. 
 
    “I will shave all that fucking hair off,” I informed him. “You’re not allowed to look anything like me when you’re walking around killing my kids’ potential enemies.” 
 
    Pindor quickly flattened his hair again as we reached the castle entrance, and Alfred was already waiting beside the ornate iron doors with a grim expression. He offered the armored earl a bow before he handed me a slip of parchment, but I didn’t even need to read it to know what the news was. 
 
    “I have confirmed young master Phin has indeed escaped from the dungeon in Balich,” the butler said. “The Boms are working to locate him if possible.” 
 
    “They used metal shackles, didn’t they?” I sighed. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Wait, Phin’s been in a dungeon the whole time I’ve been gone?” Pindor asked in disbelief. 
 
    “No, this is the third time since you left,” I told him with a shrug. 
 
    “That makes more sense,” he mumbled. 
 
    “No battles,” I ordered as I parted the iron doors. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pindor agreed, and I glared at his blood smattered back while he headed over to the motorcycle I’d built for him. 
 
    I had half a mind to steal the channeling gem right out of it, but I offered a slight nod to his wave instead, and I resisted the urge to melt down my prodigy's metal steed while the bridge gates were lowered for him. 
 
    Then a swarm of six ogre kids materialized from the portal on the other side of my moat, and my scowl vanished at the sight. 
 
    The boys had wild brown hair while they stood there in leather vests a lot like mine, and the two little girls had their locks neatly braided the same as their mother. All six of Haragh’s kids wore gaping grins on their faces when they saw me jogging out of the castle, and I came over to meet them on the bridge above my moat. 
 
    “Uncle Mason!” the ogres roared. 
 
    “Hey, guys!” I chuckled heartily. “I heard you’re storming the castle for a few days!” 
 
    Then I was jumped by the six of them, and I stumbled around my bridge while I pretended to fight the mini ogres off all at once. I was only half pretending, though, because collectively, they weighed as much as a full-grown ogre. They were also incredibly good fighters thanks to Taru’s strict training regimen, and in less than a minute, they’d stolen my crown and almost tossed me into my own moat. 
 
    “Uncle Mason, I killed a wyvern with my bare hands!” one of the ogres yelled as he climbed up my arm. 
 
    “Uncle Mason, I slaughtered a full-grown ogre with the blade you sent me!” the oldest boy announced. 
 
    Then the youngest little girl tugged on my sleeve, and I struggled to look at her from the choke hold I was in. 
 
    “Did you make me a new mace, Uncle Mason?” the ogre girl asked sweetly while she blinked her red eyes at me. 
 
    “I did,” I wheezed. “Your new weapons are in the eastern training hall, but no flails in the hou--” 
 
    The whole swarm released me at once to stampede toward the castle entrance, and I steadied my balance on the railing while I tried to catch my breath. Haragh had just materialized outside the portal, though, and he sent me a wry smirk as he carted Aliasa’s oldest son over his shoulder. 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked with a deep frown. 
 
    “Well, this little tyke ate a rotted wyvern carcass he found near my castle,” Haragh informed me. “Ye’ really gotta get these fledglings under control. I told him four times not to touch the damn thing.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you bury it?” 
 
    “I did,” the half-ogre snorted. “The bastard tracked it down and dug it up. He’s gonna be a decent Terra mage, this one. Well… if he don’t die eatin’ rotten dead shit first.” 
 
    Haragh dropped the purple-haired half-elf into my arms, and Ozzy’s silver eyes were barely open as he sent me a bloody smile. He was turning green from the carcass he’d eaten, so I suspected he’d caught some kind of intestinal bug, but I could tell he had no regrets. He never did. 
 
    “Lookin’ good, Oz,” I said with a smirk, but then his eyes rolled up into his head. 
 
    “Better get him to the infirmary,” Haragh suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Hey, did Taru have any luck with those ogres she mentioned?” 
 
    Haragh shook his head. “Sorry, man. She thought they’d take the bait, but no one hates ye’ enough to try and overthrow my rule out there. That group Taru mentioned killed twenty ogres over a pride dispute last week, but us? Not a damn club raised. I called ‘em a few names and insulted their mums, though.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I cursed. “Thanks for trying.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye out for some enemies for ye’,” Haragh assured me. “Never know what’ll come up with ogres.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I chuckled. “I’ll send the kids back through the portal next week.” 
 
    The half-ogre nearly crushed me in a hug at this news, and I could tell he was eager to get a break from his brood, because he lunged into the portal before any of his ogre kids could return. 
 
    Compared to my own kids, though, the ogres were a walk in the park, and all I had to do was make them some custom weaponry and let them loose in my lands whenever they were hungry. They mostly stuck to their feasting caves otherwise, and since they could hold their own against my offspring, I never minded babysitting them whenever Taru needed a break. 
 
    So, I smiled as I heard Haragh’s kids already breaking my eastern training hall apart, and I hauled my poisoned son back across the bridge. Then I hoisted Ozzy onto the gurney Alfred had waiting for us, and the two healers beside him bowed to me before they rolled the fledgling away. 
 
    Luckily, they were so used to restoring the kid by now that I didn’t need to follow along or worry about him. 
 
    That little fucker could live through anything. 
 
    “Alfred, let’s get a hold of Big Guy in Serin,” I told the butler while I adjusted my rumpled clothes. “Tell him to warn the entire fleet not to pursue if they get a location on Phin. I’ll wrangle him myself.” 
 
    “That would be wise,” Alfred agreed. “I believe the Boms here received notice from your guards in the south only a few minutes ago. Young master Phin was recently spotted heading for the ogre village.” 
 
    “That’s not ideal,” I muttered. 
 
    “Also, Lady Shoshanne asked that I remind you she hasn’t been kissed recently.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it she’s taken care of,” I assured him. 
 
    I was about to remove my crown so I could rifle my hair, but then I realized the ogres still had it, and I embraced the chance to give my skull a thorough scruffing. I thought I’d have at least three crops of enemies by now, but the day wasn’t over, and I held out hope that somewhere in this realm there was someone deserving of a thorough slaughtering. 
 
    If not, I might just have to turn my kids on my own subjects, but I really didn’t want to be that kind of king. 
 
    So, I shook my head as I closed the castle doors, and I turned into a stairwell to my right before I began mounting the spiraling steps of another tower. The moment I reached the landing three stories up, I found my Lux son beneath the windowsill, and his sandy hair was neatly combed while he sat with perfect posture and floated two feet off the ground on an orb of light. 
 
