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Hey you.

Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah.

Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there.

My books come out every Wednesday!


Cast of Characters from Book 12:

Eddie Hill: Human. Art School graduate, small business owner, Duke of Hillshire, King Consort of Glecik, Hero of the Great Forest, etc. Black hair. Blue eyes. Last summer Eddie found a tunnel to a secret, underground world filled with treasure in his backyard.

Ibseth: Night Elf. Former princess of the Yennih Tribe and Eddie’s first wife. White hair. Violet eyes. Ibseth is sweet, maternal, and loves gardening. She is also the mother of Ondur Wyatt Hill, Eddie’s firstborn son.

Amrila: Zencarri. Trained thief and Eddie’s second wife. Strawberry-blonde hair. Black eyes. Amrila wields two swords, one of which was her father’s magical sword that has a large, black stone in the pommel.

Nileme: Night Elf. Princess of the Dolrath tribe, heir to the chiefdom, and Eddie’s third wife. Dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Nileme is calm, stoic, and loves to collect guns.

Bolra: Gloom Orc. Seer of Tors Bane and Eddie’s fourth wife. Auburn hair. Green eyes. Bolra loves animals and is a skilled healer.

Pregia: High Goblin. Queen of Glecik and Eddie’s fifth wife. Platinum-blonde hair. Amber eyes. Pregia likes high fashion, but can also fight alongside Eddie with her telescopic quarterstaff.

Gwen: Air Spiran. One of Eddie’s love interests. Teal hair. Light blue eyes. Gwen can control the movement of air.

Sigrith: Succubus. Former servant of King Gliabdarm and one of Eddie’s love interests. Black hair. Red eyes. Sigrith is wild, sexual, and has sworn her loyalty to Eddie.

Scourge: Zencarri. Master thief and one of Eddie’s closest friends in The Gloom. Black hair. Black eyes. Scourge is urbane, clever, and wields a cursed dagger made from his Demon mother’s blood.

Bhakoth: Night Elf. General of the Dolrath tribe. Red hair. One red eye, and one false eye made of gold. The general is snarky, a brilliant tactician, and loves to list all the titles Eddie has collected in The Gloom at every opportunity.

Xuag: Gloom Orc. Captain of the Crardu, Clan Leader of the Tors Bane Orcs, and Eddie’s brother-in-law. Dark brown hair. Brown eyes. Xuag is a fierce warrior that prefers to wield a warhammer, and Bolra’s older brother.

Tanya Daniels: Human. Former Miss Sandusky and Second Runner Up for Miss Ohio. Chestnut hair. Blue eyes. Tanya left the surface world behind to become a warrior and to pursue Captain Xuag romantically.

Tauric: Dwarf. Blacksmith and Armorer of the Lost Dwarves. Black Hair. Blue eyes. Tauric has mastered metallurgy to create magical bullets for Eddie.

Beclin: Dwarf. Herbalist and Historian of the Lost Dwarves. Red Hair. Brown eyes. Beclin is the youngest of the Lost Dwarves and desperately wants to have a garm of his own one day.

Dorrem: Dwarf. Alchemist and Engineer of the Lost Dwarves. Gray hair. Gray eyes. Dorrem is best known for being a world class asshole.

Ondur: Night Elf. Chief of the Yennih tribe and Eddie’s brother-in-law. Dark brown hair. Violet eyes. Chief Ondur is a caring ruler and charged with upholding the Great Barrier that holds the Demon Lords in the Deeper Dark.

Nathan Pearson: Human. Owner of Nathan’s Arms and Surplus and Eddie’s business partner. Sandy blond hair. Brown eyes. One arm. Nathan is a noted conspiracy theorist and 2nd Amendment enthusiast.

Owen McElfresh: Human. Cleveland “business man” and Eddie’s sketchy friend. Black hair. Pale blue eyes. Owen owns the jewelry store where Eddie sold his first stash of gold.

Travis Meyer: Human. Highly rated CPA and Lawyer. Light brown hair. Gray eyes. Meyer is known for his professionalism and almost supernatural ability to stay calm in any situation.

Tiana: Dryad. A mysterious huntress who wields a spear. Long, black hair with flowers that never seem to wilt woven into it. Dark brown eyes. Not much is known about Tiana yet, other than her clear interest in Eddie.

Frank: Gargoyle. The leader of the gargoyles made by the sorceress of the swamp. Looks vaguely like a monkey with wings. Frank first met Eddie in the swamp tower as he guarded the chest where the Eye of Vallis was hidden.

Chester: Gargoyle. One of the many stone constructs that guard the swamp tower. Has a cat-like face. Chester, along with the other Gargoyles, protect and care for the tower.

Buck: Gargoyle. Easily the dumbest of the Gargoyles. Looks like a canine. Buck tries his best to help out around the tower, but is given jobs no one could fuck up.

Fezzik: Golem. Protector of the swamp tower and shrub enthusiast. Massive stone construct with the face of a panther. Fezzik is a gentle giant when not fighting off trespassers.


Chapter One

Life with seven wives, one baby, and a handful of exotic dogs from an underground world was like heaven, but it did make family trips a logistical challenge. Even with the teleportation circle that would take us right to the Yennih palace, we had to make sure we took along everything we needed, and we also needed to be sure not to bring anything too modern that would raise questions in The Gloom.

The biggest challenge was getting Wyatt’s things all packed up. I got a bunch of cloth diapers, some old fashioned-looking blankets, and baby clothes, and while we were in the capital, Ibseth and I planned to get little Wyatt some things to keep at the palace for future visits, too. I was sure some lucky merchant in the capital would be all too happy to help outfit the young prince’s room in the palace. That kind of thing would come with bragging rights, and young noblewomen would go to that merchant just because they heard Princess Ibseth had gotten her baby’s things there.

It had been a few days since Chase Wallace was arrested. Things at home had been pleasant and quiet for my family, and I was glad for the small break. But now all of my households buzzed with activity as we got ready to attend a ceremony for Ondur Wyatt Hill. Chief Ondur, my brother-in-law and Wyatt’s uncle, would name my son a prince of the Yennih and give him an earldom.

The way royals had so many titles in one kingdom always confused me. In period dramas about kings and queens, it seemed all the characters had three or four titles. It’s confusing, honestly, but then again, I’d lost count of how many titles I had anymore. Sometimes one of my titles would help me get shit done or cut through some red tape, but I didn’t have much use for them outside of that.

I had some gifts laid out on the bed for some of my friends in The Gloom who I knew would be attending the ceremony. Fluffy socks for Chief Ekneme, some high-end skin care for Tanya, dehydrated boba pearls for Scourge, and several bottles of good booze for people like Bhakoth, Ondur, and Xuag. I’d gotten even more gifts too, but I planned to get more things for our friends in the capital so I wouldn’t have to somehow carry twenty extra bags. I had a lot of friends and only so many suitcases.

“Which one is for Ondur?” Nileme asked as she picked up one of the bottles of expensive Scotch.

Ibseth and Nileme had several fancy, cloth gift bags for the booze and worked together to fill out the little tags on each to keep things organized.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied as Ibseth handed me one of the full gift bags to pack. “They’re all really good. But if one is the best, I couldn’t tell the difference. I never got into Scotch like that.”

I read the tag on the gift bag my first wife had given me before I put it into the gym bag.

Ibseth had filled it out to ‘Third of Grimthorn’ in Elven. I was still learning Elven, but I could understand enough to work out that the violet-eyed woman had written something like, “with thanks from Duke Eddie of Hillshire and Princess Ibseth.” Ibseth didn’t like to use that title, but I guess in this situation she knew it would be expected of her.

“Do we even know if Third drinks?” I snorted as I put the gift into the bag. “He seems too serious to have any kind of fun.”

“The Grimthorn Gnomes drink,” Nileme answered as she filled out another gift tag. “They make a spirit from the vines. I don’t care for it myself. It’s too sweet. And the inherent poison in the Spiked Vines makes you hallucinate if you drink too much.”

“What?” I chuckled as I thought about the stoic people of Grimthorn tripping balls on psychedelic schnapps. “That’s crazy. I just can’t imagine those Gnomes cutting loose like that.”

“I’ve only known them to indulge on holidays,” Nileme replied. “And only in moderation then.”

That made more sense.

Like how Mom would only drink one or two glasses of wine on Thanksgiving and Christmas. My mom would get the giggles when she drank half a glass of wine. It was kind of adorable. Meanwhile, Pop could put away a six-pack by himself, and you’d never know the difference.

As Ibseth double-checked our bags and marked things off a checklist, I looked over the Galil and my Glock. My other wives had started to gather in Ibseth’s living room as we got ready to leave, but my mind was on other things.

I still needed to crack the mystery of my vision.

The Eye of Vallis had shown me a village, maybe somewhere in Europe, and outside of that town was a well that seemed to be another door into the underworld. That’s where I would find the next part of Vallis’ armor, but I hadn’t been able to figure out where the town was yet. All I knew was that it was close to the ocean, next to a forest, and looked like it could be anywhere along the coast of Europe.

“I think that’s everything,” Ibseth said as she went down her checklist, and the curvy Elf had Wyatt slung across her chest in one of those cloth baby carriers.

Wyatt was such a good baby. My son wasn’t fussy and only cried when he was wet or hungry, and even when he did cry, it wasn’t one of those high-pitched screams. It always seemed more like, “can I get some help over here?” Wyatt wasn’t sleeping through the night just yet, but he was only a month old. The boy would stay down for long stretches, and I would bet he’d sleep through the night in another month or so.

“I’m ready,” Amrila said as she walked through the front door.

The Zencarri woman was wearing her special armor that Dorrem had made for her, and her backpack was slung over one shoulder. Amrila was about six months along now in her pregnancy, and her beautiful belly stuck out from her otherwise small frame. I’d be shocked if the strawberry-blonde woman had gained more than ten pounds.

Bolra was four months pregnant now, too, so there was a discrete bump under her flowing, linen-colored dress. The mystic’s face glowed every time she lovingly placed her hand on her stomach, and I couldn’t wait for the next round of ultrasounds. Bolra had predicted she was going to have twins, and Amrila was far enough along to tell if she would have a boy or a girl.

“Let’s get on the road,” I said as I threw the strap of the Galil over my shoulder. “We want to have time to settle in before the ceremony.”

With a few final checks, my wives and I all went into the big backyard.

The weather was still cold as balls, but the later winter snow had slowly become freezing rain that left the yard muddy. Any cold snaps over the last of the season would likely be ice storms, rather than the peaceful snowfalls of late December and early January. Soon we’d get the prediction from Groundhog Day, but I was already sure it’d be an early spring.

We went down into the Dwarven citadel and went through the magic circle, and within the blink of an eye, we were at the Yennih palace. The whole place had been decorated with colorful banners, and the crest of Hillshire Manor was displayed next to the royal crest of Ibseth’s family to note the occasion. All the palace servants were dressed in their finest livery and were greeting guests as they arrived from the other territories, tribes, and country estates.

The chamberlain whisked my family away from the more public areas of the palace, to the royal suites. We planned to spend a few days in The Gloom. Craig Swenson had agreed to come around and feed the garms for me, and we could relax and enjoy the massive party Ondur had planned to welcome Wyatt into Yennih society.

We weren’t in our apartments long before the chief stopped by, and the dark-haired, soft-spoken man came into the common rooms with a broad grin across his face.

“I’m so happy you’ve all arrived!” Ondur said.

“Brother.” Ibseth smiled, and she walked up to the chief with our son in her arms. “I would like to present to you Ondur Wyatt Hill, your nephew.”

“Hello there, Wyatt,” Ondur said in a gentle voice as he took the baby. “Our sweet prince. Your tribe is eager to meet you.”

Ondur held Wyatt with the same quiet competence that he did everything with. There was no stiffness, or awkward uncertainty I’d have expected from a childless man. I could tell Ondur already adored the boy. Ibseth and Ondur had come from a large family, but after the destruction their half-brother, Ursenger, had caused, it was just the two of them left. Now, the chief’s family was bigger by one member, and it clearly meant the world to him.

“Isn’t he delicious?” Ibseth breathed as she looked up at her brother.

“He’s perfect,” Ondur replied. “Our mother would be so proud.”

“Now you just have to find a wife or four and have dozens of babies of your own,” Nileme teased. “I’m sure every eligible noblewoman in the kingdom is primping in their mirrors in hopes of catching your eye at the ceremony.”

“And many of their fathers have already approached me,” Ondur said with a rueful laugh. “Every day I have at least three merchant princes and nobles bringing some idle business before my court, just so they can casually mention their maiden daughters at home.”

“And not one has sparked your interest, Your Majesty?” Sigrith asked as she arched her eyebrow. “I wouldn’t presume to tell you your business, sire. But have you considered that you might be too picky?”

“My advisors have suggested as much,” Ondur sighed. “But they are eager to see the line of succession secured. They all secretly think I’m a fool for wanting to marry for love.”

“I don’t think that’s foolish,” I said. “But then again, I’ve had a lot of luck in that arena. It’s you who has to live with whoever you marry, not your advisors.”

“I should bring you to our next meeting,” Ondur joked. “So you can tell them that. Unfortunately, I must go. There is still much to take care of, and business to attend to. I will have more time to spend with all of you after the ceremony.”

“Before you go, we brought you something,” I replied as I dug inside one of the bags. “Just a little something to make it easier to deal with those advisors.”

“Thank you, Eddie.” The dark-haired man grinned as he took the gift-wrapped Scotch from me. “The last bottle you gave me was excellent. Such a unique, smoky flavor.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” I chuckled. “We’ll see you later.”

Ondur reluctantly gave Wyatt back to Ibseth and left, and then my family got ready for the main event.

All of my wives dressed up in their best dresses, but each woman wore the traditional garments from the regions they came from. Amrila and Nileme wore their armor sets, which were cleaned and shined until they almost glowed. Pregia wore a regal dress in a shade of lavender that complemented her jade skin tone, while Sigrith smoldered in a black, low-cut dress that swept the floor. Gwen looked elegant in a flowy, seafoam-green number, and Bolra dazzled in a simple, white dress that reminded me of a Grecian empress.

But Ibseth stole the show. The white-haired woman’s gown was pink with soft, golden accents. Her ample breasts spilled out above her cinched bodice now that she had her figure back, and her long hair cascaded down her back in loose curls. There was also a beautifully understated, gold circlet that Ibseth had woven her hair around.

My first wife looked every inch a princess today, and it took my breath away.

Soon, a servant came to the apartments to tell us it was time, so I gathered Wyatt up in my arms from the bassinet in the sitting room. My son was in a long, bright blue, velvet gown, with little silver buttons, but his unruly, black hair was still too soft and fine to be tamed.

My family lined up in a procession and followed the servant to the throne room where the ceremony was to be held, and as the chamberlain prepared to announce my wives and I, the gathered crowd of friends and nobles turned their heads to watch us enter.

The throne room had also been decorated for the occasion. There were stands of candles everywhere, and the guests were a sea of colors, races, and cultures. This gathering held the finest leaders and heroes in The Gloom, and it was all for my first-born son. Then I saw Bhakoth approach the door into the throne room, and I chuckled.

I knew what would come next.

“My lord,” the general said to the chamberlain with a polite bow. “If I may do the honors? It’s a tradition between Duke Eddie and myself.”

“Of course, General Bhakoth,” the Night Elf man replied with a confused expression.

The chamberlain stepped aside, and Bhakoth turned to the crowd as he dramatically cleared his throat.

“High Chief Ondur,” the hawk-faced man intoned as his powerful voice boomed through the throne room. “ Lords and Ladies, honored friends and guests, it is my great privilege to present to you Duke Eddie of Hillshire. Hero of the Great Forest, King Consort of Glecik, Shield Brother of the Dolrath, Clan Brother of Tors Bane, High Warden of Grimthorn, Conservator of the Quartz Cavern Swamp. Slayer of the Mad Chief, Pit Wyrms, Trolls, Vampires, Kelpies, and Basilisks--”

“It was just the one Basilisk!” Scourge shouted from the audience.

A small wave of laughter swept through the crowd as my closest friends got the inside joke.

“Tamer of garms,” the general went on as if he hadn’t heard. “Friend of the Neclathan Gnomes, The Brownies of the Great Forest, and Dermarkt. I also present his seven wives. Princess Ibseth, jewel of the Yennih. Lady Amrila, resistance fighter against Ursenger. Princess Nileme, heir to the Dolrath chiefdom. Lady Bolra, seer of Tors Bane. Queen Pregia of Glecik. Lady Gwen of the Twilight Spirans. And Lady Sigrith, a powerful enchantress in her own right. They come to present Prince Ondur Wyatt to the Yennih court!”

A deafening cheer erupted from the gathering.

My Clan brothers from Tors Bane and the Dolrath warriors stamped their feet and pounded their fists on tables. Third of Grimthorn and his men let out one of their guttural chants that made some Yennih nobles nearby move away a few feet. Scourge whistled loudly, and the high-pitched sound cut through the din. Chief Ekneme and Chief Murdrak of the Crardu both applauded politely as they smiled.

Lord Yaurle, my butler, and Lady Javanna clapped their hands, but their expressions were solemn and in keeping with the occasion. Tanya Daniels whooped and giggled next to Xuag and my other clan brothers, and the only people who didn’t seem thrilled were a group of well-dressed Night Elves in the corner of the throne room.

The finely dressed men folded their arms, or put on pointedly bored expressions as they picked at the food next to them on the table. One Night Elf man at the center of the group openly yawned. I made a note of the men so I could ask Ondur who they were later.

“Honored guests,” Chief Ondur said from his throne. “Behold Prince Wyatt, my nephew and heir apparent. Duke Eddie and Princess Ibseth, please bring the child here.”

The rest of the ceremony was lovely.

Ondur took Wyatt in his arms, anointed his head with a fragrant oil, and bestowed the boy with the titles of Prince and Earl of Meadowshire. I had no idea where Meadowshire was in the Yennih territory, but that was a detail for later. I was sure Ibseth and I would have to take Wyatt there at some point in the near future.

Then many of the guests lined up to present gifts to Wyatt, but that part was mostly boring as fuck. Nobles and wealthy merchants from all over The Gloom went on and on about how important their gifts were, and Lord Yaurle came up and stood next to me with a long roll of parchment to dutifully note down each gift and who it was from.

“Thanks,” I whispered to Yaurle as an old, minor Night Elf noble monologued about how much trouble he went through to get some incense for Wyatt. “I don’t think I could keep all this straight in my head.”

“It is my duty,” the butler said. “I will also write notes of thanks, filled with pleasantries for each gift. And then you and Princess Ibseth can sign them.”

I groaned inside.

I could picture the huge stack of letters I’d have to spend several hours signing. I guess being a Duke wasn’t all adventure and helping my people, but I’d do it for Ibseth and Ondur. I certainly didn’t want to offend anyone.

“Brother.” Xuag grinned as he, Tanya, and their ward Trocs stepped up. “On behalf of the Orcish Clan of Tors Bane, we present to the prince his first spear!”

The captain handed a masterfully crafted spear with tribal images etched into the spearhead. Wyatt wouldn’t be able to lift it until he was almost grown, but it was beautiful all the same. Then a servant ushered Xuag and Tanya away to keep the line moving, which was probably for the best. Trocs had started to tug at the collar of his nice shirt, and I could tell the boy was losing patience with the proceedings.

The gifts from our friends were the best of the lot. Ekneme gave Wyatt a wooden rocking inck she had commissioned. At least that seemed like something a kid would like. Bhakoth’s family brought a small set of chitin armor, designed for a child, and Scourge handed over a bejeweled rattle that had to be worth a small fortune.

And on it went. By the time all the gifts were presented, I was sure Wyatt’s fortune had to rival my own, but then the real party started. The gathering moved over to the feast hall, where musicians played happy tunes, and the tables groaned under the weight of hundreds of fine dishes. People talked and danced, and we were finally able to catch up with our loved ones.

My wives and I sat down at a large table so everyone could come by and congratulate us.

“This has to be the event of the year,” Scourge remarked with a sly grin. “A real who’s who of society. I could make a fortune by the day’s end in this crowd.”

“Or you could chill and celebrate with us,” I snorted. “But I won’t stop you. Just don’t piss anyone off at my kid’s feast.”

“I would never,” the thief chuckled. “I’ll just introduce myself to the right people. I wouldn’t piss them off until much later when they realized I’ve swindled them.”

“Hey,” I said in a low tone to the Zencarri man. “I actually have a question for you. Who are those guys over there? The ones that look like someone shit in their ice cream.”

“Those are some of the merchant princes of the Capital,” Scourge replied when he discreetly looked over at them. “I think they always look like that. You know the type. The sort of men who can’t stand to see others succeed. The one throwing dark glances this way is Master Telhorn. Their de facto leader.”

“What’s he a master of?” I asked.

“Bullying lesser men into giving up their gold to be a part of his ridiculous guild,” Scourge scoffed.

“He was friends with my father,” Ibseth added as she cradled Wyatt in her arms. “I think he also did very well under Ursenger. But by then I had been sent to the temple of Llynoth. I don’t know any of the details.”

“No wonder he doesn’t like us.” I smirked.

“I’m going to take Wyatt up to the apartments,” the white-haired woman said. “He needs a nap. Will you be alright here, beloved?”

“I have Scourge to look after me,” I teased as I kissed my first wife. “Unless you want me to walk with you. There’s a lot of people we don’t really know here.”

“The palace guards will escort me,” Ibseth replied as she stood. “I’ll be very safe.”

“I’ll go with you, too,” Nileme said as she also stood. “I’m sure Ondur’s guards are fine men, but I won’t let my sister and her son go anywhere without one of us by her side.”

“Thanks, Nileme,” I replied. “I’d feel better about that.”

“Let’s find my mother before we retire to the royal suites,” the Dolrath woman added. “I’d like some time alone with her, and I’m sure she’s bored to tears among all these Yennih nobles.”

“I’d like that,” Ibseth agreed with a smile. “I’ve never had the chance to speak at length with Chief Ekneme. I’d like to get to know her better.”

As Ibseth and Nileme went to find Ekneme, Bhakoth and some of my Dolrath soldiers came to sit at our table.

“The Yennih put on a fine feast, Shield Brother,” Kanel, a swordsman with a manicured, white mohawk remarked as he sat down.

Kanel had been among the first Dolrath warriors to fight by my side. The swordsman had married Fystren, a dark-haired beauty skilled with a polearm, after we’d helped the Deep Gnomes of Neclathan. Currently, Kanel was holding a plate piled high with rich foods, and Fystren smiled at the swordsman as he stuffed his face.

“I’ve never been to such a party,” Syneath, my favorite scout, commented. “I thought it would be boring, but these Yennih men are gorgeous! For having such backwards ideas about women warriors, they are terrible flirts.”

“I’m glad you’re having fun.” I grinned.

Syneath was like a little sister to me. The spritely woman was one of my youngest soldiers, but she’d more than proven herself by my account.

“Has anyone caught your eye?” Sigrith asked the scout in a conspiratorial tone. “Maybe a young, handsome lord with more money than sense?”

“No,” Syneath replied after a small pause. “The flirting is fun, though. I don’t know if I could settle for a man who just wanted to bed a Dolrath woman for bragging rights.”

I noticed Syneath’s eyes darted toward the center of the large room as a slight flush touched her cheeks.

“Nor should you,” Pregia said with a mysterious smile. “Wait for the man who treats you like a goddess. That’s my advice.”

Syneath’s eyes again darted back to the center of the room, and I followed the young woman’s gaze this time. Ondur stood near the middle of the room, surrounded by Crardu and Yennih diplomats. My brother-in-law was tall for a Night Elf, arguably handsome, and had a quiet and reserved nature. I could see why the Chief had caught the young scout’s eye.

But then Ondur turned his head in our direction and smiled, and as soon as he did so, Syneath turned back around in her seat and stared at the table. The flush in the scout’s cheeks bloomed into a blush, but I was sure of one thing. Ondur hadn’t looked at me.

Oh, shit. I had an idea.

“Have you all met Chief Ondur yet?” I asked the Dolrath warriors with a sly grin.

“I have,” Bhakoth replied with a confused frown.

“I know you have,” I snorted. “But I don’t think I’ve ever personally introduced the rest of you to Ondur. You’re all my best warriors, outside of my wives. Come on.”

“I’ve met Chief Ondur plenty of times,” Scourge said in a dry tone. “I think I’ll cause some mischief elsewhere. Excuse me.”

The thief slipped away into the crowd, probably to fill his pockets, and I shook my head at him before I got up and started to move toward the Chief.

The Dolrath soldiers and the rest of my wives followed, but Syneath hung around the back of the group. It wasn’t like the young Dolrath woman to be shy, and I knew I was onto something.

“I beg your pardon,” I said with confidence as I waded through the crowd. “But I don’t think I’ve presented my unit of Dolrath soldiers to the chief yet.”

“I’m glad to meet them,” Ondur replied with clear relief as the nobles started to disperse. “Eddie has told me many stories of your exploits. It’s an honor.”

“This is Kanel and Fystren,” I started, since I didn’t want to be obvious. “They recently married each other. Chadaron is a master archer with some skills as a healer. Thereas here is also a very fine archer. And this is Syneath, the best scout the Dolrath have to offer.”

Each warrior bowed as they were introduced, but Syneath couldn’t bring herself to meet Ondur’s eyes when I said her name.

“Your Majesty,” the scout squeaked as she bowed her head.

“You are all welcomed as family in my palace,” the chief said, but his eyes lingered on the white-haired scout. “And you have my thanks. I know you played a major role in the Battle of the Great Forest, and I owe you a great deal--”

“Sire!” a fluid, posh, male voice interrupted. “This insult cannot stand!”

We all turned to see Telhorn sweep across the feast hall with his lackeys just behind him.

“Master Telhorn, what is the meaning of this?” Ondur asked in a firm, but calm tone.

Double shit.

I’d never heard my brother-in-law when he was annoyed before, but there was no mistaking the warning in Ondur’s voice.

“Why has this creature been admitted into our sacred lands?” Telhorn demanded as he pointed to Pregia.

Telhorn was a lithe man with short, red hair and a stupid little tuft of facial hair just below his lips.

I already didn’t like him.

“You mean my wife?” I retorted. “The queen of the city state of Glecik?”

“I mean the Goblin woman,” the slinky merchant sneered as his eyes narrowed.

“I am a Goblin,” Pregia seethed as she stood to her full height and faced the man. “And the ruler of the strongest Goblin stronghold in the Twilight.”

“The queen is also my guest and sister-in-law,” Ondur added. “So I invite you to choose your next words carefully, Master Telhorn.”

“This is an affront!” the merchant declared. “The Treaty of the Great War banished all such creatures from The Gloom on pain of death. It is one of our oldest laws. Should this woman be allowed to flout the law, just because Duke Hillshire has chosen to debase himself by bedding a Goblin?”

“What did you just say?” I growled as I took a threatening step toward the man.

“Are you challenging me, sir?” Telhorn shouted, even as he took a step back.

The whole feast hall had grown silent to watch us.

“You disrespected my wife,” I replied in a deadly cold voice. “You’re fucking right I’m challenging you.”


Chapter Two

Bhakoth stepped in between myself and Telhorn, and when the general’s face was inches from mine, I could see the intense expression on his face.

“You’re right to challenge this fool,” the hawk-faced man hissed. “But you need to be cautious, Eddie. There are laws to this.”

“What do you mean?” I asked in a low voice.

“With your permission, Chief Ondur,” Bhakoth said, and he turned to face the crowd as they stared on with a mix of interest and concern. “A challenge has been issued, and both parties must discuss terms for resolution and name their seconds.”

“As you say, general,” Ondur replied, and the dark-haired chief looked upset and worried as he spoke. “But the duel will not take place in the throne room. Both parties may proceed to the gardens in the royal courtyard.”

I didn’t want to cause Ondur concern, but I wouldn’t allow some rich asshole like Telhorn to refer to one of my wives as a “creature” or question her right to be anywhere. I didn’t give a fuck what some centuries-old treaty said.

Bhakoth and the other Dolrath soldiers ushered me out of the throne room. We made our way to the gardens, and I could hear the merchant and his cronies not far behind us. I used the short walk to get my head straight and calm down so I could focus.

“So, what now?” I asked once my friends and I were in the gardens. “What are the laws we have to follow?”

My group had gathered in a close knot by the spring, while Telhorn and his man were twenty feet away and having a discussion of their own.

Several of the other guests had also come to the gardens to watch the fight, including Ondur, and Bolra, Gwen, Sigrith, and Pregia stood with the chief. Pregia looked like she was ready to spit nails, but the fact that Ondur kept the Goblin queen by his side sent a silent message to everyone around that she was welcome in his court.

Amrila and Scourge stood together a few feet away from my other wives. Neither of them seemed bothered by what was happening, and they seemed confident that I’d be fine, whatever happened next. Ibseth and Nileme were still upstairs with the baby and Ekneme, and I knew my first wife would worry about me, so I needed to get this done quickly.

“First you must name a second,” Bhakoth told me with a sly grin. “I’d like to suggest Fystren. Telhorn is clearly a staunch traditionalist, and the fact that she’s a woman will enrage him.”

“No,” Syneath interjected as she found her natural self again. “Name me as your second, Shield Brother. Fystren looks the part of a warrior, with her powerful arms and shoulders. If we really want to piss Telhorn off, naming me will also confuse him, since I’m slight and younger.”

“Hold up,” I replied as I held up a hand. “Before I name anyone, what the hell is a ‘second’ supposed to do?”

“They deliver your official challenge, discuss terms of resolution, and finish the duel if you are incapacitated,” Bhakoth answered. “Telhorn’s side will get to choose weapons, because he’s the one who’s been challenged. But your second may debate any terms they set. The idea is to give the duelist time to calm themselves before the fight begins. Otherwise, two hotheaded combatants will always jump to trial by death, which is uncivilized to say the least.”

“That usually only happens when someone wants to avenge the murder of a loved one,” Chadaron added.

“Or adultery,” Fystren said. “Telhorn will likely demand first blood. That is the most common term of resolution for a duel between noblemen.”

“What do you say, Shield Brother?” Syneath asked with a fierce grin.

“Are you sure?” I asked the enthusiastic scout. “I’m not worried about that guy taking me down. He looks like a strong fart would knock him over. But I figure he knows how to fight a little since he didn’t back down from the challenge. I’m twice his size, so there’s gotta be some reason for his confidence.”

“I’m sure.” Syneath nodded. “I was raised with a sword or bow in my hands. I’d dare any Yennih man to try me. And really, I’ll likely just be talking to secure your terms.”

Syneath had spunk, I had to give her that.

“Okay, you’re my second.” I grinned. “What kinda terms can I set?”

“Telhorn’s second will name what weapons they chose,” Bhakoth replied. “Syneath can counter, and she’ll be expected to. It’s all for show really. Both seconds will hurl clever insults and make underhanded remarks until the terms are set. Then you and Telhorn must abide by those terms.”

“Sounds easy enough.” I nodded and then turned to Syneath. “I don’t care what weapons he chooses. But I’m not interested in killing Telhorn, so no death shit. After that, I just want you to make Telhorn’s second work for every inch of ground. Really give it to him. Okay? I want Telhorn to look like an absolute joke when this is over.”

“Got it,” the scout said before she marched into the open area between Telhorn’s group and ours and raised her voice. “I am Lady Syneath, daughter of Lord Adiadas, leader of the Vagarn Nomads. Commander Scout of Chief Ekneme of the Dolrath. Duke Eddie has named me his second. If you ladies are through gossiping, we may speak terms.”

An electric murmur spread through the crowd in the gardens.

People seemed intrigued by Syneath’s words as they waited for Telhorn’s response. Scourge smirked and then covered his mouth to stifle a chuckle, but Ondur looked on with confused interest at this new development.

“Holy shit,” I whispered to Bhakoth. “Syneath has been a noblewoman this whole time? I thought she was just some kid from the Encampment who joined the army.”

“Our Shield Sister is the youngest of twenty children,” the general explained in an amused tone. “Her father is one of the most celebrated Nomadic Lords, and she was raised to hunt, track, and gather from some of the most dangerous regions in the Dolrath territory. Lord Adiadas sent her to the Encampment when she turned fifty-five in hopes that she’d rise in the ranks and marry well.”

I wondered how old fifty-five was by Night Elf standards, but now wasn’t the time for such a question.

“I am Herk,” a young, thin-lipped Night Elf said as he tried to swagger toward Syneath. “Journeyman merchant in the Golden Guild. Do you have a challenge to issue, little girl?”

“My lady,” Scourge corrected from the sidelines. “She outranks you, my boy.”

The crowd laughed, and Herk’s face turned purplish with rage.

“Indeed I do,” Syneath almost purred as she started to pace around the journeyman merchant. “Duke Eddie of Hillshire challenges Master Telhorn to trial by first blood, for the merchant’s craven remarks against Queen Pregia of Glecik… Oh, and have a care, sweet Herk, for they both also outrank you.”

“Does the Vampire of the Gloom crave the blood of Master Telhorn?” Herk smirked. “He will be disappointed that we call for unarmed combat then. Teeth will also not be allowed. And we demand trial by submission. When Telhorn forces the Duke to beg for mercy, Hillshire must swear to never bring his Goblin mistress back to The Gloom and face justice for breaking The Great Treaty in the first place.”

“Unarmed combat?” the scout snorted as she raised one eyebrow. “A bold choice. Do you need spectacles? Duke Eddie towers over all present here today.”

“The tallest pillars have the furthest to fall,” the journeyman replied with a shrug.

Syneath glanced at me to see if I accepted the terms, and I gave the scout a brief nod.

I had twelve inches and maybe fifty pounds or more on Telhorn. It seemed weird that the merchant wanted to fist fight me. Telhorn had to have some kind of training to inspire that level of confidence.

“Very well,” Syneath purred as she turned back to Herk. “Trial by hand-to-hand combat, determined by submission.”

The young, white-haired Elven woman sauntered back to our group as Herk turned to join Telhorn’s men.

A group of palace guards marked out a circle in white chalk on the ground where the fight would take place while I prepared by stripping off my fine, Yennih shirt and stepping out of my soft, leather boots. Telhorn did the same, and I noticed the wiry merchant was covered in hard, ropy muscles, which confirmed my suspicions that the man must have practiced some kind of martial arts.

I walked into the chalk circle as I glared at the sinewy merchant. Telhorn smirked, and he sauntered into the makeshift ring as if he’d already won somehow.

“Your skill with your booming, metal sticks are renowned, Duke,” the smug Night Elf sneered as he craned his neck to look me in the eye. “The hero of many battles. But what are you without these rife-els?”

“I don’t need a rifle to beat the shit out of you,” I replied in a casual tone. “In fact, I think it would be a waste of a bullet when I can just embarrass you here in front of half the court.”

“Big men are so arrogant,” Telhorn scoffed as he cracked his knuckles. “They assume their size and strength are enough to save them in every situation. But they always underestimate their opponents--”

Telhorn suddenly spun and kicked out his leg as he tried to take me by surprise.

“Fuck off,” I snorted as I grabbed the man’s foot just inches from my sternum. “I hope you’ve got something other than cheap shots. Because that was just sad.”

I roughly pushed the merchant’s foot to one side and sent the Elf off balance.

Telhorn quickly centered himself again, but I took one step forward and used the momentum to power a left hook to the smaller man’s kidneys.

“Ooomph!” Telhorn gasped as I drove my fist into his side.

Then the merchant grasped my arm, planted one foot on top of mine, and rolled.

Fuck. He was fast.

As the slender man rolled, he tried to use my weight against me to flip me over, but I was ready for him. As the two of us launched forward, I wrapped my other arm around Telhorn’s middle and shifted my weight. The red-haired man had wanted to throw me, but now I had control of our fall as I dragged us both to the ground.

Telhorn hit the dirt hard, and I was able to roll off him and pop back up onto my feet. I could have held the merchant down and pummeled the shit out of him, but I was aware that there was a crowd watching us. If the fight ended too quickly, it would have been forgettable. Just some big-mouthed merchant talking shit and then getting his ass handed to him.

I wanted the members of the Golden Guild to remember what happened when they fucked with my family, but I also saw this as a chance to learn about whatever kind of Yennih martial art Telhorn knew. If I pulled a few punches early on, I’d know how to fight someone else who was more skilled.

I lunged for the merchant again before he could get his balance, and as we hit the soft, loamy ground, I released my grip and quickly rolled away. Then I popped back up on my feet and stood in a defensive crouch. The merchant winced as he landed on his back, but he kicked his legs hard enough to launch himself back on his feet.

Telhorn and I faced each other as we moved in slow circles around the chalk ring. The crowd around us didn’t cheer or shout. This was serious, and the most I heard from the gathered guests and nobles were gasps and murmurs.

Telhorn’s stance and manner became more defensive as he tried to force me to make the first move, so I obliged him and rushed forward. Telhorn’s eyes bulged in surprise, and then I took two quick jabs at his midsection before the Night Elf retaliated. Telhorn packed a lot of power in his slender arms, and I knew I’d be sore later, but it was all part of the plan.

I threw a right uppercut into Telhorn’s solar plexus and knocked the wind out of him. The merchant gave a choking gasp, and I took advantage of his stunned confusion to deliver a left hook to his temple. As my fist connected with the side of the man’s head, I watched Telhorn’s dark eyes glaze over, and then I stepped back.

I could have pressed and likely taken Telhorn down, but now all of the members of the Golden Guild had to watch as I toyed with their leader. Telhorn knew it, too, but if he submitted now, he’d be disgraced. The merchant’s face twisted with rage, and he shook his head to clear it before he went on the offensive.

Telhorn darted at me and then spun as he kicked out his foot.

A smarter man would have realized that my superior reach was an advantage, and that Telhorn should have tried to get in close and worked my midsection until I was exhausted. He should have used my size against me, since he was clearly faster.

But he obviously wasn’t very smart.

I easily caught Telhorn’s foot, spun the man in the opposite direction to disorient him, and then went in for the finishing move. As soon as Telhorn’s back was toward me, I swooped in and wrapped my powerful arms around him, and I leaned back in a German suplex. Telhorn’s back cracked as I lifted him off the ground, and a moment later, I slammed his head and shoulders into the soft grass. Because the dirt had some give, I knew I wouldn’t do any permanent damage.

It would still hurt like hell, though.

The merchant let out a whiny grunt as he hit the ground, and I twisted so I was on my knees. Then I moved my arms up to Telhorn’s neck and got the smaller man into a sleeper hold. Telhorn started to panic as he clawed at my arms to try and loosen my hold, but I refused to let up.

“Submit,” I growled into the Night Elf’s ear.

Telhorn gasped and choked as he continued to squirm and used up what little oxygen he had in his system.

“In a few seconds, you’re going to pass out, and I’ll win anyway,” I taunted the man in a low voice. “At least if you submit, it’ll look like it was your choice. You could still save some face.”

Telhorn’s movements began to weaken as he struggled. Any second now, the merchant would fall unconscious, and I’d win by default. I didn’t care either way, but a part of me did want the satisfaction of Telhorn admitting defeat.

Suddenly, the Night Elf’s clawing stopped, and I felt him tap my forearm several times. I loosened my grip just enough for him to take a breath and speak.

“I submit!” Telhorn croaked. “I submit.”

I let go and stepped back, and the merchant fell forward and caught himself with his arms before he got a faceful of dirt and grass.

There were some polite claps from the crowd, but my friends, clan brothers, and soldiers cheered. Even Ondur looked amused as he quietly clapped his hands, but the Golden Guild didn’t look pleased.