    Mason was the calmest out of all my kids, but he was also more in tune with his element than any of the mages. It had been a rocky start, but Shoshanne and I had managed to contain his powers until he could embrace them on his own, and in all the years I’d been leading the Order of the Elementa, I’d spent more time discussing magery with Mason than I had with anyone else. 
 
    “You are troubled, Father,” Mason informed me as his brown eyes suddenly opened. 
 
    “Yeah, a bit,” I admitted. “Ozzy ate another rotten corpse, and I still haven’t found anyone for the family to kill. Phin’s probably raiding the ogre village by now, too, and Desi tried to light me on fire in my sleep again so it’s just… the day isn’t going the way I’d anticipated.” 
 
    “One cannot change the natural course of their life,” the young boy said in a sage-like tone. “Your distress comes from your inability to accept this. Release your expectations, Father, for in this frame of mind, there is only love and joy.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s a good point. How did your Lux test go today?” 
 
    “I have surpassed the instructors,” Mason answered. “It seems I will be entering a new phase of self-instruction and discovery. Mother has recommended I lead Merida in her studies until she begins at the Order, and so, we are entering the void of light today.” 
 
    He gestured to the large orb of yellow light glowing beside him, and as the haze dispersed, my five-year-old appeared inside with a dimpled smile on her face. Her copper pigtails brought an instant smile to my face, but the fact that she looked exactly like Shoshanne made my heart crack into pieces every time I looked into her big brown eyes. 
 
    “Hey, cutie,” I muttered. 
 
    “Hi, Daddy,” she said in a voice so soft, it was like feathers brushing across silk. 
 
    Then her copper eyelashes fluttered shut, and she restored her orb of light without moving a muscle. Mason nodded with calm approval once she was fully submerged, and his own eyes closed as he returned to his mediation. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to your studies,” I decided, and I turned to make my way down the hall. 
 
    “Remember, Father,” Mason called after me. “Only when you embrace the unpredictable flow of this life will you find contentment and reward. All is as Nemris wills it.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “I’ll, uh… I’ll work on that. Thanks.” 
 
    My brow was stuck in a furrow all the way to Shoshanne’s sitting room, and while I appreciated my Lux son’s advice, I couldn’t imagine how to apply it to my current predicament. 
 
    On the other hand, Mason was usually right when he was being a guru about things, so my mind was churning to incorporate his sage-like wisdom somehow when I entered the chamber at the end of the hall. 
 
    Shoshanne set her book down as soon as she saw me, and my brow instantly shot up as I raked my eyes over the caramel beauty who was laid out in the dim purple room. The light coming in through the sheer white curtains illuminated her bed to make her look even more like an angel to me, but this also could have been because she was pregnant with our third child right now. 
 
    “You’re late,” the healer pouted as I locked the door behind me. 
 
    “By ten minutes,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then I crawled into bed with her, and the caramel beauty giggled as I left a kiss on her swollen tummy before I kissed her full breasts, her slender neck, her cheeks, and eventually her lips. 
 
    She smelled like honey and was warm all over from lounging in her velvet blankets all afternoon, and I basked in the silky feel of her bare skin while my hand wandered across her belly bump and down to the heated lips between her thighs. The caramel beauty had been naked every time I found her lately, and she was constantly wanting me to make love to her, too. Whenever I was around, she’d blush on the spot and hitch her thigh around my waist just to tempt me, but I’d already had sex with her three times today, so I was really only here to kiss her all over. 
 
    Then I’d be getting back to my royal duties, but for now, I carried on flicking my tongue across her taut nipple while I slipped my fingers inside her moist entrance. Shoshanne quivered from head to toe in my hold while I took my time tracing circles across her clit to hold her over for a little while, and as she let out a shaky sigh of relief, I settled in and buried my face into her cleavage as she stroked my hair. 
 
    “Why do you look so grumpy?” Shoshanne purred. 
 
    “I’m not grumpy,” I mumbled against her tits. “I’m confused. Our son is more enlightened than me.” 
 
    “Our son is more enlightened than the immortals I know,” Shoshanne pointed out. “Did you hear he’s finally surpassed every instructor at the Order?” 
 
    “Finally?” I snorted, and I looked up into her warm brown eyes. “He’s nine.” 
 
    “Yes, but mastering the art of Lux magic has been his dream for years now,” the healer said with a soft smile. “He’s so looking forward to exploring the unknown, Mason. I wish you could have heard his speech at the Order. He credited you for his ability to persist despite all obstacles, and he said without your guidance, he never would have formed such a deep connection with his element to begin with.” 
 
    “That kid is a saint,” I sighed. “He told me yesterday he wants to build his sister a cathedral of light so she has a place of ultimate comfort to conduct her studies in. Then he ended up mulling over the importance of challenging surroundings with regards to clarity of mind, and whether this influences a mage’s ability to study all aspects of their element.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you ask Nemris about him again?” Shoshanne pleaded, and a worry line appeared on her forehead. “He’s destined for so much more in his life, I know it, but I can’t guide him if I don’t know what to prepare him for, and what if it’s something none of us can comprehend? I’ll need to do research, possibly travel in order to seek out soothsayers who can--” 
 
    “I told you,” I gently cut in, “Nemris won’t reveal the fates of any of our children. But she did sort of get an extra glow to her when I asked about Mason. So, there’s definitely something awesome in the works.” 
 
    “Really?” the healer asked as she clutched my arms. 
 
    “Really,” I chuckled. “Now, stop worrying about our kids. They’re actually the two most perfect creatures in the world, and considering you’ve spent years doting on them all day, I want you to relax now. Please just focus on keeping your magic in hand for this pregnancy, alright?” 
 
    “I will,” Shoshanne said with a sweet blush. “I’ve already finished three Tenebrae books, and Nulena’s been helping me decipher the difference between shadows and darkness so I can connect better with the baby’s energy.” 
 
    “Good,” I murmured. “I’m sure you’ll have this all in hand in no time. I’ve gotta go, though. I need to hunt down Phin.” 
 
    “Then you’ll make love to me again, right?” the healer pouted. “You promised me five times a day…” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” I assured her as I left a light kiss on her belly. “I’ll be back in two hours.” 
 
    Shoshanne sighed with longing as she watched me crawl out of bed and head for the door, and she made sure her swollen breasts were fully exposed when I looked back. Her doe eyes and needy pout ignited the heat in my loins like nothing else, and even though I had a pile of things to take care of, I lingered on the threshold for a solid minute while I considered the devotion in Shoshanne’s expression and the pillowy curves of her body. 
 
    I was still recovering from her cuddles when I passed by our two kids on my way to the stairs, but they were busy channeling their Lux powers, so neither of them opened their eyes. 
 
    Then I jogged down the tower steps while I sorted through my schedule in my mind, and after I headed deeper into the main castle, I reached the western training hall for my update on the fledglings. 
 
    “Mason Flynt!” Aliasa squealed, and she and Deya pranced over to tuck themselves under my arms. 
 
    Both of my elven lovers slipped their palms in my back pockets as they nipped at my neck and ears, and I chuckled while I eyed the fifteen little fledglings who were in the middle of an intense battle practice. 
 
    “How are they doing?” I asked above the clanging of blades. 
 
    “They are prepared to slaughter our enemies by any means necessary!” Deya yelled back. “Have you found any for us yet?” 
 
    “Working on it,” I sighed. “Pindor killed some Yeriks in the southern desserts, and that’s the third violent species he’s found this month, so things are looking up. I heard there might be an uprising taking place in some region across the eastern ocean, too, and I have Stan scouting the situation for me. I should hear back from him within the week.” 
 
    “I do hope you will find someone for our children to kill soon,” Aliasa hollered. “Our formidable pack are entering their most feral years, and I would like very much for them to experience the glories of battle at this time.” 
 
    “I would, too,” I assured her as I watched my half-elves wield their maces too fast for me to track. 
 
    Deya’s eight kids were going up against Aliasa’s at the moment, and from the look of it, every pink-haired fledgling in the room was just as light on their feet as their mom. The ones with purple hair were completely ruthless, though, and they all shrieked like banshees with every hit, so the whole scene was strikingly realistic. 
 
    I’d learned to trust their moms to oversee everything, though. For the most part, no one lost any limbs, except for a couple fingers or ears here and there, and Shoshanne was always so sweet about reattaching everything. 
 
    My eyes narrowed when I saw Desi in the crowd, and the little Ignis girl sent me a mischievous grin as a few purple flames danced across her palm. Luckily, she didn’t actually light anyone on fire, so I didn’t try and catch her at all. 
 
    For now, I was just glad to see her energy being exerted, but then I noticed Deya’s pink eyebrows were knitted together while she eyed the mass of murdery half-elves. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I checked. 
 
    “Oh, not at all!” the beautiful elf said, but she didn’t seem to want to look me in the eye. “Just… counting again.” 
 
    “Ozzy’s poisoned, if that’s who you’re looking for,” I told her. “He snuck to Haragh’s and dug up a wyvern corpse.” 
 
    “No, I assumed he was off eating something,” Deya sighed, and she finally met my gaze. “My necklace is missing.” 
 
    “One of our kids got a hold of it?” I clarified, and my anxiety spiked through the roof at the thought. 
 
    “Yes,” the elf admitted. “It hardly ever happens, but this time I am really confused as to who took it.” 
 
    “Deya, how are you letting our kids take your necklace?” I demanded. “It’s hard enough to keep them in line without them vanishing, too!” 
 
    “I am addressing the situation,” Deya assured me. “Perhaps if you took stock of the weapons? That might give me a clearer idea.” 
 
    I ground my jaw as I summoned my metal magic, and I carefully counted and sorted every weapon in the training hall while my fledglings continued trying to hack each other’s arms off. It took me a minute because I’d made over two hundred different maces, daggers, sabers, swords, axes, and just about anything my kids wanted to play with, but eventually I turned and leveled Deya with a scornful look. 
 
    “You’re missing two flails.” 
 
    “Two separate flails, or a double-ended design?” Deya clarified. 
 
    “Two separate flails.” 
 
    “Ohhh, okay,” the elf giggled. “It’s the twins. Thank you!” 
 
    With that Deya trotted out of the training hall to hunt down our missing five-year-olds, and Aliasa chuckled at the look on my face. 
 
    “I’m gonna be gone for a little while, Phin’s supposed to be south of here,” I told the elf. “Have you seen Aurora’s other sons anywhere? I thought they might know which portal their brother’s been using to sneak back in.” 
 
    “No, the little Ignis angels are swimming at Falmount Falls today,” the elven woman recalled, and I nodded in appreciation while I brushed her thick purple hair over her shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks for keeping track of them,” I said. “I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    “Mason, it is my duty to ensure your warrior children are properly maintained,” Aliasa replied. “Aurora’s children are only extremely strong willed, though. They do not have quite so much feral energy about them. This is much easier.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed. 
 
    “While we are discussing this already,” the elven woman casually continued, “I have been hoping to ask if you will allow me to become pregnant this week? I know you said I should continue to only have intercourse for pleasure until you have secured enough enemies for our children, but I must admit, this wait has become torture for me, Mason Flynt. I have tried to be patient, but I fear I will perish if I cannot carry another of your precious children in my womb.” 
 
    Then Aliasa sent me such a sexy pout that I instinctively leaned in to leave a punishing bite on her plump lips, and the way she whimpered in response made my grip tighten on her plush hip. The last thing I needed was more fledgling babies right now, but to be fair, the erotic woman had been incredibly obedient about only getting pregnant when I allowed her to. 
 
    Also, I was gunning to give her what she wanted. 
 
    Whenever Aliasa was pregnant, my other lovers got twice as kinky about our nightly shenanigans, and there was something about how absolutely huge her breasts got that made up for how savagely-barbaric our kids kept turning out. 
 
    So, when I roughly released Aliasa, I brought my lips to her pointed ear. “Say please.” 
 
    “Please, my king,” the elf moaned as she clutched my vest. 
 
    “Good girl,” I murmured. “Have Cayla tie you down for me tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aliasa sighed in a trembling tone. “I can only hope you will not stop penetrating me until your blessed seed has filled me entirely.” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t be stopping for a while after that,” I warned her. 
 
    Then I sent the elven woman a wolfish grin as her breasts began to heave with anticipation, and she raked her orange eyes all over me as I backed away. Aliasa was muttering to herself in Elvish by the time I headed into the hallway, and I didn’t miss how many times she said the word “pounding” in her native language. 
 