I stood and looked down at Telhorn with contempt as the man panted and tried to recover. Then Pregia came up beside me, placed her hands on her hips, and glared at the merchant.

“I believe you have something to say to me?” the queen asked in a deceptively soft tone.

“I… extend my apologies, Your Majesty,” Telhorn said from his knees, and it sounded like he was having to force the words out. “For implying you were anything less than you are. My only intention was to advocate for the ancient laws of my people.”

“That’s a terrible apology,” Scourge remarked loudly enough for his voice to carry.

“All the same,” Ondur intoned as he stepped forward. “Master Telhorn’s words have been struck down by his admission of defeat. And regarding his concerns about the old laws that have governed our people, perhaps the time grows near for us to reassess the terms of the Great Treaty. But that is a matter for another time. Telhorn, you and your guild have my permission to leave the palace for now. We will speak on this matter another time.”

As the party guests began to filter out of the gardens, back to the feast hall, Telhorn’s men came and helped the merchant off the ground. A few threw glares my way, but I just turned to my soldiers and clan brothers who had gathered around us.

“Thanks for the support, everyone,” I said as Bhakoth handed me my shirt and boots. “And for coming to celebrate with us. But I’m pretty sure the party is over now.”

“If this were Tors Bane, the party would just be getting started,” Xuag snorted. “Yennih Elves are too sensitive to violence. No offense, Chief Ondur.”

“None taken, Captain,” the chief replied with a tolerant smile. “I, for one, am glad that Eddie challenged Master Telhorn. Perhaps this event will open opportunities to discuss some real changes in Elven society. But I agree, the feast is over now.”

I took some time to thank my friends again before we retired to our suite of rooms.

Third, Chief Murdrak, Wrath, and Vireel all left for the rooms they’d rented in the city before they started their long journeys home. My clan brothers and the Dolrath soldiers left the palace to find a tavern to continue a party of their own, but my closest friends came back to our royal apartments. Servants brought up drinks and some of the food left over from the party as refreshments.

“How’s Wyatt?” I asked as I sat down next to Ibseth.

“Sleeping like an inckling,” my first wife replied with a smile, but then her violet eyes flicked up and down my body. “But you’re all sweaty. Did I miss the dancing?”

“You missed a Troll’s ass getting what he deserved,” Pregia scoffed as she flopped into one of the comfortable chairs.

“What happened?” Ekneme asked and studied our faces.

“One Master Telhorn bit off more than he could chew, great lady.” Scourge smirked and dipped into a graceful little bow. “Picture this, a small, rangy merchant with a ridiculous beard walked up to our Eddie, thinking to goad him into a fight. Master Telhorn delivered several unremarkable and unimaginative insults toward Queen Pregia. I mean, if one is dumb enough to insult a foreign dignitary, at least make it clever.”

“What our witty friend is saying,” Xuag chuckled as he picked at some of the rich snacks on a sideboard, “is that some upstart merchant tried to make a name for himself by insulting Pregia. Then Eddie called him on it and challenged him to trial by submission. Rather bold of Telhorn to accept the challenge, too. He looked like a broomstick with arms.”

“I think Telhorn had some misconceptions about his fighting prowess,” I snickered. “Maybe he does well in a sparring ring, where people are too afraid of his position to really give it to him. But in a real fight, he didn’t stand a chance. Honestly, I was kinda disappointed. I thought it’d be a little harder to beat him.”

“What was his complaint against Pregia?” Nileme asked, and her brow furrowed with confusion.

“The treaty?” Ekneme guessed as she looked at Ondur.

“Indeed,” the dark-haired man replied with a saddened expression. “The Great Treaty. It’s what’s protected our lands, kept a tenuous peace among the Night Elf tribes, and held us back all at the same time.”

“I agree, Your Majesty.” The Dolrath chief nodded. “Perhaps it’s time for us and Murdrak to revisit the Treaty, now that so much has changed.”

“I’m not sure how receptive the Yennih people would be to change,” Ondur admitted with a sigh. “The common folk who make the backbone of society might be open to allowing the civilized people of the Twilight Region access to our lands. But the nobility has resisted even something as small as expanded trade with our fellow tribes.”

“But that’s exactly who you should sell the idea to,” I said as a thought hit me. “The common people. Scourge, wasn’t it you who told me that the way to peace is always through commerce?”

“I don’t know,” the thief replied with a shrug. “But that sounds like something I would say. New and exotic goods would be exciting to the commoners. Bakers and cooks in taverns would rejoice at the thought of unique produce. Smiths and other tradespeople would welcome the chance to work with new materials. It makes sense.”

“What if we gave the Night Elf chiefs the opportunity to talk about new trade routes with people like Pregia and Wrath?” I asked.

“Wrath is the regent of Dermarkt,” Pregia remarked. “It’s the economic center of the Goblin world. I’m sure he’d be open to such discussions.”

“And those trade routes would go both ways,” I added. “Once the Yennih merchants see how much money they could make with a new treaty, you’d get them on board in no time.”

“That could be,” Ondur mused as he stroked his chin. “But how do we provide this opportunity for discussion?”

“Easy.” I grinned. “I invite everyone to Hillshire for a hunting trip. That’s what the manor was originally meant for, a hunting retreat. But we should do it now, while it’s fresh in everyone’s minds.”

“Yes.” Ondur smiled back at me. “This is a capital idea.”

“Nileme,” I said as I stood. “Help me draft some invitations.”

I had a hunting trip to plan.


Chapter Three

Early the next day, I led a large group to Hillshire manor for a hunt.

I wasn’t used to being a host, let alone for such a prestigious collection of people. My friends were one thing, but the Night Elf Chiefs and a handful of their most trusted advisors were another. Ondur walked next to me, and his personal guards kept a discrete distance as they watched over the Yennih chief.

I’d sent a messenger ahead the day before, so Javanna wouldn’t skin me alive when a throng of nobles showed up at the manor. I knew the respectable housekeeper already had the maids working around the clock to clean the large, palatial estate from rafters to cellar. Hebulsia was probably cooking up a storm and putting the kitchen staff through their paces.

Ekneme and Murdrak weren’t far behind us with their own units of soldiers to protect them. Then there was the ox-drawn cart where Ibseth and Bolra rode, along with a few other ladies from different courts. The rest of our party brought up the rear, including Third of Grimthorn. Xuag had suggested that Third be included, since our plan to open up discussions about a treaty with the cities of the Twilight concerned his people, too.

“I wouldn’t plan to have a treaty drafted today,” Ondur remarked as we walked. “I feel our goal should be to simply make a case for it, and to express our opinions for how it would benefit The Gloom.”

“That makes sense.” I nodded. “The real official talks should include the leaders of the Twilight, too. But we can float our thoughts and see how they’re received. I’m not a politician, but I can guess it won’t happen overnight.”

“Indeed,” Ondur replied as he looked around at the forest on either side of the road. “Unfortunately, lasting change happens quite slowly. But this idea of yours for a hunting trip was genius. A bit of sport to help the leaders of The Gloom bond. If we accomplish nothing else, this will strengthen ties between the tribes.”

“And you can relax a little, too,” I snorted. “When was the last time you took a break?”

“Not since I arrived home,” the dark-haired man chuckled. “Chiefdom is demanding. I live for my people, from when I wake to when I lay my head down to sleep.”

“That’s great,” I said. “But you have to make the time to stop and enjoy life too, sometimes. Or you’ll lose perspective on what you’re working toward.”

“Wise words, brother.” The chief grinned and then paused, and his expression grew thoughtful. “Who was the young woman you named as your second yesterday?”

Oh, shit. I had to keep my face neutral when Ondur asked the question.

I hadn’t had the chance to tell Ibseth about my suspicions about Syneath’s attraction to the stoic, gentle chief yet, but I knew my first wife would be thrilled that Ondur had noticed any woman. Ibseth wanted to look after all her loved ones, and Ondur was too far away to fuss over him. The violet-eyed woman would feel better if she knew her brother had someone in The Gloom looking out for him.

“That was Syneath,” I replied in a casual tone. “I introduced her and my other Dolrath soldiers to you, remember? She’s the daughter of one of the nomadic clan leaders.”

“I recall all of that,” Ondur said in a strange tone I couldn’t put my finger on. “I meant…Well, who is she to you, Eddie? Another soon-to-be wife?”

Bingo.

“No,” I chuckled. “Nothing like that. More like a little sister. She’s been a scout for me on several… adventures, I guess you could say? But I respect the hell out of her. Syneath is a hell of a scout, can throw a dagger and hit a follen berry from twenty paces, and keeps everyone in stitches around the campfire.”

“That is impressive,” my brother-in-law replied. “I suppose her service to Ekneme and you keeps her from her family, or husband.”

“She’s not married,” I answered as I tried to sound nonchalant. “I’m not sure how old she is, but she’s pretty young for someone who’s risen so high in Dolrath society. I don’t know where daughter-of-a-clan-leader lands in Night Elf culture, if that’s the same as a lady or a duchess, but Syneath has earned her place by her own merits, if you ask me.”

“Really?” Ondur asked with a far-away look, but then he caught himself and cleared his throat. “I’m sure you’re very proud of her, Syneath, being one of your soldiers and all.”

“I am.” I nodded and smirked to myself. “They’re not officially my unit, but they’ve followed me in plenty of battles. I invited them along, too. They’re in the back of the group with General Bhakoth. I figured they also deserved some fun, you know?”

“A good leader rewards his loyal followers,” Ondur agreed, but then he lapsed into silence, so I let the matter drop.

Once we reached the manor, I would pull Ibseth aside, give her all the tea, and let my wife handle the rest. I figured it was best not to let on to Ondur that I knew he was interested in the young scout. When I was single and in college, I hated being set up, even if I liked a girl. It was better to let it all happen naturally, with maybe a little push from Ibseth.

When we arrived at Hillshire Manor, Lord Yaurle and the other servants were lined up to greet us. Sharn clearly had her Orcish guards polish their armor and launder their linen undercoats, because all of the female guards looked ready to pass the most rigorous inspection.

“My chief,” Yaurle said with a deep bow to Ondur. “Lord Eddie, welcome home. All is prepared for your honored guests.”

I could see that Yaurle or Javanna had hired some village girls from Hillshire to help, since we had such a large party. In the note I’d sent, I even asked Yaurle to arrange accommodations for some of the lower ranking guests in the village, since there wouldn’t be enough room in the manor. I wondered if I should build onto the manor house for the future. Either add another wing with guest rooms and better servant quarters, or a third story.

Something to think about at a later time.

The servants began to carry in the belongings of guests that would stay at the manor, while the rest of the luggage was loaded onto a cart headed to Hillshire village. Then Yaurle led us to the dining hall where Hebulsia had prepared refreshments. The large table had been removed to make room, but there were plenty of chairs for people to sit and rest after the journey.

Lady Javanna herself took Wyatt upstairs for a nap and promised to watch him so Ibseth could host her guests as lady of the house. Then everyone enjoyed the food and drink on offer. I noticed Hebulsia had included her famous sandwiches with the other finger food, and they were a big hit.

“It’s going well,” I said to Ibseth when I finally found a chance to pull her aside.

“I haven’t been to a function like this since my parents passed,” the curvy Elf giggled. “It feels nicer here in our manor, honestly. Everyone at court was terrified of my father. It was always so tense. But this feels like a real retreat with friends.”

“Speaking of friends…” I replied with a sly grin. “Look over there.”

I pointed out Syneath.

The scout was speaking with some of the other Dolrath soldiers, a few of my wives, Xuag, and Tanya. But Syneath kept glancing over her shoulder, and I had to stifle a laugh as I watched Ibseth follow Syneath’s gaze to Ondur, where he spoke with some other nobles.

“Oh!” Ibseth gasped as her violet eyes brightened.

“Exactly,” I snorted and was barely able to contain myself. “Aaaand, Ondur was asking me about her on the walk here. He even asked if she was married, in a roundabout way. What do you think?”

“I think it’s perfect,” the white-haired woman said in an excited whisper. “Ondur is so serious and reserved, and Syneath is lively and free spirited. Has she confessed any feelings for Ondur yet?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I kinda just guessed. She got all quiet when I introduced her and the other Dolrath soldiers to Ondur. And Syneath’s never shy. It was weird.”

“Ondur is the Over Chief of the Three Tribes,” Ibseth remarked. “He’s the most powerful man in The Gloom. I wonder if she feels that her station isn’t high enough for him.”

“She’s a lady, I think.” I shrugged. “I don’t really understand all these ranks. But she’s some kind of noble among the Dolrath.”

“Maybe when the hunting parties are decided, you can arrange for Syneath to be with Ondur?” Ibseth asked as she looked up at me with those big, violet eyes. “Oooh! Wouldn’t that be romantic, Eddie? To fall in love in the woods, in the midst of the excitement of a hunt.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I chuckled.

“Eddie,” a gruff voice suddenly said beside me.

I looked down and saw Dorrem, still dressed in his rough, gray robes.

“Hey, Dorrem.” I grinned. “Glad you could make it. Are you coming along for the hunt?”

“Of course not,” the sour Dwarf grumbled. “I’m not built to be a sportsman. But you invited me, so I came.”

“Hello, Master Dorrem,” Ibseth said with a kind smile.

“My lady,” the Dwarf replied as he gave the curvy Elf a sweeping bow. “This is a lovely party. Even if it’s populated by a bunch of insufferable fools.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” Ibseth replied. “If you’re not going on the hunt, you are free to stay with me at the manor. Some of the other ladies and Chief Murdrak are also staying behind.”

“Chief Murdrak?” Dorrem repeated with interest. “I should like to speak with him. I’ve heard much of the colleges and libraries of Khet’Eran.”

“I should go make the rounds,” I said as I kissed Ibseth. “We’ll start the hunt soon. I’ll see you two later.”

“Good luck, my king,” Ibseth replied.

I went around and started to gather the hunters, and then we met my groundskeeper, Quawin outside in the garden.

Quawin was in his element. The ginger-haired Gnome had prepared a map of my lands and marked out the best hunting grounds. Sharn and her guardswomen had bows and arrows for anyone who didn’t bring some. Luckily, as host, it was my job to set up the hunting parties and assign locations for them, so we wouldn’t all end up in the same spots.

I started to divide my guests into groups I thought made sense. I put Third with Pregia and Sigrith, since I figured that would give the Gnomish clan leader a chance to get to know the women. We’d need Third on our side when we brought up the idea of a new treaty, and getting to know the Goblin Queen might help the quiet man see the Goblins as more than the feral raiders he protected The Gloom from.

Amrila, Tanya, and Nileme would hunt with some of the Crardu nobles who had come with Murdrak. As Princess of the Dolrath, Nileme commanded a lot of respect, and Amrila and Tanya were close with Pregia, so they’d talk up the jade-skinned woman to the nobles.

I went on like that until it was just Ondur and my hunting parties left.

“Xuag, Chadaron, and Tauric are with me,” I said. “Which leaves Syneath, Lord Yaurle, and Quawin with Chief Ondur.”

“What?” Syneath gasped before she caught herself. “I mean-- It’s an honor to hunt with you, Your Majesty.”

“I understand you’re the finest scout the Dolrath have to offer, my Lady,” Ondur replied in a gentle tone. “I’m glad to have you with us. I haven’t hunted much before, I’m afraid. So I’ll rely on your experience.”

“Alright.” I grinned as I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s get our supplies together. The incks and cave lions won’t hunt themselves.”

Sharn and the guards helped us arm ourselves as we broke off into our assigned groups.

“Shield brother!” I heard a hoarse whisper behind me.

I turned and saw Syneath, and she looked mad.

“What’s up?” I asked with mock innocence.

“I know what you’re doing,” the scout accused as she put her hands on her slim hips.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied as I strapped on a quiver of arrows.

“Don’t give me that,” Syneath hissed, but she tried to keep her voice down. “You placed me with the Chief on purpose. I’m on to you.”

“Syneath,” I said with a smirk as I looked at the white-haired scout. “Why would I do that?”

The young Elf glared back at me, but she was clearly more embarrassed than angry. The scout opened and closed her mouth a few times, but then she turned on her heels, and her long, white mohawk whipped behind her as she stomped away.

“Do you want to make a bet, gentlemen?” Amrila asked as she walked up to my group.

“What kind of bet?” I asked my Zencarri wife with caution.

“Just a few coins on which group bags the most game,” Amrila giggled. “Say… ten gold?”

“I’ll take that bet,” Xuag replied with a hardy laugh.

“Me, too.” Chadaron grinned.

“Not me.” Tauric shook his head. “I know you too well, Miss Amrila. You change once coin is involved. Plus, Hebulsia would have my head if I lost. We’re saving up to add a room onto the cabin.”

“Then you’d just have to win.” Amrila grinned.

“Nope,” the blacksmith snorted. “I’m more afraid of my wife than I am of your insults.”

“Wife?” I snorted. “When did that happen?”

“When she moved into my cabin and started rearranging everything,” Tauric replied with a rueful chuckle. “She hung lace curtains and everything.”

“What about you, husband?” the red-skinned woman asked as she turned away from Tauric and faced me.

“Sure,” I relented. “I’ll bet with you. Just don’t get too serious with it. We don’t want to insult our guests.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, partner,” Amrila said with a sly grin. “See you when I come to collect.”

I chuckled and shook my head at my greedy wife, and then Xuag, Tauric, and Chadaron followed me through the manor gate and into the woods.

But I did notice Trocs staring at us through one of the manor windows. The little Orcish boy had wanted to come along on the hunt, but Xuag put his foot down and said no. The Captain didn’t think the boy was disciplined enough yet to join the hunt. The young, orphan boy I had saved in Dermarkt was still pretty wild around the edges, but I could already see how Tanya and Xuag had influenced him. Trocs swore a little less, at least.

“Do you think it’s likely we’ll see some cave lions?” Chadaron asked in an excited tone. “I’ve always wanted to hunt one.”

“It’s possible,” I replied as we headed toward the interior of my forest. “But I think Quawin and his men try to keep their numbers down around here, because of the village and farms. We’ll probably have more luck with incks.”

“Well, I hope we see a cave lion.” The bald archer grinned, but he was always the optimist.

After a short trek, the four of us split up and took up positions around our part of the woods. Tauric and Chadaron went northwest, while Xuag and I headed east.

“There’s a game trail,” Xuag said as he pointed at the ground. “Looks like something comes this way regularly.”

“It’s not a cave lion, is it?” I snorted.

“I wish,” Xuag rumbled. “Hunting incks is for children.”

“Then why didn’t you let Trocs come along?” I asked as we looked for a good spot to post up.

“The boy has talent with a sword,” Xuag replied after a thoughtful pause. “But he’s not… serious. Always cracking jokes and playing pranks. Out in the forest, with other armed hunters, is no place for his cheekiness.”

“I guess that tracks,” I said in a low voice. “There was this kid I went to school with. Typical class clown. Sometimes it was funny. But other times it was just him being obnoxious. Then we met his dad. The man was a bastard, and it turned out he was a drunk who beat his son up almost every weekend.”

“Shameful,” Xuag huffed as he glowered in disapproval.

“Agreed.” I nodded. “But my point is that Trocs had it pretty rough in Dermarkt. Maybe the jokes and pranks are his way of dealing with things.”

“I had not considered that,” the captain replied after another pause. “I will think on this. Thank you, Eddie.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything more on the topic.

Xuag was a good person to just be quiet with. I didn’t have a lot of friends like that, and it was refreshing. The two of us waited in silence to see if anything came down the game trail, and after a few minutes, we finally heard rustling in the underbrush.

A group of five incks wandered down the game trail as they casually grazed on leaves. The Orcish man and I readied our arrows and carefully aimed. Then, without a word between us, the captain and I let our arrows fly. Xuag’s first arrow hit a tree, but mine caught an inck just under the shoulder and above its front leg.

The wounded inck stumbled as the rest tried to bolt back down the path. Xuag stood and took another shot at the small herd while I nocked another arrow and aimed for the wounded one. I wanted to make a clean kill of it, so the animal wouldn’t suffer.

My second shot struck the hurt inck in the neck, and as it fell, Xuag hit another in the hindquarters.

“Ha-ha!” the captain cheered as he leaped through the underbrush and pulled out his dagger.

Xuag was on the inck before it could hobble another foot, and the Orcish man smoothly raked his blade along the inck’s neck.

“Well, that’s two,” I chuckled as I walked over to my kill. “Do you think we can catch the others?”

“Not likely,” Xuag snorted. “And they’re only does. If one was a buck, I might have tried.”

“I’m surprised you hit anything,” a rich, feminine voice suddenly said. “You’re as loud as a Troll in a rockslide.”

I looked around but didn’t see anyone among the trees.

“Who’s there?” Xuag demanded as he brandished his dagger.

Then Tiana, the beautiful Dryad, stepped forward like she just materialized out of the woods.

Tiana was dressed in her sleek, cream-colored, leather armor. There were still white flowers in her dark, flowing hair, and a playful smirk stretched across her oval face.

“Hi, Tiana.” I grinned when I saw the sexy Dryad.

“Conservator,” she replied as her golden eyes sparkled even in the dim light. “I come with a summons from the Lords of the Quartz Cavern.”

“Really?” I asked. “What do the lords want?”

“There has been a quake in our cavern,” the Dryad said as she moved closer to me. “It damaged the western wall of the cavern, and now a great crack yawns and grows, threatening to cause a cave-in.”

Tiana’s face was worried as she held my gaze with her mysterious eyes.

“That is serious,” Xuag breathed, and his expression was dark. “There was a quake in the Crardu lands recently.”

“Is that a common thing?” I asked as I looked back and forth at the huntress and the captain. “Quakes, I mean.”

“Cave quakes happen,” Xuag replied in a tone that implied he’d rather think about anything else. “But they are rare in The Gloom. For two regions to have quakes so close together is stranger still.”

I didn’t like the fucking sound of that.

“What causes them?” My mind reeled as I tried to make sense of what my friends were saying.

“Rocks… shifting?” The captain shrugged. “You’d have to ask a scholar. I just know that they happen. Maybe one every few years.”

“Will you come, Eddie?” Tiana asked as she placed her hand on my arm.

“Of course I will,” I said as I put my other hand on hers. “And I’ll bring Master Dorrem. Maybe he’ll be able to think of a way to stop the crack from spreading any further.”

“Thank you,” Tiana breathed with relief.

The Dryad was so close to me that I could feel the warmth radiating off her silky skin.

As Tiana looked up at me gratefully, I got lost again in those golden eyes, and when the dusky woman tilted her chin up to look back at me, I could almost feel a magnetic pull toward her soft, rose-colored lips.

“Ehhhem,” Xuag discreetly cleared his throat to remind us he was there.

That broke the spell, and I settled for patting Tiana’s hand in a way I hoped was comforting.

“Come on,” I said to fill the awkward silence. “Let’s go back to the manor and talk to Dorrem.”

As we walked, I thought about what could cause the quakes in separate caverns in such a short time.

Maybe a tectonic plate? I wasn’t good with earth science, but I would guess that would have affected more than two territories in The Gloom. But wouldn’t more of the Yennih have felt something like that?

What the fuck was going on now?


Chapter Four

As we walked through the woods, back toward the manor, I used my Seer Stone to contact Tauric.

Something came up, I said in my thoughts as I pictured the blacksmith and his thick, bushy, black beard. We took down two incks. Tell Chadaron that if he loses the bet, I’ll pay his ten gold since you’ll both be down two party members.

This is why I don’t bet, I heard Tauric’s amused reply. Is everything alright, Eddie?

Yeah. I mean… probably. We’ll talk when I get back to the manor. See you in a bit.

We got back to Hillshire Manor well ahead of the other hunting parties, and Xuag and I handed our incks over to some of my guards, so they could be butchered, salted, and hung in the cellar. Hebulsia would be happy. The cook would have game for weeks to make whatever she wished.

Ibseth, Bolra, Gwen, Javanna, and a handful of Yennih ladies were all gathered in the dining hall. There wasn’t a parlor or a sitting room in Hillshire, and the library didn’t provide a good space for hosting, so that left the trophy room and dining hall. I made a mental note to add a parlor or something when I eventually built onto the existing manor house.

“Beloved,” Ibseth said, and she looked surprised when she saw Xuag, Tiana, and I walk into the dining hall. “You’re back early. Are you alright?”

“Yeah.” I nodded as I offered the other ladies a respectful bow. “This is Tiana. She’s a huntress from the Quartz Cavern.”

The mention of the Quartz Cavern sent a wave of whispers through the Yennih noblewomen.

The Yennih had believed those caves were cursed for centuries. I knew the ladies would all go home and gossip about seeing Tiana to their friends, so I chose my next words very carefully.

“Tiana, these are some of my wives,” I said as I continued the introductions. “Princess Ibseth, Bolra of Tors Bane, and Lady Gwen from the Twilight Region.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” Tiana replied in her rich voice. “I have met some of your other wives in Ilsevel’s Swamp. I did not know you had so many.”

“I’m happy to meet you as well,” Ibseth said as she stood and walked up to the beautiful Dryad. “Eddie mentioned you, but you’re even lovelier than I imagined. Those flowers in your hair are incredible. So much finer than jewels. But how do you keep them from wilting?”

“That is a Dryad secret.” Tiana winked. “Maybe I will have occasion to tell you one day.”

“I’d like that,” the curvy Elf replied with a warm smile.

“Tiana has asked for my help with something,” I said to Ibseth, but I was pleased with how well this first meeting had gone. “It shouldn’t take long. Xuag and I will be back in a day or two. Where’s Dorrem? I think I’ll bring him along, too.”

I could have used the teleportation circle in the basement, but with all these guests in the manor, I wouldn’t risk it.

The fewer people who knew about the magical circles, the better. Plus, I was still getting to know Tiana. I wouldn’t mistake my strong attraction to the Dryad for a genuine, lasting bond. That could only come with time.

“He’s in the library with Chief Murdrak,” Bolra replied with an amused smirk. “Peppering the Chief with questions about history and philosophy.”

I was sure the old chief of the Crardu could probably use a break by now.

“Captain,” I said as I turned to Xuag, “Would you mind getting Master Dorrem for me?”

I wasn’t a fan of all the formalities, but with all these Yennih nobles around, it felt appropriate somehow.

“Ladies,” Xuag said, and he turned to give an awkward bow to the room full of women.

Then the captain turned and left the dining hall.

“Do you mind staying here for a moment?” I asked Tiana. “I need to get my gear and some supplies for the trip.”

“Not at all,” Tiana said, but I noticed a slight anxiety in her voice as she looked around at the noblewomen, dressed in silks and satins in every color.

The Dryad was more of a warrior, and the noblewomen, including my wives, must have seemed strange to Tiana. But I knew the huntress was in good hands with Ibseth, Bolra, and Gwen, so I excused myself and headed into the kitchens.

Hebulsia and her staff were already hard at work ahead of dinner.

“M’lord!” the red-haired cook squeaked when she saw me. “Did you want to know the menu for tonight’s supper?”

“No,” I said, and I was a little regretful that I’d miss Hebulsia’s cooking. “I’m really sorry, but I have to go take care of something. It smells amazing in here, though. I just came to get some food for a two-day journey.”

“You’re going to miss supper?” the plump, Dwarven woman asked with a heavy sigh. “Well, I’m sure whatever it is must be very important then. You over there… the skinny girl… uhhh, Leidra. Fetch the Duke enough cheese, salted meat, and brown bread for two days. How many are in your party, M’lord?”

“There’s three of us,” I replied as I glanced at the kitchen helper Hebulsia had yelled at.

The girl looked like a young, teenage, Night Elf girl.

I say teenager, but it was possible the skinny girl was older than me, even if she was still a child by all other standards. Night Elves lived for centuries, and they aged so slowly because of that. Leidra looked terrified, but she’d already started to hurry toward the pantry.

“Enough food for three grown men!” Hebulsia called to Leidra as the young girl slipped through the doors into the large pantry.

“I’ll be back for the food in a minute,” I told the cook, and then I headed up the servants’ stairs at the back of the kitchens.

The servant corridors were very useful. I could get around the manor without being seen by the guests. Once I was upstairs, I went into the master bedroom and quickly changed into traveling clothes. I put on my Dwarven breastplate under the loosely fitted Dolrath shirt, and then I got the Galil and my backpack.

After that, I headed down into the kitchen again and grabbed a bag of foodstuffs from Hebulsia. I thanked the cook, apologized for missing dinner one more time, and headed into the dining hall.

The ladies had all gathered around Tiana, and the Dryad held a small twig in one hand. As the golden-eyed woman stared at the lifeless stick, small, green buds started to form on it. The buds turned white as they swelled, then pink. Finally, the buds bloomed into flowers as the noblewomen all gasped, giggled, and then applauded.

“If you plant this in the ground, it may grow and bear fruit,” Tiana said as she handed Ibseth the twig.

“What a fine thing to know how to do,” Bolra remarked.

“It is a natural talent of my people,” Tiana replied with a pleased grin.

“Our Gwen can also control the elements,” Ibseth said in a proud tone.

“Just the currents of the air,” the Spiran woman modestly corrected, but the pearl-skinned woman conjured a breeze through the dining hall to demonstrate her ability.

The Yennih ladies all giggled and shrieked as their hair and long skirts were tousled in the phantom breeze, and I couldn’t help but smile. One thing was sure. These women would go home and spread the word about how Hillshire Manor was never a dull place.

“Are you ready?” I asked Tiana as I stepped into the room.

“Yes, Conservator.” The Dryad nodded and then turned to my wives. “If you ladies will excuse me. I dearly hope we’ll meet again.”

“I am certain we will,” Ibseth said as she smiled at me and winked.

I took the time to kiss my wives and then said goodbye to the other ladies.

I knew Ibseth and Ondur would be able to entertain our guests, and they’d have plenty of help from my other wives and friends. This hunting trip would be a success and hopefully pave the way for peace talks in the near future.

Tiana and I went into the entrance hall as Xuag and Dorrem came down the stairs.

“This is most inconvenient, captain!” the gray-bearded Dwarf complained. “We had only just cracked the topic of the uses for void essence. Chief Murdrak doubtless thinks I’m terribly rude for-- Miss Tiana!”

Dorrem’s face brightened when he noticed the Dryad woman.

Not that the old Dwarf had a thing for Tiana in particular. The grouchy scholar just admired the Dryads in general. It was endearing in a way, seeing the sour-faced man act like a schoolboy around the mysterious, nature-loving Dryads.

“Hello, Master Dorrem,” Tiana replied politely.

“Sorry to interrupt your conversation with Murdrak,” I said. “But I’ll explain along the way. Let’s get going.”

We set out from the manor, and it took a little more than a day to reach the Quartz Cavern.

It was an easy journey, and I got to spend some time with Tiana. The huntress was an amazing woman. She knew a great deal about plants and animals, and I wasn’t surprised to find out that the Dryad was vegetarian. Tiana foraged more than enough food and could make dishes without the need for fires.

Dorrem and I both tried the shockingly tasty Dryad recipes, but Xuag staunchly stuck to the salted meat, cheese, and hardy bread Hebulsia had provided.

“It’s not natural,” the captain rumbled. “No offense. But I just don’t see how a man could sustain himself on such fare.”

“That’s what the mushrooms are for,” Tiana snorted. “They are full of energy and add a lovely, earthy flavor. So long as you know the right ones to pick.”

“And I bet the wrong ones will kill you,” Xuag replied as he eyed the filling salad with suspicion.

“You would be right,” the Dryad giggled.

Finally, we reached the Quartz Cavern, and pink light streamed down on the lush Maldece forest from the veins of crystals above. Our party headed west until we arrived at the far side of the Dryads’ forest, and as we stepped through the tree line, I could see the stone wall of the caverns.

More veins of rose quartz snaked their way through the dark stone, and the large, strange Satyr, Shumnath was there, in the open space between the forest and the cavern wall. I could also see the Dryad Queen and bright flashes of light that were the pixies. There were also a few of the tree-men and the Dryad warriors there.

Then my eyes fell on the crack in the rock wall, and my stomach clenched. It was massive. The crack went forty or fifty yards up the wall and threatened to touch the stone ceiling. There were places where the jagged fracture was five or six feet across, and a pile of rubble had collected at the base of the crack.

It was worse than I had imagined.

“By the gods,” Dorrem breathed as he looked at the crevice, too.

“It’s gotten bigger,” Tiana said in a shocked tone.

“It’s going to be okay,” I assured the Dryad as I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Dorrem will figure out how to fix it. Won’t you, Dorrem?”

“I-I’m not… of course I will,” the gray-bearded man replied after he stumbled over his words for a moment. “Let’s speak with the lords. I’m sure they will have some useful information for us.”

We quickly crossed the tavern, and everyone turned to face us.

“Tiana, my child,” the Dryad Queen said with relief as we walked up. “Good. You’ve brought the Conservator. This matter concerns us all.”

“Lord Eddie,” Shumnath greeted me in his deep, baritone voice. “I thank you and your friends for coming so quickly.”

“Of course,” I said before I gestured at my companions. “I think you’ll both remember Captain Xuag and Master Dorrem. We’re here to help--”

“The ceiling is faaaaaalling!” a tiny, high-pitched voice suddenly wailed.

Then I felt something small hit my shoulder and cling to it.

I looked down and saw a small, naked, fuchsia form as its hands clung to my arms. Lord Sprig of the Pixies sobbed as he pushed his ugly face into my arm, and he covered my sleeve with glittery Pixie dust and snot.

“We’re here to help, sir,” I finished my thought. “I’m not sure how yet, but we’ll figure something out.”

“Have you any food, Lord Eddie?” Sprig asked as he pulled his face away from my sleeve. “I’m most distraught, and eating calms me.”

“I don’t have any chocolate this time,” I snorted. “But we’ve got some meat, cheese, and bread.”

“I could be comforted with a piece of cheese,” the fuchsia man sniffed.

“Can you tell us what happened?” I asked the lords as I bent down and dug some of the cheese from my backpack. “That seems like the best place to start.”

“My warriors and I were in the forest when the quake began, several days ago,” the queen replied. “Under the rumble and screech of the breaking rocks, we could hear other sounds, but they were difficult to hear over the din.”

“Can you try to remember, my lady?” Dorrem asked, and he sounded more confident around the Dryads now that he had a problem to solve. “It could be important.”

“I’m afraid not, Master Dorrem,” the magnificent woman sighed as she shook her head. “It was like nothing I’d heard before. But it was deep and irregular.”

“Strange,” Dorrem muttered under his breath. “Eddie, Xuag, please give me a boost. I would like to examine the fissure for myself.

The Orc captain and I walked up to the pile of broken rock at the foot of the crack, and the people of the Quartz Cavern were right behind us as we lifted the scholarly Dwarf. Dorrem began to carefully look over the crevice, and it took the Dwarf a while before he was satisfied. He picked at the rocks, and he even measured the depth of the fissure with his broad, rough hands.

Finally, Dorrem nodded to himself, turned, and held out his arms so Xuag and I could help him down again.

“It is severe,” the Dwarf remarked. “But not especially deep. It would be a great effort, and I would need a large work crew. However, I think I know a way to fill it and heal the stone. I’ve successfully used the method before on the Gargoyle that guards the swamp tower. You see, by mixing reagents such as--”

“He fixed Fezzik’s wing after it was damaged in the fight against Nurchek,” I interjected. “You can’t even tell it was ever broken.”

“I hadn’t finished explaining the process,” Dorrem protested.

“No one understands what you’re talking about, Master Dorrem,” Xuag replied as he placed a friendly but stern hand on the bearded man’s shoulder. “What matters is that you’re a genius, and that it worked.”

Dorrem clearly wanted to be upset, but something about the large, fierce Orc recognizing that the scholar was a genius placated him.

“Would it be alright if we brought a work crew here to fix the cavern wall?” I asked the other lords. “They would be men I trust from Hillshire village.”

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Shumnath grumbled. “To deny your kind offer would be to bring ruin on ourselves.”

“I’ll make sure every one of them respects the forests,” I reassured the Satyr. “I’m guessing it will take a while. They’ll probably have to sleep in tents and require small cooking fires. Is that alright with you, my lady?”

I turned to the Dryad Queen, but her face blanched at the mention of fire.

“If they keep the fires small, then yes,” the queen said finally. “They may only use deadwood and branches that have naturally fallen. And they may not hunt in our woods.”

“I’ll make sure they know to bring any meat they need with them.” I nodded. “We’ll go back to Hillshire and gather up some workers.”

I started to turn to head back toward the forest, but then I glanced up at the crack and noticed something.

“What’s that?” I asked as I pointed up about twenty feet.

“It looks like a piece of some vine, perhaps?” Xuag suggested as he squinted at the object lodged into the deepest part of the fissure.

“That can’t be it.” Dorrem shook his head. “There’s no evidence of creeping vines anywhere I can see.”

“I think I can climb up there,” I said as I looked at the rough and jagged crack.

There were plenty of nooks and crannies for foot and hand holds.

“Have a care, Eddie,” Xuag remarked as he also assessed the crack in the stone. “It might not be stable.”

“You and Shumnath are big as hell,” I chuckled. “I’m sure one of you will catch me if I fall, right?”

“I can try,” the Satyr replied in a doubtful tone.

Good enough for me.

I scrambled up the rockfall, and then I slowly started to scale the wide fissure.

Dorrem was right, it wasn’t a deep scar in the rockface. As I slowly made my way up, loose rock and dust shifted under my hands and feet. At one point, a chunk of stone under my foot gave way, and it crashed and clattered as it fell to the ground below.

“Fuck!” I snarled as I held on for all I was worth.

Once I’d gotten my balance again, I made sure to keep my body as flat against the stone as possible. That way it would be easier to grab a protruding rock if I did fall.

Finally, I got up to the object I had spotted. It was a round, thick, pointed thing that stuck out of the crack. It was a weird shade of grayish-purple and smelled like the hippo habitat at a zoo. I made sure my footing was secure, and then I grabbed the thing with one hand.

Huh. It almost felt like cartilage.

I had to give it a hell of a tug to get the object loose, but when it came away, I almost retched. As the hard, purple thing came free, I saw the back end was bloody and had bits of putrid meat attached to it. I didn’t know what the fuck it was, but I could guess that it had been ripped out of some unknown creature a few days ago and left here to rot.

It was two feet long, sort of tubular in shape, and came to a point at the cleaner end. The thing was hard yet had some give to it, and I didn’t really want to think about what the thing reminded me of.

It took a little longer to get back down, since I had the purple spike, or whatever it was, in my hand. But when I got back to the ground, I showed the others what I had found.

“Have any of you seen anything like this before?” I asked as I laid it on the ground.

I didn’t want to touch the spike any more than I had to. From the feeling of the flexible firmness, to the gore-covered end, everything about it skeeved me out.

“It’s organic,” Dorrem replied as he poked at the purple thing with a stick. “Malleable. The viscera here imply it was torn from some sort of creature. But I don’t know what.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Tiana said as her lip curled with disgust. “And I know every animal that lives in these caves.”

“Xuag,” I said as I looked at the captain. “You said there was also a quake in the Crardu territory. Do you know if they found anything like this?”

“I didn’t hear about it if the herders in the area did.” Xuag shook his head.

“I know it’s gross,” I said. “But would you take this back to Khet’Eran with you and see if anyone knows what it is, or if the herders who witnessed the quake recognize it?”

“Only because my sister loves you,” the Orcish man reluctantly answered. “But if you weren’t my clan brother, I’d tell you to leap off that fissure.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled. “But I appreciate it. We’ll get to the bottom of this. And in the meantime, Dorrem will get to work fixing the cave wall.”

“Thank you, Eddie,” Sprig mumbled around a mouth full of cheese. “I will feel better once this horrid gash is gone.”