    Now that I knew I’d be getting one of my women pregnant again tonight, my day felt a little more on track, and I decided to order an early dinner this evening. With any luck, the kids would be done hunting and in bed by eight o’clock, and I’d have Aliasa chained down with her thighs tied apart by eight-fifteen. 
 
    I had to leave the Falmount station tomorrow morning by seven for the start of the celebration throughout Illaris, so I couldn’t stay up all night, but once I was done with Aliasa, my other women would be so turned on, I could probably finish fucking them all in time to get at least three hours of sleep. 
 
    Which wasn’t ideal, but no one ever said it was easy being king. 
 
    So, I stopped off at the kitchens to make sure my servants got started on preparations for our feast, and I sent an order to the royal leather worker for a new set of straps since Aurora and I wore through the other ones last week. Then I checked that Haragh’s kids had settled into their caves, and I was about to order new lingerie from the silk merchant for all my lovers when Aurora came sprinting down the hall. 
 
    “Mason!” the half-elf panted, and she barreled right past me. “Hurry! He’s coming!” 
 
    “Go, go, go!” I urged, and I turned on my heels to bolt after Aurora. 
 
    The two of us didn’t slow our pace as we lunged down four stairwells, slammed through the back door of the castle, scaled the courtyard wall, and sprinted over our moat. 
 
    Then we pelted into the western woods, and we didn’t switch to a stealthy jog until we were deep in the southern part of the forest. The two of us caught our breaths as quietly as we could while she silently pointed to the ridge up ahead, and I nodded as I summoned my Terra powers to read through the soil. 
 
    Sure enough, our oldest son was running this way. 
 
    I knew it was Phin because he was the only one of Aurora’s sons who didn’t light my woods on fire when he knew he was in deep shit, but he was also the fastest out of the four. 
 
    So, he was handily outstripping the angry mob of ogres who were running out of steam, but when I heard a pistol fire, I furiously tore the ground open in front of my son. 
 
    “Fuck!” I growled as he dodged the trench, and Aurora and I ran like hell to intercept his path as three more shots were fired. 
 
    “Why would you bother?” the half-elf panted. “You know Phin has faster reflexes than yo--” 
 
    “He does not,” I firmly argued. “He’s just… good at jumping.” 
 
    Aurora snorted as we branched off to come in from the sides, and I kept trying to catch my son off guard with my Terra powers while the kid avoided every obstacle. I would have summoned the gun from him, but he always made them fire repeatedly whenever I did, and at this point, I was really tired of dodging stray bullets. 
 
    I kept up my strikes, though, while Aurora sent out walls of flames to block Phin’s escape routes, and the two of us finally converged to corner him between a pair of embankments. 
 
    Then a nine-year-old boy with hair exactly like mine and bright green eyes leapt clear over our heads, but I was ready for this move, and I’d already formed a wall before he could land. 
 
    So, Phin slammed against the stone and dropped into an unconscious sprawl about ten feet away, and Aurora punched me in the arm a millisecond later. 
 
    “Mason!” she hissed. “I told you to stop making him run into walls!” 
 
    “Hey, the kid’s gotta learn!” I shot back. “If he wants to stop getting concussions, he better keep in line.” 
 
    Aurora sent me a fiery look that made my resolve shrivel into a ball, and I cleared my throat while I averted my gaze. 
 
    “I softened the stone,” I muttered. “A little bit…” 
 
    The half-elf sighed and stormed off, and I followed her over to our wily metal mage son. Then we started digging around his belt to get all my weapons back from him, and by the time we confiscated four pistols, six magazines, and three Halcyan daggers, Phin was regaining consciousness. 
 
    So, I crossed my arms as Aurora propped her hands on her hips, and we donned our most disapproving scowls while we towered over him. 
 
    Then Phin cracked a lopsided grin that made him look even more like me, and he scruffed his sandy hair. 
 
    “Oh, hey, guys,” the gangly kid muttered. “When did you get here. So nice to see you. Have I told you lately how much I love you both?” 
 
    “Stop shooting at my allies,” I growled. “I’ve told you that at least a hundred times now.” 
 
    “The ogres chased me first,” Phin clarified. “I only shot at them when--” 
 
    “Did the train you robbed chase you, too?” Aurora demanded. 
 
    “No, but you should have seen how fast it was going, Mom,” the kid said with a proud glint in his emerald eyes. “I didn’t think I’d be able to pull this one off, but when the engine came around the turn, I jumped down from the cliff, caught the rail pole, and--” 
 
    “Robbed it,” I interrupted. 
 
    Phin sighed as he got up on his feet, and he shifted his leather backpack on his scrawny shoulders before he replied. 
 
    “I only robbed the nobles’ cars,” the kid muttered, “and I gave most of the loot to some farmers I met before I got dragged to the dungeon.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I raised my brow. “That’s kind of gallant.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make it all okay,” Aurora tried to say with conviction. “It’s… dangerous, and nobles are… your father’s subjects, so… just get inside!” 
 
    Then she pointed to the castle, and I caught Phin’s arm to make sure he didn’t run off again while I hauled him back through the western woods. Aurora secured the stolen weapons to her gun belt before she followed after, and when we reached the nearest portal, we all walked straight through the void to come out in the castle courtyard. 
 
    My snatchers were waiting for us like they intended to make a point, and they kept their glowing green eyes on my son as he sent them a cocky salute. 
 
    “Thanks for melting their blowguns down, by the way,” I snorted. “Classy move.” 
 
    “They almost tranqued me!” Phin scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s their job,” I clarified. “Direct orders from the king. You realize altering the castle guards is already enough to get you thrown into a dungeon.” 
 
    “I do,” Phin confirmed. “Which is why it seemed like a wasted opportunity if I didn’t rob the train before I got caught anyways.” 
 
    A laugh escaped me before I remembered to catch it, but then I clamped my teeth together so it wouldn’t happen again. I could hear Aurora working on stifling her own snicker behind us, but the two of us did our best to present a united front. 
 
    When we reached the first-floor drawing room, I finally released my hold on Phin, and Aurora managed to stare him down for about five seconds before she caved and ruffled his sandy hair instead. 
 
    “You’re staying home for the rest of the day,” the half-elf told him. “I’d like to have at least one night where I don’t wake up to a summons from some random dungeon.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” he mumbled. 
 