“Dorrem,” I said, “when we get back to the manor, I’ll send you to the village with a note for the mayor. Whatever you need, men, supplies, anything, I’ll pay for from my personal accounts. Lord Yaurle can sort that for me.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Shumnath remarked in his booming voice.

“I’m the Conservator of the Swamps.” I shrugged. “This cavern is my responsibility, too. I’ll also go around The Gloom and see if there’s been any other quakes we don’t know about. I don’t know… something about this doesn’t sit right. I’ll feel better when we at least have some kind of explanation.”

“Tiana,” the Dryad Queen intoned, “I would like you to help Lord Eddie with this investigation. This dread mystery will be solved faster if we work together.”

“As you wish, my queen,” the dusky woman replied, and I noticed the corner of her bowed mouth twitched upward slightly.

I was also excited at the possibility of spending more time with the huntress, but I kept my face carefully neutral.

“I’ve got some things I have to do,” I told Tiana. “But I can meet you back in Hillshire in a week.”

“I will be waiting for you there,” the beautiful Dryad purred.

Maybe this mystery wouldn’t be so bad after all.


Chapter Five

Dorrem, Xuag, and I headed back to Hillshire Manor. Before I started poking around The Gloom, I had some things back on the surface to handle, and since the weather in Ohio looked like it had started to turn, Nate and I wanted to go out to the range and get things ready for the remodel. With a little luck, and maybe some warmer weather, hopefully we’d have the range open by summer.

After we got back to the manor house, I made the rounds and apologized to some of the more important guests for my absence.

“Worry not,” Third replied. “We all have our duties. I’m sure the others understand.”

“Of course, Duke,” Murdrak agreed. “We know the burden of stewardship.”

Once the two well-respected men had given their endorsement, no one else could complain about me leaving without looking like a total dick.

I didn’t go into any details, though. I didn’t want to stir panic until we knew more about the possible quakes, so I waited until most of the Yennih courtiers and foreign dignitaries had left before I discussed the matter with my wives and closest friends.

“A crack all the way to the cave ceiling?” Ondur breathed as Xuag, Dorrem, and I finished filling the others in at dinner that evening. “That is very serious.”

“Tomorrow, Dorrem will go to Mayor Chadal with a note from me,” I said as I took a bite of some roasted inck. “He’ll get the labor and supplies he needs to fix the fissure before it gets worse.”

“I’ll help offset those costs as well,” the Yennih chief offered. “As a sign of friendship for the Lords of the Quartz Caverns.”

“I’m sure they’ll be pleased to hear that,” Nileme said. “The people there are strange and wondrous, but isolated. It would be good for the rest of The Gloom to lend a hand. They would make very strong allies.”

“What’s a Satyr?” Trocs asked, and the boy excitedly leaned across the table as his large eyes fixated on me. “Is he bigger than you? Does he have horns and fangs?”

“Elbows off the table,” Tanya said in a motherly tone.

Trocs rolled his eyes, but he immediately moved his arms down.

“No fangs,” I answered the boy. “But he does have huge horns. Bigger than Scourge’s horns. And he’s a couple feet taller than me, with powerful legs like an inck… kinda.”

“Lord Shumnath is a true warrior,” Xuag added as he looked at his adopted son. “He carries a greatsword that most men would struggle to lift and commands an army of tree-men.”

“Awww,” Trocs pouted as he folded his arms over his chest. “I wish I could’ve gone, too. What about the Dryads? Is it true they always walk around naked?”

“No rude talk at the table young man,” Tanya corrected the boy again.

Trocs’ pout only deepened, and the men around the table had to cover their mouths or look away so the Orcish boy wouldn’t be encouraged by our amusement.

I forced a cough to cover a snort of laughter, and then realized I had done exactly what my Pop would do when Mom scolded him for an off-colored joke at dinner. As a kid, I always knew what the cough really was, but today was the first time I’d subconsciously copied my dad in that way.

“Of course they don’t walk around naked,” Scourge told Trocs with a foxlike grin. “How impractical. But they’re not terribly clothed, either.”

Trocs’ eyes widened like he was trying to imagine the sight, and everyone around the table lost the battle and burst out laughing.

“Scourge!” Tanya gasped, but she also tried to stifle a giggle. “Don’t encourage him.”

After that, the conversation turned to happier topics. Amrila’s hunting party had won the bet for who would bag the most game, so I made sure to give the greedy Zencarri woman Chadaron and my antes. My cellar was filled with inck meat, which was carefully salted to preserve it longer, but I’d send some to the village so the household staff wouldn’t have to eat the same thing again and again for the next month to get through it all.

Ondur also felt that they had made strides toward opening talks with the Elven tribes and the leaders of the Twilight. There was still a lot of work ahead of us, but it was a great start.

“Third seemed very agreeable,” Pregia told me. “The man is wise for his age and can see the difference between the feral Goblins and my subjects. He had a few concerns about how Grimthorn would protect The Gloom if a trade route were to be opened, but those are details to iron out in peace talks.”

Early the next day, my wives and I met with our friends to iron out the plans for the next few weeks. Ekneme and Bhakoth would ask the nomads if they’d heard about any quakes in the Dolrath lands, and Xuag, Tanya, and Trocs would go to Khet’Eran before they returned to Tors Bane and see what the scholars knew about the spike we’d found.

Scourge planned to go to Dermarkt and see if there were any rumors of cave quakes in the Twilight region, but the thief would also speak more directly with his brother, Wrath, about the idea of a new treaty. Wrath was the new regent in Dermarkt, but he was also the Master of Coin before that, and I knew the man’s insights would be invaluable to us.

Meanwhile, Ondur headed back to his duties as Over Chief of the Gloom, but he promised to let me know if he heard about any quakes in the Yennih territory.

After several rounds of goodbyes, my family headed back home through the teleportation circle. There was a light dusting of snow when we got back to the surface, but less than I would have expected in late January. That gave me hope that it might just be an early spring.

We spent a day around the cul-de-sac to relax and catch up on the usual chores, but Craig was a little sad he didn’t have to look after the dogs for us anymore.

“I fucking love dogs,” the IT tech confided to me. “But mom’s allergic as hell. I had to shower and change every time I got home from feeding them.”

“Then you’ll just have to stop by every now and then to play with them,” Bolra offered with a kind smile. “I could use the help.”

“And we’ll come over sometime this week and make you and your mother dinner,” Ibseth added. “I’m sure you could use the break. Between work and caring for your mother, you must not get many evenings to yourself.”

“I think Mom would just be happy to eat something I didn’t cook,” Craig snorted. “I try, but my food isn’t nearly as good as yours, Mrs. Hill.”

Bolra and Ibseth had pretty much adopted Swenson and his mother. I liked that, and I saw Craig as part of the family now. But I was sure it was only a matter of time before Ibseth decided Craig needed a wife and conspired with Enid to fix him up with someone. That’s just how Ibseth was, though. The white-haired woman liked it when everyone had someone to look after them.

The next day, I took the Rubicon to the sight of the future shooting range. Nate and I had planned to meet and iron out some details ahead of speaking to a contractor, so when I pulled up, Pearson was there with the keys, since the property officially belonged to us now. I’d thought about bringing Growler and Dread with me, so they could run around and get some exercise, but the muddy weather made that a messy idea at best.

Brown patches of grass dotted the yard around the old warehouse, but I could look beyond the bleak, formerly industrial patch of land to what this place would be one day. With a facelift outside, some nice landscaping, and a full remodel inside, the range would look slick and inviting to customers from all over the county.

“Hey, Eddie.” Nate grinned as he unlocked the gate. “Couldn’t ask for better weather.”

I could feel the sarcasm radiating off the sandy-haired man through the open window of the Jeep.

It was overcast, and the dark, low clouds threatened rain in the next hour or so. Unless there was another cold snap on the way, this place would be green in a few weeks’ time. Buckeyes loved to talk about the weather. For Ohioans it wasn’t just small talk, it was commiseration that connected us all.

I parked, locked the Jeep, and walked over to my business partner.

“Hey, Nate,” I replied as I zipped up my coat against the wet, cold air. “Let’s take a walk around the outside first before those clouds break.”

“As long as it’s not snow,” Nathan snorted.

We walked through the gate and started to make a circuit around the warehouse. The yard was nice and big. Full of potential.

“I think we could fit an outdoor range along the back here,” I said as I pointed out the empty lot behind the property. “There’s nothing back here if a stray bullet gets away from someone. Maybe I’ll ask Travis to look into buying the back lot so nothing else gets built there.”

“We should also build a safety wall.” Pearson nodded. “That’ll make the City Planning Council feel better about giving us the permits we need.”

“Yeah,” I agreed as we walked. “Safety first is our motto. We’ll get our employees the best training and certifications money can buy. Have the rules posted up in every area to cover our asses if anyone wants to act like a jackass.”

“That’s a good idea,” Nathan said as we continued on. “Put in safety glass on the first and second floor.”

“That’s a lot of windows,” I chuckled as I glanced at the warehouse. “We’ll ask the contractor about what windows to brick up and which to put new glass into. I don’t want it to feel like a prison in there.”

“What’re we gonna do with the rest of the outdoor space?” Nate asked. “Lot of room out here. Be a shame to waste it on just new sod.”

“We’ve talked about a paintball range,” I said as I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “If we’re smart about where we put the outdoor range, and make sure there are bulletproof barriers, the paintball range would bring in a wider customer base. Like families with kids, and the non-gun crowd.”

“We could also think about renting space on the west side of the yard to a food truck from spring to fall,” the wild-haired man remarked. “Having soft drinks and snacks available would encourage people to make a day of coming to the range. The longer they stay, the more money they’ll spend. Plus, it’d encourage out-of-towners to make the drive for an afternoon of shooting.”

“I like that idea.” I grinned. “We could build a snack bar and some outdoor seating. We could also use decorative shrubs or vines to cover the safety walls we’ll have to build so it doesn’t look like a gray, concrete mess.”

“Or…” Pearson smirked as he looked at me. “We could hire an artist to paint the safety walls. Use them to advertise services we offer and make use of the blank space for branding.”

“Shit,” I snorted. “That’s good. We could also advertise the shop in town. Speaking of which, we still need a name for this place. Something easy to remember, but lets people know what we’re selling.”

“What about…” Pearson paused to think. “Hill’s Range and Paintball? Simple and to the point.”

“It’s not very catchy, though,” I commented. “I think we can do better. What about… Westhill Sports, Range, and Paintball?”

“Blue Lady’s Rifle,” Nate countered as he got into the naming game. “Nileme is already the spokesmodel for the website. Not to be disrespectful of your wife, but she’s hot as hell and would look good on a billboard.”

“No offense taken,” I laughed. “She’s smoking hot, and I think she’d enjoy that. Get her in some paintball gear and splatter her with a little paint. That’d bring in business.”

“And have her dress in some tactical gear to advertise the gun range,” Nathan agreed. “Have her pose with a handgun or rifle.”

“We should probably think about dividing up the warehouse,” I said as I thought out loud. “Make one side the range and the other side for paintball rentals and signup. That way we cover our asses when it comes to minors. Anyone under eighteen would have to be accompanied by a parent or guardian to get into the live-fire areas.”

“That’s a plan,” Nate replied. “Better to not have unsupervised teens in the range. I don’t think it will take much to add a second entrance for the paintball area. And it’d make it easier to close down the paintball field in the off season. We’ve got a lot of room to work with.”

“I think our main focus would be the range itself,” I remarked. “We’ll give it the lion’s share of the space. And if the paintball business takes off, we can think about opening up a bigger paintball field later.”

“I like it.” Nate grinned, and we moved into the warehouse when it started to sprinkle outside. “With Nileme as the face of the range, we’ll get all kinds of business. Now we just need to find a contractor to get some quotes.”

“I’m on it,” I replied as I pulled out my cell and looked up the number for my old boss in Cleveland. “Give me a minute.”

“Hill?” I heard Walt Snider’s gruff, smoker’s voice answer a few rings later. “Well, I’ll be dipped in shit. How’s it going, kid?”

“Hey, Walt,” I replied, and I was actually happy to hear the old guy’s voice again. “It’s going really well. How’s the construction game going?”

“Same old, same old. Got a contract to fix up an office building downtown for a new start-up. Some kinda tech thing. Lots of electrical work. Don’t suppose you’re thinking about coming back? I could use someone reliable.”

“I’m afraid not. I’m actually looking for a contractor myself. My business partner and I are opening a gun range.”

“Really?” Walt replied, and he sounded surprised. “How old are you now? Maybe twenty? Hells bells. Congratulations! But I’m afraid I’m booked up for now.”

“I figured. I’d like to have you do it, but I know how busy you are. Do you know any good contractors in the Westherst area? I could call around, but your word is worth a lot more to me than online reviews.”

“Give me a minute. Let’s see who I got in my contacts… Looks like Grant works around Lorain County. I’d recommend him. I’d say to drop my name when you call Kellan Grant, but he’s the kinda person who’ll give you a fair quote anyway.”

“Kellan Grant,” I repeated out loud so Nate could hear. “Sounds good. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem, Hill. Best of luck with the range. But know that you’ll always have a job in Cleveland if you want it. Not that I think you’ll need it.”

“Thanks, Walt,” I said as I smiled to myself. “You were always a good boss.”

We said a few goodbyes and then hung up, and I turned back to my business partner.

“This Grant guy seems to do good work,” Pearson commented as he looked through before and after pictures on his phone. “His Facebook page has good reviews, too. Some haters, of course. But the few bad reviews seem like people who were butt-hurt they had to pay for quality.”

“That’s not a problem we’ll have.” I shrugged. “The online store’s been in the black since Christmas. We can afford to make sure this place looks cherry when we open. Maybe you should start putting out feelers for employees.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Nate replied as we started to walk back to our cars. “I might hire a manager for the surplus store. Maybe one or two clerks. That way I can run the range as we get it off the ground.”

“I’d like that.” I nodded. “I’d feel better about one of us being on site for the first few months at least. There’s going to be all kinds of laws and regulations we’ll have to follow, and it’s hard to trust a stranger with that level of responsibility.”

“Do you want to call this Grant guy?” my business partner asked as we reached our vehicles. “Or do you want me to handle that?”

“I’ve got a couple quiet days this week,” I said. “I’ll handle it and let you know when he gets back to me about coming around to give us a quote.”

“Perfect. See you later, Eddie.”

“See you, Nate.”

I hopped back in the Rubicon and drove home in the intermittent rain.

I’d have to get back to The Gloom to meet with Tiana in a few days. I didn’t know what the fuck was up with the underground quakes, but it was weird there had been no earthquakes reported in Ohio, with the underground world just below our feet. Something like that would have been big news.

Earthquakes in Ohio were very rare, but not entirely unheard of. There would be a small one every few decades. I couldn’t remember any, but I thought my parents had mentioned one that barely registered on the Richter scale back in the 90s. It had been little more than a rumble that lasted less than a minute.

Maybe the cave quakes hadn’t been strong enough to radiate to the surface world. I had to admit I didn’t know a lot about how any of that worked beyond the basic idea that earthquakes had something to do with fault lines. It was safe to say whatever was going on in The Gloom wasn’t natural. Something was causing it.

Something that wasn’t natural to The Gloom.

When I got home, I needed to clear my head. Pop had always told me if I had trouble figuring a problem out, I should take a step back. It was kinda the same idea from the old adage, “not seeing the forest for the trees.” I needed a night off so I could get some perspective on the bigger picture.

It was Gwen’s night with me, and I hadn’t ever taken her out for a date that was just the two of us. The Spiran woman was so sweet and unassuming, and if I brought up the idea for a date night, Gwen would say I didn’t need to impress her, or she would suggest we bring some of my other wives along, too.

But I wanted to surprise my gentle, unselfish wife, and that would mean getting the other wives on board. The women loved each other so much, and I was sure they’d all leap at the chance to do something special for Gwen.

And Ibseth was the woman to organize the whole thing.

It was still early in the afternoon, so when I got back to the cul-de-sac, I went over to Ibseth’s place and took a shower. As I waited for the water to heat up, I got out my phone and started to look around for events or places I could take Gwen to in Cleveland. While I looked through different options, I thought about what the pearl-skinned woman would like the most.

Gwen came from a people that separated themselves from the rest of the Twilight region. Of all my wives, the Spiran woman was the most sheltered, but that had changed a little since Gwen came to live with us. She’d watched plenty of shows and movies that had exposed her to human culture in different ways, and she was adorably fascinated with everything. Especially music.

And as it so happened, Cleveland had one very famous hot spot for American culture. The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. While the Hall of Fame was more about music in general, highlighting genres like Country and Pop as well as Rock n Roll bands and artists, it would give Gwen a crash course in this specific area of culture.

Perfect.

With the main event decided, I then started looking up restaurants. Cleveland had some fantastic places to eat. Micropubs, world cuisine, four and five-star restaurants. I didn’t want to overwhelm Gwen too much, so I found a taco place with good reviews that was close to the Hall of Fame, and then I booked a room at a nice hotel.

And thanks to modern technology, I was able to do all that before the water got steamy.

I took special care as I got myself cleaned up. More than I would on a normal day at least. Then I got dressed in some of my nicer clothes, but nothing too fancy. If I’d worn my suit, that would give away the game. In the end, I went with a nice pair of jeans and a button-down, and then I went upstairs and found Ibseth, Bolra, and Nileme in the living room.

They were watching one of their favorite shows as Bolra and Nileme helped look after Wyatt to give Ibseth a break.

“Ladies,” I said with a sly grin. “I have a favor to ask.”

“What’s up, my king?” Ibseth asked as she looked up at me, and my first wife already sounded intrigued.

“Is everything alright?” Nileme followed up, since the warrior woman was always practical and to the point.

“You look really good today,” Bolra added, and she looked me up and down. “I love that shirt on you, my love.”

“Thank you.” I smirked. “But I’m going to need your help with something.”

This would be an evening to remember.


Chapter Six

After I explained my idea to Ibseth, Bolra, and Nileme, the women went into action. Nileme texted the other wives, while Bolra went to her house to get a dressier outfit for Gwen to borrow. The mystic and Gwen had the closest tastes in clothes, and while Gwen had her own clothes, most of them were more casual.

Meanwhile, Ibseth went over to Gwen’s place to help her get ready. The phantom breeze that seemed to follow Gwen everywhere made the Spiran woman’s hair gently shift and flow, and my first wife came up with an idea for an up-do that would hide the effect so Gwen could blend in with humans.

While the women completed their various tasks, I confirmed my reservations, checked times on my phone to plan out the date, and packed a quick overnight bag.

Nileme got a hold of Sigrith and asked her to pack a bag for Gwen while Ibseth had the pearl-skinned woman distracted, and while my wives finished up, I put my bag in the Rubicon and waited for Ibseth to text and let me know Gwen was ready. In that time, Sigrith brought over Gwen’s bag so I could put it in the back of the Jeep.

“You’re next, you know,” I teased with a grin.

“What do you mean?” the Succubus purred.

“I haven’t taken you on a date yet,” I replied as I wrapped my arms around the raven-haired woman’s waist. “Not a date that’s just us, I mean.”

“That’s true,” Sigrith said with a mysterious smile. “Where would you take me?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to think of something good. You’re a sexy woman, so it would have to be a sexy kinda place.”

“I do like sexy.” The Succubus smirked. “But anywhere you are is sensual for me.”

We continued to flirt for a few minutes before I finally got the text from Ibseth, and then I walked over to Gwen and Sigrith’s place with the red-eyed woman in tow.

Gwen, Ibseth, and Bolra were in the living room when I entered, and Gwen looked amazing. Ibseth had put the Spiran woman’s hair up in an elegant version of a messy bun, which was the curvy Elf’s favorite up-do. But my first wife had also added little braids to both make the style special and to hold back any flyaways.

Bolra had brought over a pair of high-waisted, skinny jeans in a light wash, paired with a semi-sheer peasant top, and I could see glimpses of Gwen’s pink bra straps underneath the embroidered, colorful flowers. The look was completed with a pair of cowgirl-style boots and a nice, brown leather jacket, and for a late winter outfit, it was still very sexy.

“Do you like it, Eddie?” Gwen asked as she tugged on the hem of her shirt, and it seemed she was a little self-conscious about the almost see-through top.

“You look beautiful,” I replied with an ear-to-ear grin. “It’s perfect.”

“Thank you.” Gwen smiled and straightened up a little as my words gave her confidence. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.” I winked and then turned to my other wives. “Thanks so much for the help. I hope you all have fun tonight without us.”

“We’re going to a sippenpaint,” Bolra giggled.

“No,” Ibseth corrected with a kind smile. “It’s a sip aaaand paint. They give you wine and teach you how to paint a picture. I think it sounds fun.”

“Amrila and I can’t have wine,” Bolra explained to me. “But they also serve something called ‘mocktails.’ They don’t have alcohol in them.”

“I’ve heard of mocktails,” I snorted. “That sounds like a lot of fun. Give my love to the others. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

I kissed Ibseth, Sigrith, and Bolra goodbye, and then I whisked Gwen away to the Jeep.

As we got into the Rubicon, it started to sprinkle again. From the look of the clouds, I could tell it would continue to rain through the evening, but I had an umbrella in the Jeep, just in case.

“Sucks the weather is so gloomy,” I chuckled as I drove. “But we’ll still have a good time.”

“I like this weather,” Gwen replied with a demure smile. “I can hear the whisper of the clouds and the breeze. It’s wonderful.”

“The clouds and wind can talk?” I asked in surprise.

“Not in words,” the beautiful Spiran woman said, and she turned to gaze out her window with a dreamy expression. “It’s like the way music evokes emotions without lyrics. The clouds are melancholy because this time of rest is about to end, but the wind sings a counterpoint of rebirth and warmth. They harmonize with each other in a push and pull.”

I was struck with a strange sense of awe.

Gwen was talking about magic. A magic that existed here on the surface, here in Ohio. Maybe it had to do with the magic inherent in Gwen. I’d seen Scourge use his shadow and blood magic on the surface before, but this was something more than that.

Scourge’s powers came from his demonic bloodline and the cursed dagger made from his Demon-mother’s blood. By the same token, Gwen had the power to control the air around her, but the Spiran woman said the weather was speaking to her in some way. Not that she just sensed something, but the clouds and the wind had done something active, as if they possessed a will of their own.

Maybe I’d misunderstood. The aqua-eyed woman might just be waxing poetic.

“Is it just that you feel the weather and what’s coming?” I asked to clarify.

“No,” Gwen giggled as she shook her head. “Down in the Twilight, my kinspeople would speak about how the fire or the rocks would sing or murmur to them. But down there, the air barely sang at all. Up here, though, it’s like a chorus all the time. I love it, husband.”

“So…” I paused as I struggled with the idea. “So the air is alive?”

“Not like we are,” Gwen said with a thoughtful frown. “But there is life in it.”

The thought that there’d always been that kind of magic all around me blew my mind. It went against everything I understood about the world. I’d assumed magic of any kind only existed in the underground world. That it just wasn’t present on the surface. Now, I couldn’t help but wonder how connected were those two worlds? I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it.

My mind was trained to accept only what I could see or measure, so I wanted to test the idea.

“Hold up,” I said as I started to pull over to the shoulder. “I’m curious.”

We were on one of those long stretches between any cities or towns on a state route, and there wasn’t any other traffic at the moment.

“Why are we stopping?” Gwen asked.

“So you can listen to the air.” I grinned. “We’re in the middle of nowhere, so it will be quiet out here once I turn the engine off. You’ll be able to hear the wind without any background noise.”

I got out of the Rubicon, and Gwen followed me. Then we leaned against the guardrail for a moment while my mysterious, elemental wife cocked her head to the side to listen. I tried to hold my breath and be as quiet as possible, and I held the umbrella over our heads to ward off the cold sprinkle of rain.

“What do you hear?” I asked after a moment of silence.

“The same song,” Gwen replied in a confused tone.

“Most years,” I said as I fished for the information I wanted, “I’d expect another four or six weeks of winter at least. This time of year, it usually snows or there’s ice storms. At best, a break in the weather like this is just a false lull before another cold snap. Can you hear anything like that?”

“No,” Gwen said again after she had listened for a moment. “I can hear more rain coming. It’s singing a song of love for the plants and creatures in the ground, calling them to wake up from their sleep. And there’s something from that direction.”

The Spiran woman pointed to the south.

“What do you hear that way?” I asked as I looked at the winter brown hills.

“It’s very distant,” Gwen murmured with a far-off look in her blue-green eyes. “Like an answering call. Warmer winds are rushing toward us, giddy and excited.”

That sounded like an early spring to me.

“Huh,” I snorted. “Looks like Nate might have been right then.”

“Is that a good thing?” Gwen asked, and her eyes cleared as she blinked and turned to me.

“It is for us.” I nodded. “I was hoping it would warm up so we could start remodeling the range. The sooner we get that done, the sooner we can open. Thunderstorm season might last a little longer this year, but that’s not the worst.”

“Thunderstorms?” the elemental woman repeated with a furrowed brow.

“I think you’ll like those.” I grinned. “Big, dark clouds, filled with rain. Most of them come with high winds. And bolts of white-hot light shoot between the clouds, or come down to hit the ground. Then there’s a loud boom we call thunder.”

“Really?” Gwen breathed as her eyes became wide with wonder. “Are they common, these thunderstorms?”

“Pretty common here,” I laughed. “This part of the country is called Thunderstorm Alley. Spring and late summers are when they happen the most.”

“Oh, I can’t wait for spring!” Gwen replied as she excitedly clapped her hands together.

“Well, I don’t think you’ll have to wait long if you and Nate are right,” I chuckled as I led my wife back to the car. “Let’s get back on the road.”

Before long we hit Cleveland, and I drove to the taco place first.

It was a pretty cool restaurant, decorated in a Day of the Dead theme, but in a street art style. The music in the dining room was all Mexican pop music, including a few Spanish covers of well-known American songs. But the best part was the smell of cumin, slow-roasted meat, and fresh tortillas in the air.

My mouth started to water as soon as I walked in.

“Welcome to La Cazuela.” The host smiled as we approached his podium. “Just, uh, two today?”

I noticed the swarthy man’s eyes widened a little as he looked at Gwen, but I was used to the reaction when I went out with my wives, and the host quickly recovered and put on a professional smile. Other than the slight, pearlescent glow to Gwen’s skin, she was one of my most human-looking wives. Her bright, aqua-colored eyes were very striking, but most people would probably assume they were colored contacts.

“Yeah, thanks,” I replied with a polite nod.

“Follow me, please,” the host said as he marked something off on his station, grabbed two menus, and led us back into the dining room, past a fully stocked bar.

The place was pretty packed for a weeknight, and I took that as a good sign. Gwen and I were given a cozy little booth in the corner with a nice view of an elaborate fresco of dancing skeletons, vivid orange carnations, and monarch butterflies.

“We make our own selection of fine tequila,” the host explained as he handed us the menus. “There’s a list of them here. And your server will be with you shortly.”

“Thank you.” I smiled, and the host gave me a nod before he went back to the front.

“I can’t understand the song playing,” Gwen remarked quietly as she leaned forward. “Is it in another language?”

“It’s in Spanish,” I replied in a normal tone, since the packed restaurant was loud enough that I wasn’t worried about being overheard. “Up here, there are hundreds of different languages. But in Ohio almost everyone speaks English. Every now and then you’ll meet someone from another country who speaks another language, usually Spanish.”

“What other countries are there?” Gwen asked as her eyes glimmered with curiosity. “Other than Ohio?”

“What? No,” I snorted. “Ohio is a state in the United States of America. It’s one of fifty states. Canada and Mexico are the two closest countries. This place serves food from Mexico, and I’d guess most of the people that work here are either from there, or their families came from there.”

“That’s fascinating,” the Spiran woman replied as she looked around. “Mexico must be close to here then?”

“Well…” I grinned and paused. “Not really. It’s hundreds of miles away. But we could drive to Canada in a few hours. People come to the United States for all kinds of reasons. Especially Mexico and places in South America.”

“South America?” Gwen repeated, and she sounded more confused than ever. “Like in the show about the pretty Vampires that Amrila and Sigrith like?”

“No,” I said as I realized the can of worms that had been opened. “That’s about Louisiana. Louisiana is another state in the US. Uhhh… So, there’s North America, which is the US, Canada, and Mexico. Then there’s South America below that.”

“This is complicated.” Gwen frowned as she scrunched her eyebrows. “I thought you said America is a country.”

“It’s just what people in the United States call our country,” I said. “Or we say ‘the US’ for short. Think of it like this: the Yennih, Dolrath, and Crardu territories are all independent of each other, but they’re still all a part of The Gloom. That’s kinda like the Americas, but with even more independent territories.”

“Are there other places like that up here?” Gwen asked.

The Spiran woman’s hunger for knowledge impressed me.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “There’s Europe, Asia, Africa, and Australia. And they all have different countries in them, except for Australia.”

The server came over then, and we had to pause so I could order for both of us.

I could tell the menu was made to cater to an American audience, with a few more authentic touches here and there, but it all sounded amazing. In the end, I got the Tacos Vallarta, a beer, and a shot of one of the tequilas that sounded good. For Gwen, I ordered Avocado Tacos, since she wasn’t a fan of meat, and a mojito.

“How long would it take to drive to Europe and these other places?” Gwen asked after the server had left. “I would like to see them all, if we can?”

“Europe and most of those places are across the ocean,” I replied without thinking about how many more questions that would bring up. “You can’t drive to them. But we could fly there.”

“What’s the ocean?” the Spiran asked as she leaned forward with interest. “Are there countries there, too?”

“I think it would be easier to show you,” I chuckled as I pulled out my phone and looked up a map of the world. Then I leaned over the table to show my wife. “The blue is the ocean. It’s all water. These are the land masses. The big land masses are called continents, and the little ones are islands…”

As we waited for our food, I gave Gwen a crash course in geography, and I was surprised at how quickly the Spiran woman absorbed information. Gwen had an agile mind that was starved for knowledge. The isolation of her people had done the pearl-skinned woman a disservice. If Gwen had the same resources Nileme and Ibseth had growing up, the elemental woman could have given Dorrem a run for his money.

Finally, the drinks and tacos came out, and we started to eat. The food was so good, all conversation stopped for a few minutes. My tacos were made up of juicy shrimp with pineapples in a savory, spicy sauce. Gwen also let me try a bite of her vegetarian tacos, and even without meat, they were incredible. The herbs and light spices were perfectly balanced against the buttery avocados.

Even the in-house tequila was out of this world. There was a slight, floral taste, and it was perfectly smooth with just enough burn at the end. Once we were done, I paid the bill and left a generous tip for our server, and then we walked to the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, full and satisfied.

The drinks helped to keep us warm in the cool evening air, and the drizzle had finally let up. The sky remained overcast, but that just seemed to please Gwen, so I didn’t mind it, either. As long as my woman was happy, I was happy.

As we walked past the famous sign to the Hall of Fame, Lake Erie came into view just beyond the museum.

“Is that the ocean?” Gwen asked in an excited tone.

“No, that’s one of the Great Lakes,” I replied, and I took her on a detour to look at the expansive body of water. “This is Lake Erie. If you look really hard, you can see the other side from here in places. The ocean is even bigger. Plus, this is fresh water. The ocean is all salt water.”

Gwen had even more questions, but I put those on pause for now.

“When we get home, we can watch some documentaries,” I said as I took the pearl-skinned woman’s hand and walked to the front doors. “That’d be a better way to learn about anything you want to know. Honestly, I’m terrible at geography, and I only know some of the basics about natural science.”

“What’s a doc-u-mentry?” Gwen asked as we walked in, and I looked for the ticket booth.

“They’re shows,” I explained as I fished out my wallet. “Like the ones you ladies watch all the time. But instead of made-up, entertaining stories, they’re meant to be educational. I think I got a streaming bundle with some services that just show documentaries.”

“What a fine thing,” Gwen said as we got our tickets. “To have access to so much information whenever you like.”

“I know Ibseth’s been teaching you how to read,” I said as we wandered toward one of the exhibits. “As you learn, you’ll be able to look up anything you find interesting on the internet, too. But you have to be kinda careful there. Anyone can say anything on the internet, so it’s not always a reliable source. Maybe we can get you a library card.”

The first exhibit we walked through was about the birth of Rock ’n’ Roll, and as I read the placards for Gwen, I realized just how much American history was connected with our music. From the blues and jazz performers of the early twentieth century, through the fifties and turbulent sixties when Rock took hold. I would have walked through the displays of famous instruments, costumes, and the listening stations in twenty minutes if I’d been by myself, but with Gwen, she wanted to stop at each section and really take it in. In the span of two hours, Gwen experienced half a century of music, from Lead Belly through the Beatles.

“Who is this?” Gwen asked as she lightly touched the headphones over her ears.

We were standing at a display where visitors could listen to various artists.

“That’s Aretha Franklin,” I replied. “She’s known for being one of the greatest singers of all time.”

“It’s so joyful and sad at the same time,” the elemental-woman remarked, and her lips curled down at the corners. “Who didn’t respect her?”

“I don’t know specifically,” I snorted. “But I think she got all the respect she could ask for by the end. Try this one next.”

I pushed the display to play “Chain of Fools.”

As the song began to play, Gwen’s eyes lit up, and then her body began to rock back and forth as the groovy beat moved her. That was the magic of rock music. It could get inside a person, and they’d just start to dance without thinking about it.

“Her voice is so rich!” the Spiran woman said a little too loudly over the sound of her headphones.

Gwen’s joy of discovery gave me a new perspective on the music and artists I had known my whole life, and I couldn’t help but grin.

As we walked through the rest of the Hall of Fame, Gwen found more artists and music she loved. The pearl-skinned woman seemed drawn to the stories behind the music as much as the songs themselves, but as we progressed through the exhibits, I did notice Gwen seemed to gravitate to women like Dolly Parton, Aretha Franklin, and Tina Turner. All artists who had discovered their power through their talents and forged a way for themselves, no matter the odds.

I could understand why those women would have appealed to Gwen. The Spirans were so closed off from the rest of the world, and they seemed to be reserved to the point of being oppressive. From what little I’d seen of Gwen’s power to control the wind, I could see why self-control was important to her people. But maybe, over the centuries, that good trait had gone too far.

After the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, we grabbed a couple more drinks before we headed to the hotel. Gwen’s face glowed from the mix of cold air and cocktails as we took the elevator up to our room, and I couldn’t help but stare at the slim, perky woman.

As the elevator moved between the lower floors, Gwen hummed to herself and bopped around to the music in her head. Even through the winter jacket, her body was incredible. The unselfconscious way the Spiran woman moved turned me on, and I enjoyed watching her for a moment.

“I love you,” I rumbled unprompted.

“I love you, too,” Gwen giggled as she demurely glanced at me.

I reached for the blue-haired woman and pulled her to me.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” I murmured as I put one arm around her thin waist and cupped her chin with my other hand.

“I want you inside me,” Gwen purred before I leaned down and brushed my lips against hers.

Gwen’s breath caught as I pushed her against the back wall of the elevator, and the pearl-skinned woman’s hands came up and caressed my face. I caught the slight smell of ozone that often signaled the elemental woman’s arousal, and as we started to kiss, Gwen’s cool lips and tongue sent a pleasing shiver through me. The Spiran woman’s lower body temperature always made me keenly aware of my own warmth and made touching her a unique experience.

As Gwen’s tongue smoothly slid against mine, she clutched the hair at the back of my head. We lost ourselves for a moment and didn’t hear the elevator doors slide open.

“Oh,” I heard a sweet but surprised voice behind me. “Excuse me.”

Gwen and I stopped making out and turned to see a tiny woman in her eighties.

The old woman’s face had an amused expression as she politely averted her eyes and waited for us to make our way out of the elevator. Gwen giggled, and her pale cheeks flushed pink.

“Pardon us, ma’am,” I choked out as I let go of my wife and cleared my throat.

I quickly ushered Gwen out of the elevator, and the old woman chuckled as we passed each other.

“Ohhh, to be young again,” the lady tittered, more to herself than anything. “Enjoy the night, dears.”

Despite the brief interruption, Gwen and I practically sprinted to our room, and as soon as the door was opened, Gwen took hold of my coat and dragged me inside. We couldn’t get out of our clothes fast enough. Under her borrowed outfit, Gwen’s pink bra was actually a sheer, dusty pink teddy with several keyhole cutouts between her pert breasts and just above her round, supple ass.

Once I had stripped down to my boxers, I playfully tackled the elemental woman onto the large, soft bed, and as we sank into the down-filled bedding, Gwen burst into a fit of girlish giggles and wrapped her silky legs around me.

We started to kiss again, and a breeze started to kick up in the room. For a moment, I was concerned about the possible destruction, but like most hotel rooms, almost all the furnishings were bolted in place, right down to the small coffee maker.

So I pushed my worries aside and lost myself in Gwen.

The pearl-skinned woman used her foot to slip my boxers down my hips, and my throbbing erection sprang up and pushed against the satiny fabric of Gwen’s slinky teddy.

“Ohhh!” the pearl-skinned woman gasped when she felt my hard cock. “Eddie! I’m soooo wet for you! It’s been too long since I felt you buried deep inside me.”

“Fuuuuck!” I growled as I kicked my boxers off the rest of the way. “I want to feel that tight pussy wrapped around me right now.”

I pulled the straps of Gwen’s teddy off her narrow shoulders, and I kissed and licked the sensitive skin at the base of the elemental woman’s neck.

The phantom breeze whipped my hair as Gwen’s excitement grew. The elemental woman writhed beneath me as her hips bucked against mine, and my cock jumped and began to throb painfully. Then Gwen wriggled out from underneath me, got onto her hands and knees, and shook her perfect ass.

“Fuck me, Eddie,” Gwen mewled. “Take me now! My pussssy aches for you!”

I grinned as I got up on my knees.

“I’m going to fuck you so good,” I snarled as I pulled the thin teddy down over Gwen’s ass. “I want to feel you cum.”

As I threw the teddy to one side, the flimsy garment was briefly caught in the small wind storm Gwen had created.

Then Gwen lowered herself onto her elbows and pushed back her hips toward me. I could see every sweet, cool fold of my wife’s secret crevices. Little pearls of juices glistened on the pink lips of Gwen’s pussy, and my cock was eager to be inside her.

I moved up behind Gwen, teased her clit with the tip of my erection, and ran the head of my cock down the pale woman’s slick opening.

“Uhhhhh!” Gwen moaned as she quivered. “Pleeeease, give it to me!”

“You’re soooo wet,” I whispered as I continued to tease my wife. “Is this all for me?”

“Yessssss,” the pearl-skinned woman keened. “You’re cock feeeels sooo good!”

As I rubbed against Gwen’s clit, beads of pre-cum made the head of my cock slippery.

Even just that action felt amazing.

My wife’s arousal continued to drip from her entrance, and I smeared it into her pussy lips. Her walls clenched frantically around nothing, and as I glided past her hole again, the head of my dick popped inside.

“Ohhh, gods!” Gwen screamed as her hands gripped the fluffy duvet in pleasure, and her pussy clamped down around the few inches I’d given her. “Eddie, I-I’m-- ahhh!”

I watched as Gwen squirted a little as she came, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

I slowly pushed the rest of my cock deep inside the Spiran woman, and Gwen’s pussy was still spasming from her orgasm.

“Eddieeeee!” Gwen gasped as her inner muscles spasmed, and she tumbled into her second consecutive orgasm. “I’m cumming againnnnn!”

“Good,” I growled as I began to pump my hips, and I grabbed Gwen’s to get better leverage.