    Then Aurora kissed his head, looped the hefty gun belt over my arm, and headed into the hall so I had to deal with Phin. 
 
    Again. 
 
    “Look, I know you’re bored,” I allowed, “but these nobles are going to be your subjects one day, and I’d rather they were comfortable with the idea of you leading instead of ready to decapitate you.” 
 
    “What are they going to decapitate me with?” Phin snorted. “I’m a metal mage. Think about tha--” 
 
    “Stop robbing them,” I barreled on. “It would make my life a lot easier if they didn’t keep showing up here demanding I return the shit you stole that I don’t have.” 
 
    “Deal,” Phin agreed, but then he checked over his shoulder to make sure no one was around. “I got you something.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow while my son dropped his leather bag by his boots, and he dug around in it before he pulled out a red gem and handed it over. 
 
    My face instantly went slack. “Holy shit.” 
 
    The ruby was even bigger than the one Haragh had made Taru years ago, but this wasn’t the most fascinating thing about it. My Terra powers were vibrating in my veins just from holding the thing, and the potent frequency it gave off was enough to make a dwarf weep. 
 
    “This is the biggest channeling gem I’ve ever seen,” I breathed as I studied the ruby from every angle. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “The train I robbed,” Phin said with a smug smirk. “There was this group of men in the car just beyond the nobles’ dining area. Six of them. I think they’re smugglers. They were acting really shifty, and when they realized one of their bags was missing, they killed a bunch of random guys sitting near them over it. Then they hopped off at the next station to double back down the tracks.” 
 
    I stared at the kid. “You got innocent citizens killed today?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I got the ruby,” Phin countered. 
 
    I fought the urge to launch into a heated lecture, but the muscle in my jaw ached from the effort, and I vigorously rifled my hair while I tried to decide how I could get it through to my son that he had to stop doing shit like this. 
 
    Phin waited while I worked through these emotions, and he didn’t look at all worried about my reaction. He actually looked like he expected a pat on the back, but when I didn’t deliver, he rolled his emerald eyes. 
 
    “Alright, Dad, think of this,” Phin offered. “The smugglers who had this ruby were violent, heavily armed, and not happy that it was gone. They’re also clearly outlaws, and will probably do whatever they think is necessary to find it again. Some kings might deliver justice in the proper way for crimes like this, but maybe you’re the type of king who would rather track them down, get an idea about their operation, and then dangle this gem out to see if there’s any slaughtery traps for them to fall into.” 
 
    I blinked for a moment, but no matter how fatherly I was supposed to be, I could not rein in the greedy grin on my face, and Phin sent me an identical one back. 
 
    “You said we need some enemies,” the kid muttered. 
 
    It never ceased to amaze me how cunning this kid was for his age, or what lengths he’d go to cause some trouble, but dammit if he wasn’t my favorite kid. I shouldn’t even have a favorite, but Phin just was. 
 
    At least most of the time.  
 
    He constantly kept me on my toes, but he was hilarious, and he was the only one of my nearly thirty kids who’d inherited my metal magic. 
 
    So, yeah, I was biased. Especially since he was the only person delivering some people for my kids to slaughter. 
 
    “Don’t tell your mom about this, yet,” I mumbled. “I’ll look into it and report back.” 
 
    “Alright,” Phin agreed. “Can I take Bobbie out for a spin?” 
 
    “What?” I snorted. “You just robbed a train, and you heard your mom. No leaving the castle for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you said you wanted to take Bobbie for a test drive in her new flying-motorcycle mode before you do a big reveal for the queens, and I mean… who better to test that out than me?” 
 
    I stared at my metal mage son for a silent minute, but eventually, he registered the look on my face and nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Another time, then,” Phin muttered. 
 
    With that, my son whistled his way out of the drawing room, and I shook my head while I casually buried the massive channeling gem under the stonework of the floor. 
 
    Five minutes later, I was exiting the east side of Falmount Castle, and I followed the constant retort of gunfire all the way to the shooting range in the eastern grounds. I grinned when I saw Cayla’s tight and leather-clad ass posted at the stone entrance, and she stood with her hip cocked and her arms crossed. 
 
    Just ahead of her, four raven-haired little girls in crisp black uniforms were lined up at their shooting stations, and they fired MAC-10s with expert precision while I tapped Cayla on the shoulder to get her attention. 
 
    As soon as I held up the loaded down belt of weapons Phin stole, she removed her jet-black sunglasses. “There those are! I was wondering where they’d gone.” 
 
    “Can we keep a closer count on the armory?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” Cayla chuckled, but then two of our daughters began arguing over their magazines, and the porcelain beauty flipped around with her hand hitched on her hip. “Ladies, am I going to have to come over there and confiscate those pistols?” 
 
    The two girls’ silver eyes snapped to their mother at once, but then they saw me standing there, and smiles sprang to their stoic little faces. My raven-haired daughters were honestly some of the most gorgeous and intimidating mini humans I’d ever seen, and they had their mom’s unwavering dedication whenever it was time to focus on their aim. 
 
    Still, having me show up to practice was just about the only thing that could distract them, and I sent Cayla a shameless grin while all my daughters dropped their weapons and waved their hearts out. 
 
    Cayla pointedly cleared her throat after a minute, though, and I offered the little beauties a thumb’s up before they promptly went back to their target practice. My porcelain-skinned wife kept her blue eyes narrowed on them through their next reload, but then she checked the time and raised her voice above the gunfire.  
 
    “Alright girls, let’s switch it out to the MP5!” the queen instructed. 
 
    I smirked while my daughters engaged their safeties, placed the MAC-10s down, and pulled their MP5s from under their stations. Then they swapped out their magazines, and each sub-machine gun was loaded at the same time before the stoic beauties took aim once more. 
 
    Cayla nodded her approval, and I was still admiring my daughters’ perfect aim when a warm and plush body pressed itself against my back. Then Nulena chuckled into my ear as she slid her arms around me, and a shiver rippled down my spine as she lightly bit into my shoulder. 
 
    “Have you found us any enemies yet?” the ebony woman purred. 
 
    Cayla abruptly turned around with an eager glint in her icy blue eyes, and both women were suddenly tucked against me while I rubbed my face to keep the stress at bay. 
 
    “I’m working on it,” I sighed. 
 
    “Mason, you’ve been at it all year, and you have a long week ahead of you,” Cayla murmured. “Why don’t you worry about this after the celebration is over?” 
 