After the initial shock of pleasure, the pearl-skinned woman began to move with me. Gwen was so tight, and my body responded to the cool wetness of her channel. The magical wind grew stronger as we fucked, and it tousled the bedding around us.

“Yessssss, right there!” Gwen called out as she bucked harder against me. “Fuck me with your perrrrrect cock! Uhhh, yes! Fill me with your seeeeed!”

“Goddamn!” I snarled as I pistoned my hips faster. “You feeeeel sooo goood! You’re gonna make me cum!”

“Cum insiiiiiide me!” Gwen keened and shoved her hips back against me with a loud clap. “Please, I’m going tooo-- Ohhhhhh!”

Her walls sucked me in as she climaxed, and I bottomed out against her cervix.

“Fuuuuuuck!” I growled as Gwen and I came together.

My cock jerked and throbbed as I shot pulse after pulse of seed deep into her womb. Gwen whimpered and writhed on my cock while I filled her up, and my heart pounded in my ears as I looked down at the pale expanse of her back and ass. I gently ran a hand down her spine as I gave one last pulse inside of her, and the Spiran woman shuddered as she collapsed onto the mattress.

Then I tumbled down onto the bed next to my wife and pulled her against me, and we laid there happy and naked as we caught our breath. The wind slowly died down, and we cuddled in the silence that followed. Eventually, we fell asleep on top of the covers, then woke up some time in the night and made love again.

It was the perfect end to a wonderful day.

In the morning, Gwen and I fooled around one more time before check-out, and then we headed back home. The pearl-skinned woman sang along with the radio as she placed her hand on my thigh, and I enjoyed listening to her sweet, natural voice as I drove.

Once we got home, I still had a day before I needed to meet Tiana at Hillshire Manor, so I went through my mental to-do list to decide what I should do next. The first thing that leaped to mind was to contact Kellan Grant, the contractor. I trusted my old boss’ opinion, but I still wanted to check out Grant’s company for myself before I reached out to the man.

I didn’t want to just look him up on my phone, so I grabbed my laptop and went over to the trailer. The bigger screen would give me a better idea of what any before and after pictures were really showing, and I’d be able to focus better in the quiet trailer. Once I got comfortable on the couch in the trailer, I set the laptop on the coffee table and opened it up.

As I did a search for Grant, the Wish Granted Builders came up. The company worked in business and residential remodeling and construction, and their work looked solid. I tried to see not just what the pictures showed, but also what they might be hiding. Things like small detail work that was shoddy or where corners were cut. Molding that wasn’t cut properly, drywall or wallpaper seams that didn’t line up right, and wonky tile work where someone hadn’t thought the project through.

But I didn’t see any of that. Grant’s work was clean. The company’s website listed the services they provided as well as the professionals he employed right next to their certifications. There was also a section about the charity work Wish Granted did in the community, like with churches or non-profits that gave aid to kids and adults with developmental disabilities.

Everything I read made me want to work with Kellan Grant, but I wanted to look at the reviews first, before I emailed the man. Nate mentioned some negative reviews, but my business partner had dismissed them as “butt-hurt.” Most of the reviews were sterling, and I actually had to sort them by one and two star reviews to find a bad one.

Lazy and overpriced. Workers standing around doing nothing. Why am I paying for work crews to show up and drink coffee?

Most of the bad reviews were some version of that. Bland, non-specific complaints that had little to do with the work itself. To Grant’s credit, he didn’t engage with the negative comments or seem to try and get them taken down. That told me Grant was confident enough in his work to let it speak for itself.

I’d seen enough, so I emailed Kellan Grant from the business’ contact page to arrange a meeting and get a quote. I added some descriptions about Nate and my plans for the range and gave Nathan’s number for a contact. After I read it over once to make sure it looked good, I sent it.

Then I stared at the laptop screen for a moment as I thought about what I wanted to do now. On an impulse, I looked up towns in Europe and started to search through the images. The Eye of Vallis had shown me where the next piece of armor was hidden, but all I had to go on were context clues.

It was a seaside village, next to a forest. Somewhere in the forest was the old well I’d seen, but that would be pretty hard to find by itself. Most of the towns and villages I saw looked similar, with tile roofs, white or off-white facades, and narrow streets. But I didn’t see the village from my vision.

I tried a few different searches to narrow it down with no luck.

“Fuck,” I huffed as I stared at the screen.

I wasn’t ready to give up yet, though.

I went into the bedroom, opened the safe, and brought out The Eye. With the belt in my hands, I sat down on the bed and tried to focus like I did when I had the first vision, but nothing happened. I tried a few more times, but I still didn’t get anything.

I guess the Eye of Vallis had limits. It had shown me everything it wanted to, and that was that.

“Even just a word would be helpful,” I said out loud. “A name or a road sign. Anything.”

But as I closed my eyes and cleared my mind, all I saw was the back of my eyelids.

Fine. I’d have to figure it out with what little I knew.

I was still a little restless, so I went around and helped my wives with whatever they needed. The garm puppies were getting big, so I went over to Bolra’s place, took them into the backyard, and played with them to burn some of their energy off. There were only three puppies left, after we’d given one to Beclin and one to Nemthok.

But Bolra also had Freckles and Elvira at her house, as well as little Buttercup, our favorite animated dust mop. It wasn’t a small house, but it was definitely too small for five large dogs.

“Maybe we should think about getting some kennels for the basement,” I said to the pretty Orc as we cleaned off the puppies’ feet from the mud outside. “That way you can put them down there at night or when you’re not home.”

“Kennels,” Bolra repeated as she held a puppy and gently wiped off his feet. “Like cages?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “They make big ones for large dogs. I noticed some of the garms have been digging at the edge of the fence, and there are a few scratch marks on the doors and walls.”

“They’re just babies,” the mystic pouted as she cuddled her puppy. “They’ll learn not to. I don’t want to keep them in cages. That sounds horrible.”

“They wouldn’t be in cages all the time,” I replied with a reassuring smile. “Just at night or when you’re not home. It’s a pretty common thing to kennel train dogs. I don’t mind having to repair a few things around the house or fill in a hole or two. But these guys are already half grown, and they’re only going to get bigger. They could wreck this place if we don’t train them.”

“What if we just put them in the basement at night?” Bolra asked.

I could tell my kindhearted wife really didn’t like the idea of cages from the look she gave me.

“Then we’ll have to start each morning cleaning up poop,” I said as gently as I could. “And they’ll piss on the floor down there, too. Once that smell soaks into the floor, it’s impossible to get rid of. It’s not mean or a punishment, I promise. And once it gets warmer, we’ll build some proper kennels out back for them.”

“If you think it’s best,” the willowy woman relented with a sigh. “But can we get the biggest kennels we can find? That way they’re not all cooped up at night.”

“Let’s take a trip to the pet store.” I grinned.

Bolra liked that idea, so we got the dogs sorted out and drove to Elyria.

Once we got to the large pet store, I let Bolra loose to look around, and I grabbed a big, flatbed cart, since we might as well stock up on dog food while we were there. Bolra also picked up collars and tags for the puppies, as well as some toys for them to play with.

While my wife looked at some weighted dog bowls, I pulled out my phone to check in with Meyer.

Hey, Travis. How’s it going? I was wondering if you could look into some local laws for me. Nate and I are about to talk to a contractor for the range, and I want to be sure everything is up to code.

It was just a few moments before I got a message back.

Hello, Eddie. Things are going very well. I’ll have Alice research the relevant laws and regulations. I’m sure you’ve heard about Wallace’s legal troubles.

I knew Travis wouldn’t want to talk about what happened with the pot farm openly over text, so I kept my answer vague.

I saw he was arrested. Lol. Something about being connected with a drug ring.

Indeed. I could picture the smile on Meyer’s face. His assets have also been frozen, pending a trial. That means his hostile take-over of my father’s business has been postponed indefinitely.

Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. Lol.

On an unrelated note, I wanted to thank you for your support of my practice. You’ve been a good friend to me during a difficult time. I don’t think I’ve mentioned that I own a villa in Ibiza before. But if you and your family ever think about traveling abroad, I’d like to offer you the use of it.

Holy shit.


Chapter Seven

It was no surprise Travis Meyer owned a home in Ibiza, Spain. Of course he did. Meyer was a high-power lawyer and CPA for some of the wealthiest people in Northeast Ohio.

But the fact he’d let me and my wives use it for free was huge.

I had wanted to take my wives on a big vacation somewhere, and this would be the perfect surprise to tell them about on Valentine’s Day in a few weeks. We wouldn’t be able to go until later this spring, once I’d booked flights and gotten us all passports, but it would also put me along the coast in Europe.

I could get a Eurail pass and explore seaside towns to see if I could find the town I was looking for. I’d try to narrow down the location before then, but this would give me a place to start.

I thanked Meyer for his generosity, and we made plans to talk again soon.

Bolra found me a few minutes later and said she was done, so we checked out and loaded up our purchases into the Rubicon together. We’d gotten the kennel cages, some dog beds, more dog food, some toys, and the collars. Even with the big Jeep, we had to work to get it all in, but we managed.

Then I texted Ibseth to let her know I’d pick up food on the way home, so we could have a family movie night before some of my wives and I left for The Gloom the next day. It was a fun night. We stuffed ourselves with Chinese food and watched a fun action movie, and then I helped Bolra get her basement set up for the garms.

It was easy to get the puppies into the kennels, but Freckles and Elvira were a little skittish about it. I could understand why. Freckles and Elvira had both been horribly abused by some feral Goblins when we’d found them, and I was sure the cages brought up a lot of memories for them, even though the kennels were clean with soft blankets for their comfort.

But between Bolra and me, we were able to get them into the kennels before we went back upstairs.

“I feel bad.” Bolra frowned as I closed the basement door behind me.

“I know,” I replied, and I took the mystic into my arms. “It’s a big change. But it’s good for them. When I get back, I’ll fix up the scratch marks, but you should fill in those holes while I’m gone. You should be able to get everything you need at the local hardware store. I’m sure Ibseth would be happy to give you a ride.”

“I’ll do that.” Bolra smiled as she looked up at me with those emerald eyes.

I kissed the pretty Orc before I went back over to Ibseth’s to stay the night with her.

But as I walked across the cul-de-sac, I heard Bhakoth’s voice in my head.

Eddie, there’s been another cave quake, the general said in a tense voice.

Where? I asked as I touched the Seer’s Stone in my pocket.

Here in the Dolrath territory. We just got word from one of the Nomad Clans. Can you come?

Yeah. I’ll be there in a day or two. How bad was it?

I’m not sure, Bhakoth answered. A messenger arrived a few hours ago with news from across the territory. The man didn’t know much more than that, but the chief is concerned.

I’ll look into it. See if you can find out anything else from the messenger. Even a small detail could help. I’ll see you soon.

Thank you, Shield Brother.

The next day, the whole family was up early to prepare to head back to The Gloom, and as we gathered in Ibseth’s living room, I told the women about the quake.

“How long ago did this happen?” Nileme asked, and her voice was as tense as Bhakoth’s had been last night.

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “Bhakoth didn’t have a lot of information. He said a messenger or something came to the Encampment with a bunch of news.”

“That’s a common thing,” Bolra explained. “Messengers travel between settlements and gather news from each place, then spread it from place to place.”

“Can I meet you at the Encampment?” the Dolrath woman asked me. “I know you have to meet Tiana in Hillshire, but I’d like to go be with my people and see what I can find out.”

“That’s probably a good idea.” I nodded. “I don’t want to show Tiana the teleportation circles just yet. I’m pretty sure we can trust her, but the fewer people that know about them, the better. We’ll come down through Bermshire and meet you there.”

“Three quakes in a month is unheard of,” Ibseth said in a worried tone, and she cuddled a sleeping Wyatt closer to her chest. “What could cause something like this?”

“That’s what I’m going to find out, baby,” I replied as I put my arm around the curvy Elf. “Don’t worry. We’ll get the answers and stop it.”

“Thank you, my king,” the white-haired woman breathed and leaned into my shoulder. “Be safe.”

The women took a moment to say their goodbyes, since Amrila and Nileme were the only ones coming with me. I wanted to keep the group small, so we could travel faster. I also wanted to see where the quake happened in the Crardu lands. All we had to go on at the moment was one weird, purple spike I’d found in the Quartz Cavern.

Once we got to the circle in the Dwarven citadel, Nileme went to the Encampment, and Amrila and I headed to Hillshire Manor. The manor was quiet after the guests from the hunting party had left, and the maids were still busy cleaning until everything was up to Javanna’s high standards.

When Amrila and I walked into the entrance hall, Lord Yaurle was there with a large, silver candelabra in his hands.

“Duke Eddie,” the elegant, Night Elf man said with a note of surprise. “Lady Amrila. You have a guest. Miss Tiana is at the guard house waiting for your arrival.”

“At the guard house?” Amrila repeated and frowned.

“Yes, my lady,” Yaurle replied with a bow. “I invited her to wait in the comfort of the library, but she seemed to prefer to stay outside. Captain Sharn has been entertaining her.”

“Okaaay,” I snorted. “Thanks, Yaurle.”

“My pleasure, sir,” the butler replied with a bow. “If you’ll excuse me, Lady Javanna asked me to place this in the dining hall.”

Amrila and I went out into the courtyard and found some of the guards gathered around the Dryad woman in fits of laughter.

“Ladies,” I said with a grin as we walked up. “What’s going on here?”

“Tiana was just telling us about a time she and her sisters hunted down a group of Nictors that entered their territory,” Sharn explained.

“They flew over Lord Shumnath’s guardians,” Tiana remarked with a smirk. “But they could not fly high enough to escape our arrows.”

“Did you drive them out?” Amrila asked, and there was a familiar bloodthirsty glint in her black eyes.

“We killed every last one of them,” the dusky woman said with a note of pride.

“But the best part is that they used the bodies to fertilize some young trees!” Sharn laughed heartily as she wiped tears of mirth from her eyes.

It must have been a warrior thing.

“Are you ready, Eddie?” Tiana asked as she turned toward me.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We’re going to head to the Dolrath territory first. There’s been a report of another quake down there.”

“Another?” Sharn asked as she straightened up, and the Orc was suddenly very serious. “What curse is this?”

“We don’t know yet,” I replied as I shook my head. “But everyone in The Gloom is working on it.”

I told the burly woman about the spike I’d found and how I had sent it with Xuag to Khet’Eran.

“The scholars will find an answer,” the captain said with confidence. “They’re deadly smart and have the wealth of the Crardu’s libraries and academies on their side.”

“I hope you’re right.” I let out a heavy sigh. “Because no one seems to know much about it so far.”

After we said goodbye to Sharn and her guards, Tiana, Amrila, and I started the long journey to the Dolrath lands, and I realized I’d been a little spoiled by the magic circles Dorrem and Tauric had made. When I first found The Gloom, I’d walk for days to get anywhere. It was good exercise, but I really liked the convenience of being able to go between the different corners of The Gloom and the Twilight Region in the blink of an eye.

But I stood by my choice. I’d grown up with superhero stories where someone like Daredevil would fall in love with a beautiful woman and immediately tell her his secret identity. While I still loved all those stories, it never ended well, and even as a kid I thought it was a silly thing to do. Tiana seemed like the kind of woman who could take care of herself, but until I was certain I could trust her as well, it was a matter of protecting my family and The Gloom.

The good news was that Amrila and Tiana seemed to be on the way to becoming fast friends.

“How far can you throw that spear?” the Zencarri woman asked with keen interest.

“Maybe two hundred yards with accuracy,” the Dryad replied after she thought about it for a moment. “My best throw was three hundred or so, but I don’t know if I could hit a target every time at that distance.”

“Three hundred yards!” Amrila whistled.

“That’s impressive.” I grinned and wondered how strong the Dryad truly was. The Olympic record for a javelin throw was just over a hundred yards.

“How heavy is it?” the horned woman asked, and her black eyes flicked to the weapon the Dryad was carrying. “May I hold it?”

“Of course,” Tiana giggled as she handed her spear over.

“It is heavy,” Amrila said as she hefted the weapon.

“I’ve been admiring your swords,” the Dryad remarked as Amrila handed the spear back. “Especially the one on your left hip. I’m not familiar with swords, but the design seems unique.”

“Thank you,” the red-skinned woman replied and proudly lifted her chin. “It was my father’s sword. I didn’t really know him, but I was happy to claim it after he was dead.”

“Do you find it difficult to fight when you’re with child?” Tiana asked with a professional curiosity, and her eyes flickered to my Zencarri wife’s swollen belly. “I’ve always wondered how it would affect one’s balance.”

“Nope.” Amrila shook her head. “I find that as long as I train often, I can compensate for the added size and weight. Eddie doesn’t like that I’m still fighting by his side, though.”

“That’s not what I said,” I chuckled. “I just thought it might not be safe for the baby at first.”

“Why not?” Tiana asked as she cocked her head to one side. “The exercise is good for mother and child. All my sisters have continued to hunt with babies in their bellies. It makes for strong children.”

“See?” Amrila grinned at me. “The Dryads do it, too.”

“I’m not arguing.” I laughed out loud and held up my hands. “You won that argument months ago. Nothing can slow you down.”

Amrila smirked with satisfaction, and there was a pep in her step over the next few hours. Eventually, though, we made camp just outside of the Mushroom Growth.

“Do we need a fire?” the Dryad woman asked as I stacked some twigs we’d gathered before we left the Great Forest.

“Do you not like fire?” I remembered how the Dryad Queen had objected to Dorrem building fires in the Quartz Caverns.

“We live among trees,” Tiana replied. “And trees hate fire.”

“I guess we can go without it.” I shrugged. “For tonight at least. We’ll just eat some of the rations we brought.”

Amrila and I got out our jerky and trail mix, while Tiana shared little balls made from nuts, berries, and honey. It was peaceful while we ate together. The dusky woman didn’t want to try the jerky, since it was meat, but she loved the salty and sweet trail mix.

“These caverns are lovely,” Tiana remarked as she looked around. “Dark, but very lovely. I’ve never seen fungi grow so large.”

“I’ve always thought the Mushroom Growth was creepy,” Amrila commented and wrinkled her nose. “I guess it’s kinda pretty. Eddie, do you remember when the Giant Spider--”

Before Amrila could finish her thought, the ground beneath us began to shake.

There was a loud accompanying rumble, and all of us jumped to our feet and stumbled away from the cave wall as the ground heaved beneath us. I couldn’t have said how long it lasted, but it felt like ages. Dust fell from the stone ceiling overhead, and I watched for boulders and rockfall.

My heart raced as I tried to find somewhere safe for us to stand, but none of the logic I’d grown up with seemed to apply. There was nowhere to take shelter, since a rock overhang could easily fall on us, and the giant mushroom caps weren’t solid enough to withstand a heavy stone if one fell from the ceiling. In the end, the women and I just huddled together in the open space until it was over.

With one final heave, the sound of breaking rock echoed around us loud enough to make my ears ring. As the quake subsided, there were several more loud crashes, and then a strange fog began to sweep through the giant mushrooms as it rushed toward us.

All of us quickly covered our faces with our cloaks, but there wasn’t time to run, and soon we were in the middle of the choking dust.

As the women did what they could, I got down and dug through my backpack for some spare shirts. Once I had a shirt tied around my face, I helped Amrila and Tiana get shirts over their faces to keep out the dust. From now on, I’d make sure we had respirators in our packs. I thought about the gas masks, but I wasn’t sure if they’d keep out dust or not.

“What just happened?” I asked once I could breathe easier. “Was there a cave-in somewhere close?”

“Bermshire!” Amrila gasped as her eyes widened.

“Fuck!” I snarled, and then I started to run full tilt into the dust cloud toward the small village.

As Amrila and Tiana ran behind me, my mind was filled with memories of Bermshire.

The quiet farms were operated by Dwarves, Gnomes, and Night Elves. There were fields of grains and produce, and livestock peacefully grazed in their pens. I could recall the sound of Dirgin the Blacksmith’s hammer ringing through the sleepy village. And the smell of fresh bread and herb rubbed roast from Groc’s tavern. I even remembered the tiny village Brownies, almost in a parallel world of their own in Bermshire as they scampered through the streets.

My throat felt tight, not from the choking dust, but from the thought that everything I knew might all be gone now.

As we got closer, the air became thicker, and we could only see a few yards ahead of us. Then we turned the corner into the small cavern of Bermshire. It was hard to assess the damage, but I could hear the shouts and screams nearby. People called back and forth in frantic voices as they tried to find one another or make sense of what just happened. Heart-rending wails and racking coughs echoed off the rocks, and somewhere just underneath that I could hear the sound of water splashing down from above.

We passed a few of the farmers as they tried to calm and corral their gloom hogs, but since neither the hogs nor their owners seemed to be hurt, we raced on to the town and encountered mounds of rubble.

My heart sank, and I realized Bermshire really was gone.

A waterfall that hadn’t been there before splashed down from the cave ceiling. When the roof fell in, it had exposed the cave above that contained the underground river that fed the waterfall just north of the Mushroom Growth. The houses and buildings had been crushed in the cave-in, and only one or two still stood. But even those were badly damaged.

The villagers had already started to launch a recovery effort as they moved large rocks and boulders to find loved ones, but it was all very disorganized and frantic as water filled the far side of the cavern.

“Come on!” I yelled over my shoulder to Amrila and Tiana. “We’ve gotta help!”

“Eddie!” I heard a familiar voice shout. “Over here!”

It was Scourge, but instead of the bored, snarky tone I was used to, the thief’s voice was urgent.

The Zencarri man and a few others were working to shift a pile of rubble that had fallen on the tavern. The women and I rushed over to help lift a long, five-foot section of cave ceiling, and I got next to Scourge, took hold of the oblong rock, and tried to heft it up.

“Here,” Tiana said in a stern but calm voice, and she jabbed the butt of her spear between the rock and the rubble beneath it.

As the Dryad used her spear as a lever, the rest of us finally were able to push the rock aside.

“Fuck a Troll!” Groc growled as the debris was lifted off him.

Blood dripped from various cuts on his head and arms, but the Orcish barman was able to fight and wriggle the rest of the way out of the timber and rocks that had fallen on him. He was covered in dust and blood, but he was mostly steady on his feet, and it didn’t look like his injuries were life-threatening.

Unfortunately, not everyone was so lucky.

It took hours to find the survivors. Groc and I were able to coordinate the villagers into groups so we could work more efficiently, and Amrila and Tiana worked with the village women to start looking after those who were hurt or dying. The air began to slowly clear, which helped, but the pool of water that had formed in the northeast of the cavern complicated the rescue efforts there.

Bermshire had lost a third of its small population. The farmers had come out the best in the tragedy, since most of the cave-in was concentrated around the town. But their crops were ruined, even if most of their livestock had lived.

Hours later, Groc, Dirgin, Scourge, and I gathered around a small fire on the outskirts of the destroyed village. There were other groups of survivors around their own fires, and the farmers had helped to set up an area for the wounded. A few villagers also volunteered for the grim task of burning the dead on a pyre in the center of what was left of Bermshire, and the smoke was thick and acrid as it rose up toward the ruined ceiling.

“What happened?” I asked Groc and Dirgin as we drank water to clear the dust from our throats.

“At first, we thought it was some kind of attack,” Dirgin replied as he stared into the fire. “The farmers called for help. Something was sucking gloom hogs and oxen into the ground. Then whatever it was took a few fieldhands.”

“We were organizing to help them,” Groc continued the tale, and the makeshift bandage on his head stood out starkly against his green skin. “I ran back to the tavern to fetch my old war axe when I heard strange noises. Like something between a shriek and a growl. It was muffled, as if it came from under the cave floor. Then the quake started. I tried to clear everyone out of the tavern, but it was already too late.”

“That’s when the roof fell in,” Scourge finished with a grim expression. “I was in my little cave not far away. That’s gone too now.”

“I’m so sorry,” I replied. “I’d like to look around the farms and the village. These quakes have been happening all over The Gloom. We were actually on our way to investigate one that happened a few days ago in the Dolrath lands.”

“There have also been quakes in the Cursed Caverns and the Crardu territory,” Scourge explained to the blacksmith and tavern owner.

“Are the caves collapsing?” Dirgin asked in a gruff, anxious voice. “Will we have to migrate to the Twilight?”

“I think something is causing the quakes,” I said as I shook my head. “Some kind of animal. If it was in the Dolrath territory, it might have been able to get here in the time between the quakes.”

“The lands of the Dolrath are below us,” Groc replied as he scratched his short beard, and puffs of dust escaped. “But the Cursed Caverns and the lands of the Crardu are much further off.”

“I’d guess whatever it is, it’s big and can move pretty fast,” I speculated. “Maybe through hidden tunnels or something.”

“Or there’s more than one,” Dirgin said in a shrewd tone.

Fuck. I sure hoped not.

“Maybe,” I agreed reluctantly. “I’m trying to find that out now. But first we should talk about what happens to all these people next.”

“What’s there to talk about?” the blacksmith grumbled. “We’re destitute. Everything is gone.”

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Groc chided and delivered a fraternal punch to Dirgin’s arm. “We made a life for ourselves once, and we’ll just have to do it again.”

“I’d like to help with that,” I said in a firm tone. “I can offer a place in Hillshire to anyone who wants it. They can find work in the village or the farms there. Maybe even the manor house if they want it. If that isn’t appealing to some, I can write a letter to Chief Ondur asking him to help find places for people in the capital.”

“I know some might be proud and see this as charity,” Scourge added as he looked at Groc. “But remember that Duke Eddie is offering work in return for resettlement. It’s a fair trade.”

“But anyone who has family that’s been wounded would get some time to heal,” I said. “I can’t speak for Ondur, but I can afford that much kindness for anyone who wants to come live on my lands. They’d be my people.”

“You’re a good man, Eddie,” Groc remarked as he regarded me across the fire. “And a far cry from the gangly ruffian who graced my tavern all those months ago. Most men who rise quickly in society easily forget where they started.”

“Funny enough,” I chuckled, “I’m only where I am because of a generous act from my grandfather. I won’t go into details, but I think this is the best way I could honor him for that.”

With Scourge’s help, I was able to write two letters, one to Mayor Chadal in Hillshire, and one to Ondur.

I explained what had happened in Bermshire and asked them to help resettle the survivors. I told Chadal to speak with Lord Yaurle about giving each family some funds from my coffers to help them start over as they found work, and in the letter I wrote to Ondur, I asked him to help the people of Bermshire as he saw fit. My brother-in-law was a kind and generous man, and I knew he’d take care of any of the villagers who went to the capital.

Then we helped the surviving villagers get organized for the journey. The farmers were kind enough to offer their stores to feed people along the way, as well as their carts and oxen to help transport the wounded. I was impressed by how close this community was, and how everyone seemed ready to help one another without a second thought.

While the supplies were handed out, Tiana, Amrila, Scourge, and I started to investigate what had happened. I wanted to look at the fields first, since that’s where everything kicked off.

“I heard about what you did,” the Dryad remarked to me as we combed a field of grain. “Do you always offer help to those in need so readily?”

“Oh, he does,” Scourge chimed in with a smirk. “Our Eddie is so generous, it’s almost sickening.”

“Don’t mind Scourge,” I snorted as I looked at Tiana. “He’s not impressed by anything.”

As we looked around the fields, we stumbled across a round, almost smooth hole in the ground.

The hole was about four feet across and went deep into the ground, and as I shone the light on my Galil down into it, I could see where the fertile dirt turned into rock. The hole took a sharp, sideways turn down in the bedrock as if something had dug through both rock and dirt like they were the same density.

What the fuck could even do that?

As I examined the hole, something nagged at the back of my memory. Like I’d seen something like this before. Not in real life, but maybe in a show or a movie.

Before I could recall what the hole reminded me of, I heard a small series of squeaks to my right.

I looked over and saw a Brownie woman dressed in a brown corset with a linen shift underneath. And there were several other Brownie villagers with the tiny woman. Unlike the Brownies of the Great Forest, who had light brown fur and were half wild, the village Brownies varied in color from white, to gray-brown, to a sleek black. Some of them even had patches of various colors in their fur, and they all dressed much like the rest of the people of Bermshire.

“Hey there,” I said as I looked at the Brownie in the corset. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

The woman began to speak in an urgent series of squeaks, and I looked at Scourge, who I knew understood the Brownie language.

“She’s asking if your offer to travel to Hillshire extends to them,” the thief translated.

“Of course it does,” I replied and looked back down at the tiny woman. “You’re welcome in my village.”

“She says she’d heard you were a friend to Brownies,” Scourge continued to translate. “From her cousin in the Great Forest. I think she’s related to Scar.”

“Oh, yeah?” I grinned. “He’s a very brave man. He and his warriors really helped us in the fight against Ursenger. I’m happy to help you now.”

The Brownie woman smiled and gave me a graceful curtsy, and then she turned to speak with the other Brownies with her. The village Brownies listened intently before they all gave a happy, high-pitched cheer.

“She told them you’re letting them come to Hillshire.” Scourge smirked. “They’re very excited and chanting ‘the duke.’”

I stood and bowed to the Brownies with a smile, and the rat-like villagers bowed and curtsied back at me before they ran off to catch one of the carts on the way to my lands. I felt good after all the loss I’d seen today. Disaster spared no one, but at least I was able to relieve the burden this time. I never felt like a lord before that moment.

The feeling didn’t last long, though. I still had to find out what was loose in The Gloom, before anyone else got hurt.


Chapter Eight

After the surviving citizens of Bermshire had left for Hillshire and the capital, my friends and I sat down around the fire to take stock of what we’d learned and get some much-needed rest.

“I’ve started to think this job might be too big for just us,” I said to the women and Scourge. “If it’s one creature, it can move fast as fuck--”

“Not the way you do it.” Amrila grinned at me. “You always take your time.”

“If it’s more than one creature,” I continued as I tried to suppress a flush in my cheeks, “then we have no way to know where they might strike next.”

“We could split into groups,” Scourge remarked. “Gather Bhakoth, his soldiers, and the Tors Bane Orcs.”

“That’s a good start.” I nodded. “But I think we need to go bigger. A group in every corner of The Gloom could help us cover a lot of ground, but even then I’m not sure it’d be enough. By the time one group got to where a quake had happened, the creature might be gone again.”

“What if we asked for help from Glecik and Dermarkt?” Amrila asked.

“You saw what happened at the coronation,” Scourge replied in a skeptical tone. “The merchant princes of the Yennih would declare all out rebellion if Ondur allowed Goblin forces into The Gloom. And they’re not the only ones. There are many nobles and wealthy merchants in every territory who would balk at breaking the Great treaty.”

“Then we have to convince them that they’re in danger, too.” I pursed my lips. “We can have Ondur call the leaders of The Gloom to the capital to declare an emergency. Show them the evidence we’ve found and what we suspect.”

“But what do we suspect, Eddie?” the Zencarri man asked in a calm tone. “What evidence do we have? A hole in the ground? Some disgusting piece of a limb? I’m not questioning your plan, but we need to be able to convince a bunch of pampered nobles that their prejudice is outweighed by the danger.”

“We have the ruins of Bermshire,” I replied as I gestured around the ruined cavern. “The crack in the wall of the Quartz Caverns. Reports of quakes in the Dolrath and Crardu territories. The holes and the weird, purple spike are just what points to it being some kind of animal.”

“And there are the survivors,” Amrila chimed in. “They witnessed it. Groc heard the sounds it made. Tiana, was that similar to what you and the Dryads heard?”

“Yes.” The dusky woman nodded. “It was difficult to hear over the sounds of the quake, but I would say that it was similar.”

“If they’re not convinced after that, then we’ll just have to convince the chiefs,” I said. “And I’m sure we’ll be able to do that. I’ll talk to Ondur first. Scourge, I want you to use your Seer Stone and talk to Wrath. Have him send messengers to Neclathan, the other Goblin cities, and the Spirans. If there’s more than one creature, it might only be a matter of time before they attack the Twilight, too.”

It took a while to contact the chiefs, the Goblin cities, and my friends in The Gloom with the Seer Stones, but I started with Ondur. It wasn’t hard to convince my brother-in-law to call the meeting. Ondur promised to send out couriers to the major nobles of the Yennih and Crardu, and then I spoke to Ekneme and asked her to contact the Nomadic clans.

Meanwhile, Scourge spoke to Wrath and Duik in the Twilight, and once I was done with Ekneme, I used the Stones to let Ibseth and my other wives know about our plan.

“All that’s left is to talk to the Lords of the Quartz Caverns,” I said as I addressed my gathered friends. “When I spoke to Ekneme, I asked her to have Nileme meet us in Hillshire.”

“Why do you need to speak to the Lords?” Tiana asked with a frown.

“Because they’ve been affected by this, too,” I answered as I stood and put out the fire. “They should be at the meeting in the capital as well. They can tell everyone what they saw and heard and be involved in the search for this thing, whatever it is.”

“The Lords have never left the Caverns,” Tiana told me, and her expression was dubious. “I’m not sure they would come.”

“Then we’ll have to convince them to.” I shrugged. “The only way this works is if we all work together.”

We gathered our things and started the long journey back to the Quartz Cavern, and Nileme came from the manor house and met us on the little used, ancient road to the Quartz Cavern. The people of The Gloom had believed that the cavern was cursed since the disappearance of the Lost Dwarves and the High Elves centuries ago. Maybe it had been, in a way. After the Dryads, Tree Guardians, and Pixies had taken over, anyone else who’d entered the cavern had disappeared without a trace.

Maybe all curses had an explanation behind them. In this instance, the looters, treasure hunters, and poachers who had gone into the Quartz Cavern had probably died. Either by the ancient Dwarven traps or because they crossed one of the Lords of the Cavern.

When we reached the Dryads’ forest, our party headed west toward the crack the quake had made, and we discovered Dorrem had a full work crew from Hillshire erecting scaffolding up along the crack. The fissure in the cavern wall looked bigger than the last time I had seen it, but that might have been my imagination. I was just glad Dorrem was trying to fix it.

The workmen had cleared away the pile of rubble and moved the rocks and boulders to a clear area where some of the stronger men used picks and hammers to break them down. Fezzik, the Golem from the swamp tower, was there smashing the largest boulders into smaller pieces. Others carried the broken rocks and pebbles in buckets to the large, metal vats that hung over huge fires. The broken rocks were tipped into the vats, and then three or four men stirred them in with big, iron paddles.

More workers took the magical, cement-like mixture from the vats and brought it over to the scaffolding, where the rest of the men used it to fill in the slowly growing crack. The enchanted cement shimmered as the workmen carefully filled the fissure, and the clearing smelled like ozone from the vapors that came off the vats.

The work crew was mostly made of Night Elf men from Hillshire and the surrounding farms, but there were also some gnomes, a few Dwarves, and even a couple of Orcs. I didn’t even know there were Orcs living on my lands, and I made a note to ask them about their clan ties when I got a chance.

It all looked like hard, sweaty work. Most of the work men had stripped off their shirts, which had attracted the attention of the beautiful Dryad women. I predicted there would be a population boom among Tiana’s people in nine months or so. But I was glad to see my villagers kept to their tasks, even if they stole occasional glances at the groups of Dryad huntresses, who were keeping their distance from the fires.

We found Dorrem at the base of the scaffolds as he directed traffic and made sure the work kept going.

“How’s it coming along?” I asked the grumpy Dwarf as we walked up. “Looks like you’ve got it more than half filled in.”

“I’m pleased,” Dorrem huffed. “But there’s been some problems along the way. The solution won’t harden until the incantation is spoken, so it kept seeping out of the bottom as the crack was filled in. I had to find a way to thicken it. My idea was quite ingenious, actually. I added dirt from the surrounding area, which I think will create a sympathetic response between the reagents and the--”

“Good work, Dorrem,” I cut in, and I grinned as I slapped the man on the back. “If anyone could do it, I knew it was you. How can we help?”

“You can climb like a Brownie searching for the last follen berry,” the gray-bearded man grumbled, and he seemed to be pouting because he hadn’t finished telling us how smart he was. “You can get up there and help the fillers.”

“I can do that.” I nodded.

Since Amrila was six months pregnant and couldn’t lift the heavy buckets, Dorrem asked her to run water to the crew. Nileme went to help break rocks, and Tiana went to speak to the Queen about why we had come.

Then Dorrem turned to Scourge.

“You can help stir the vats,” the scholar said as he pointed to the fires. “The paste needs to be constantly stirred so the rocks dissolve evenly into the mix.”

“Maybe I could supervise,” the Zencarri man replied as he glanced at the sweat drenched men around the vats. “I’m allergic to my own perspiration.”

“According to the sorceress’ writings, the fumes of the paste are very good for the skin,” the Dwarf remarked with a sly grin. “She said that was why she made so many constructs to guard her tower. Wrote about how it kept her young.”

“Very well.” Scourge rolled his eyes. “But I know you’re just playing to my vanity. You’re not as clever as you think you are, Dorrem.”

I snorted before I started to climb the scaffold, and when I was halfway up, an Orcish man handed me a bucket and a trowel.

“Here you are, m’lord,” the man said as he smiled and showed an impressive set of tusks that were so white they looked like veneers.

Something tickled at the back of my brain.

“Wait, I know you!” I grinned back. “Yakha! We met in Tak’Fett when we fought that warlord. You’re tusks grew back. That’s awesome!”

“I’m glad you remember me,” Yakha said in an awed tone. “It’s been so long, and you’ve become a great man. I didn’t think you would.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked as I started to work. “I thought you’d be back in Tak’Fett, guarding the town and fathering a bunch of sturdy kids.”

“When I heard the news that you’d become a duke,” Yakha replied as he worked next to me, “I decided to move to Hillshire. Even after the battle of Tak’Fett, I was an outsider in my clan.”

“You’re tusks?” I asked in a delicate tone.

“My tusks.” The big Orc nodded. “That is not a shame that passes, when a man loses his tusks. No matter the reason. But the Yennih don’t care about such things, so I came to Hillshire and found work on one of your farms. It’s been a good life, and I have no complaints.”

“I wish you would have told me,” I said. “I know I’m not at the Manor very often, but I would have tried to find you a better job at least. You could have a place in my guard around the manor.”

“I enjoy farm work,” Yakha replied with a good-natured smile. “Especially planting. I have a little garden outside my hut that I tend to, but it’s only a few flowers.”

“Flowers?” I was surprised the Orcish man had a gentle side. “Well, if the guard doesn’t suit you, what about working as an assistant groundskeeper? I’m sure Quawin could use a big guy like you to help manage the forest around the manor.”

“You would give me work at Hillshire Manor?” Yakha breathed as he paused in his work.

“Yeah,” I snorted. “You’d get your own cabin in the forest. And good pay. We’re old friends in battle. If you’re happy at the farm, that’s great. But I’d like to offer you something more.”

“Thank you, Duke Eddie,” the large man replied, and he seemed genuinely touched by my offer. “How could I say no to such generosity? My own cabin?”

“Yep,” I chuckled. “You and Quawin can work out where to build it. Find somewhere with enough space for a proper garden. And I’ll pay you to look after the forests near the manor and run poachers off my land.”

Yakha and I continued to make small talk as we filled the crack, and we made our way up the scaffolding step by step.

Finally, after what had felt like hours, I was covered in sweat, and I pushed the last bit of the magical cement into the top of the crack.

“Alright.” I grinned as I sat down on the rickety wooden boards at the top of the scaffold. “Tell Master Dorrem that’s it. He can say his incantation now.”

“Work’s done!” Yakha shouted down to the next group below us. “Pass it along!”

The message traveled down the scaffold until it eventually reached the ground, but with how big the crack had become, Yakha and I were about eighty yards up.

Then, down below, I heard Dorrem raise his voice in the ancient language the spell was written in.