    “I know, I should,” I admitted. “I just feel like I’m so close to fixing this. It’s a gut instinct. If I keep at it, I’ll find us someone to kill. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ve already offered several people you could sacrifice to our children,” Nulena chuckled against my back. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m looking for someone who deserves to die,” I reminded her. “I’m not gonna play the villain card if I don’t have to, and our offspring are good kids. They really are. Murdery, yes, but evil, no. They should be channeling their bloodlust in the right direction.” 
 
    “Well, let’s do something special tonight, at least,” Cayla suggested. “Something to help you relax.” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that,” I admitted as I pulled her tighter against me. “I’m gonna let Aliasa have another baby, and I was wondering if you’d tie her up for me tonight. You know I love all those little knots you do…” 
 
    Cayla let out a lusty sigh as she bit her lip at the thought, and I grinned while Nulena moaned with approval. 
 
    “Gods, I’ve been dying to watch you get her pregnant again,” Cayla whimpered. “She just waaaails for more, and that woman can take a pounding like none other.” 
 
    “Yeah, she can,” I agreed. “I ordered new straps for the occasion, but hopefully the leather doesn’t snap this time.” 
 
    “The fledglings are hunting early tonight,” Cayla decided. “I want them in bed by nine o’clock so we have all the time we want with you this evening.” 
 
    “I’m aiming for eight,” I said with a dirty grin. 
 
    The queen let out a sadistic chuckle, but then she immediately sobered as she checked the time again and turned back to our daughters. 
 
    “Two minutes, ladies!” the porcelain beauty announced. “Then we’re moving on to bazookas!” 
 
    “Hold on, what?” I cut in. “We agreed our daughters wouldn’t be using rocket launchers until they’re ten.” 
 
    “Did we?” Cayla hummed, and she was suddenly very busy watching the little girls’ practice. 
 
    “Yes, we did!” I scoffed. “Our youngest is four!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” Cayla mumbled. “They’ve been practicing with the bazookas for two weeks now. They’re doing wonderfully.” 
 
    “Cayla,” I groaned. “These are rocket launchers we’re talking about, and--” 
 
    “Ohh, let the pretty girls play with the bazookas,” Nulena purred into my ear. “You know our children have always adored gaining power beyond their years.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage this,” I muttered. “Our kids are immortal, that’s totally different.” 
 
    Nulena and Cayla snickered to each other as my beautiful daughters hauled out two bazookas, and their mother strolled over to divvy up their stations and decide who would be loading and who would be firing to start with. 
 
    “Where are our kids, by the way?” I asked Nulena as I arched an eyebrow over my shoulder. 
 
    “They’re with the witches,” the ebony woman sighed. 
 
    I immediately unwound her arms from me and turned around 
 
    “Again?” I clarified. “This is the fifth time this week you’ve let them babysit, and don’t think I forgot they almost killed our daughter last month.” 
 
    “She’s immortal,” Nulena snorted, and she waved a dismissive hand. “She was only in agony, and that was an accident. The witches wanted to sing to her, is all, and they didn’t realize she was entranced. They noticed eventually.” 
 
    I leveled my immortal lover with a livid stare, and she tried her best not to smirk back. 
 
    “Mason, they love Nyx,” the Baroness insisted. “She exudes Chaos, even at her young age, and they would never knowingly hurt her. Besides, Flynt is always there with them, and he wouldn’t let any true harm come to her. You saw what happened to those hideous little mages who tugged on Nyx’s braids.” 
 
    “True,” I muttered, and I tried not to recall the look on the healers’ faces when I had to haul the lacerated bodies in. 
 
    Explaining that no blades had caused the damage, and that the wounds were mentally inflicted wasn’t the most fun, but I did admire Flynt’s loyalty. 
 
    I was about to clarify this still didn’t mean the Wraith Witches should be our babysitters, but Alfred had just entered the shooting range, and he offered Nulena a deep bow before he motioned toward the castle. 
 
    “Sir, a visitor has arrived, and he’s requested a private audience with you,” the butler announced, and I nodded. 
 
    “We’re not done discussing this,” I informed Nulena. 
 
    The ebony woman shrugged as she tilted her lips up for a kiss, and I obliged her before I left the shooting range to the sound of rockets being launched by my four little girls. 
 
    “Alfred, any word from Stan about that uprising?” I checked once again. 
 
    “No, sir,” the butler replied as we crossed my grounds. “I have never heard of any inhabitants of the eastern continent being a violent sort, though. Historically, that part of the world has always existed in peace.” 
 
    “I know, that’s what my advisors said, too,” I muttered. “But I caught wind of this lead, and I’ve gotta follow it through. It might be my last option, and you know how wild my kids are getting.” 
 
    “Yes… I do,” Alfred flatly replied. 
 
    I smirked at his tone, but I was truly impressed he’d kept his chill this long. Most of my offspring loved Alfred like he was family, and even the fledglings who had mage powers didn’t mess with him too much. Still, it just wasn’t easy running a castle with so many violent kids around, and I was abruptly reminded of this when both the servants and landscapers in my grounds suddenly came stampeding past. 
 
    They did their best not to look too terrified, and they offered harried bows and apologies as they intercepted my path, but I could tell by their pallors that they couldn’t help themselves. 
 
    So, I just nodded to the herd of fleeing help, and I slowed to a stop as I turned toward the southern edge of my land. 
 
    The Wraith Witches were just gathering their skirts to return to the smoke lands, and my two immortal children were waving goodbye in the deserted grounds. Once the smoky figures drifted through the granite walls, my two kids turned around, and they strolled toward the castle like… well, like a gorgeous plague. 
 
    They were only nine and five, but apparently immortal children aged at a different rate than mortal ones, so Flynt looked sixteen-years-old, and his little sister Nyx could have passed for thirteen. Both of them were as reckless as toddlers, though, which made the sharp look in their eyes admittedly unnerving. 
 
    My immortal kids had ebony skin like their mother, and their eyes were a stark silver that was sort of similar to mine. The difference was the way the irises caught the light, though, because the silver glistened like brushed metal and almost glowed. 
 
    Flynt’s hair was always shaggy as hell and coal black while his face bore a striking resemblance to my own, but his sister was the spitting image of Nulena, right down to the flaming hair. Nyx wore her flames in hundreds of tight braids that left a ripple of heat in the air, and when she walked, they swayed slowly around her like she was moving underwater. 
 