“Man,” I snorted as I glanced down to see if I could spot the Dwarf. “Dorrem can get loud when we wants to.”

Slowly, the magical cement started to glow slightly, and Yakha and I turned to look at the wall next to us as we rested. The glow grew brighter, and the smell of ozone grew stronger. Then Dorrem finished the incantation, and the glow faded slowly. I gently touched the patched crack, and the paste had become solid, just as it had when we repaired Fezzik’s wing.

“Guess we should get down there so Dorrem can brag about his genius,” I chuckled as I started to stand. “Come on, Yakha. You can come back with us to Hillshire, and I’ll talk to Quawin--”

“What is that sound?” the broad, Orcish man cut me off as he looked out over the scaffold.

I turned to look, too.

From where we were standing, we could see over the forest of the Dryads, and in the distance, the towers of the Rose City reached above the trees.

But I did hear something. It was quiet at first, like a low thrum in the distance. Then the sound started to fill the cavern, and I could hear the people below begin to raise their voices as the deep, almost musical tone got louder.

Suddenly, the veins of quartz flared brighter and pulsed with the sound. Some of the workers and Dryads started to shout or even scream as fear traveled through the cavern like a virus. What was that sound? It seemed to come from everywhere, even the stone of the cavern’s walls. I half expected another quake to happen.

I heard one of my wives call for me, but the deep, rhythmic sound almost drowned out her voice, and I couldn’t tell which one had shouted. Just as I was about to tell Yakha we should get off the scaffold, in case there was a quake, a movement stopped me.

I turned and saw Fezzik as he swooped through the air a few yards away from me, but his flight wasn’t panicked.

There was a serene smile on his panther-like face as he flew above the forest, and the Golem rolled and dove through the air like a robin in spring. Then Fezzik gave an answering call, between a roar and a hum, that harmonized with the mysterious thrum, and I watched the thick veins of crystal in the ceiling as Fezzik continued to playfully fly around.

The pulses that ran through the quartz veins reminded me of a heartbeat.

“Is the cavern alive?” I breathed as the thought hit me.

“How can a cavern be alive, sire?” Yakha asked in a confused tone.

“I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “But I bet Dorrem will have a theory no one else can understand. Let’s get back on the ground.”

As Yakha and I made our way down the scaffold, we passed the other work men who had stopped to watch Fezzik’s wild flight and listen to the strange, deep tones that filled the air around us.

The thrum began to rise and fall, and the Golem responded to it. As fear of a quake or some other unknown threat subsided, all of us in the cavern looked on in awe. None of us were sure what we were bearing witness to, but it felt powerful and significant.

As Yakha and I reached the cave floor, I walked up to where Nileme, Amrila, and Tiana stood.

“The cave is singing,” the dusky woman breathed in a reverent tone.

“And Fezzik is singing back,” Nileme noted, but her stoic expression was unreadable. “Do you think they’re speaking to each other?”

“I have no idea,” I said as all of us watched the giant, stone creature rejoice in his elaborate, aerial display. “But he sure seems happy.”

As the last notes of the thrum rang through the Quartz Cavern, Fezzik landed not far from us, and then he lifted his face toward the ceiling, flexed his wings, and gave one last reply.

I could feel the Golem’s musical call in my chest and was moved by it. It wasn’t words that came from Fezzik’s mouth. There were no syllables. Just a note that stretched on like the concluding peak of an aria. The Dryads, my friends, and villagers from Hillshire all watched the Golem as he grew quiet, and Fezzik’s human-like eyes stared up at the quartz veins with adoration as he sat down on the dirt.

At the edge of the forest, Tree Guardians appeared, and Pixies lit up the forest like Christmas lights. They’d come to see what had caused the commotion, I suppose. Then the people of the forest gathered around the now silent Golem. Dryads sat next to Fezzik, and they leaned against the stone creature and affectionately ran their hands along his hard arms and back.

Meanwhile, Pixies landed on his shoulders and circled around the Golem’s head, and the Tree Guardians stood watch over the others, with their rough, inscrutable faces expressionless. I was so inspired by the scene that I broke one of my rules and pulled out my phone to take a few pictures. When I got home, I’d pull out my old oil paints, get a large canvas, and paint this moment. The artist in me demanded it.

“I think we have seen a miracle,” Yakha said from behind me.

“What is that?” Tiana asked, and she stared curiously at the device in my hand.

“It’s a magical artifact we found,” Amrila lied for me. “It can capture an image and help you remember things.”

“Eddie!” Dorrem shouted, and the Dwarf was almost giddy as he ran toward me.

The scholar’s short, stout legs pumped as fast as they could, and he almost looked boyish in his excitement as he grinned from ear to ear.

“Did you see that?” the gray-bearded man breathlessly asked as he reached us. “I should have known! The paste reacted to the quartz within the rock and caused a chain reaction--”

“We all saw it, Dorrem,” Scourge snorted as he sauntered up behind the Dwarf. “No need to explain it, friend. None of us would understand the particulars anyway.”

“You did good work, Dorrem,” I said when I noticed the wind go out of Dorrem’s sails at Scourge’s words. “This isn’t what we intended, but the crack is fixed, and everyone seems pretty happy with the results.”

“There’s the Queen,” Nileme said as she pointed to the group around Fezzik. “And Lord Shumnath.”

When I looked over, I saw the Dryad Queen standing before the Golem.

Fezzik had gotten to his feet and bowed to the queen as she gently touched the top of his smooth head. Shumnath stood behind the Dryad Queen, and the Satyr smiled as he nodded his respect to Fezzik.

“Let’s go speak to them,” I said as I put away my phone.

“Hail, Conservator,” the Satyr intoned as my friends and I approached.

“Hail, Conservator!” the Dryads, Pixies, and Guardians cheered.

“You have brought the cavern to life,” the Dryad Queen said as she turned to me. “The Lords will forever be in your debt for this extraordinary gift. Thank you, Eddie Hill.”

“I think Dorrem deserves the credit,” I replied with a humble smile, and I gestured to our resident architect. “He’s the one who worked the magic, after all. I just helped to supply the resources and manpower.”

“Then hail, Master Dorrem,” the queen said as she smiled at the Dwarf. “You also have our thanks.”

“I’m at your service, great lady,” the gray-haired Dwarf said as he bowed back. “This is a day I will never forget.”

“Nor shall we.” Shumnath nodded. “I do not know the full meaning of these events, but I can feel the new awareness of our Cavern all around us. This day shall be spoken of for the rest of eternity by our people.”

“Speaking of historical events,” I said as I spotted my opportunity. “I came here to speak with you all. There have been two more quakes here in The Gloom.”

I quickly explained to the queen, Shumnath, and Sprig what had happened in Bermshire and the Dolrath territory.

“I’ve asked Chief Ondur of the Yennih to summon all the leaders of the Gloom and the Twilight Region to his palace,” I concluded. “I think that if we’re going to fight back against whatever this is, we’ll all need to work together. We have to find out what these creatures are, how many of them are in The Gloom, and how to stop them.”

“Are you asking us to attend this meeting of mortals?” the Satyr asked in a disbelieving tone.

“Yes, I am,” I replied firmly. “You, the Dryad Queen, and Lord Sprig are also leaders of The Gloom. Your people have gifts and abilities that no one else in all the caves possess. The huntresses are expert trackers, and they could help us find the creatures causing the quakes before there are any more cave-ins.”

“Eddie is right,” Tiana added in earnest. “If they are natural beasts, we might have insight into their origins and habits once we track a few of them. And if they’re not natural--”

“We would know right away,” the queen finished Tiana’s thought.

“Lord Shumnath,” I continued. “Your Guardians are some of the fiercest warriors I’ve ever fought against. I’m glad you’re on our side now. These creatures seem to be able to tunnel through dirt and stone at crazy speeds, and we’ll need all the help we can get to kill them. And Lord Sprig, you and your Pixies can travel faster than any mortal. Your people could relay news from every corner of the caves at twice the speed of a mortal courier.”

“But we haven’t left the cavern since our forefathers first came here,” Lord Sprig replied, and his tiny face was marred by a deep frown. “And we would never become the servants of mortals. It’s against our way.”

“I’m not asking you to serve anyone,” I said as I shook my head. “Far from it. We’re asking for your help. Will you come to the Yennih capital and speak with Ondur?”

“For your sake, we will come,” Shumnath said in a voice that barred any argument. “We will hear what the mortals have to say and make our decision then. As you have said, this matter concerns us all.”

“Thank you,” I said as I inclined my head to the Satyr. “That’s all I ask.”

Now that the crack had been patched, Dorrem ordered his workers to begin breaking down the scaffolding and the vats.

The fires were also put out, which seemed to be a relief for the Dryads. Fezzik was a big help, since the Golem’s strength allowed him to do the work of ten men, and as my wives and friends helped with the cleanup, I took a moment to speak with Tiana before we left the cavern.

“It’s going to take a while for all of the leaders from The Gloom and the Twilight to reach the Yennih Capital,” I said as I stood with the Dryad. “I’ll have to go back to where I’m from and see to some things.”

“And where are you from, Eddie?” Tiana asked with a playful smirk. “Some High Elf stronghold where you are secretly a king?”

“Nothing like that, I’m afraid,” I laughed.

The huntress stood very close to me as we spoke, and I could smell the flowers in her long, dark hair and feel the warmth from her luminous, brown skin.

My wives are all the most beautiful and amazing women in the world, but there was still something about Tiana that attracted me to her. From her golden eyes, to her lithe figure. But like all the women I was attracted to, it wasn’t just the dusky woman’s extraordinary looks that caught my attention.

Tiana had a quiet sort of confidence in her. Nileme was also confident in herself, but the princess’ confidence was born out of her position and fighting prowess. Sigrith was the most self-assured person I’d ever met, but that was also different. The Succubus’ seductive abilities were unmatched, but her love for me was inspired by my immunity to her powers.

With Tiana, I felt her certainty in herself was natural. The huntress didn’t need any outside factor to boost her self-esteem. It wasn’t about being the best at something, or about the titles the Dryad held. Tiana was just comfortable in her own skin, and that intrigued me.

“I’m not a secret king,” I continued as I looked into Tiana’s golden eyes. “Where I’m from, I’m just a regular guy as far as most people are concerned. Maybe I’ll take you there some time.”

“Maybe I’ll accept your invitation,” Tiana said as her smirk widened.

“Really?” I grinned back as I took a half step closer to the huntress.

“Maybe,” Tiana purred.

There was only half a foot between us now, and as Tiana looked up at me, I could hear the Dryad’s soft breaths. Again, I felt that strange pull toward Tiana, and I wanted to kiss her. Deep inside my core, I ached for this incredible, mysterious woman before me, but something told me to hold back and wait. The moment wasn’t quite right.

Not yet.

Instead, I gently took Tiana’s hand in mine, and I noted that her skin was like satin. Then I raised her hand to my lips and lightly kissed it, just between the knuckles of her middle and index fingers. Tiana’s breath caught in her throat when I did this, but I let go of her hand just as quickly.

“Then maybe I’ll see you at the capital,” I said as I stared down into her golden eyes.

“I’ll be there,” Tiana replied, and she sounded just a little bit breathless. “Until then, Eddie.”

“Until then.” I smiled at the dusky woman, turned, and went to find my wives.

“You should give it up,” Amrila was saying to Dorrem as I walked up to where my wives, the Dwarf, and Scourge stood. “They’re just not interested.”

“I never thought they were!” the gray-bearded man scoffed, but a ruddy flush covered his cheeks. “My interest in the Dryads is purely academic.”

“Even I can tell that isn’t true,” Scourge said with a dry chuckle.

“Of course you devils would gang up on me,” Dorrem complained as he thrust his fists into his pockets. “I’m sure an old goat like me makes for easy sport.”

“They only tease you out of concern,” Nileme said with a kind smile. “I’m sure Amrila and Scourge just don’t want to see you hurt, or to make a fool of yourself. Isn’t that right?”

“Sure,” Amrila replied with a noncommittal shrug.

“Of course, my lady.” Scourge nodded, but his sly smirk said otherwise.

“Don’t forget, you’re the hero of the hour,” I added as I placed a hand on Dorrem’s broad shoulder. “If a woman isn’t impressed by that, she doesn’t deserve you.”

“I suppose,” Dorrem grumbled but then caught himself. “Not that I had any less than honorable intentions toward the Dryads. They’re just a unique race and piqued my scholarly interest.”

“I didn’t notice you staring at the tree-men, though,” Amrila snorted.

“If you have everything in hand here, Dorrem…” I said before the horned woman and Dwarf could start arguing again. “I think we’re going to head out. We’ll see you in a few days at the palace. Would you mind keeping me informed with the Stones? I want to know who all shows up before the meeting.”

“Of course, Eddie.” Dorrem nodded. “And thank you. You could have easily taken all the credit today, and I wouldn’t have blamed you.”

“Nonsense.” I grinned. “It was that big brain of yours that did the heavy lifting. I couldn’t have organized all this by myself.”

“Do you have anything you’d like me to do?” Scourge asked me.

“Maybe check in with your brother,” I said. “Make sure he sent a messenger to the Spirans. They were weird about outsiders when we met them, but I really think they should be included in this meeting. For all we know, the Twilight might be the next target for the creatures causing the quakes.”

“Maybe we should ask Shumnath to go talk with them,” Amrila giggled. “As one snobby immortal to another.”

“It would take too long.” I shook my head. “And I think we’re lucky he even agreed to come as far as the capital, let alone some far-flung corner of the Twilight Region.”

“I’ll make sure Wrath invites them,” the thief replied. “But I doubt they’ll come.”

“We have to try.” I shrugged. “Thanks, Scourge.”

My wives, Yakha, and I said our goodbyes, and then we started to walk toward the edge of the Dryads’ forest.

But before we got very far, I felt the rumble of heavy footsteps behind me, and I turned to see Fezzik.

The Golem was covered in the sparkle of Pixie dust.

“Hey, buddy,” I said as I looked at the panther-like construct. “You had a pretty big day, huh?”

By way of an answer, the Golem threw his big arms wide and scooped me up in a bear hug with my arms pinned to my sides.

“Fuuuuck!” I wheezed as Fezzik squeezed the breath from my lungs. “I’m happy too, big guy. But you’re getting Pixie dust all over me.”

Fezzik’s chest gave a deep rumble as he purred.

I knew the Golem just wanted to share a special moment with me. The cavern had come to life through the same magic that animated him. I could only imagine what that would be like for Fezzik, who seemed to be the first of us to realize what Dorrem’s incantation had done.

As Fezzik put me down, I rubbed my now sore ribs and smiled at him.

“Don’t forget to thank Dorrem,” I laughed.

The Golem bowed and then bounded off to find the Dwarf.

“A hug from that beast could kill the old man.” Amrila smirked.

“I think Dorrem’s tougher than he looks.” I shrugged. “When I touched his shoulder, it was like a knotted rope. Come on. Let’s go home.”

As we walked back to the manor house, I wondered what would come from the meeting at the capital.

Peace was still a new thing in The Gloom. And things would likely be tense, with all the delegations from the Twilight region there. I wondered if it would expand the peace we’d created, or put enough pressure on it to shatter that peace completely. I hoped people would see reason and choose to work together for a common good, but I’d always been an optimist.

For right now, though, I had a contractor to meet with about my firing range.


Chapter Nine

We brought Yakha back with us to the manor house, and I introduced the former warrior to Quawin and asked if the groundskeeper could use the help.

“There’s always a place for a sturdy pair of arms and a strong back.” The Gnomish man grinned as he looked up at Yakha. “So long as you don’t mind taking orders from a half-pint like me.”

“I’d be honored to work for the Duke,” Yakha replied. “He’s the bravest man I’ve ever known.”

I made sure to speak with Yaurle about having a cabin built for my Orcish friend and arranging a good pay for Yakha, and I also checked in with the refugees from Bermshire to make sure everyone was getting settled. The population of Hillshire village had almost doubled overnight, but the mayor had tents erected on the outskirts of town, until more houses could be built for the new families.

“The townspeople were moved by the story of Bermshire,” Mayor Chadal told me. “And we’ve been better off under your rule than in decades under the Mad Chief, so we have some to share. Who knows? Maybe we’ll become a proper city before long. Dirgin the blacksmith is well known for his work. Soon, we’ll have folks from the capital coming to us for their metalwork needs.”

Once I was sure my people had been seen to and their needs met, my wives and I headed back to the surface.

When Nileme, Amrila, and I got back home, the family spent the evening together, and the three of us told my other wives about all we’d seen in The Gloom.

“The cavern came to life?” Bolra gasped. “That’s incredible! I’ve never heard anything like it before.”

“The people of the Quartz Cavern seemed pleased.” I grinned. “And Fezzik was over the moon about it. You all should have seen him, doing barrel rolls in the air.”

“Bless him,” Ibseth giggled. “I wonder how the cavern will change now?”

“That’s anyone’s guess.” I shrugged as I munched on some pizza we’d ordered. “We’ll find out, though.”

“I’m just glad the Lords of the Cavern chose to come to the meeting at the capital,” Pregia remarked. “That should help take some of the pressure off the dignitaries from the Twilight. Let the Golden Guild complain about Goblins when they’re surrounded by immortals.”

“I doubt Telhorn would have the balls to step up to Shumnath,” I snickered. “The guy carries a sword almost as tall as me.”

Conversation shifted to more mundane things after that, like how Wyatt had started to smile and follow things with his eyes. It felt good to relax and unwind with my family, but after dinner, I called Meyer to discuss finances.

Nate had left a message and said we were supposed to meet with Kellan Grant in a couple days, and I wanted to know how much money I had to work with before we talked to the contractor. Grant would give us a ballpark estimate, and the project would likely change as we went. It was an old building that had been empty for a while, and I assumed there’d be repairs and shit that would come up.

“Well,” my lawyer and CPA said as he looked over the accounts, “I’ve been working on your taxes. You’ll pay a chunk, but I’ve managed to keep it at a reasonable number. Several of your investments have also done quite well, plus there’s the offshore accounts and the income from the surplus store. Once I’ve offset that with deductibles from the purchase of properties, some charitable contributions, and so forth, you’re well on your way to being worth ten million on paper.”

“What?” I almost choked on air from the shock.

“Not much of that is in liquid assets,” Travis quickly clarified. “That number is more to the tune of four-point-five million. The rest is tied up in stocks and real estate. However, with projections from your businesses and interest rates, we could double that by the end of the year.”

“That’s insane,” I said as I grinned.

“That’s even if we assume the range will lose money for the first year,” Meyer replied, and I could hear his own smile over the phone. “The money from the surplus store’s online sales should easily carry the firing range until it starts making money next year. But I would say, unless you have another big project in mind, you could comfortably spend two million to get the range off the ground. Much of that can be written off on your taxes next year as a business expense.”

Perfect.

“This is why you’re the best,” I teased Meyer.

“I have a gift with numbers,” Travis replied in a modest tone.

We hashed out a few more things before we ended the call, and the next day, I decided to treat myself to a trip to a nice art supply store in Cleveland.

I usually only spent my money on practical things, or to spoil my wives, but after talking with Travis, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to buy something special for myself.

I wanted to get some new oil paints, a bunch of canvas and stretcher bars, drop cloths, fresh brushes, and an easel. Art was my first passion, and I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to feel so inspired. That itch to create something out of nothing. I could have probably spent the money on a nice tablet, some state-of-the-art drawing program and all that, but I wanted to feel the paint as I spread it across the canvas with a sable brush.

I’d learned about digital art and techniques in school, and I was even pretty good at it. There was a time when I thought that would be how I’d make my living. But oil paints had always been my preference, and I could afford to indulge myself now. The Studio, the art supply store I went to, was a place I’d haunted in college.

Only the trust fund kids could afford to shop there when I was in school, but the rest of us would still go and spend hours there, wishing we had the money for the high-end supplies the shop sold.

As I walked in, I felt like a king.

I could have bought everything in there, including the building, and still had money to spare. The Studio wasn’t a large store. The front was filled with any sort of medium an artist could want, and it was divided into orderly sections for painting, ceramics, sculpting, carving, and so forth. The back rooms had been cut up and partitioned off into little studios you could rent out by the month, and that’s where the store had gotten its name.

In school, my friends and I had gossiped about the locally famous artists who rented space there, or we made fun of our pretentious, well off peers who’d spent the money for a little four by five space to work on projects. The rest of us had to settle for working in our dorms, or in what little space we’d been given in our classrooms.

The Studio had an intentionally run-down look to it, but everyone knew that despite its appearance, this was the place to run into local artists, professors, or even art collectors hoping to find the next big trend. The store was mostly frequented by self-important rich people, their loyal sycophants, and only a handful of genuine artists.

But I wasn’t here for any of them. The Studio was the best place to find the best tools, and that’s what I wanted right now.

As I walked around, I filled my basket without checking one price tag, and a big, shit-eating grin was permanently fixed on my face. I had to make a couple trips to the counter to drop off items, since the store didn’t have carts, and I’d filled my hand basket pretty quickly.

The middle-aged woman at the register, who was dressed in a flowy, vintage caftan, glanced up from her book and looked me up and down the first time. I knew why, too. I still dressed like the country boy I’d always been, so I didn’t really look the part of an artist in my work boots and a Carhartt jacket.

The last thing I went to pick up was the easel and a big roll of canvas, since I had all the tools at home to cut down stretcher bars and stretch the canvas myself. As I walked past the aisle with all the brushes, I heard two young girls arguing.

“Just get them,” one girl said in an affected, bored tone. “Put them on your credit card.”

“My dad would kill me,” the other girl groaned. “The card is for emergencies. Can’t we just go to a regular craft store? Everything here is sooo expensive.”

“It’s expensive because it’s good,” the first girl replied. “You can’t show paintings with loose hairs stuck to them. It’ll bring down your grade, and no one wants to buy a fuzzy landscape.”

My curiosity got the better of me, and I poked my head into the aisle as I pretended to shop casually.

The girls looked to be freshmen, and they were both dressed in aggressively oversized clothes in shades of black and gray.

“I’ll just pick the hairs out.” The girl with dark blonde hair shrugged.

“And risk fucking up your brushstrokes?” the other girl, who had bright blue hair, retorted in a scandalized tone. “Just tell your dad it was an emergency. I swear, he’s such a tightwad.”

Blue Hair threw up her hands, pulled out her high-end cell phone, and marched away from the other girl.

“He’s not a tightwad,” Blondie muttered under her breath as she looked down at the pack of paint brushes in her hand. “He’s just broke.”

My heart went out to the girl, because I knew right where she was at, and I couldn’t help speaking up.

“You don’t want those,” I said as I pointed to the brushes in her hands. “They’re good, but you’re paying for the brand name. I’d get these instead.”

I reached up to the top self and picked out a complete set of real hair brushes.

“Oh.” The blonde girl blinked and looked a little startled and embarrassed. “I’m, uh, not getting either, mister. Just looking.”

“You go to the Institute of Art, right?” I asked with a friendly smile. “I graduated from there a year ago. I bet you’re getting ready for the spring art show.”

“Yeah,” the girl replied, and she shyly ducked her head. “My friend talked me into coming here to get supplies, but it’s just out of my price range.”

An idea suddenly popped into my head and out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

“Listen, I know this is going to sound creepy,” I explained as I raised my hands to appear nonthreatening. “But it wasn’t long ago that I was right where you are. I’d like to help you out, and then I’ll walk away, never to be heard from again. Get these brushes and whatever else you need.”

I took out my wallet, pulled out a couple of large bills, and held them out to the blonde.

“T-That’s very kind of you, sir, but I can’t do that.” She shook her head.

“That’s fair.” I grinned as I placed the bills on the shelf. “I probably would have said the same if a stranger made the same offer to me. I’ll leave these here and what happens, happens. I just know what it’s like to be broke with a dream.”

I flashed the blonde one last smile, and then I walked away.

The girl didn’t call after me or try to stop me, but I hoped she’d take the money and get whatever she needed. The spring art show was a big deal. This wasn’t New York or L.A. But a young artist could still get noticed in Cleveland. Gallery owners and collectors went to the spring art show looking for new talent. Maybe Blondie wasn’t even good, but this way she’d at least be able to sink or swim on her own merit.

I got my easel, the canvas, and some stretcher bars, and then I went back up to the counter. After I’d paid for all my stuff, I took it out to the Rubicon and loaded it into the back.

While I was closing the back of the Jeep, I saw Blondie and Blue Hair come out. The girls were talking in excited tones as they headed up the sidewalk, back to school, and I noticed Blondie had a big bag, filled with the art supplies she’d needed.

Then the blonde girl glanced over, saw me, and gave a shy, little wave of thanks.

I smiled and nodded, and that was all I needed. I’d probably never know if that act of kindness made any difference, but the happy expression on the college girl’s face was more than enough for me.

Once I got back home, I spent the afternoon in my workshop. I put down the drop cloth, set up the easel, stretched the canvas, and got all my supplies in order. Then I got to work. With the picture on my phone for reference, I started to sketch out the scene. I put Fezzik just left of center, but still the focal point, and I started to fill in the negative space with Dryads, Tree Guardians, and little Pixies.

It was easy to lose track of time as I painted, and before I knew it, it was dark outside. I was already covered in specks of paint, and the shop smelled like oil and paint thinner. I’d filled in the basic colors of the background and started to paint the details on Fezzik. It didn’t look like much yet, but I was already pleased with what I’d gotten onto the canvas.

As I studied my work, there was a knock on the door.

“Come in,” I said as I put down my pallet and wiped my paint-covered hands with a rag.

“Eddie?” Nileme said as she walked into the workshop and looked around. “What’s kept you in here all… oh, Eddie. That’s lovely.”

The Dolrath woman walked up to the easel and looked at the start of my painting.

Nileme was dressed in soft, gray joggers, a white, fitted t-shirt, and a cropped hoodie, but even in lounge clothes, my fit wife was effortlessly sexy. The Night Elf’s long hair was loose around her powerful shoulders, and she smelled like cleaning oil and gunpowder.

“It’s not much to look at yet.” I grinned as we stood together before the easel.

“Nonsense.” Nileme shook her head. “I can already see it in my mind. And the colors are perfect.”

“Thanks, baby,” I replied as I put my hand on her waist and kissed her. “So, what’s up?”

“Ibseth asked me to fetch you for dinner,” Nileme explained as she looked deep into my eyes. “But there was also something I wanted to tell you. I thought you should be the first to know.”

My first thought was that something had happened to Ekneme. The Dolrath chief hadn’t been herself in the past month or so, which had sparked several serious conversations between Nileme and me.

“Is everything okay?” I cautiously asked.

“More than okay,” Nileme replied with a mysterious smile, and then she softly laid her hand on her flat belly. “I’m pregnant.”

“Really?” I gasped as my heart skipped a beat. “You’re sure?”

I probably should have waited for my wife’s answer before I pulled her in for another kiss, but I couldn’t contain myself.

“I’m sure,” Nileme laughed between excited and passionate kisses. “And I’m so happy.”

“I’m happy, too.” I grinned so widely that my cheeks felt sore. “Let’s go eat and tell the others.”

To no one’s surprise, my other wives were all thrilled at the news, and so was my mom when I called her to tell her she would be a grandmother three times over within the next year.

The conversation at dinner was all about babies, plans for Nileme’s nursery, and possible names. The Dolrath woman held Wyatt while Ibseth ate, and I could tell from the look on the warrior woman’s face that she was ready for a child of her own.

Amrila was due in about three months, and Bolra would give birth to her twins about a month or so after that. By next Christmas, we’d have five children in the family at least, and I started to think about getting an old bus or a large panel van for big, family trips.

That night, I stayed with Nileme, and we privately celebrated our good fortune together. Two or three times, actually. And by the time we fell asleep, naked in each other’s arms, we were exhausted.

But I fell asleep with a smile on my face and dreamed of a little girl with blue skin and Nileme’s eyes.

The next day, I got up and showered. Nate and I had to meet Kellan Grant for the first time, and I was excited since my dream to own a firing range was starting to form into a reality.

After a quick breakfast and some coffee, I drove out to the warehouse with Growler in the passenger seat. It hadn’t rained or snowed in the last few days, and I thought the garm could run around and get some exercise while we talked business. Nate was already at the warehouse, and I noticed the sandy-haired man had made an effort to look professional and tied back his wild locks.

“Hey, buddy.” Nathan grinned as Growler ran up to say hello and sniff the man’s hand. “I swear he gets bigger every time I see him.”

“I’m not sure how old he was when I got him,” I laughed. “He might be growing a little still. When is the contractor supposed to be here?”

“In about twenty minutes,” Pearson replied. “I brought you a coffee. Figured it’d help with the nip still in the air.”

“Perfect,” I snorted as Nate took a to-go cup of coffee out of the cab of his truck and handed it to me. “I spoke to Meyer, too. We’re pretty solid, financially. So as long as this project doesn’t get too crazy, we should be golden.”

Nate and I chatted idly while we sipped our coffee, but we didn’t have to wait long for Grant to show up.

I’d expected to have to hang around for the contractor to show up, but the fact that Grant was fifteen minutes early just raised my opinion of the man. A lot of professionals like that would give a window when they might show up, but it seemed Grant valued his clients time more than he did his ego.

Grant pulled up in a nice Ford SUV, but it wasn’t the newest model. The SUV pulled alongside Nate’s truck, and a black man of medium height got out. Mr. Grant was dressed in jeans, Red Wing boots, a smart sweater, and a leather jacket. He also had a tablet in his hand and a welcoming smile on his face.

“Morning, gentlemen,” the contractor said as he held out his hand to shake. “Kellan Grant. Nice to meet you.”

“Morning,” I replied as I shook the man’s hand. “Eddie Hill. This is my business partner, Nate Pearson.”

“Happy to meet you both,” Grant said as Nate shook his hand also. “And who is this big guy? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a dog like this.”

Growler had come up and started to sniff the newcomer, and to his credit, Grant didn’t even look scared by the intimidating garm.

“That’s my dog, Growler,” I replied. “He’s friendlier than he looks.”

Kellan held down a hand for the garm to smell, and to my surprise the dog didn’t let out any kind of growl. That had to be a good sign. Once Growler had gotten a sniff, he padded away to explore, and Grant turned back to me.

“Well, let’s take a look around and see what we have to work with,” he said.

Nate and I gave the contractor the tour, and as we discussed our plan, Grant pointed out things that would need to be brought up to code, or politely suggested changes to what we’d envisioned. I was impressed with the man’s knowledge and the research Grant had done for meeting with us. The very professional man knew how wide each firing lane had to be, the regulations for how we’d have to store firearms we planned to rent out, and even the health codes for a possible concession stand.

“Now, I don’t know how you’ens plan to brand yourselves,” Grant said as we finished the tour. “A lot of ranges in the area like to go for that slick, hyper modern look. Lots of white, black, and gray with maybe a pop of color.”

“I take it you’re not recommending we go that way?” Nate asked.

“Nothing wrong with that look,” Grant replied in a neutral tone. “It’s popular for a reason. But your business would be harder to pick from the rest. Not to mention the expense of the remodel to make this place look like the set of a sci-fi show. I’m happy to do whatever you want, but my suggestion would be to lean into the existing aesthetic.”

I glanced at the old building.

There was definitely something about it. The old factory wasn’t just a cement block of a building. The red brick facade was still intact, and there were small embellishments around the many windows. It was a beautiful building, really.

“I kinda like that idea,” I replied with a nod.

“Excellent.” Kellan grinned. “I could probably source the brick we’d need for minor repairs from auctions. These old buildings get torn down all the time, but people will try to preserve some of the raw materials and sell them on the secondary market. I know these particular bricks were made in Philadelphia, by a manufacturer that sold to places all across the Rust Belt. Should be easy to find.”

We discussed how to make the outdoor courses and the interior match the industrial aesthetic, and I got more excited about the project. There was going to be lots of exposed brick and pipework, and I thought the place would look amazing once the renovations were done.

“My best preliminary estimate is one-point-five million,” Grant said. “And that’s on the high end. I’ll do what I can to bring that down by sourcing reclaimed materials. And I’d be able to start on the interior as soon as you gentlemen get all the permits in place.”

“That sounds good.” I grinned, even though Nate made a small choking noise beside me. “You work up a contract with your proposal, and I’ll have my lawyer look it over. And if this goes well, I might have some residential work for you in the future.”

“I’d be happy to talk about that,” Grant replied as he shook hands with Nate and me.

Then Kellan Grant said goodbye and got back in his car.

“One-point-five million?” Nathan muttered in a strangled tone as we watched the contractor drive away.

“That’s actually not as high as I expected for a job this size,” I snorted. “And don’t worry about it. I talked to Meyer, and we have the money. We won’t even need to take out any loans. If we use our own money, we’ll be able to get this place to turn a profit sooner, too, since we won’t start out in debt.”

“Alright,” Pearson said with heavy skepticism. “I trust you and Meyer. I’ve never hired a contractor before. Most I’ve ever needed was a plumber when the pipes at the shop went to shit. And that cost an arm and a leg at the time.”

“We’ll be just fine.” I smirked. “I’m going to head home. I’ll call Meyer to see where we’re at on the permit situation. See you later, Nate.”

“Take it easy, Eddie,” the sandy-haired man replied.

I drove home and ate lunch with my wives, and then I headed out into my workshop.

I wanted to work on my painting. Something about the smell of oil paints and the thinner I used to clean my brushes was soothing to me. As I started to fill in the details on the Tree Guardians, I mixed a light brown with a henna color to get the right shade, and I had to compare the color in front of me with the picture I’d taken on my phone.

The color had to be just right, but I wasn’t able to easily get it to look like the base color in the tree men’s bark. Because I was so focused on the task at hand, I didn’t realize at first that something at the back of my memory had started to come forward. Then, out of nowhere, I heard Kellan Grant’s voice in my memory.

I know these particular bricks were made in Philadelphia, by a manufacturer that sold to places all across the Rust Belt.

As I stared at the color I had mixed on my pallet, it hit me.

It was the same pinkish orange as the roof tiles from my vision. The seaside village had uniformly used the same tiles on every building, and those tiles had to come from somewhere.

I set down the pallet, and picked up my phone, and did a few searches for roofing tiles.

The results were pretty broad at first. Clay, terracotta, and slate tiles came up. There were more styles than I would have thought possible, too. But this was a good start. All I needed to do was narrow it down until I found a few that looked right. While that would take time, I finally felt like I was on the right track to figure out where the village near the other portal was.

Once I had focused in on a few manufacturers, I would just have to look at where they sold the most tiles to. Someone had to have an exclusive contract with the village I was looking for. A historical or preservation society would be involved, and groups like that loved to talk about those kinds of details. They’d have a website or something I could translate through a search engine to confirm my suspicions, once I’d found the right roofing tiles.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have the time to do that deep of a dive into the world of roofing tiles at the moment. I had a meeting to get to in The Gloom.

A meeting that would determine the future of the underground world in my backyard.


Chapter Ten

When my wives and I reached the Yennih capital, the city was already abuzz with activity, and the delegations from the Twilight Region had been given rooms in the palace for their protection. The people of The Gloom were still wary of outsiders, and the Golden Guild hadn’t helped matters. Most of the guild merchants were still upset about the presence of more tradespeople from the Crardu and Dolrath lands in the city.

Now, with the leaders of the Twilight in the city, the vibe of the Yennih hovered between excited and suspicious. Dolrath and Crardu soldiers helped to patrol the streets, and the Goblin and Deep Gnome delegates had been asked to remain within the palace walls. I knew we’d have a long road ahead of us to achieve real peace in the underworld. But the meeting that was supposed to take place over the next few days was a long stride toward our goal.

My family went up to our rooms to settle in and prepare for the meeting, and Ondur sent his chamberlain with a note to inform us of what to expect.

Regent Wrath, Lord Duik, and the other ambassadors from the Goblin city states have arrived and been given rooms. Chief Ekneme, the Nomadic Lords, and Third of Grimthorn are also in the city and have taken rooms at an inn. However, Chief Murdrak and his retainers are staying here in the palace, due to his advanced age and the burden traveling creates.

Elder Vireel of Neclathan has also arrived and been given rooms. There has been no response from the Spirans of the Tectris Forest. Regent Wrath has informed me that both he and Lord Duik sent messengers to the Spirans, but they have “no interest in the affairs of mortals.” One of my clerks will record the minutes of the meeting, and I intend to send a copy to the Tectris Forest all the same.

Lastly, the Lords of the Quartz Caverns have also come. Regular rooms proved to be unsuitable to them, so I have given them use of my private gardens for the duration of their stay. The gardens have been closed to the public, and I have posted guards to protect them.

The rest of the note was Ondur’s apologies that he could not come to greet us personally, but that was understandable. As the High Chief of The Gloom, Ondur’s duties would keep him very busy before and during this historic meeting.

The meeting itself was to take place in a large and little used council chamber.

“My father used it when he would call all of the Yennih nobility together,” Ibseth explained. “It was usually just so he could threaten and bully them. Father liked to rule by fear, much like Ursenger did.”

“At least Ondur will put the chamber to better use,” Nileme said in a dry tone. “I hope there are enough guards in the city to post around and outside of the room.”

“Do you think someone will try something?” Amrila asked.

“I don’t know what to expect,” the Dolrath princess replied. “And that’s what makes me nervous.”

“I’m sure it’ll be alright,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if I believed that or not. “Ondur is the wisest man I know. If anyone can convince The Gloom and the Twilight Region to work together, it’s him. And Ekneme won’t put up with any bullshit from anyone. Not to mention Xuag and Bhakoth.”

“And you, my king,” Ibseth said as she gazed adoringly at me. “You’re the reason why this meeting could ever take place. You’ve made friends everywhere you’ve been, helped those in need, and earned the respect of almost every leader in the caves.”

“And we’ll need every ounce of that good will, too.” I nodded. “I think I’m going to take a walk before the meeting to clear my head. I’ll be back before everything starts.”

I gave my wives a kiss each, and then I left to wander around the palace.

I believed this meeting would work. It had to. Between the common threat from the cave quakes and the promise of mutual prosperity from opening trade routes, it just made sense. But that didn’t ease the butterflies in my stomach, so I decided to go out into the city and find a tavern close to the palace.

A quick drink would help settle my nerves, and I’d be able to listen to the conversations around me to get a gauge on how the people in the capital felt about the meeting. There was no way to keep the meeting a secret, since people from every region of the massive cave system were pouring into the city, and it would be good to know any rumors that might be circulating.

I found an alehouse about a block from the palace. It was packed pretty full, but I found an open stool at the bar and ordered a drink. Yennih ale didn’t have a high alcohol content, so I’d still have my wits about me. As I sipped on my drink, I acted as if I was there to mind my own business, but I tried to pick out any talk about the meeting.

“A whole regiment of Goblins,” one man said at the table behind me. “Can you imagine? I never thought I’d see the day.”

“If Chief Ondur has called them here, he must have his reasons,” a woman replied. “It has to be about the quakes. After Bermshire caved in, it’s no wonder.”

“Do you think it’s happening in the Twilight as well?” a nervous, Gnomish man asked. “Maybe that’s why they’re here.”

“Or the chief thinks they’ve caused it,” the first male voice suggested in a dark tone.

“Shield Brother!” I suddenly heard Syneath’s voice say, and I turned to see the petite scout pushing her way through the crowd.

The young warrior had replaced her silver, hoop nose ring with a delicate, single sapphire stud, and her long mohawk was braided in an elaborate pattern. The new look suited her, but her face looked mad.

“Hey, Syneath,” I replied. “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Your strongest spirit, sir,” Syneath said to the barman and then turned back to me with her hands on her hips. “What did you do?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I raised my hands, and my brow wrinkled with confusion. “I just got here.”