    So, I could understand why my servants all fled at the sight of their glinting eyes and sharp stares, but it always put a smile on my face to see my Demi-god kids coming home. They were just so badass, and I couldn’t wait for them to ascend so they could unleash their badassery on the cosmos. 
 
    It was gonna be terrifying. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Flynt drawled as he raised an ebony hand in passing, and when I delivered a high-five, the jolt of his immortal powers numbed my entire right side. 
 
    “Hi,” I hissed and twitched. 
 
    Nyx let out a husky chuckle as she slowly shook her head, and I leaned down so the spectra could leave a flaming kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “Missed you, Daddy,” Nyx murmured. 
 
    “Missed you, too,” I replied. “Dinner’s early, tonight, alright?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Flynt muttered as he continued strolling across the grounds. “I’ll be out for a while. Thought I’d destroy the foothills north of the tracks. Is that cool?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t kill anyone,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Can I play, too?” Nyx asked me, and her sharp silver eyes stared up without blinking. 
 
    “Sure, sweetie,” I agreed, “but take Rammstein there to look after the two of you.” 
 
    “Goodie…” she giggled with a hint of malice. “Can we use his flame thrower eyes in our game?” 
 
    I grinned as I dropped my arm around the little spectra’s shoulders. “Always, just make sure he puts his inferno out when you’re done so the dwarven village doesn’t catch on fire.” 
 
    “You’re the best, Daddy,” Nyx murmured, and she sent me a murdery smile identical to her mother’s before I patted her flaming head. 
 
    Then my immortal kids wandered off toward the northern grounds, and my servants flocked to the west when they saw them coming. I turned around to find Alfred studiously focusing on the castle ahead while he stood as rigid as a rail, but when I continued walking, he did the same without breaking his composure for a moment. 
 
    “So, who’s the visitor?” I asked once we’d made our way through the east wing. 
 
    “He is waiting for you in your private study, sir,” Alfred replied. 
 
    “Alright, but who is he?” I repeated. 
 
    “I elect not to answer,” the butler muttered. 
 
    Then I caught the sleeve of his blazer. “Come again?” 
 
    “Sir, I have taken the liberty of assessing the situation,” Alfred calmly explained, “and I have judged this to be the proper course of action.” 
 
    “You’ve decided not to tell me who the guest is?” I clarified. “A guest requesting a private audience in the castle of a king.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. 
 
    “For dramatic effect,” the butler answered. 
 
    I furrowed my brow at his stoic demeanor, but then I eventually dismissed the man, and if it had been anyone else, I would have fired them on the spot. Everyone I loved was within the castle grounds, murdery or otherwise, but for the first time in ten years, Alfred went against protocol. 
 
    So, I obviously beelined for my study, and I doused Desi’s four traps of purple fire in my path before I scaled my private tower and came out on the third floor. 
 
    Then I crossed through the deep green marble hall until I reached the oak doors halfway down, and I paused with my hand on the knob as I glanced down at my gun belt. 
 
    Something in my gut told me I wasn’t about to die, though, and as the image of Nemris flickered through my mind, I pushed the double doors open. 
 
    One man was waiting for me in the silent study, and he stood looking out across the grounds with his arms clasped behind his back. He was clearly a warrior judging by his build and his weapons, but whatever his blades were made of, I’d never seen before. 
 
    They were as black as Flynt’s hair, but they glimmered like diamonds, and there were ten of them sheathed on his belt while an axe of the same make was strapped to his back. He was hooded in his warrior garb, so I couldn’t make much more of him, but my eyes darted to his exposed forearms as I recognized the markings. 
 
    This guy was covered in brandings, and as I closed the oak doors behind me, I connected with my runic elements just in case. 
 
    “I was told you requested a private audience,” I said as I slowly crossed the study. 
 
    The visitor turned his head, and his serpentine eyes were as black as his blades. 
 
    “With the king,” the elf clarified in a deep timbre. 
 
    “I’m Mason Flynt,” I replied. “I am the king.” 
 
    The elf narrowed his black eyes, and I remembered I wasn’t wearing a crown. Still, he nodded after a moment and turned to face me more directly, and I studied the many lines on his face while I tried to decide how old he was. 
 
    He looked ancient, but not in the same way Luir had, and he held himself as tall as any of my knights. I did my best not to look directly at the large scar he had across his neck, but while I studied him, there was something strangely familiar about him that made it hard to look away. 
 
    Then I gestured to the large mahogany desk behind him. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the elf replied. 
 
    I was moving to join him on the other side of the desk when the elf removed the glinting black axe at his back, and he placed it gently down on one of the chairs before he turned around to face me again. Then he removed his hood before he sat down, and I stayed standing like a statue as I stared at the stark blue shade of his hair. He wore it in a tight knot at the back of his head, but even with the few streaks of silver around his temples, I’d know that color anywhere. 
 
    It was the same shade as Aurora’s hair, and all I could do was stand there on the other side of the desk while I processed this. 
 
    “W-What is your name?” I finally stammered. 
 
    The elf grinned and reached over to shake my hand. “My name is Aurelius Phin. It’s an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “Shit,” I croaked out of instinct, and then I swiftly shook the man’s hand. 
 
    His grin was identical to Aurora’s, though, so I couldn’t form words for another minute until I took my seat at the desk. 
 
    “Aurelius Phin…” I muttered. “You’re alive.” 
 
    “I am,” Aurelius agreed. 
 
    I offered a harried nod. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well--” the elf began, but then Aurora burst into the study. 
 
    “Mason, Phin’s fucking gone again!” the half-elf huffed. “We have to find him before dinner because I am not dealing with those dungeons tomorrow!” 
 
    I stared at my blue-haired lover in the doorway, and after a few seconds, her emerald eyes landed on the aged warrior who had stood up to look her way. 
 
    Then Aurora gasped as her jaw unhinged, and every wall in my study ignited at once just before she dropped like a sack on the ground. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. 
 
    I jumped up as I waved my hand to douse her inferno, and when I reached Aurora, she was out cold, either from the shock or the fall to the floor. Alfred arrived while I was still trying to revive her, though, and he took a beat to read the room before he stooped and hooked his arms under Aurora’s. 
 
    “Um… Alfred, could you--” 
 
    “I will see she is revived, sir,” the butler assured me. “You might wish to know Phin has snuck out of the castle again.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” I mumbled. “I’ll find him later.” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” Alfred replied, and he dragged the half-elf out of the room. 
 