“So you don’t know about this?” the scout asked as she pulled a magnificent, golden arrow from her pack.

The shaft had a silver vine with thorns and small blossoms wrought around it, and the arrowhead was made from a ruby or a garnet. It was one of the most beautiful pieces of craftsmanship I’d ever seen.

“I think I’d remember seeing that before,” I said as I looked at Syneath. “Would something like that even work if you fired it from a bow? Or is it just a decoration?”

“It’s legendary,” Syneath replied as she rolled her eyes. “This is one of Lady Mina’s arrows. She was an ancient Yennih hero who married a High Chief.”

“Uh, cooool?” I chuckled. “But why are you mad about it?”

“Because Chief Ondur sent it to me,” the young scout groaned as she flopped onto the stool next to me.

The barman quietly served Syneath her drink, and the white-haired woman downed it in one swallow.

“Another, please,” the scout told the barman before her eyes flicked to me. “You’re still paying, right, Eddie?”

“Yeah.” I smirked and placed some coins on the bar. “You gotta help me out here, though. What’s the problem? The most powerful man in The Gloom sent you a really nice gift. Most people would be thrilled.”

“I don’t know!” Syneath burst out, but thankfully she sipped her second drink this time. “It makes me feel… weird.”

“Good weird?”

“That’s what I don’t understand,” Syneath muttered as she absently toyed with the golden arrow. “The letter said it was to thank me for being your second when that asshole merchant challenged you at Prince Wyatt’s coronation.”

“Oh, okay,” I snorted again as I started to understand. “Were you hoping he had another reason to send you this arrow?”

“Now you’re the one not making sense,” Syneath snapped, but a blush had started to crawl up her cheeks. “What other reason would there be?”

“The one that’s got you in a mood.” I grinned as I sipped my ale. “Like how the most eligible man in all The Gloom sent you an expensive, rare artifact with a crazy romantic backstory. Maybe you were hoping…”

I didn’t finish my sentence and let the implication hang in the air between us.

“I would never be so vain,” Syneath protested, but her blush darkened as she stared down into her mug. “Chief Ondur is well above my station. Not to mention he’s the most intelligent, gentle, wise--”

“Handsome,” I interjected with a smirk.

“Generous man I’ve ever met,” Syneath defiantly finished. “The very idea is absurd.”

“Honestly, I think he might like you back.” I shrugged. “He did ask me about you, you know? Wanted to know who you were.”

“Really?” Syneath asked with a hopeful note in her voice, but she quickly shook her head. “No. That can’t be it.”

“If you say so.” I grinned as I watched the scout pout about it. “That arrow is covered in tiny flowers, and the tip basically looks like a heart to me. But sure, a single, interesting man sent you the arrow of a famous archer woman who married one of his ancestors just to be polite.”

Syneath pursed her lips and drained the rest of her drink, and then she stared at the golden arrow in her hands with a pensive expression.

“Come on,” I chuckled as I finished my ale. “We should get back to the palace.”

With Syneath in tow, I walked back through the packed street of the capital and up the palace steps.

None of the guards or servants bothered to stop and question me anymore. I’d come a long way in Yennih society, and anyone who frequented the palace knew who I was. At most, a servant, guard, or minor noble might stop to bow and offer a polite acknowledgement of who I was. But because I’d never been in the council chamber before, I did have to ask one of the many butlers for directions to it.

The council chamber was on the first floor, in the south wing of the palace, and when Syneath and I finally found the right room, I was impressed by its size and opulence. Tiered seating ringed the outer portion of the round chamber, and there was an overflow gallery around the second story of the high-ceilinged space.

The centerpiece of the floor was a fifteen-by-ten-yard oval with several throne-like chairs arranged around the outer edges for the many chiefs, lords, clan leaders, and other rulers who would attend the meeting. Banners from every group had been hung on the tall pillars that held up the ceiling, and I couldn’t help but smile at the myriad of different colors and crests.

A large crowd slowly filtered into the chamber and found their seats near the top of the bleacher style benches. But it seemed like the seats closest to the floor were reserved for specific guests.

“I should go sit with Chief Ekneme’s delegation,” Syneath said as she pointed to where Bhakoth and the other soldiers sat, under the Dolrath banner.

“I see my wives over there,” I replied. “But maybe we’ll have time to all hang out after the meeting.”

The young scout nodded, but she still seemed lost in her own thoughts as she went to join her people.

Most of my wives had found a spot under the Yennih banner, but Pregia and Nileme had other obligations. Nileme sat just behind the throne where her mother would sit, since she was the Dolrath princess and next in line for the chiefdom. I didn’t see Pregia, but I assumed she would come in with the other leaders once the chamber was full.

“The chamberlain asked that you sit there, beloved,” Ibseth said to me as I walked up. “Just behind where Ondur will sit.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise. “I thought he’d have a close advisor or someone to sit in a place of honor like that.”

“I think you are the trusted advisor,” Sigrith laughed.

“Because you’ve traveled to nearly every kingdom represented here today,” Bolra added, “you’d be the best person to advise Chief Ondur during the meeting. I don’t think any of the other Yennih lords are as well traveled or knowledgeable as you are now.”

“Then I guess I’ll sit here,” I snorted as I took my seat.

My chair was close enough to Ondur’s throne for me to lean over a low partition and quietly speak to my brother-in-law, but it still felt odd to be given a place of such high regard.

The chamber slowly filled up, and soon a herald started to announce the leaders of The Gloom and the Twilight Region. As this happened, I looked around the chamber and pulled my sketch pad out of my pack. This was a historic event, after all, and I thought I should record it in some way.

Ondur had mentioned that a scribe would record the minutes, but I felt it would be good to have a visual representation of the meeting. There were Dolrath warriors, both from the Encampment and the Nomadic clans. Chief Murdrak had brought scholars from Khet’Eran, as well as Night Elf and Orcish clan leaders of the Crardu.

The group of Dryads from the Quartz Caverns drew a lot of attention from the crowd. The beautiful women were surrounded by the colorful light of Pixies that flew around them, but none of the Tree Guardians had come to the capital. There was also a group of Deep Gnomes that had come from Neclathan in their dark clothes, and their wide, staring eyes swept around to room to take everything in.

The people of The Gloom gave the Goblin delegations a wide berth, but it wasn’t just Goblins that had come from the Twilight city states. There were also pale Orcs, some Zencarri, and even an Ogre dressed in the finery of a wealthy merchant.

“Lord Shumnath and the Queen of the Dryads, from the Quartz Caverns,” the herald announced.

As the Satyr and the queen walked to the thrones, a gasp went up from the crowd, and I was glad the palace servants had thought to give Shumnath a chair large enough to accommodate the huge man.

Once the rest of the leaders had entered the chamber, Ondur moved to the center of the oval floor. The stoic man’s face looked serene as he glanced at the massive crowd, and a respectful silence fell.

“I thank you all for coming here today to discuss this grave matter,” Ondur said in a solemn voice. “I believe many of our kingdoms have come under attack by an unknown enemy, and it will take the cooperation of all of The Gloom and the Twilight Region to combat them.”

The Yennih chief laid out what evidence me and my friends had gathered, reports from all over The Gloom, and accounts from the survivors of Bermshire.

As I sketched and listened, I also watched the faces of those in attendance. Most seem engaged, concerned, or at the very least interested, but there was one group that stood out.

The Golden Guild.

Telhorn and his cronies all looked pissed. The merchant princes of the Yennih whispered among themselves, and they cast glances at the Goblin, Deep Gnome, and Quartz Cavern delegations. I could see Telhorn and his guild were going to be trouble and decided to keep a close eye on them.

Next, Ondur called on others to give their accounts of the cave quakes. Groc spoke for Bermshire. The Orcish tavern owner told the assembly the same story he had told me, but with more details from other survivors. Then there was a mayor from a Night Elf village in the Crardu lands, where the first quake had happened. There wasn’t much new information, but Groc and the mayor did put a face to the tragedies.

“Dryad Queen,” Ondur said as the Elven mayor found his seat again. “Will you share your story with us?”

“Yes, Chief Ondur,” the queen replied as she stood and moved toward the center of the chamber floor. “The Lords of the Quartz Caverns would like to thank--”

“Insult!” Telhorn suddenly cried out as he stood from his seat. “Obscenity! How can any good and honorable Night Elf stand this charade?”

“Master Telhorn, what is the meaning of your outburst?” Chief Ondur demanded with uncharacteristic heat in his tone. “How dare you insult our guest?”

“Our guest?” the thin merchant scoffed as he looked around for support. “These creatures are your guests, sire. You’ve broken our ancient treaties, sullied our most sacred traditions, and allowed unwholesome monsters into our city!”

Curious murmurs swept through the crowd as Telhorn spoke, and I could feel my face grow hot with anger.

The only thing that kept me from walking over to the merchant and punching him square in the mouth was the fact that I actually had a sense of propriety. I didn’t want to shame my brother-in-law with my actions, or make Ondur appear weak in front of his people. But Ibseth must have felt my quiet rage, because the curvy Elf placed a gentle hand on my arm.

“Sit down, Master Telhorn,” Ekneme commanded in a voice that rang with a challenge. “The Consul of Chiefs invited the Lords of the Quartz Caverns. They are citizens of The Gloom, just like the rest of us.”

“And what of these uncouth Goblins?” Telhorn snarled. “Our forefathers banished them from our lands, yet here they are. There’s even more of them than there were at the halfling prince’s coronation!”

I stood to my feet with my fists clenched. That fucker had just insulted my son, and I wouldn’t let that slide.

“I would remind the merchant of his place,” Pregia intoned from her throne before I could act, and the smirk on her face was smug. “My husband has already whipped you soundly once. But I’m sure he’d be happy to do it again.”

“This is the same temptress who imprisoned you, Chief!” Telhorn shouted at Ondur as he jabbed a finger at Pregia. “She should be in chains at your feet, not seated in a place of honor in this sacred chamber.”

“The Queen of Glecik is correct,” Chief Murdrak said in a quiet voice that still somehow radiated through the vaulted room. “You forget yourself, Master Telhorn. You are here to observe this auspicious council, and no one has asked you to speak. You are neither lord nor advisor and would do best to sit in silence. If you listen, you might actually learn something.”

“Listen to whom, my lord?” the merchant retorted. “To savage Goblins and monsters who have preyed upon our people for time out of mind?”

“High Chief Ondur,” I rumbled when I was no longer able to hold my tongue. “With you and the other chief’s permission, I would like to say something.”

“I would hear what Duke Eddie has to say.” Ondur nodded as he looked at Murdrak and Ekneme.

“Of course,” the Dolrath chief agreed.

“I have always known the Duke to be wise and pure of intention,” the old Crardu chief said before he turned to the Dryad Queen. “That is, if you do not mind waiting, great lady?”

“Eddie Hill is a brave and true warrior,” the queen replied as she looked at me. “And a fellow Lord in our caverns. He has earned the respect of the Dryads, so I would hear what he has to say as well.”

I took a deep breath to cool my blood as I climbed down onto the chamber floor.

Fuck me, there were a lot of people here.

“Most of you know who I am,” I said as I looked around the massive room. “I’ll spare you General Bhakoth’s three-minute recital of every title I’ve been honored with since I first came to The Gloom. But something my wives said to me earlier today seems relevant now.”

Every eye was on me. The lords and ladies of the underworld. Friends and strangers alike. But I chose to focus on Telhorn and his goons.

“Of all the exploits I could boast, my greatest achievement is that I might be the only person in The Gloom and the Twilight to have traveled to almost every kingdom represented here today. I spent time with their leaders. But most importantly, I took the time to get to know the common folk everywhere I have gone.”

“What is your point?” Telhorn sneered. “A mole might skitter across the floor of the throne room and then the scullery. That doesn’t make the vermin learned.”

“Master Telhorn,” the Yennih Chief warned. “If you speak out of turn again, you will be escorted out of this chamber.”

“My point is this,” I said with a mocking grin as I stared down the seething merchant. “All these people you fear? You’ve never met them. Who in the Golden Guild can say they’ve seen the Great Market of Dermarkt? Or the beauty of Neclathan, the Deep Gnome city that’s built into the very walls of a jewel-filled cavern? You talk about the Great Treaty, but I’ve stood in the ruins of the High Elf cities. And this is what I’ve learned…”

I took another breath and paused to be sure everyone in the chamber was listening.

“No matter where I’ve gone,” I continued, “the vast majority of the people I’ve met have had the same concerns. People just want to live in peace. But no matter how isolated any kingdom thinks they are, there are forces that will always seek to disrupt that peace. I saw it dozens of times while fighting Ursenger. From Tak’Fett in the far north of the Crardu territory, all the way to the remote Tectris Forest in the Twilight, the minions of darkness came to destroy peace.”

“And what have you learned from that, Duke Eddie?” Chief Murdrak asked with a sparkle of curiosity in his ancient eyes.

“My lord,” I replied as I turned to look at the impossibly old man, “I learned we’re stronger together. I’m not saying we all have to become one people. The best part of The Gloom and the Twilight Region are all the wonderful, unique cultures I’ve had the pleasure of seeing. But if we’re willing to work together, there’s no force powerful enough to destroy us.”

“I agree with my clan brother!” Xuag said as he stood up from his seat behind the Crardu Chief. “I have guarded the passage between The Gloom and the Twilight for most of my life. While I have proudly done my duty, my men and I have fought back countless monsters and hordes of feral Goblins. But I have never once had to repel an attack from any Goblin city.”

“Nor have I!” Third shouted his agreement as he stood up among the Dolrath delegation. “The people of Grimthorn have tended the Spike Growth for generations. But never once in that time have we been attacked by Glecik or Dermarkt.”

“It is because of Grimthorn and Tors Bane that The Gloom has remained safe since the signing of the Great treaty,” Xuag continued. “And I for one welcome cooperation with people of the Twilight. If there is one thing Duke Eddie has taught me, it’s to see others for who they are, beyond personal allegiances or differences. And if a stubborn old Orc like me can learn that, then anyone can.”

I smiled at Xuag and was touched by his words.

“The lords of the Twilight have come in good faith, despite centuries of exile and enmity,” Third added, and the Gnomish man stood on his seat to be seen over the heads of the Dolrath warriors around him. “They’ve come because our leaders asked for their help when they could have easily ignored that request. I, for one, welcome the opportunity to work with the Goblin cities for our mutual protection.”

“Thank you, General Xuag and Lord Third,” I said, and then I turned back to Telhorn and his lackeys. “I’m sure the first chiefs had their reasons to make the treaty. But times change, and we have to change with them. Whatever these things are that are causing the quakes, they don’t care about our borders and politics. And if we don’t do something soon, Bermshire might just be the first of many caverns lost to cave-ins. And these creatures might not stop at The Gloom, so we all have a vested interest in stopping them now, before anyone else loses their home or life to the quakes.”

“Glecik offers soldiers and resources to help patrol the caves for signs of these creatures,” Pregia said as she stood from her throne and looked from me to the Chiefs of The Gloom. “I will put my soldiers under the direction of the Night Elf Chiefs and offer whatever aid they might need. Eddie is right, our kingdoms might be next for all we know right now.”

“Dermarkt will also offer help,” Wrath added, and his tone was resolved. “And I hope our show of goodwill will lead to greater cooperation between the Twilight and The Gloom. Perhaps an eventual trade agreement.”

The crowd began to murmur in excited tones at Wrath’s words, and when he realized he’d lost yet again, Telhorn huffed and marched out of the chamber.

One or two of the merchants of the Golden Guild followed the thin man, but most stayed seated and seemed interested in what the Regent of Dermarkt had said. The Goblin city was basically one giant marketplace, and it was famous for its vast wealth, even in The Gloom. I guess commerce really was the vehicle for peace between nations, like Scourge once said.

I nodded to Ondur, who offered me a grateful smile. Then I turned and headed back to my seat as the crowd cheered, and the sound of the applause filled me with a new hope. The people were on our side, but I had suspected they would be.

What interested me were the Golden Guild merchants who’d stayed.

I knew they were likely driven by self-interest, or greed, but I wondered how that would affect their loyalty to the guild itself. Would Telhorn still be able to manipulate them into changing their minds? Had the promise of access to the wealth of the Twilight Regions really won the remaining merchants over, or were they just curious?

Only time would tell. But it was another good step in the right direction.

“Well done, my king,” Ibseth whispered as I sat back down next to her.

“Indeed.” Amrila grinned. “I think you’ve fractured Telhorn’s power hold over his own guild.”

“I hope so,” I replied. “He’s not going to like that, but I still owe him one for talking shit about my son.”

“He’ll get what’s coming to him,” Scourge said with a sly smirk.

“What do you mean?” I asked in a low tone as the meeting started again.

“As a member of the royal family, it’s probably better that you don’t publicly go after an influential merchant prince,” the thief said in an airy tone. “But don’t worry, my friend. I won’t stand for anyone insulting our darling Wyatt. I’ll handle the ‘sketchy shit,’ as you say.”

I grinned and didn’t ask questions.

Scourge could be a scary man when he wanted to be. I didn’t know if there was a threat of personal harm to Telhorn in the Zencarri man’s implication, or if Scourge would just abuse his relationship to the Regent of Dermarkt when trade routes opened up. Since Wrath was Scourge’s brother, Telhorn might find himself in financial ruin when he was the only member of the Golden Guild barred from doing business in the Goblin markets.

The meeting went on without further interruptions, and I worked on my sketch while I listened to the chiefs, lords, and ladies discuss sending out patrols to search The Gloom for signs of cave quakes and the mysterious creatures that seemed to be causing them. Murdrak even offered to have scholars from Khet’Eran accompany the patrols to study any signs or evidence they found.

That was good. The Crardu scholars were the most educated people in The Gloom, and many of them were also sorcerers and magicians. If there was a magical element to this mystery that none of us had uncovered, the Crardu scholar might have the advantage.

But once a basic plan had been discussed, there was also some talk about a potential treaty with the Twilight. Nothing was set in stone. The real peace talks would take place once the imminent threat had been taken care of, but it was still amazing to watch the seeds of a new world be planted.

Eventually, the people who’d come to watch the historic meeting started to filter out as the leaders and other nobles began to mingle and talk among themselves. Bhakoth, Xuag, and some of my Dolrath soldiers made their way over to where my wives, Scourge, and I sat, and Bhakoth laughed as he clapped me on the shoulder.

“I’d say that was reasonably successful,” the hawk-faced general said. “I never thought I’d see the day when the Elven Tribes worked together, let alone The Gloom and the Twilight.”

“We need some strong drinks to celebrate the occasion.” Xuag grinned. “And maybe a bard to sing for us, or some friendly sparring.”

Tanya had stayed behind in Tors Bane with Trocs, and the captain was clearly making the most of his personal freedom.

“I’d challenge you,” Nileme replied with a throaty laugh. “I’ve always wondered how my sword would fare against your war ax.”

“I’d be honored,” the Orc Captain said with a bow. “So long as you promise it won’t set off another tribal war when I best you.”

“Don’t underestimate Lady Nileme,” Syneath snickered. “I remember watching our princess take down three seasoned soldiers on the training field when I first came to the Encampment--”

“Your Majesties!” an unfamiliar voice shouted and cut the scout off.

We all turned to see two servants walk into the council chamber with a Crardu Orc held up between them.

The Orcish man was dressed in the colors of a messenger. Bright red and green clothing let the soldiers and officials of The Gloom know that someone was a courier, to avoid mistakes that would keep vital information from circulating through the territories. But the Orc looked like he was about to collapse from exhaustion.

“Your Majesties,” the messenger repeated as he tried to stand on his own, without the aid of the two palace servants. “I have come from Tak’Fett… There… there has been another quake!”

The council chamber fell into a deadly silence.


Chapter Eleven

It was like the air had been sucked out of the room. The few of us left in the council chamber stood there in shock at the news, and my mind ran through all the implications in a flash. The last quake was reported in the far reaches of the Dolrath territory. Those two locations would have to be miles apart in both distance and depth. It would take weeks, if not a month to travel that far on foot.

There was the possibility that a shortcut I didn’t know about existed. The Gloom was filled with obscure tunnels and passageways, many of which weren’t safe enough for travel. But the accounts from Bermshire and what I’d seen in the Quartz Caverns implied a creature or something that could burrow through dirt and rock. No matter how I tried to square the information in my head, I knew this couldn’t be the work of one entity, whether it was a dumb animal or something more intelligent.

The Orcish messenger looked like he could pass out at any minute, so I grabbed one of the thrones on the chamber floor and moved it over for him to sit in. The palace servants helped the messenger into the chair, and Ibseth brought the Orcish man a cup of wine to help steady himself.

“Take a moment, good sir,” the white-haired woman said in a gentle voice as she handed the exhausted man the wine. “You’ve come a long way. A few moments to recover won’t make a great difference.”

The man nodded shakily and took a drink to compose himself, and we all gathered around the messenger as he slowly started to give his report.

A large quake had taken place near the village of Tak’Fett. While this one thankfully had not caused a cave-in, there was now a small sinkhole a mile or so outside of the village. Some livestock had been taken, just like in Bermshire, but there had only been a few casualties from rockfall that came down from the cavern ceiling.

The situation was bad, but it could have been a lot worse.

“Thank you,” Chief Murdrak said to the messenger in a fatherly voice. “Your haste will save lives in the near future. I am sure of it. You will return with my caravan to Khet’Eran and receive your just reward.”

“Thank you, my chief,” the Orc replied as he bowed his head and nearly nodded off.

Once the messenger had been given a room to rest, the rest of us began to discuss a plan.

“I think we can assume at this point that these things can turn up anywhere, at any time,” I said in a grave tone. “We need to get those patrols out as soon as possible. I don’t think we can prevent another quake, but at least we could have people there to maybe fight back and lessen the damage.”

“I agree.” Chief Ekneme nodded.

“I’ll go back to Glecik with Duik and mobilize my people,” Pregia remarked. “I can also pressure the other Goblin cities to send aid from there.”

“Good,” I said as I rubbed my chin and thought. “If you can also have Duik ask around about what the other Goblin kings think this might be, that’d be helpful. I don’t know how keen Goblins are on history, but whatever is happening, this can’t be the first time.”

“I will go to Tak’Fett and see if I can find any way to track the creature’s movements,” Xuag said in a firm voice. “This is the second quake in Crardu lands. Perhaps there is a reason for that?”

“I’ll come with you,” I said to the captain. “You could be onto something there. If we leave right away, maybe we could still find this thing.”

“I’ll come, too,” Tiana said a little too quickly. “My queen has asked me to help you, after all.”

“Thanks.” I grinned as I looked at the beautiful Dryad. “I think I’ll bring Dorrem along, too. He’s the smartest guy I know. I’m sure he’ll have some useful insights.”

Everyone seemed to be in agreement, and as Tiana walked off to speak with her queen, I took some time to say goodbye to my wives.

My family went off to one side of the chamber and made our plans. Pregia would return to her kingdom to organize the Goblins’ aid with Wrath’s help. Nileme would go back to the Encampment with her mother to run the patrols in the Dolrath lands. Ibseth, Bolra, Sigrith, and Gwen would go back home where they’d be safe. Lastly, Amrila, my partner in battle until the very end, would stay with me.

Scourge and Bhakoth would also come with us to the Crardu territory, so Xuag left the chamber to send word to Tors Bane and tell a few of our clan brothers to meet us outside of Tak’Fett.

As I finished saying goodbye to my amazing wives and waited for Dorrem to be summoned to the council chamber, I glanced over and saw Ondur and Syneath were talking quietly in an out of the way alcove.

The dark-haired chief was taller than the young scout and stood head and shoulders over her. I grinned as I watched how their eyes never left each other’s faces, and while they stood very close together, the pair didn’t dare touch. But, even from a distance, I didn’t need Bolra’s power of foresight to tell that something was happening between them.

“Baby,” I snorted as I looked back at Ibseth. “Don’t be obvious about it, but take a peek over there.”

“Ohhhh!” my first wife breathed as she discreetly glanced in her brother’s direction. “They make a fine couple, don’t they?”

“I wish we could hear what they’re saying,” Sigrith giggled. “It seems very sweet.”

“I’m sure it’s just nonsense,” Scourge remarked through a bored yawn. “All those little nothing things people say when they feel they can’t yet confess their true feelings.”

“But that is the sweet part,” Bolra scolded the thief. “If you weren’t such a cynic, you’d know that. I remember when I met Eddie. How I’d stumble over my own thoughts and words. All I wanted was for him to kiss me or hold my hand. But if I’d said that, I worried he’d think I was too forward.”

“You can tell they’re already smitten,” Ibseth said with a dreamy sigh. “See how they look at each other? How Syneath has tilted her chin up toward him, and Ondur’s hand twitches with the desire to reach for her?”

“Too bad The Gloom is in crisis,” Gwen commented. “I’m sure they’ll have to part to see to their duties.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Sigrith replied with a knowing smirk. “That will only prolong their desires and fan the flames. Then the next time they meet, they’ll run to each other’s arms.”

“Do you think so?” Ibseth asked the Succubus.

“I know so.” The raven-haired woman smiled. “My domain may be lust, my dear sister. But the lust that proceeds love has a special feel about it. I can almost taste it in the air now.”

The Succubus looked at me with a mysterious grin, and then her eyes cut over to Tiana.

I looked over at the Dryad as she spoke to her queen and Shumnath, and when I glanced back at Sigrith, the Succubus giggled and winked at me. Probably should have known the pale woman had already guessed I was attracted to the dusky huntress. Sigrith had a sixth sense about such things, and not much got past her.

But I shook the frivolous thoughts from my head for now. It was time for us to gather our things and leave the capital.

“How dangerous do you think this will be?” Dorrem grumbled as he rode on the back of Pella, his donkey-like beast of burden Dorrem had named after his last mount.

“Wondrously dangerous,” Xuag said with relish and a gleam in his eyes. “A new foe that no warrior can boast they’ve ever fought before. What good fortune we’ve had.”

“Aside from the many heads of cattle and lives that have been lost,” Scourge remarked with a wry smile.

“Of course.” The Orc captain nodded with a more serious expression. “And I shall pray to Zugorim for their souls. But still, it is a great honor we’ve been given today. I hope these creatures are as big and fierce as I imagine they are.”

“I would not be upset if they are quite small and easily eradicated,” Bhakoth chuckled. “But I have a dreadful suspicion that the captain will be proven right.”

Tak’Fett was in the far north of the arid Crardu territory. It would be a long journey, but when we stopped to rest just outside of Khet’Eran, I asked Dorrem to leave a teleportation circle behind.

“But I haven’t brought the needed supplies with me,” Dorrem protested.

“The city is right there.” I shrugged. “Khet’Eran is known for its academies of magic. I’m sure you could find what you need there. Just take Xuag with you to show you around the city.”

I handed the Dwarf a sack of gold and then sat down next to the campfire where Bhakoth had started one of his famous stews.

“I will make sure the clever Dwarf doesn’t get distracted,” Xuag huffed, and he stood and helped Dorrem mount Pella.

“I don’t get distracted!” the gray-bearded man protested.

“You are a man,” Amrila teased. “All men get distracted by their favorite hobbies. Don’t think you’re better just because you’re smart. Just as Scourge would spend hours in a tea shop, you would lose all thought of time at the mere sight of one of Khet’Eran’s libraries.”

“And I want to be back before that stew is ready,” Xuag said in a pointed tone. “We’ll just find a shop with the components you require and come right back here.”

“Very well,” Dorrem replied when he saw the look on the Orc’s face, and he sounded uncharacteristically meek. “No need to press the matter.”

As Dorrem and Xuag headed toward the city, the rest of us settled into our small, simple camp.

“That stew does smell good,” Amrila moaned as she rubbed her round belly.

“There is some cheese I purchased in the capital in my pack.” Bhakoth grinned as he looked over at the pregnant woman. “I planned to serve that after the stew, but help yourself. I know from experience not to make a woman who is with child wait for supper.”

“You’re a prince.” The red-skinned woman smirked as she rummaged through the general’s pack.

“Is a teleportation circle what it sounds like, Eddie?” Tiana asked as she sat next to me by the fire.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We have a few of them here and there. But I’ll have to ask you to keep that secret.”

“Could we have been using them this whole time?” the Dryad asked with a sly smile.

“Also yes,” I snorted. “Sorry. I just wanted to get to know you better before I showed them to you. Like I said, it’s a pretty big secret I’m trusting you with.”

“And when did you decide to trust me?” the dusky woman purred.

“Just… over time, I guess,” I replied, since I wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened. “The Dryad Queen had asked you to help me figure out what was causing the quakes when we went to Bermshire. But you weren’t obligated to come with us this time. Yet here you are.”

“Yes,” Tiana said as she held my gaze with those golden eyes. “Here I am.”

There was something in the huntress’ tone that made me smile. Something halfway between a promise and a challenge. Fuck, I wanted Tiana. Here by the fire, in front of Bhakoth and Scourge, wasn’t the right time. But just like Sigrith had said about Ondur and Syneath, sometimes it was good to prolong a desire.

After an hour or so, Dorrem and Xuag returned, and Bhakoth started to dish out wooden bowls of stew.

“You’re a magician, General,” Scourge said around a mouthful of savory meat, vegetables, and gravy. “How you prepare such fine food with nothing but a fire, an old pot, and a rock for a chopping block is beyond me.”

“The secret is the seasoning,” the hawk-faced man replied as he spooned the thick stew into his mouth.

“What do you spice it with?” Dorrem asked, since the Dwarf was always curious to know the answer to things.

“If I told you,” Bhakoth said with a foxlike grin, “it would no longer be a secret.”

Tiana looked over at me at the mention of the word “secret” and gave me a demure smile. I smiled back at her and watched a slight blush creep up her dark cheeks.

After we ate, I set up watches so everyone could get sufficient rest but we wouldn’t be unprotected on the open plain of the cavern. The others settled down on their bedrolls, and I pulled out my sketchbook so I could draw by the firelight as I kept watch.

Then I noticed Dorrem fiddling with a piece of twine before he went to bed.

“What are you doing?” I asked out of curiosity.

“I wanted to set a kind of alarm before I started on the circle,” the Dwarf rumbled as he tied the twine tightly between two dry, scrubby bushes. “While I was in the alchemist shop, I bought some silver bells. Not sure what they’re intended for in alchemy, but if the ground shakes even a little, these should warn us.”

“Oh, shit!” I snorted. “That’s really fucking smart, Dorrem.”

“Yes, I know,” the grumpy man huffed as he hung the tiny bells on the twine. “If it works, we can spread the word and have village watches take similar precautions.”

“Kind of an early warning system.” I nodded. “See? I knew it’d be good to have you along.”

Luckily, the bells didn’t jingle while we rested that night, and when everyone was awake, we ate the last of the stew that had been kept warm over the fire for the last few hours. Then it was time to break camp and continue north.

There was an odd tension in my stomach as we walked through the large caverns that made up the Crardu territory. Maybe it was the unknown quality of the creatures we were hunting.

Were they large? Is that what caused the quakes? Some huge beast that could burrow through rock and dirt like a swimmer cuts through the water and left destruction in its wake? Or did these things move in packs? That could also be true. I imagined many smaller creatures that could dig numerous holes and tunnels all at once and wreck the structural integrity of the cave.

But the second option didn’t match up with what we’d seen in Bermshire. While I suspected there was more than one entity loose in The Gloom, the large hole in the field I’d seen pointed to just one creature attacking the small village. But it was still just suspicions and conjecture.

I hated how we barely knew anything about what actually caused these quakes. What were these things? Where had they come from? And why now? I thought about the Carreg, the rock creature we’d fought back in the Dolrath lands. Could that be what these things were? The Carreg didn’t have any of those weird, fleshy, purple appendages I’d found, but maybe it was a similar creature? Then again, the Carreg didn’t seem like it burrowed. Mostly it just rolled around, broke shit, and ate without ever being sated.

I got lost in my thoughts as I tried to solve a puzzle without all the pieces, and the party continued to travel toward the village of Tak’Fett.

I hadn’t been back to the town since I’d fought the Orcish warlord who’d been partly possessed by Belzat. That had been some battle. I’d watched the warlord transform into an abomination before my eyes, but I had still beaten the swollen, distorted warlord and saved Tak’Fett.

I wondered then if Belzat was somehow behind these cave quakes, too. I didn’t know how the Lord of Chaos would manage that, since I’d severed all of his connections with The Gloom and the Twilight. But Belzat didn’t seem like one to give up easily.

That’s why I needed to find the rest of the Armor of Vallis.

I had the magical belt on now, but it hadn’t shown me anything. The limits and uses of the Eye of Vallis were still a bit of a mystery, too. The belt seemed to work best right on the edge of a fight. That’s when the Eye would reveal the most about a potential enemy, or give me insights that I could use to defeat them.

We had to stop to make camp again on the plains of the Crardu caverns, so the party found a little corner of the open space that was partly hidden by natural stone pillars near the wall of the cavern. It seemed like a good place to rest. One side of the camp would be protected by the cave wall, and we’d only have to watch for bandits and monsters on the other side. But the pillars would help keep us and our fire out of sight, should anything or anyone happen by.

Dorrem hung his twine and bells between two of the pillars and then found some rocks that seemed to capture his attention. As the Dwarf sat with the rocks in front of him and took down some notes, Bhakoth got a fire started, and the rest of us looked for some extra fuel for the fire, or cleared a space to put our bedrolls.

The general made another stew, which was somehow different from the last one. That was the best part of soldier stew, it was never the same twice.

“You should open a restaurant that sells only this stew,” Amrila said as she dipped a hunk of bread into the rich, brown gravy. “You’d make a fortune.”

“Thank you, Shield Sister.” Bhakoth grinned. “Nemthok always asks for it when he feels poorly. Fieca is convinced it has healing properties.”

“Even better,” Scourge snorted. “You could charge twice as much if you claimed it could cure minor maladies.”

“I think I’ll just make it for my friends and family,” the red-haired general chuckled. “How much further to Tak’Fett do we have left to go, Captain?”

“Only a day’s travel.” Xuag shrugged as he looked around. “Maybe a day and a half.”

“Do you think it’s likely the creature is still in the area?” Dorrem asked in an anxious tone as he glanced at the string of bells nearby.

The gray-bearded man was usually so confident, and it was strange to hear him sound concerned.

“I couldn’t say.” Xuag shook his head. “It’s possible.”

“It’s gotta be traveling through some lower tunnels, right?” I asked as the thought occurred to me. “Otherwise there’d be moving quakes as they went from one place to the next.”

“You’re starting to think like a scholar.” Dorrem grinned with approval. “That is a sound hypothesis. There could easily be a network of inaccessible tunnels that no one has discovered all around us. And when these beasts, whatever they may be, start to dig through the rock and soil, it compromises the integrity of a cavern or cave.”

Now I started to lean toward the idea of a few creatures, moving about on their own in different parts of The Gloom, rather than in packs.

After dinner, we set up watches for the night, and Xuag offered to take the first watch while Dorrem continued to study the rocks he’d found. I wasn’t sure what it was about them that fascinated the Dwarf. They just looked like black, volcanic rock to me.

Amrila pulled her bedroll next to mine and snuggled against me as she fell asleep. I put my arm around my Zencarri wife and listened to the soft, sleepy sounds she made as she drifted off. In a few months, Amrila would have her baby, and I idly wondered what our child would be like as I also started to nod off.

Just before I fell asleep, I noticed Tiana had laid her bedroll not far off, and when I looked over at the Dryad woman, I saw she was wearing a strange expression that my half-asleep brain couldn’t process at the time.

Then the dream started.

It wasn’t a full dream about the business of the day as my mind filed away the memories from short to long-term storage. More just sensory impressions that flashed by. I felt an unbearable, dry, radiant heat and could see glowing hot magma. There was a river of it somewhere, but I couldn’t move or look around.

All I knew was the heat felt like home for a moment. In the dream, my thoughts were sluggish and alien to me. All that mattered was that I kept close to the source of the warmth. I knew food would be brought to me, and my other needs would be met, but I couldn’t think of how that would happen. Then something woke me up, and I was in my right mind again.

I sat bolt upright, and the tense feeling in my stomach had become stronger. A cold sweat covered my skin, and my clothes stuck to me in an unpleasant way.

“What is it, partner?” Amrila asked through a groggy yawn. “Did you have a nightmare?”

“No.” I shook my head to clear the last bit of sleepiness. “Just a weird dream.”

“Is everything alright, Eddie?” Bhakoth, who was now on watch, asked as he walked over to me.

“It’s fine,” I replied and felt a little embarrassed. “I just--”

And then I heard the light, musical tinkling of the bells.


Chapter Twelve
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The twine Dorrem had tied between two of the stone pillars started to vibrate as the clapper within them jingled.

“Get up!” I shouted as I leaped up from my bedroll and reached for my Galil. “Everyone, get up and put on your headphones!”

“Are we under attack?” Xuag asked, and the Orc captain was suddenly alert despite the fact he’d been snoring a moment before.

“It works!” Dorrem cheered as he scrambled out from his blankets. “Eddie, it works!”

Then we felt the ground begin to tremor beneath our feet.

The rumble wasn’t strong yet. I probably wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been warned by the makeshift alarm, and I made a mental note to thank the Dwarf for his foresight when this was all over.

The party found their weapons as Dorrem ran over to his mount, and he tried to calm the stomping animal as it pulled against the rope that tied the beast to one of the pillars.

“We need to move,” I said as I looked at the tall, stone pillars. “Or these things could come down on our heads. Let’s go!”

“Tiana,” Amrila said in an urgent tone. “You’ll need these!”

The Zencarri woman handed the Dryad a spare pair of Pro Xs to protect the huntress’ ears, and as Tiana put on the headphones, Dorrem untied his mount and dragged the stubborn animal away from the camp. The party ran out onto the open plain, and the ground started to shake harder as we looked around for the cause. It felt like the time Jay and I had stood next to the train tracks as a freight train went by.

As streams of dust were knocked loose from the cavern ceiling, my heart hammered against my ribs. Where the fuck was this thing? One of the creatures had to be close. But what had brought it to this particular cavern now?

“Calm yourself, you stubborn beast!” Dorrem shouted as he struggled to keep the animal from bolting. “Eddie! Xuag! Help me!”

Before either of us could get to the Dwarf, Pella broke away from Dorrem and bolted across the open, rocky plain.

Xuag and Dorrem ran after the beast as the ground began to heave beneath us. It became difficult to move without stumbling, and it was all most of us could do to remain standing.

“Let her go!” I shouted. “Stop, both of you!”

As Pella ran full out, compelled by wild fear from the quake, the ground beneath the pack animal gave way, and a sinkhole opened up.

Pella’s terrified bray sounded like a scream as she was swallowed up by the massive jaws that erupted from the hole. At the last second, Xuag reached out and snatched Dorrem back by his collar, and a moment later a large, worm-like creature punched up through the ground like a breaching whale.

Xuag skidded to a halt just feet from where the giant worm shot up into the air. The creature had muted brown skin with an unwholesome pink undertone, and it was covered in flexible, purplish spikes, just like the one I’d found stuck in the fissure in the Quartz Cavern. The worm rose ten feet into the air, and dust and pebbles rained down from the quake the beast caused. Then it seemed to hang there for a moment, with part of its body still deep within the cave floor, before it slowly started to fall forward.

“Run!” Xuag shouted in horror as he pushed Dorrem back toward the rest of the party.