    Then I turned around to see Aurelius still standing as he watched Aurora being hauled off, and he glanced at the smoking walls of the study with a smirk. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I muttered. “She’s an Ignis Mage, she was just… surprised.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” the elf assured me. “Her mother does the same thing, albeit not often. There aren’t many things that could shock my wife at this point.” 
 
    I blinked as Aurelius returned to his seat, and I decided just to roll with the punches because I couldn’t feel my limbs anymore. I was officially meeting the estranged father of the woman I chained down four nights a week, and who in turn chained me down the other three. 
 
    “So!” I said as I took my seat. “That’s… a development. Um, can I offer the same question again? What can I do for you?” 
 
    I cleared my throat while I looked around for a water glass, but there were none, so I just manned up and met Aurelius’ blackened gaze head on. 
 
    “Ahh, yes,” Aurelius said as he leaned back in his seat. “Well, it is a long story, but I had intended to return to Nalnora long ago. Circumstances arose that kept me away, but now those circumstances have presented a problem larger than I am capable of addressing. I came back to this world seeking my family. Those who could be trusted to stand by me in my work. From what I have gathered after my arrival, that family resides with you.” 
 
    I nodded a few times. “Did you say world? You came to this world, or to this kingdom?” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Aurelius said with a tired smile. “It has been a long day of travel. I do not mean to speak in riddles, Your Highness, but I’m not from around here. These days, anyway.” 
 
    “Holy fucking shit,” I muttered, and the elf’s gray eyebrows shot up. “Pardon me, but holy fuck. Continue.” 
 
    “Alright,” Aurelius chuckled. “My people and I are under attack in a very distant place from here. My resources are dwindling, and the forces I find myself at odds with could end all I’ve built and stood for. I came here seeking my relatives to join in this fight, including my daughter, if she were strong enough to survive. I have located most of my family within the jungles. They are not as strong as they once were, but they are capable of travelling with me for this cause. From what I have learned in my search for Aurora, though, she has grown into a formidable warrior in her own right.” 
 
    “She has,” I agreed. “With her own army, her own kingdom, and her own family.” 
 
    The elf nodded, and I recognized the glint of pride in his serpentine eyes. 
 
    “Your Highness, I understand it is not my right to request she or you assist my efforts,” Aurelius admitted. “If Aurora has too many duties to travel from here for a time, then I understand this. She has certainly survived against terrible odds, and no being who can accomplish this should be expected to relinquish what they have so rightfully earned for anyone. I do not want her to relinquish anything. But I do entreat you to consider allying with me. I am in great need of both power and numbers.” 
 
    I felt my veins tingle, and I glanced at Aurelius’ strange blades as I let my Terra powers sift over them. They were like no substance I’d experienced in this realm, not even Halcyan, and they emitted a low frequency while they repelled my ability to alter them. 
 
    Then I considered the blue-haired elf across from me while my eyes traced the features that looked so similar to Aurora’s, and I slowly leaned forward as I clasped my hands on the desktop in front of me. 
 
    “You’ve got some enemies?” I asked as I tried to keep the excitement from my voice. 
 
    “Powerful ones,” Aurelius confirmed. “They fight fast and hard, and they number in the millions. They’re conquering my wor--my present home, and I cannot allow them to destroy what I’ve built there. I only narrowly survived my fate in Nalnora, but where I’ve settled now… it has become my new home.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “Then I have a question I’m gonna have to insist you answer honestly.” 
 
    “On my honor,” the elf replied with a slight bow of his head. 
 
    “How did you escape this world?” I asked outright. “Because I doubt you got back here the same way I did.” 
 
    Aurelius’ black eyes glinted as he studied me carefully, and he smirked a little while I held his serpentine gaze without wavering. 
 
    “What do you know of rune magic?” the elf asked after a long moment. 
 
    “Not as much as you, apparently,” I snorted. 
 
    “Well, that’s alright,” Aurelius assured me. “I am more than capable of assisting your crossing between the worlds with a few engravings. That is, if you possess the means of assisting me in this fight, and are not averse to a rather violent and challenging quest.” 
 
    A wide grin spread across my face as I sat back in my chair, and I could feel the cosmos aligning in my favor all of a sudden. 
 
    The battle cries of my children echoed through my training halls while the northern foothills caved in on themselves at the hands of my immortal children, and outside, my four beautiful daughters were still firing off Halcyan rockets every few seconds. 
 
    My six lethal lovers were strolling around our castle just waiting for me to offer up a bloody adventure for our family, and tomorrow, my kingdom would be entering a new decade of total peace which I’d secured for them. 
 
     “I’d definitely say I possess a means of assisting you,” I told the aged warrior. “Not only that, I’ve got the time and the drive to kill a hell of a lot of enemies, and strictly speaking… conquering worlds isn’t something I’m unfamiliar with.” 
 
    Aurelius chuckled in recognition as I sent him a lethal grin, and the devilish one he was wearing now made me realize this really was my lucky day. 
 
    Because it was good to be king, but I knew damn well there was even more to be had in life, and my powerful family was chomping at the bit to take it all. 
 
    And it sounded like there were plenty of other worlds with evil assholes just begging for a Flynt Family Massacre.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thanks for sticking with me for all fifteen Metal Mage books! If you want to leave a review, please leave one here! 
 
    I feel like this is a natural and organic end to the series, and you all can wear a smile on your faces thinking about the future antics that Mason and his crazy family get into on Aurelius’ world… and others.  
 
    I want to be super clear: I really feel Mason’s story has been told, and I want to work on other projects, but my Facebook Fan Group has asked that I do more of this series, so if you guys want a “quest” you can perform to get me to write the story of the Flynt Family Massacre on Aurelius’ world, then I’ll give you one: 
 
    Get every single one of the fifteen Metal Mage novels up past 1,000 reviews on the USA Amazon store, and I’ll write it. 
 
    Click here for the series page, so you can easily leave reviews on everything. 
 
    This will be a difficult challenge, and you’ll need to recruit friends to help, so every time someone is new the harem genre, you should recommend this series. 
 
    Will we ever get to 1,000 reviews? I highly doubt it, but again, I’m very happy with this ending, and I hope you all are too. Thanks again for reading, and I look forward to giving you more stories in different worlds. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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