As the top half of the worm fell to the ground, it made an ungodly screech, but I only heard it for half a second before it triggered my Pro Xs. As I shouldered my Galil, I watched Dorrem pump his stout legs as fast as he could while Xuag rolled to one side to get out from under the worm before it hit the ground. Scourge said something that none of us could hear, but it looked as if he mouthed, “he’s not going to make it.”

I knew I couldn’t reach Dorrem in time, and shouting for him to roll to one side would be useless. But then Scourge disappeared in a whirl of black smoke and reappeared right behind the Dwarf. Dorrem pumped his arms and legs like a madman, and just as the giant worm came down over their heads, Scourge tackled Dorrem to the ground.

From where I stood, it looked like the giant wormed crushed the two men, and my stomach clenched.

“Nooooo!” I shouted, but my voice was lost under the scream of the worm.

I could feel the vibration of the worm’s shriek in my chest, even though my tactical headphones suppressed the high-pitched sound.

The ground heaved again as the last of the huge, long body of the creature hit the cave floor. Dust and sand rose in plumes on either side of the worm’s body, and I caught just a hint of black mist rise up from under the beast, too. Scourge must have started to try to teleport, but had he managed to get himself and Dorrem out in time?

I couldn’t worry about that now, so instead I started to light up the giant worm’s head in a hail of bullets.

The worm opened its round, tooth-ringed maw and screeched again, and strings of viscous slime flew from its sphincter-like mouth. From fifty yards away, I couldn’t tell how much damage my bullets had done, but I didn’t see anything that looked like blood.

How thick was this thing’s hide?

“Where are they?” I shouted as the giant worm finally stopped screeching for a second. “Can anyone see Xuag, Scourge, or Dorrem?”

“There’s Xuag!” Amrila yelled as she pointed toward the worm.

The Orc captain had rolled clear of the worm before the length of its body had hit the ground, and now he stood next to the monster as he lifted his war axe over his head. The broad Orc brought down his weapon in a powerful swing, but the axe merely bounced off the side of the worm.

“Fuck!” I heard Xuag curse as he lifted his axe again.

But the worm had other plans.

The giant creature reared back its head and then slammed itself face first into the ground. As the ground started to shake again, there was the horrible sound of rending rocks. More stones fell from the ceiling, but only small ones, and when I glanced up, I thankfully didn’t see any cracks start to form.

But I had to make the choice: stay and fight this thing, or get my wives and friends out of there in case there was another cave-in.

As the worm started to burrow down into the ground again, I glanced at the stone pillars behind us. The natural stone formations stood solid, and I surmised that as long as those pillars stood, the cavern was reasonably safe.

But if even one of them cracked or fell, we’d run.

The worm slithered from one hole it had made into the next, and all that was exposed was a ten-foot section of its body. As Xuag slashed at the worm again with his axe, all he managed to do was sever one of the purple spikes. Those spikes didn’t seem as hardy as the creature’s skin, and I could see why. The worm used the cartilage-like spikes to help it move through the ground as it tunneled. If one of the spikes met too much resistance, it was shed so the beast didn’t get stuck or incur a greater injury when one was torn away.

Dorrem really had started to rub off on me. The Dwarf would be fascinated by how this monster moved, and my stomach clenched again as I wondered if he and Scourge were okay.

Where the hell were they?

“Try to stop it!” I growled over my shoulder to the others. “Don’t let it get away!”

The rest of us ran to join Xuag, but the trembling ground slowed us down. We finally managed to reach the captain while the big Orc swung his axe again and again, but he barely made so much as a scratch.

“The spikes!” I shouted to my friends as I pushed the Galil behind me on its strap. “That’s how it moves! Cut off the spikes to slow it down!”

Bhakoth unsheathed his longsword as Amrila pulled out her twin blades.

I also drew my sword and started to hack at the purple spikes as they slithered by, and the party worked together to remove as many of the grotesque appendages as we could. How fucking long was this thing? It just kept going. Every now and then, I would glance back at the pillars as sweat started to drip down my forehead. They were still there, so that was good.

Then the ass end of the worm finally emerged from the first hole. The tail of the worm, if you could call it that, had a long, black spike attached to it, and in the bluish light of The Gloom, I could see the big spike had a purplish sheen. That meant it was likely just a bigger version of the smaller ones along the sides.

But as the end of the worm came into sight, the beast lifted its hindquarters and blindly brought the spike down. It had no way to see us, but the thing seemed desperate to stop our attack all the same. The first strike came down and missed, but as we scrambled out of the way, the worm lifted its tail again.

“Look out!” Tiana shouted as she jumped to the side, but as the Dryad moved, the spiked tail seemed to hone in on her.

The worm jabbed its tail down, right at the dusky woman, and I rushed forward, wrapped one arm around Tiana’s slim waist, and pulled her out of the way as we tumbled to the trembling ground.

Then I looked up to see Scourge appear again in a swirl of shadowy smoke. The thief chanted in Enochian as he used his cursed dagger to slice the back of his other hand, and as the horned man started to bleed, the blood transformed into a rope of gore. Scourge pointed at the black spike as it came down again, and the sanguine rope shot out and wrapped around the base of the spike. With his blood rope, Scourge managed to redirect the spike enough to pull it away from Tiana and I as it hit the ground again.

Then Scourge severed the rope before the worm could drag him into the hole.

“Where’s Dorrem?” I yelled over the sound of the quake as Tiana and I got back on our feet.

The ground around the two large holes the worm had made was littered with dozens of the purple spikes, but I couldn’t see the Dwarf anywhere.

“Over there!” Scourge shouted back as he pointed at a rock ledge nearly a hundred yards away. “Up where he can’t get into trouble.”

I turned and could see the Dwarf wave from the ledge, just above where we had made camp.

My stomach finally relaxed as the knot in it unraveled, but there was still the problem of this worm. The quake hadn’t stopped, and we had no way to tell where the bastard was. Even if we could, how the fuck could we hurt this fucker? Let alone kill it?

“Where are you?” Xuag raged as he took several steps back and looked around at the ground. “Come out and fight, you craven beast!”

As if in answer, the cave quake grew in intensity.

Then the ground beneath the captain gave way.

“Arrrrrrgh!” Xuag bellowed as the worm’s circular jaws closed around his waist, and the giant worm stretched six feet into the air this time as the fierce Orc dropped his axe.

Xuag roared again as he reached down, dug his meaty hands between the worm’s toothy mouth and his body, and tried to wrench the powerful jaws open.

“Come on!” I commanded as I ran toward the worm.

I used my sword to cut off one of the hundreds of spikes. Then I quickly drove the tip of my sword into the ground and grabbed my Galil from where it hung on its shoulder strap. I jabbed the barrel into the puckered hole the spike had left behind, and I started to unload my magazine.

Amrila and Tiana followed suit and started to hack off the spikes. The Dryad only had her spear, which wasn’t great for hacking, but each spike the horned woman cut off left a vulnerable opening. The huntress saw her opportunity and used her spear to stab at each of the wounds left by a fallen spike.

I fired round after round, and the women continued to mutilate the worm’s sides.

“Xuag!” Scourge shouted up to the captain. “Stop playing with that thing before it swallows you!”

The thief and Bhakoth tried to rush in to help us, but the worm’s barbed tail pierced through the ground under their feet and sent them scrambling away to avoid being impaled.

Scourge rolled out of the way and hopped back up onto his feet, but Bhakoth was knocked to the cave floor as the bedrock split and cracked. Sand and dirt poured down the crack, and the hawk-faced man was nearly carried down the fissure as well. The general’s arms shot out, and he managed to catch himself before he disappeared, while the thief had to dodge the worm’s tail as he ran to help Bhakoth.

But the stream of bullets and violent stabs from Amrila’s swords and Tiana’s spear finally had an effect. The worm’s head jerked back, and then it spat Xuag out from its mouth, so the big Orc was suddenly launched into the air.

“Xuag!” Amrila screamed as we watched the warrior hit the ground hard several yards away.

Then the giant worm’s head lurched forward, and it slammed its face into the sandy dirt again to burrow back into the earth.

The women and I had to quickly jerk our weapons away or risk being pulled into the ground with it. Once I had the Galil free and was sure Amrila and Tiana had also gotten clear of danger, I ran toward the motionless Xuag. Scourge managed to pull Bhakoth out of the fissure just as another tremor caused the cave to shift, and the two halves of the crack snapped shut with a loud crash.

When I was twenty feet from the Orc captain, Xuag stirred and slowly lifted his face out of the sandy soil. But before I could feel relief that my friend was alive, the ground behind the captain was pushed up into a mound that raced toward the Orc. Time seemed to slow down as I grasped the Galil with sweaty palms, and the Eye of Vallis gave me a moment of clarity as I watched Xuag look up at me. Grains of yellow-white sand clung to the man’s broad face and tusks as the mound closed in on him, and I knew the worm was about to breach and try to swallow Xuag.

As I stopped, dropped one mag, clicked in another, and shouldered my Galil, Xuag’s expression turned from groggy to confused.

“Roll!” I shouted as I aimed mere feet behind my clan brother. “Roll now!”

Xuag closed his eyes, tucked his arms under him, and then started to roll to his left, just as the giant worm’s featureless head broke through the ground.

The worm’s pinkish mouth opened like a giant asshole and revealed rows and rows of needle-like teeth. The mouth and throat of the beast seamlessly transitioned into each other, and I had a front-row seat to the horror show that was its insides. Then I squeezed the trigger again and again as I braced against the recoil.

The soft, reddish insides of the worm weren’t nearly as tough as the outside, and my bullets ripped through the flesh of its throat. The monster screamed and tried to rear back, but it wasn’t able to back up easily. Then Tiana seized on the creature’s momentary shock at being so brutally wounded.

The Dryad held her spear in one hand as she raised her arms and spoke in a language I’d never heard. Tiana’s voice sounded rich and dark as she chanted. The scrubby bushes nearby shuddered with a dry rasp as their leaves shook, and then the half-dead plants sprouted new, green shoots.

Fast as a flash, the shoots first rose up and then snaked down into the ground. As the new growth grew thicker, it formed thorns until it almost looked like the Spike Growth. Then Tiana’s voice grew stronger and echoed through the cavern, and the vines she created wrapped around the worm in a complex net of ropy vegetation.

Soon, the worm was struggling to move. The creature tried to thrash from side to side as it snapped a few of the green vines, but as Tiana’s eyes started to glow and her chant reached its peak, the green growth hardened. The shoots became brown with bark as their width doubled, and every time the worm opened its maw to screech in protest, I’d fire more bullets into its gullet.

“Now!” I shouted to my companions. “Now! Before it can break free!”

I didn’t have to explain what I meant to the seasoned warriors, but I didn’t need to.

As Tiana concentrated on her Dryad magic, Amrila, Bhakoth, and Xuag leaped onto the worm’s back while the vines held it captive. The three of them punished the top of the beast’s head with their swords and axes, and they slowly sliced away at the monster’s leathery skin. Scourge focused on the wounds where we’d cut away the worm’s spikes. A thick, black ichor had started to ooze from them, but it must not have been blood exactly, because the Zencarri struggled to control the substance even with the help of his cursed dagger.

Finally, the others broke through the hide of the worm’s head with a spurt of that same viscous, black substance. I abandoned shooting into the monster’s mouth, ran up next to the worm, and used Tiana’s vines to climb up its side. When I reached the top of the beast, the others made room for me, and I pointed the Galil right at the hole they’d made.

I quickly switched mags one last time and then unloaded into the black, gore-filled hole. I wasn’t sure where its brain would be, but I hoped it was somewhere in that area. As I unloaded into the gaping wound, each shot threw chunks and ichor into the air.

“Fucking die!” I snarled as I rapid-fired into the mess.

Then, with one last shuddering shriek, the worm spasmed and grew still.

We all waited for a tense moment to make sure the giant worm wasn’t just stunned. The smell of viscera was intense, and we were covered with the stuff. But the beast didn’t move again.

Fucking finally.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked with a sigh, and I was suddenly exhausted from the fight and the lack of sleep.

“I’m good, partner.” Amrila nodded as she flicked ichor off her swords.

“A little sore,” Xuag chuckled. “No animal has ever thrown me like that before. I’d almost say it was exciting.”

“The word you’re looking for is ‘spit,’” Scourge remarked in a dry tone. “Nothing has ever spit you that far before.”

“This is also true,” the captain snorted. “I’ve also never been half-swallowed by a beast. I feel sorry for poor Pella. That part wasn’t very pleasant.”

“Poor Pella,” Tiana echoed as she came closer. “She was a good soul.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Dorrem doesn’t have much luck with mounts does he?”

“Speaking of the sour old git.” The thief smirked as he looked over his shoulder at the rock shelf where the Dwarf stood. “I should go get him. Be right back.”

The Zencarri man disappeared in a flash of black smoke, and the rest of us climbed down off the dead worm.

Since there wasn’t any water nearby, we tried to use the sand to help scrub off the worst of the ichor. The substance made my skin crawl, but I still felt good we were able to kill the thing. I didn’t know how many more there were loose in The Gloom, but this one wouldn’t cause any more trouble.

I had wondered if we’d be able to manage it at all. The worm had been fucking tough. But there was also something familiar about it. I still had the feeling I’d seen something like it before somewhere, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. All I knew for sure was that we’d have to figure out a better way to take the other creatures out when we found them.

“It doesn’t have any eyes,” Bhakoth said in a disgusted tone as he looked at the worm up close.

“If it lives in the dark for the most part, I guess it wouldn’t need them,” I remarked as I looked at the thing, and I noticed the vines the Dryad created had already begun to wither and recede.

“But it seemed to be able to follow our movements,” the general continued.

Why did that ring a bell?

“Maybe the scholars in Khet’Eran will have some answers for us.” I shrugged.

“Is that where we’re going next?” Tiana asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded but was still lost in thought. “We need to spread the word and find some answers.”

And kill every fucking worm before they caved-in the whole place.


Chapter Thirteen

I sat with my sketchbook as I leaned against a rock and tried to get down all the details of the giant worm. Scourge had helped Dorrem down off the rock ledge after the fight, and now the old Dwarf sat next to me as he helped point out different aspects of the beast. We wanted to bring the drawing to the scholars in Khet’Eran to see if they could tell us anything more about it, or where the worm might have come from.

“You’re an excellent artist,” the normally curt Dwarf remarked. “The diagram of the dorsal cirri is particularly lovely.”

“The what?” I snorted as I looked up from my sketchbook.

“This part here,” the gray-bearded man chuckled.

Dorrem pointed to the corner of the page where I had drawn a close-up picture of one of the creepy, flexible, purple spikes we’d cut off the worm’s side.

“Is that what it’s called?” I asked out of curiosity. “A dorsal cirri?”

“It would be on a much smaller creature.” The Dwarf nodded as he wrote in his thin but tidy scrawl. “For now, we’ll use it as a placeholder term.”

I handed the sketchbook over to Dorrem so he could write more field notes in Elven to describe the parts of the giant worm, and as the others worked to harvest parts off the dead monster, Dorrem and I worked on the sketch. I was actually pretty proud of the picture. With Dorrem’s technical notes, it had started to look like a sketch from a science text, or one of the old National Geographic books my pop had while I was growing up.

We’d take all of it back to the Crardu scholars to see what they made of the information.

“Dammit!” the Dwarf suddenly cursed.

“What?”

“I made a mistake,” Dorrem admitted through gritted teeth.

“That’s fine.” I grinned as I took the pencil from the crotchety man. “That’s what this little pink bit is for.”

The Dwarf watched with awe as I erased his mistake and handed the pencil back to him.

“What a marvel of invention!” Dorrem gasped as he stared at the butt of the #2 pencil.

It wasn’t even one of my good drawing pencils.

“It’s so much more efficient than scraping ink from parchment!” the old man went on. “When you have occasion, will you bring me some of these charcoal sticks? I will be in your debt.”

“If anything,” I chuckled, “I’m in your debt for everything you, Tauric, and Beclin have done for me. All the craft beer in the world couldn’t repay it. But, yeah. I’ll get you a big old box of good pencils. And they’re made from graphite and wood, not charcoal.”

“A pen-sill,” Dorrem repeated with relish as he finished his note.

Once the others had finished collecting the samples from the giant worm that Dorrem had asked for, and we’d finished the sketch, the party went back and packed up the camp.

We were all pretty tired. We’d only gotten a few hours of sleep, and the worm had put up a hell of a fight. But no one was thrilled at the idea of sleeping so close to the giant corpse.

“Ugh,” Scourge moaned as he sniffed at his sleeve. “Do you smell that?”

The horned man held his arm under my nose, and I recoiled from the gore-soiled sleeve.

“Gross!” I coughed, and I pushed his arm away. “I’m not gonna smell you, Scourge.”

“I smell of rotten eggs!” the thief continued to complain. “It’s embarrassing for a Zencarri.”

“I’d think it’d be embarrassing for anyone,” Tiana remarked as she sniffed her hand. “I don’t smell like eggs.”

Amrila gave her hand a test sniff, paused, and then gagged.

“Oh, gods!” the horned woman gasped. “I smell it, too! Why did you have to mention it, Scourge? I didn’t notice until you said something, and now all I smell is sulfur.”

I knew pregnancy made women more sensitive to bad smells, but I didn’t notice anything other than the mildly unpleasant smell from the worm’s blood and meat.

“Here, my dear,” Dorrem said in a paternal tone as he looked through his pack. “I use this when I have to work with noxious reagents. Put a little under your nose, and it’s all you’ll smell. It’ll do until we can find some water for you to bathe in.”

The old man held up a tiny jar that looked like it was filled with a waxy substance, and as soon as he took the top off the jar, I could smell a sharp, minty fragrance. Amrila gratefully rubbed her pointer finger along the top of the waxy substance, and then she touched it to the base of her little upturned nose. Dorrem and Amrila’s friendship was a special one, based in creative insults mostly, but it was kinda heartwarming to see them actually be nice to one another.

“Thank you, you old goat,” Amrila said with relief.

“Stubborn hag,” Dorrem retorted in a weirdly affectionate tone. “Are Zencarri more sensitive to the smell of sulfur?”

“Are we?” Scourge asked curiously as he looked over at Amrila.

The red-skinned woman just shrugged.

“I just know that people like to throw insults about sulfur my way,” the Zencarri woman replied. “It’s a common slur in The Gloom.”

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think I smell sulfur or rotten eggs,” Xuag said.

“Me, neither,” Bhakoth added.

“I’ll see if I can run some tests when we reach Khet’Eran,” Dorrem said as we started to walk again. “The presence of sulfur could be significant. I found some volcanic rocks at our camp. Elven scholars have speculated that many of the deeper caverns and tunnels could have been formed by ancient magma flows, so such rocks aren’t rare. But they are unusual.”

“Huh,” I said as I remembered something. “I think I had a dream about magma last night.”

“That’s quite a coincidence,” Dorrem remarked in a thoughtful tone.

We stopped to take a brief rest once we were a little ways from the cavern where we’d fought the worm. Then we pressed on to Khet’Eran. For once, Dorrem didn’t complain about the long walk without his mount. The Dwarf actually seemed spurred on by the thrill of the mystery before him, and the promise of answers once we got to the city. We did find a stream along the way, so that everyone could wash away the blood of the battle. But Amrila said she could still smell the sulfur from the samples in our pack and asked for more of Dorrem’s balm.

Once we reached Khet’Eran, we headed straight to Murdrak’s palace. I liked the large, beautiful building. It felt less like a castle or manor, and more like a college. Instead of servants in bright livery, the Crardu palace was managed by scholars in plain robes in neutral shades.

There weren’t any courtiers skulking around as they tried to make connections or climb the social ladder. I was sure Khet’Eran had corruption and hierarchy like any city, but here it was more about what someone knew, rather than who they knew.

After we announced ourselves, a young Orc in cream-colored robes with a red sash tied around her thick waist led us to Murdrak’s personal quarters.

“Dear Duke.” The old chief smiled as we were brought into his sitting room. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m not a young man anymore, and the journey to the capital was difficult on my old bones.”

Murdrak was seated in a comfortable chair with the skirts of his robes drawn up around his knees as he soaked his feet in a basin of water. There were herbs and flowers floating in the water of the basin, and I could see age spots along the chief’s skinny shins.

“Be comfortable, my lord,” Amrila replied with a kind smile. “It won’t bother us.”

“Thank you, Lady Amrila,” Murdrak said as he waved to another chair. “Please, have a seat. I see you also carry a small burden. Though I imagine it is also a great blessing. You carry your child high in your belly, my lady. I think you will have a girl.”

“Really?” Amrila grinned as she sat and placed a loving hand on her round belly. “You can tell that just by looking at me?”

“It’s not an exact science,” the old man admitted. “But I have studied such things and find this tends to be true. How may I be of service to you all?”

“We found one of the creatures that have been causing the cave quakes,” I replied as I got straight to business.

Then I told the chief about the worm, how we had fought it, and where the cavern was.

Murdrak listened without interruption. The old man was very good at listening. It was one of the things that made me respect him so much, even though we’d only had a few occasions to meet before this. It was very easy to like the grandfatherly man. Even though he was one of the most powerful people in all The Gloom, Murdrak never put on airs or lorded his vast knowledge over others.

Dorrem could learn a little from the Crardu Chief.

“Thank you all,” Murdrak said when I’d finished. “You have done a great service for all of The Gloom today. I will see that you are justly rewarded.”

“We’ve brought samples from the beast,” Dorrem said in a reverent voice as he addressed Murdrak, so I guess the Dwarf was a little star-struck by the wise chief. “And Duke Eddie has made an excellent sketch of the creature for your scholars to study.”

I took my sketchbook out of my pack and handed it to the elderly man.

“This is fine work, Eddie.” Murdrak nodded as he inspected my drawing. “Your talents never cease to impress. And these notes are your work, Master Dorrem?”

“How did you know, my lord?” the Dwarf asked with a note of surprise.

“I have read some of your papers that Chief Ondur was kind enough to send me,” Murdrak replied. “You have a keen mind and quite a grasp of alchemical processes.”

Dorrem looked mighty pleased with himself after that comment. He damn near blushed.

“Anything your scholars could tell us would help with the defense of The Gloom,” I said. “And Master Dorrem had wondered if he could use one of the palace laboratories to run some tests while we’re here.”

“You and your friends are always welcome to any resources we have in Khet’Eran,” the chief answered as he handed back my sketch. “Here, these will give you access to every library and academy in the city.”

Murdrak reached into the pocket of his robes and pulled out two coins. The chief handed one to Dorrem, and the other to me. Dorrem held his as if it were the most precious object in all the world, and for him I suppose it was.

“We’ll let you rest, my lord,” I said. “Thank you so much for your time.”

“It’s the least I can do for the greatest heroes of The Gloom,” Murdrak replied with a serene smile. “Because of you, I have seen a boyhood dream come to fruition. In many ways, you are the architect of the peace talks that have begun. And I never thought I’d live to see such a day. It gives me hope in my twilight years.”

I smiled at the praise, and Murdrak called in a servant and asked for them to prepare rooms for us all in the palace.

After we’d freshened up, other servants gave us clothes in the Crardu style while our traveling clothes were laundered. It felt weird at first, wearing the long robe. Where I was from, it’d be seen as a dress even though most Crardu men wore this style. But after I’d worn the garment for a while, I could see the appeal. The loose-fitted robe had a lot of air flow and movement, and the cornflower blue sash I’d been given could be worn several ways for different, practical purposes.

The servant who helped me dress showed me how to tie the sash so the long skirt of the robe could be transformed into billowy pants that still gave me full range of movement and felt more my speed. Once I was dressed, I found Dorrem in one of the many libraries in the palace itself.

“Where are the others?” the Dwarf asked as I took a seat next to him at a long table.

“They’re resting up,” I replied, and I glanced at the large tome the gray-bearded Dwarf had opened. “It’s been a long trip. But I thought I’d come and help you out.”

“Really?” The grumpy man raised an eyebrow. “I assumed you and the others would want to celebrate after your victory.”

“There’ll be time for that later.” I shrugged. “After we’ve figured out how to stop these big fucking worms. What do you need me to do?”

“How far I’ve come,” Dorrem snorted. “To have a duke for a research assistant.”

“I can go if you’re gonna be rude about it.” I smirked as I pretended to get up from my seat.

“No, no,” the Dwarf quickly said. “I would appreciate the help.”

I didn’t know a lot about natural science, and my Elven was limited, but Dorrem gave me a list of names and subjects to look for.

With the help of a couple of friendly scholars who managed the library, I was able to find a few more books for Dorrem. There was something about the shelves of books that I liked. As a kid, I’d always enjoyed library day at school. I could look for books about drawing, comic books, and non-fiction books about animals or cars in the children’s section.

But the books here were all bound in leather and stained in various colors. Most were written in Elven, but there were others written in Old Dwarven and Orcish. All the books were also beautiful. The leather bindings were embossed with lettering inked in black or dark blues, and some were even further decorated with intricate scrollwork and gold leaf.

I brought the books back to Dorrem and tried to help him find references for information that he’d need, and the Dwarf taught me how to properly handle the precious texts so the oils from my hands wouldn’t soil the crinkling parchment or smudge the ink.

“Have you talked to anyone about what they might know about the worms?” I asked as I looked over the stunning drawings around the edges of an illuminated text.

“I’ve sent letters to the academies,” Dorrem grumbled, and he scribbled down some notes. “And I’ve asked Chief Murdrak to have re-creations made of your sketch to send around as well. I think with your detailed art and my observations it will be very useful in their research.”

“What about the parts we harvested?”

“We had quite a few of the dorsal cirri. Those have been delivered to the academies along with my letters. Most of the rest will remain in the palace for the royal scholars to study.”

I nodded as I continued to carefully thumb through the book in front of me.

We spent a few hours in the library, and I actually enjoyed it in a way. Research like this wasn’t the most exciting way to spend my time, but it helped to improve my grasp on Elven writing, and I even picked up a little Old Dwarven. It was also interesting to see Dorrem in his element.

The usually terse, grouchy old man seemed more at ease as he talked to the scholars who could understand his wild theories about the nature of magic that went over the rest of our heads. I began to see that the only prestige and hierarchy the Dwarf was concerned with was knowledge and the pursuit of knowledge, and I kinda respected his world view.

Even if it made Dorrem a bit of a dick.

Eventually, I carried a large stack of heavy books that seemed to be roughly the size and weight of concrete blocks back to the library scholars so they could file them back on shelves. As I walked back to the table Dorrem and I had taken over, I noticed a small room off to one side of the small library. I needed a break from the tedious research, so I peeked into the side room out of curiosity.

There were stacked crates of books and large baskets of parchment scrolls on, and placed around, rough wooden tables. It looked like these texts were just waiting to be sorted, so I looked around to see if anything might be useful. As I glanced through some of the loose texts on one of the tables, I noticed a scroll that was unrolled, and I picked it up.

It looked like an inventory of the contents of the crates and baskets. The greeting at the top was addressed to the palace and explained something about the collection belonging to a nobleman who had died. Apparently, the man had hidden the collection. The scholars weren’t sure if the texts had been hidden from Ursenger during the Mad Chief’s reign, or because some of the works were considered heretical.

Shit. My Elven was getting pretty good.

“What are you doing?” a wry voice behind me asked.

“Holy fuck!” I almost dropped the scroll as I whirled around. “Stop sneaking up on me, Scourge.”

“No.” The thief leaned against the door frame of the small side room and grinned. “It’s one of the only pure joys in my life. Did you find anything interesting?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged as I gently set the scroll back on the table. “Seems like this all is a restricted collection of some dead guy.”

“Restricted?” Scourge repeated as his eyes lit up. “Well, go on then. Have a look around. I’ll keep a lookout.”

As the horned man watched the door, I did a quick sweep of all the crates.

Nothing jumped out right away, but the baskets of scrolls turned up something interesting. All of the scrolls were tied closed with ribbons, and some of the ribbons were marked with a wax disk. The disks had symbols or a short phrase stamped into them to indicate what the contents of the scroll were.

One of the scrolls was marked as heretical, and that raised my interest. I knew any works about Demonic magic or Demons in general had been banned in The Gloom after the Great War, but when I opened the scroll and started to read it, I realized Demonology wasn’t the only banned topic in The Gloom.

I didn’t have time to read the whole text, and the dense, academic language was still a little beyond my understanding of the Elven written language. But what I understood after I’d skimmed the neat, elegant handwriting was that this scroll was about the High Elves.

The scholar who had written it speculated that the High Elves didn’t just disappear. Instead, the author raised the possibility that the High Elves had created a portal to another world. “The world above” was referenced often. The scholar chose not to name themself, possibly because they knew their ideas were taboo. And while I didn’t understand their arguments, since I could only read every other word, their ideas intrigued me.

Specifically the author’s obsession with “in between places.” It seemed to be the crux of their theories. The scholar claimed places where two or more types of geographical landscapes butted up against each other were inherently magical. The Crystal Growth was one of the places the scholar referenced. While the Dolrath territory was fairly arid, it also had a verdant river that ran through the region closest to the Encampment. The author argued it was because of these two very different landscapes existing next to one another that allowed for the magical exchange that created the Crystal Growth.

“Look alive, Eddie,” Scourge warned in a low tone.

I rolled up the scroll and quickly stuffed it into the folds of my robe, and then I stood and tried to look casual.

A Night Elf scholar entered the side room and looked back and forth between Scourge and myself.

“Can I help you gentlemen with anything?” the scholar asked.

“Master Dorrem asked me to find some more texts about the nature of burrowing animals,” I replied with a friendly, disarming grin. “I think I got a little lost. This place is huge.”

The scholar offered to show me some reference texts, and I thanked him.

But inside I was excited. When I got a chance, I would have Dorrem, Ibseth, or Nileme help me read the scroll. From what I’d gleaned, what the author had described fit my vision of the seaside town. The town I’d seen was on the ocean, or some other large body of water, and surrounded by a lush forest. It was one more piece of the puzzle.

The theory also fit with the portal in my backyard. Ohio was made up of mountains, hills, forests, and lakes. Where I lived, we were still in the foothills of the Appalachians and a short drive from Lake Erie. Pretty much anywhere someone looked there was a tree line in the distance. Even in the cities.

Hopefully, there would be one or two more clues in the scroll that could help me narrow the search for the other portal. Meyer had offered up his vacation home in Ibiza, which would give me a starting point. Once I was in Europe, it wouldn’t be hard to travel to the place or places I thought were the most likely locations of the well. The town shouldn’t be too difficult to find, but the well would be harder to locate.

Once Scourge and I got back to the table where Dorrem was still elbows deep in his research, I snuck the scroll into my backpack, but then I noticed the Dwarf’s face was intense as he read from another of the massive, illuminated tomes.

“Eddie!” Dorrem suddenly called out and then realized he’d shouted in a library. The gray-bearded man’s face flushed, and he began again in a quieter tone. “Eddie, I think I’ve found something.”

The Dwarf turned the book around and pushed it toward Scourge and me.

The book was written in Old Dwarven, so I couldn’t read any of it. But the thing that was significant was the illustrations of gigantic, worm-like creatures on the margins of the text. The worms didn’t look exactly like the creature we’d fought on the plain. The ones in the illustrations didn’t have purple spikes up and down the sides, and the artist had added small, black eyes to indicate the faces of the worms in the pictures.

But they were still giant worms, with small Elven, Orc, and Dwarven figures included for scale.

“What’s this book about?” I asked as I looked at the illustrations. “Zoology or history?”

“It’s a collection of creation myths,” Dorrem replied with a self-satisfied grin. “I thought it would have some stories about how magma might have formed parts of The Gloom. I was trying to follow the evidence of the volcanic rocks and smell of sulfur to see if there was a connection.”

“It seems like a strange coincidence if there isn’t a connection,” Scourge remarked in an amused tone. “What does it say?”

“Mostly nonsense,” Dorrem scoffed. “The stories are preposterous. Hardly scientific and highly fanciful. However, most myths have an amount of truth to them. This one claims it was not magma that formed the caverns, but these worms that were considered deities for a time. The legend is Dwarven in origin, from a small tribe that lived in the lower reaches of what became the Dolrath territory.”

“The worm we killed didn’t seem very smart,” I said. “Not sure how anyone would think it was some kind of god.”

“It’s hard to say.” Dorrem shrugged. “Myths build over time. The important information is buried within the myth itself.”

Dorrem gave a long-winded explanation about how these ancient Dwarves believed the worms came up from deeper underground through channels created by even more ancient magma flows.

The legend claimed there was a Worm Mother that gave birth to pups near volcanic vents. The Worm Mother was supposed to be even larger than the worms she birthed and was unable to leave her den because of that. That idea was disturbing to say the least. We hadn’t seen the full body of the monstrous worm we’d fought, but it had to at least have been twenty feet long.

“Again, I don’t think there is much truth to these stories,” the Dwarf concluded. “But this could be evidence that such creatures could have lived in The Gloom once, long ago.”

“And how is that helpful?” Scourge asked with a raised eyebrow. “So they might have once lived in The Gloom. Granted, it’s all terribly interesting. But it tells us nothing of why they’ve come back or how to get rid of them.”

“It tells us something brought them back to The Gloom,” I replied as I scratched my chin. “And I have a suspicion about that.”

“At least one of you can think like a scholar,” Dorrem grumbled as he shot a look at the thief. “What is your suspicion, Eddie?”

“If these worms like volcanic vents and magma flows,” I said as I thought through the problem, “and places like that don’t normally exist in The Gloom now, where did all the magma go? Further down into the cave system, right?”

“Yes.” Dorrem nodded. “It’s believed it receded over time.”

“I’ve been all over the Twilight,” I continued. “There are some hot springs, but no magma flows. That would make me think they’re all even lower than that. Like in the Deeper Dark. Isn’t that why people make jokes about sulfur and the Zencarri? Because the Zencarri have some Demon blood in them?”

“Oh, you are clever.” Scourge grinned. “If the only magma flows that still exist are in the Deeper Dark, and we know someone petty and desperate who’s trapped there…”

“Then it stands to reason they’d be involved in driving the worms up into The Gloom,” Dorrem finished the thought. “You think the Lord of Chaos is involved in this, Eddie?”

“The Carreg hadn’t been seen in the Dolrath lands in centuries,” I said as I nodded. “Then all of a sudden it reappears right before the worms come back. Both of these creatures wreaked havoc on The Gloom once. Who wants that kinda destruction and confusion more than the Lord of Chaos?”

Fuck, yeah.

It was all starting to come together.


Chapter Fourteen

Once Dorrem had organized his notes, we requested another audience with Chief Murdrak. While we waited for word back from the Crardu chief, Dorrem, Scourge, and I found our friends and filled them in on what we’d learned so they’d be ready for the meeting, and it didn’t take long for one of the robed palace servants to find us.

The party was escorted to the throne room, which didn’t actually have a throne in it. Instead, the long, pillared room had a recess in the parquet floor where large cushions had been placed in a circle. Murdrak sat on one of the cushions with his legs criss-crossed and his personal scholars seated all around him. My party was given places of honor closest to the chief as we took our seats as well.

“Have you been successful, Duke?” the old Night Elf man asked.

“We think so.” I nodded. “Master Dorrem has some notes he’d like to show you.”

Dorrem handed over his personal notes and the book of creation myths, and after the chief had read them over, the notes and the book were passed between the royal scholars. Dorrem seemed a little nervous as his notes were passed from one scholar to the next. These people were some of the finest minds among the Crardu, and the Dwarf seemed both eager and a little humbled that they were reading his thoughts and theories.

“I think you’re onto something,” Murdrak said as he looked between Dorrem and me. “The suddenness and frequency of the quakes does point to the fact these creatures have recently come into our lands. And that, if the Worm Mother exists, she is somewhere in The Gloom.”

“There have been no reports of such quakes in the Twilight Region,” one of the royal scholars remarked. “So the theory that this is a planned attack has merit. Otherwise, we would have expected to see cave quakes in those lower caverns first, before they began in The Gloom.”

“I need you to spread the word to the other leaders,” I said to Murdrak. “These worms have thick, natural armor. It’s going to be difficult to kill them. They can also tunnel pretty fast, so the patrols will have to stay on the move and be ready to respond as soon as there’s a report of a quake. Dorrem also came up with an early warning system that would be beneficial to the patrols.”

“Huntress Tiana was able to snare the beast with her power over vegetation,” Bhakoth added. “She was able to make a net out of thick vines. Each patrol should have at least one of the Spike Keepers from Grimthorn.”

“I will send letters and messengers throughout The Gloom.” Murdrak nodded.

“I’m going to try to find the Worm Mother,” I said in a firm tone. “If she exists, taking her out is our best hope to end this.”

“Really?” the chief asked in surprise. “Is that wise, dear Duke? Perhaps we should first find a more efficient way to kill these monsters before we risk The Gloom’s greatest warriors. According to this research, the Worm Mother might be a titan of a creature. If we lost you, much of the progress our people have made could be lost.”

“I don’t think so,” I replied as I shook my head. “I’m just one man. I’ll admit I’ve played a part in this new peace. But I’m not the only one who’s been working toward it. You, Chief Ondur, and Chief Ekneme all deserve credit, too. So does Pregia and Wrath. And trust me, I’m not in any hurry to throw my life away. But it’s my duty to do anything I can to protect The Gloom and the Twilight.”

“Well said, my lord,” Murdrak said with a kind smile. “But all the same, please be careful. We need men like you in this delicate time in our history.”

We spent some more time deciding on the details of our plans, and it was agreed that Dorrem would stay in Khet’Eran for now.

The Dwarven scholar could use the resources of the Crardu to invent better ways of fighting the worms, and to continue his research to see if there was any more information that could help us in our search for the Worm Mother. The rest of us decided to stay one more night in the Crardu city and figure out what our next move would be.

“Do you have a moment, Eddie?” Scourge asked quietly as the meeting ended. “I have a small errand to run, and I think it’d be helpful to have such a famous hero with me.”

That raised a red flag.

Scourge was one of my closest friends, and I trusted him. But that didn’t change the fact that the thief was still a very sketchy man. If the Zencarri wanted to have me along because of my reputation in The Gloom, it was certain he was up to something.

“What’s the errand?” I asked with heavy suspicion.

“I just found something in a local shop I wanted,” Scourge replied with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “But the shopkeeper is a miserly bastard. I think if he knew I was friends with the Duke of Hillshire, he might be more reasonable about his prices.”

My curiosity won out.

“Alright,” I snorted. “I’ll come with you. But I hope you don’t expect me to beat someone up just so you can get a bargain.”

“If that’s what I wanted, I would have asked Xuag to come along,” the thief said with a grin.

We made arrangements to meet the others at a tavern near the palace for dinner later, and then Scourge and I headed out into the city.

I’d never seen much of Khet’Eran outside of the area around the palace. Much of the city was populated by artisans and scholars. The Crardu were known for their knowledge of magic and the fine textiles they produced, and even though most of the Crardu preferred their practical, sand-colored robes, they made beautiful, colorful silks.

Scourge led me down an alley where women with stained hands hung freshly dyed fabrics between the buildings to dry. It was an amazing sight to see. Long bolts of cloth made the drab alley a riot of rich blues, reds, yellows, and oranges. The smells from the natural dyes were also intoxicating and filled the alley with an earthy, spicy fragrance.

“Are you getting a new robe?” I asked as I carefully picked my way through the dripping fabrics.

“No,” Scourge replied in a thoughtful tone. “But I should before we leave. I imagine I could get quite a deal if I got the cloth from the source.”

“Is the shop much further?” I asked.

“Just beyond this alley,” the thief said in a light voice.

On the other side of the dye works, the alley beyond was very different from the rest of Khet’Eran that I had seen.

Peddlers sold trinkets from makeshift stalls or dirty rugs laid on the ground. The scent of the dyes helped to cover some of the smell from refuse, thankfully, but it was undeniable I was finally getting to see the seedy underbelly of the Crardu capital. Every city had places like this, and I wasn’t surprised Khet’Eran was no different.

But it was still a little shocking to see.

The Crardu were a reserved people, but in this alley I could see signs of vice and crime that weren’t apparent in the rest of the city. Night Elf and Orcish prostitutes stood in doorways and offered their services to passersby, and I’d venture the guess that many of the wares on sale were stolen.

“Scourge,” I remarked as we walked down the alley together. “I know you’re filthy rich at this point. I can’t imagine there’s anything around here you couldn’t easily afford.”

“First of all, it’s not a matter of affording something,” the Zencarri man replied with a hurt expression. “It’s a matter of getting a fair price. Secondly, it’s also a question of honor. I have a reputation to uphold. If it got out that I’d been swindled by some back alley magician, I’d be ruined.”

“What is it you want here that couldn’t be found in the Yennih Capital, or Dermarkt for that matter, then?”

“I would hate to ruin the surprise.” The horned man grinned. “Here we are.”

I looked up and saw a sign that read, “Neslen’s Unique Wares,” in Elven. The sign was decorated with some vaguely mystical-looking scrollwork, and since the door to the shop stood open, I could smell dried herbs from inside.

The interior of the shop was very narrow. It was basically a long hallway lined with shelves that were cluttered with a hodgepodge of random items with no sense of organization. And at the far end was a counter manned by the most disreputable-looking Gnome I’d ever seen. The short man was nearly bald with greasy wisps of black hair on either side of his head, and he also had a long scar that started at the top of his shiny head and ended at his jawline. One eye was gone and covered with a stained eyepatch. The Gnomish man’s robes were equally filthy, and I started to question why Scourge had even brought me here. Nothing on the shelves seemed unique, let alone desirable.

“You’re back,” the Gnome, who I assumed was Neslen, growled. “And you brought a big friend. I won’t be intimidated, pit-spawn. My prices are final.”

“I’m very well,” Scourge replied in a silky voice. “Thank you for asking. You’re looking well today. Is that a new patch?”

“It’s still two hundred gold,” Neslen retorted. “Yennih coin at that. None of that Goblin shit that’s half lead.”

“This is my good friend,” the thief went on as if he hadn’t heard the other man. “You might have heard of him. Duke Eddie Hill, the chief slayer and hero of the Great Forest?”

“Nice to meet you,” I said as the sour Gnome looked me up and down.

“He looks the part,” Neslen replied. “But the charm is still two hundred gold. Maybe your fancy friend can loan you the money?”

“This is quite a shop,” I said in a friendly tone as I looked around. “Weird that you chose to open it so far off the beaten path.”

“Is that some sort of veiled threat?” the Gnome grumbled.

“Just an observation.” I shrugged. “Come on, Scourge. He’s obviously not going to budge. I’m sure we can find something better closer to the palace.”

“I doubt it,” Neslen snarled as I turned to leave. “I’d like to see one of those uppity bastards get a hold of something like this.”

Neslen reached under the counter, pulled out a small, gilded box, and then opened it with a flourish.

Inside the box was a small, golden charm that looked like it would normally be hung on a necklace or bracelet. The charm was pretty simple. Just a clear, oval jewel in a somewhat plain setting. I didn’t know a lot about gems, but I was fairly sure this one was glass.

“That’s it?” I asked. “Really?”

“Is that it?” Neslen snorted. “It’s not what the charm looks like. It’s what it does.”

“What does it--” I started to ask, but Scourge interrupted me.

“I’m afraid I won’t pay a copper over one hundred,” the horned man said in a lofty tone.

“One hundred?” Neslen choked and looked highly offended. “You little shit! Just because you’ve got connections doesn’t mean you’re any more than a motherless, sulfur stinking--”

“We’ll skip the insults,” I snapped. “I don’t give a fuck if you drop your price, friend. But you talk to Scourge like that again, and you’ll find out why they call me the slayer of Trolls, Crooks, Pit Wyrms, and Basilisks.”

“It helps to have connections.” Scourge smirked. “If you bathed, you might learn that too, dear Neslen. But I’m in a generous mood. I’ll give you one hundred and twenty gold, in Yennih coin.”

Neslen eyed me warily before he answered this time.

Clearly, the heat in my voice had given the shady man pause.

“One hundred and eighty,” Neslen countered.

“One hundred and fifty,” Scourge replied in a bored tone. “And that’s my final offer.”

I was ready to be out of the cramped shop and Neslen’s very specific stink.

As I stood to my full height, my head touched the ceiling, and I crossed my arms as I glared at the Gnome. I knew this was exactly what Scourge had wanted from me. But the horned man had helped me out with any number of much higher stakes situations, and I figured I owed him one.

“Very well,” Neslen squeaked as he cringed away from me. “So long as it’s Yennih coin.”

“You can keep the cheap box,” Scourge said, just to be a dick. “I won’t need it.”

Once Scourge had counted out the money, Neslen handed the thief the unremarkable charm.

“Always a pleasure.” Scourge grinned as he pocketed the charm. “Have a good day. And please, take the advice and use some of that money to buy a private bath. The dried herbs aren’t working.”

Neslen opened his mouth to reply, but then he glanced at me and shut it again with a soft snap.

We left the shop and walked back up the alley, and I waited until we were a good distance from the shop before I said anything.

“I know you didn’t just pay a small fortune for that glass charm,” I remarked as we got back to the dye works.

“Oh,” the Zencarri man snorted. “It’s worth far more than I paid for it. Over here.”

Scourge dipped into a hidden alcove and motioned me over, and since I was curious, I followed him. The horned man pulled out the charm and held it in one hand, and then he unsheathed his cursed dagger with the other.

“I’m going to ask you to trust me,” Scourge said in a serious tone. “Please hold out your hand.”

“Okaaaay,” I replied and held out my left hand.

Then Scourge pricked my pointer finger with the tip of his dagger.

“Ouch!” I growled as I pulled my hand back. “What the fuck, Scourge?”

“Trust me,” the thief repeated.

The horned man started to chant softly in Enochian, and the blood from my finger began to float through the air and into the glass gem.

I watched the gem turn crimson as it filled with my blood. Once the charm was filled, the glass looked like a smooth, polished garnet, and Scourge grinned as he held up the charm.

“You should really warn someone before you do shit like that,” I said in an unamused tone. “Also, you better have cleaned that fucking dagger recently. If I die from an infection down here, you’re going to have my seven wives to answer to.”

“Of course I’ve cleaned it,” Scourge scoffed. “It’s the last of my mother. Our relationship may have been fraught with mutual disdain, but I’d never disrespect her. Now for the good part.”

The Zencarri man reached up, unhooked the small jewel that hung from his horn, and then replaced it with the charm.

Before my eyes, I watched the thief change. Scourge’s horns disappeared, and his charcoal-colored skin faded to a healthy peachy pink. It was still Scourge, but the Zencarri man suddenly looked completely human. His wavy, dark hair flowed around his shoulders, and the charm that had hung from his horn now appeared as an earring.

“How do I look?” the thief asked with a rakish grin. “Still dashing?”

“Holy shit,” I breathed as I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture. “That’s crazy.”

I showed Scourge the picture I’d taken.

“Still gorgeous,” the thief said in a pleased tone. “Good to know that devastating good looks translate to any race. I’m almost loath to give this to you.”

“To me?” I repeated with a confused frown. “Why would I need it? Seems like something you’d get a lot of use out of in your work.”

“It would be useful,” Scourge sighed as he took out the earring and returned to his usual appearance. “But I don’t need such glamours to swindle fools out of their money. This is my late coronation gift to Prince Wyatt. Ibseth mentioned that your son’s features make it difficult to take him out. With this, you’ll be able to take him anywhere and not have to answer awkward questions.”

“Oh, wow,” I replied as the thief handed me the charm. “This is a very generous and thoughtful gift, Scourge.”

“I know.” The Zencarri man smirked. “And I’m sorry about your finger. I needed your blood to make the spell work. The charm itself is just a powerful vessel for the magic. It’s designed to hold an enchantment indefinitely. Once I realized what it was, I thought I could infuse it with my blood magic and make it into a glamor to change one’s appearance. If you pin it to Wyatt’s clothes, he’ll look human, just like you.”

It was something that had been on my mind.

Wyatt had slightly pointed ears and pale blue skin. He was a good-looking kid, and perfectly healthy, but because he was half Night Elf, we’d worried about taking him anywhere on the surface. Blue babies in the human world were typically a bad thing and would draw unwanted attention.

My wives’ unique appearances were one thing. We could pass them off as cosplayers, or quirky LARPers who took their hobby to the next level. My concern was that busybodies would call CPS on us, thinking we’d painted our kid’s skin blue or some shit. But with this incredible gift, Wyatt would be able to live and move through both worlds without any trouble.

“I don’t know what to say.” I grinned and felt truly touched by my friend’s thoughtfulness. “Thank you, Scourge. This is incredibly generous of you.”

“Stop, before you make me blush,” Scourge replied with an uncomfortable chuckle.

“I’m serious,” I insisted. “I know Jay is Wyatt’s godfather, but the boy is going to need someone who can also help him navigate life here in The Gloom, too. If anything ever happened to me and Ibseth, I’d like that person to be you.”

“You’re kidding,” the horned man said in an incredulous tone. “Surely there’s a more suitable candidate? Like Ondur, Bhakoth, or Xuag and Tanya.”

“Jay and Enid would raise him for the most part,” I replied. “All I’d ask of you would be to look out for him. Ibseth and I don’t plan on going anywhere, so mostly you’d just be like an uncle to the boy.”

“I’d be honored,” Scourge said with uncharacteristic seriousness after a short pause, but then he cleared his throat and turned away with a flap of his robes. “Now, let’s go to dinner before this gets any more sentimental.”

I chuckled but followed after the thief, and we headed to the tavern where the others waited for us.

It was a nice establishment called The Magi’s Rest. Because it was close to the palace, most of the other patrons were Crardu nobles, well-to-do craftspeople, and high-ranking scholars from the surrounding academies.

I got us a private room in the back of the tavern where we could be a little rowdier without worrying about disturbing any of the more reserved customers, and we ordered a large dinner of roast hog in a savory gravy, vegetable tarts, some kind of crusty, white bread that reminded me of french bread, and lots of a spicy, sweet ale specific to the region. As we feasted together, the conversation was light and jovial, and it was nice to have a calm moment in the midst of all the chaos and uncertainty.

“To Eddie.” Bhakoth grinned as he raised his glass in a toast. “Our fearless leader and the Architect of the Great Peace!”

“Hear, hear!” the group cheered as they also raised their glasses.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I snorted. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited about the idea of cooperation between The Gloom and the Twilight. But we still have a long way to go.”

“I, for one, look forward to help from Glecik or Dermarkt in protecting the passages between our lands,” Xuag remarked. “Tors Bane has become stagnate because our attentions have been so focused on holding back the monsters of the Twilight swamps and bands of feral Goblins. If the trade routes are opened, we’ll be positioned to become a stronghold of commerce.”

“I’m surprised to hear such talk from you, Captain,” Scourge replied as he swirled his ale in his cup. “I would think a warrior like yourself would miss the work, slaying beasts and whatnot.”

“A well-rounded warrior understands the prosperity of peace,” Xuag answered in a philosophical tone. “My clan will keep our blades sharp and our skills honed. But we also must make way for those we protect. The tradesmen, herders, and artisans. The trade routes will bring with them new raw materials and markets for the people of Tors Bane to sell their wares in.”

“You never fail to impress, Xuag,” I chuckled. “Always revealing unseen depths.”

After dinner, we played card games to entertain ourselves.

I’d actually gotten good at a couple of them that Amrila and Nileme had taught me when we’d first met. The game also gave me an excuse to sit close to Tiana as I helped her learn the rules, and I could smell the gentle scent of the flowers in the Dryad’s hair that never seemed to wilt. We didn’t win the game, but it was fun all the same.

“You cheated, you old goat!” Amrila pouted as Dorrem pulled his winnings toward himself.

“I did not!” the grumpy Dwarf retorted. “I merely calculated the odds over several hands and paid attention to each of your betting habits. For instance, when you have a poor hand, you act overconfident in your bets to try to make others fold before the cards are revealed. Very predictable.”

“That’s not true,” Amrila scoffed as she sipped her herbal tea, since the Zencarri woman couldn’t drink for now.

“It’s very true,” Scourge replied with a sly smirk. “And it’s a bad habit that you’ve had for years. Master Dorrem, I think we would do very well in the betting parlors in Dermarkt, if you ever grow bored with endless study. You have a rare skill.”

“And get stabbed by some overzealous Ogre when I deprive him of his gold? Not in your young life,” the gray-bearded man chortled.

Amrila talked the others into playing one more hand, just for fun, but Tiana and I decided to sit that hand out.

Instead, the two of us moved to a quiet corner of the room and watched from a distance.

“Your friends admire you a great deal,” the dusky woman said with a demure smile. “It speaks well of your character.”

“Thank you,” I replied as my cheeks flushed from the compliment. “I admire them, too. We’ve been through a lot together.”

“It makes me miss my sisters,” Tiana sighed in a wistful voice as she drank some ale. “I’ve never been away from them for so long.”

“How many sisters do you have?” I asked with polite interest.

“All Dryads consider themselves sisters,” the huntress explained. “And in one way or another, we are all related. Luckily, since we only produce females, we have no need to track family lines. If a Dryad wants to mother a child, she always has to look outside of our clan.”

“Fair enough.” I grinned. “I could see how that would keep things simple.”

“Marriage has always been a foreign concept to me,” Tiana continued, and her golden eyes were intense, as if she was warming to a point that had been on her mind. “The Queen has always seen the arrangement as restrictive, but your wives seem very happy. And they all seem at liberty to pursue their own interests.”

“Of course.” I shrugged. “I’m the luckiest man alive, to be loved by so many extraordinary women. I want them to be happy. I guess I feel like it’d be very insecure of me to try and dictate what they could or couldn’t do with their time. It would mean I didn’t trust them, and what kind of love is that? When you have to track your partner’s every move, that’s not trust or love.”

“Well said,” Tiana purred.

Our high-backed chairs were less than a foot apart as we spoke quietly, and the others were absorbed in the card game.

The moment felt intimate somehow, like it was just the two of us. Again, I sensed the magnetic draw toward the huntress. Tiana’s whole body had subconsciously leaned toward me as we talked, and now our faces were inches apart. The pause in conversation felt like a warm blanket that slowly wrapped around us, and I leaned toward the Dryad as her chin naturally tilted upward.

My core tensed as I realized I could feel her sweet breath on my face, and Tiana’s golden gaze held mine until there wasn’t enough space between us for a sheet of paper.

Then, finally, we kissed.

Tiana’s full lips were soft and pillowy, and just the feel of them made my blood run hot. I gently kissed the Dryad again as I touched her velvety cheek. I would have kissed her all night long, but a cheer from the card game broke the spell. As our friends laughed at some joke we’d missed, Tiana giggled and pulled back a little.

I wasn’t upset. As first kisses go, that one was spectacular. The thought of it would stay with me forever. I leaned back in my own chair and smiled at Tiana, but just as I was about to say something, I heard Nileme’s voice in my head.

My love, the Dolrath woman said through the Seer Stones, another messenger has arrived here at the Encampment. The Nomads who reported the quake said it occurred in the Volcanic Wastes.

Oh, shit. I reached into my pocket and touched my Stone to reply.

Are there volcanic vents there? I asked.

Had we accidentally found the Worm Mother?


Chapter Fifteen

It all made sense. The Dolrath lands were the lowest portion of The Gloom. If the Mother Worm came up through ancient magma channels and found some cozy, volcanic vents to rest in, she would have stopped there to brood her terrible spawn. I didn’t know for certain if Belzat had been the one to drive the Worm Mother up from wherever she’d been all this time, but I had a strong suspicion it was the work of the Lord of Chaos.

I asked Nileme to head back to the surface to meet me and then told the others what I’d learned.

“I’ve never been to the Volcanic Wastes,” Bhakoth said as he rubbed his chin in thought. “But it’s not a well-populated place. A giant worm could easily hide there.”

“Is it populated at all?” Scourge asked as he wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Who would want to live in a stinking, suffocating heat like that?”

“Some wild Gnomes and a handful of Dwarves,” the general answered. “It’s practically unlivable in areas, but rich with resources. The Dwarves mine for obsidian, and the clans of Gnomes collect mineral-rich mud they say have healing qualities.”

“Obsidian?” Dorrem repeated in an intrigued tone. “I would like to see that mining operation. Obsidian has a great many practical and magical uses.”

“I think we should go there and check it out,” I said. “Maybe talk to the Nomads if they haven’t moved on to another region. But we need to prepare first.”

“Indeed, partner.” Amrila nodded. “That worm we fought was bad enough. I can only imagine what the mother is like.”

“Dorrem, I want you to continue your research,” I said in a firm tone. “Find out anything you can about the worms. Legends. Stories. Hell, I’ll take your best guesses. And see if you can think of a way to fight them.”

“I won’t let you down,” the bearded man replied.

“Bhakoth, I’d like you to go back to the Encampment. Tell Ekneme what we’ve learned and get Chadaron and the others together. It’s going to be a hell of a fight, and I’d like my Dolrath warriors with me.”

“Consider it done, Shield Brother,” the general agreed.

“I’ll go with them to the Encampment,” Scourge added. “Keep them out of trouble while we wait for word from you, Eddie.”

“Xuag,” I said to my clan brother. “I understand you have a family to get back to. But if you want to come along, I wouldn’t say no to your axe.”

“I’ll send word to Tanya to let her know what we’re doing,” the captain said with a fierce grin. “And then I’ll go with Bhakoth to the Encampment. I’m not missing a chance to kill the mother of all worms.”

“Tiana,” I said as I turned to the huntress. “I’d like you to come along, too. You know how to use the teleportation circles now. When I send for you, take the one outside of Hillshire to the Encampment.”

I’d thought about taking Tiana back to the surface with me, but the existence of the world above was the biggest secret of all, and I didn’t want to lose my head over one kiss. Even if it was one of the best fucking kisses of my life. There’d be time to think about that after the worms were dead.

“I’ll come when you call,” the Dryad said with a sincerity that moved me.

“Dorrem,” I said as I turned back to the Dwarf. “Do you have a Seer Stone to spare?”

“I suppose,” the old man huffed as he handed his over. “But they’re not easy to make, I’ll have you know.”

“Thanks,” I snorted and then turned back to Tiana. “Keep this on you at all times. When I call you, you’ll hear my voice in your mind. Don’t worry. That’s just how the Stone works. I’ll let you know when it’s time to come to the Encampment.”

“Of course,” the dusky woman replied with a forlorn nod, and she took the stone. “I’ll be ready.”

“I’ll see you soon,” I assured the Dryad.

Tiana glanced up at me and smiled.

“Come on, partner,” I said to Amrila. “We’ll take the circle outside of the city home. And we’ll see the rest of you soon.”

After a last round of goodbyes, my beautiful Zencarri wife and I left the city, and when we got back to the surface, it was eight o’clock at night.

Nileme had beaten us home, and my wives were all gathered in Ibseth’s living room. Wyatt had been put down for the night, and the TV was off. After a shower, Amrila and I sat down on the big, comfy, L-shaped couch and snuggled with the other women. Then Amrila and I filled in the rest of the wives on all we’d learned before we settled in to watch a few shows and relax.

The next day, I decided to go to the surplus store and check in with Nathan and Craig. I stopped and got coffee and a bunch of breakfast sandwiches for the guys, and then I headed to the shop.

Nate and Craig were both there going through the opening routine.

“Hey, guys.” I grinned as I came in. “Hope you didn’t already eat.”

“Hell yeah,” Craig said as he came out onto the sales floor. “I fucking love this job. Thanks, boss!”

“You’re a prince among men, sir,” Nate chuckled as he accepted a coffee. “Anything in particular bring you around? Or did you just miss our pretty faces?”

“I wanted to catch up and see if there was any movement on the plans for the range?” I snorted as I unwrapped a sandwich.

“I’ve been checking the status of the permits online,” Swenson replied as he also helped himself to a sandwich. “That lawyer, Meyer, gave me all the info. The building permits are still pending, but Grant said he’d send his plans over soon. Once we have those, the permits will probably go through no problem.”

“I’ve been working on some of the others in the Chamber of Commerce,” Nate added. “Kinda greasing the wheels. Most are excited about the project. They’ll likely be loyal customers in the future. The few holdouts there shouldn’t be a problem, since I think we’ll have the votes we need when it comes time to open up the range.”

“That’s perfect.” I nodded. “Good to hear. Let me know when Grant sends over his plans. He seemed like a straight shooter, but I’d still like to look them over once we have them.”

I hung out at the shop for a bit after that, and Nate and I discussed finances and sales. Then Craig showed me some of the equipment and furnishings he wanted to charge to the company for his new office in the range. It all seemed pretty reasonable, so Nate and I gave the okay before I drove back home.

Nurse Ryan was supposed to come over for Amrila and Bolra’s check-ups that afternoon. While my presence wasn’t required for any of that, I still liked to be there for my wives’ appointments when I could be.

Mildred and her assistants showed up in their discrete van and unloaded their equipment, and once they had it all set up in Ibseth’s living room, the professionals got to work. Ryan started with a quick check up for Wyatt. The assistants weighed and measured my son and called out the numbers for Ryan to record on her tablet.

“Mr. and Mrs. Hill,” Mildred said as she looked over the numbers, “everything looks good. He’s gained some weight and grown quite a bit. You’ve got a very healthy baby.”

Then it was time for Amrila’s check-up.

“Let’s see what we have here,” Ryan said in a maternal tone as she moved the ultrasound wand over the Zencarri woman’s round belly. “We’ve got a good heartbeat. Two legs, two arms and… there she is. You’re having a girl, Ms. Sidorov.”

“A girl?” Amrila repeated as her face lit up. “I’m having a baby girl?”

“That’s awesome!” I grinned.

I had an image in my mind of a tiny version of my feisty wife. Strawberry-blond curls, red-toned skin, and a mischievous grin. I knew any child of Amrila’s would be an absolute handful, but I looked forward to the sass in a weird way. We’d teach our baby girl how to hunt and use a sword, and she’d grow up in the loving home that my Zencarri wife had been denied as a child.

Then it was Bolra’s turn.

“Alright,” Nurse Ryan said as she started the ultrasound. “What do we have… Oh! I… I don’t know how we missed this.”

“Is everything alright?” Bolra asked in an anxious tone as she tried to see the screen.

“Yes,” the midwife quickly assured the willowy woman. “Everything is just fine. I’m just confused. You’re a little over three months along, and we usually catch this much sooner.”

Ryan turned the screen so we could both see it, and she started to point to different areas as she moved the ultrasound wand around.

“Here’s the heartbeat,” Mildred remarked as she continued to move the wand. “And here’s a second heartbeat. You’re having twins.”

“Really?” I choked, but I wasn’t exactly surprised.

Bolra had predicted this.

It’s not that I didn’t believe my wife when she’d told me, but this wasn’t the first ultrasound, and I wondered how it was even possible. But there they both were on the screen, curled up together in Bolra’s womb.

“Yep.” The midwife nodded. “It’s too early right now to tell their sex, but you’re definitely having twins.”

Bolra had been able to share her vision with me. Two young boys that shifted between human and Orc with little tusks and green-toned skin.

One boy had been wild and strong, and the other boy had been more stoic and studious. Twin boys who were as different as night and day, and I was looking at them now on that little screen. Barely formed yet, but as real to me as anything.

Ryan finished looking over Amrila and Bolra, and then Nileme spoke up.

“Nurse Ryan,” the Dolrath woman said with a contented smile on her face. “I recently took a test, and it came up positive. Do you have time to give me an exam also?”

“Good lord,” the midwife giggled as she pulled out a fresh pair of exam gloves. “I should just start a practice here in Westherst. This family alone could keep me in business for years. Let’s draw some blood, and we’ll see what the results are.”

One of the assistants drew a few vials of Nileme’s blood and then took them back into the van where Ryan had some basic testing equipment.

While we waited for the results, Ryan gave the dark-haired Elf a check-up and asked her some basic health questions. Everything looked right, and then the assistant came back in with a printout that she handed to the midwife. Ryan read it over and smiled.

“You’re pregnant,” Mildred said finally. “Congratulations!”

“Oh, Eddie,” Nileme gasped as she looked over at me. “I’m going to be a mother!”

“I’m so happy,” I replied as I took her hand. “This is the best! You’re going to be a great mom.”

Ryan and her helpers packed up the equipment and left, and to celebrate all the good news, we ordered a feast from one of our favorite local spots before I went on a beer run. I got a couple of bottles of sparkling cider for Amrila, Bolra, Nileme, and Ibseth, since they weren’t drinking at the moment, and I didn’t want anyone to feel left out. And on a whim I also picked up the stuff to make ice cream sundaes as a treat.

Then, once we had the food and cold drinks in hand, we all got ready for a big, family movie night.

“What are we in the mood for, ladies?” I asked my wives.

“Something with some action,” Amrila said. “No more dramas or romances. They’re fine, but we’ve watched so many recently.”

“Maybe something a little scary, too,” Sigrith giggled. “I like those movies the best.”

I started to look through the action/adventure and horror options on the many streaming platforms we subscribed to.

There was a wealth of films to pick from, and I tried to find one of the movies I’d been meaning to watch, but hadn’t gotten around to. Because I kept pretty busy, quite a few films had come out that I hadn’t watched yet, but there were also a lot of older ones I had fond memories of.

Then I saw it.

Oh, holy fuck.

I saw a thumbnail of Kevin Bacon and Fred Ward looking young and fresh and dressed in late 80s or early 90s fashion. I remembered watching the movie with my Pop when I was little. I’d spent that night lying in bed trying to be as still as possible so the monster from the film wouldn’t sense my movements.

It was Tremors. One of the scariest films of my childhood, but it had seemed playfully hokey when I rewatched it in high school.

A bunch of missed factors started to click in my head.

“Partner!” I gasped as I turned to look at Amrila.

“What?” the Zencarri woman answered around a mouthful of fries.

“Do you remember how the worm seemed to be able to find us, even when it was under the ground?”

“Yeah.” The horned woman nodded as she quickly tried to swallow. “It was weird. Even when it was above ground, it didn’t have any eyes that I could see. Funny, I didn’t think about that until now.”

“What if it didn’t need to see?” I asked. “Because it had another way to detect its prey?”

“How?” Nileme asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Watch this,” I said as I clicked on the movie and sat down with my wives. “I think I know how to kill these fuckers now.”

The movie was just as I remembered it.

Tremors wasn’t a great movie, but it sure was a good one. Great action scenes, solid one-liners, and practical special effects that might have been dated but held up better than any early CGI. The women all gasped when the “Graboids” first emerged, and whenever they came out of nowhere in following scenes.

The Graboids didn’t look that much like the actual worm we’d fought on the Crardu plains. Even the worm-like creatures in all the different versions of Dune didn’t quite hit the mark. But all those films had asserted their worms could detect the vibrations from movement. Just like the giant worms we’d fought could.

The most important scene was when the characters in Tremors finally figured out how to fight back against the Graboids. They used explosives to finally take out the monsters. Sure, one of the monsters they’d tricked into throwing itself off a cliff, but the explosives were still integral to Kevin Bacon’s plan.

Once the movie was over, I paused it on the outro credits and looked at my wives.

“I think I have a plan,” I said. “But it’s pretty risky.”

“How risky?” Ibseth asked with apprehension.

“Pretty fucking risky,” I replied. “We don’t know how big the Worm Mother is. But we know she’s supposed to be a lot bigger than the giant worms she spawns, right?”

“If that’s what Dorrem said, then yes.” Amrila nodded. “It stands to reason.”

“Then I think we should get a butt-load of explosives and try to blow her up,” I said. “I know that sounds crazy, but the worm we killed put up a hell of a fight. Shit… it almost ate Xuag. We have to assume the Worm Mother could be even more dangerous. Even with a small army, she could be nearly impossible to kill.”

“Not to mention that the forces of The Gloom and the Twilight are already stretched thin searching for giant worms throughout the caves,” Pregia added.

“Exactly,” I replied. “We need a quick, decisive way to kill this bitch and make the most of our limited resources.”

“But the caves where she’s likely brooding these monsters will be compromised,” Nileme said in a concerned tone. “Not only from her movements, but from her spawn tunneling in and out of them. An explosion could bring down whole sections of those caves, potentially.”

“That’s the risky part,” I agreed. “But in the movie, they just had small bombs with short fuses. We could maybe find explosives with remote detonators, but then again, those are pretty heavily regulated, so maybe timers would work better? Either way, if we can get the Worm Mother to swallow a bomb, we could get a little distance away and set it off. Then run like hell in case it triggers a bigger cave-in.”

“How far away would something like that work?” Bolra asked.

“That’s a little tricky,” I sighed. “Because of all the rock, a radio signal might not go very far. That’s how a lot of detonators work, with a radio signal. I’ll have to look into that.”

“Could Master Dorrem or Tauric come up with something?” Gwen asked in her wispy voice. “A type of explosive that would only go off when you are safely away from danger?”

“Maybe?” I replied. “If not, there might be something I can find here on the surface to do the job. I know this all sounds batshit crazy, but I only plan to try it if I can find a way to do it without risking myself or anyone else.”

“It’s not my favorite plan that you’ve ever come up with,” Ibseth said after a brief pause. “But I trust your thinking, my king.”

“If we don’t do anything,” I said as I put my arm around my first wife, “then thousands of people would be at risk. I swear, I’ll be as careful as I can be, and I’ll come home to you. But I think this might be the best way to protect The Gloom.”

“And we’ll be with him,” Nileme added as she tried to comfort her sister wife. “Won’t we, Amrila?”

“Of course,” the Zencarri woman replied. “And we’ll all look out for each other and keep one another safe.”

“That’s a promise.” I grinned.

The next day, I started to look up different types of explosives and detonators.

Most of the ones I found either required radio signals or wifi, neither of which were good options for use in a cave system. A radio wave could possibly be useful, but I didn’t know if I’d be able to detonate the explosives close enough for it to work, but far enough away to be safe.

There was another delayed detonation option that seemed viable, though. A chemical reaction detonation could work. I pulled out my Seer Stone and thought about Tauric, since I’d asked Dorrem to give Tiana his Stone the day before. There was no way he’d have had time to make a new one.

Tauric?

Eddie? I heard the Dwarven blacksmith respond after a short pause. How are you?

Good, I answered, and I was glad that the black-bearded man responded. We’re doing great here. How’ve you been?

Very well. Hebulsia just left for the manor. I’m tinkering in my shop. What can I do for you?

I’m glad you asked. I have an engineering problem for you.

I tried to explain what I wanted to the blacksmith. Tauric had made bombs before, so I knew if anyone could make me what I wanted, it was him.

Well, Tauric replied after he’d considered what I’d said for a moment, I suppose something like that would be possible. The issue would be keeping the caustic materials separate in transfer, but still be able to easily mix them when the time comes to use them.

Do you think you can solve that problem?

Let me think about it. I’ll ask Beclin for his help, too. Give me a few weeks.

What about a few days? I asked. I don’t want to rush you, but we’re already working against the clock here.

You don’t like to make things easy, do you? Tauric answered in an amused tone. I will get to work on it. I think I have an idea. But the level of destruction you’re asking for will require something special.

I do like special, I replied with a chuckle. I’ll speak to you soon then.

I put my Stone away and headed over to Nileme’s place.

It was time to clean up my guns and gear.

The Worm Mother was hiding somewhere in the depths of the Dolrath territory, and we needed to find her before she could produce any more worms and collapse The Gloom. There was also the possibility that there were all new kinds of threats in the Volcanic Wastes between us and the Worm Mother, but Nileme would know about that stuff. I could ask her while we serviced our firearms together.

If I was being honest, though, I was pretty fucking excited about blowing up a giant worm.


Chapter Sixteen

The next two days were all preparations. We’d have to go deep into the Dolrath territory, and the places we planned to go didn’t seem well populated. This would be a long trip, and we’d have to be sure we had all the supplies we could possibly need for it.

This time, I brought my big game rifle, with plenty of spare cartridges. I also got more rounds for the Galil, the Vector, and my Glock. We’d have a few mags filled with Tauric’s special bullets, of course, but those didn’t seem to have any extra effect on the giant worm since it was a natural, if rare, animal and not demonic in nature.

If I’d had more time, I would have maybe tried to get hold of armor piercing rounds, but we couldn’t afford to lose that kind of time right now, so I put the idea on my to-do list for the future, just in case.

We also loaded up on MREs from the shop, and when I picked them up, I told Nate I was putting together an emergency kit to keep in the back of the Rubicon in case I ever broke down or got caught in bad weather. While Pearson bought the story, it took me an hour to get out of the surplus store after that since my very prepared business partner kept waxing poetic about the virtues of disaster prepping.

“You know, even if the world doesn’t go to shit, you never know,” Nathan said with a long-suffering sigh. “Still could come in useful during a prolonged blackout, or a really bad winter. It just makes sense to have a few buckets of lentils, red beans, and rice on hand. Then, of course, you need a good water filtration and reclamation system. I remember when a crazy storm off the coast of New York knocked out the power grid all the way into parts of Canada in 2003…”

It took a while, but I eventually managed to escape back home and get back to planning.

I knew we’d have to chance bringing another esel or two. The donkey-like creatures would be able to carry extra packs of supplies and transport Dorrem, who would also be coming along. Hopefully, the new esels would have better luck then Pella, though Pell had gotten to live out his days in the Quartz Cavern under the protection of Shumnath. That didn’t seem so bad.

When all was said and done, I used the Stone to let Tiana, Tauric, Bhakoth, and Scourge know it was time to meet in the Encampment, and I asked the general to meet Tiana when she used the circle outside of Hillshire. The huntress would appear in the storage room of the Meeting House, and I didn’t want the other Dolrath warriors to freak out when the Dryad showed up. And I asked Tauric to bring Dorrem and two esels with him for pack animals.

Because we didn’t know how long we’d be gone, I took some extra time to say goodbye to my wives who’d be staying behind. Only Nileme and Amrila would come to The Gloom with me this time. Pregia had gone back to the Yennih capital to help with the Goblin patrols, and Gwen and Sigrith were both powerful, but we’d agreed that wind and seduction wouldn’t be needed in this situation.

Of course, Bolra and Ibseth weren’t warriors, and they usually stayed behind on these types of missions.

“I’ll miss you,” I said, and I hugged Ibseth in the kitchen of her home as we got ready to leave. “And don’t worry. I’ll be home before you know it.”

“I know,” the curvy Elf sighed as she squeezed my shoulders. “But please, be careful all the same?”

I kissed my first wife and then looked deep into her violet eyes.

“That’s a promise,” I said before I turned to the bassinet next to the table. “Be good for Mommy, bud. Try not to get into any trouble. Though I guess that’s not hard when you’re not even crawling yet.”

I picked up my son and kissed his forehead, and Wyatt cooed, giggled, and then tried to grab a handful of my cheek. It was wild how strong his grip was already. My boy would get a hold of something and hang on for dear life. It took a surprising amount of effort to pry his chubby fingers off.

After I managed to free myself, I handed Wyatt to Ibseth and then turned to Bolra.

“See you soon, green-eyes.” I grinned. “Hopefully, after this is finished, we’ll get to take a break for once.”

“I dearly hope so.” Bolra smiled as she cupped her small belly bump. “But we all know you’re not the type to sit around.”

“I don’t know,” I teased. “I think I’m about due for a good sit. But you’re probably right. I’d be ready to get into something in about five minutes of doing nothing.”

I kissed Bolra too and then turned next to Gwen.

“I love you, Eddie,” the Spiran woman breathed. “The time always moves so slowly when you’re gone.”

“Well, then, I’ll try not to be gone too long this time,” I replied before I swept her in for her own kiss. “And I love you, too. I love all of you more than life itself.”

“Will you bring me home a souvenir?” Sigrith smirked as she snaked her pale, smooth arms around my neck.

“What kinda thing do you want?” I chuckled as I turned and put my hands on the Succubus’ narrow waist.

“Some trophy of your victory,” Sigrith purred. “You said these worms have many sharp teeth. Bring me one, and I will have it made into a necklace, so I always have a token of your strength with me.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I laughed and kissed Sigrith as well.

After another round of goodbye kisses, Nileme, Amrila, and I went into the backyard, and there was a hint of a warm breeze in the air that made me smile. I couldn’t wait for spring. The cherry blossoms would bloom all around Cleveland, my lilac bushes would come back to life, and soon hunting and fishing would start up again.

If I did get a break, it wouldn’t be spent idle, that was for sure.

Before long, we arrived in the Encampment. I loved the tent city. The Yennih palace and my manor were great, but there was something about the unpretentious nature of the Dolrath people that I really connected with. Here, there weren’t many fancy ceremonies, no courtiers trying to improve their stations, and the nobility that did exist acted like any other citizen.

It was the perfect society in my opinion.

Everyone was already gathered in the Meeting House. Bhakoth had moved around some of the long, wooden tables and brought a round one in, and on the new table there were all kinds of maps and pieces of parchment laid out.

“You moved the tables to just bring in another table?” Amrila snorted as she took a seat.

“I thought with a circular table we’d be able to plan better,” the general replied. “No one will have to lean over their neighbor to see the maps. It’s very efficient, if you ask me.”

“I like it,” I agreed as I sat down. “Will Ekneme be joining us?”

“The Chief is surveying the Gnome villages with the patrols,” Xuag answered. “But we’ve informed her of your intentions to seek out the Worm Mother.”

“I wish she wouldn’t risk her health,” Nileme said with a heavy sigh. “She’s not an invalid, mind you, but she’s had trouble shaking her cough. Mother should really have left that to her soldiers.”

“Chief Ekneme insisted it was her duty,” Bhakoth remarked. “And I am in no position to question her ladyship.”

“I’m here,” Dorrem grumbled as he entered the Meeting House with Tauric just behind him. “You all had better not have started without me.”

I opened my mouth to reassure the Dwarf we hadn’t, but I was distracted for a moment as Tiana came in after Tauric.

The huntress was radiant in her white, leather armor. Her rich, brown skin was luminous in the lantern light, and the flowers in her dark hair looked as fresh as the day I’d met her. Was it Tiana’s plant magic that preserved them? Or did the white and yellow blossoms grow with the Dryad’s hair?

Once we were all seated at the table, the party got to work planning how we would find and kill the Worm Mother.

“I’ve brought the prototype of one of the bombs.” Tauric grinned as he pulled out a round, metal object that looked something like a hand grenade. “I got the idea from the flashy bangs Eddie once showed me.”

“Flash bang,” I snorted. “Though they are kinda flashy, I guess.

“Most of the small explosives Dwarves have made are in round, glass bottles,” the blacksmith explained. “Or in clay pots. This design will be safer to transport, but not without its dangers. Inside there are two chambers, each filled with a different liquid. When the pin is pulled, it will puncture the barrier in between them and allow the liquids to slowly mix.”

Tauric pulled the two halves of the mock grenade apart so we could see the mechanism he’d described.

“After the pin has been pulled, we’ll have about three minutes before they detonate,” the black-bearded man concluded. “But that’s an approximation that assumes the grenade will be inside the worm and being tossed about. The more the movement, the quicker the substances will mix.”

“That’s not a lot of time,” Xuag observed with a creased brow.

“It’s longer than it sounds, my brutish friend,” Dorrem replied. “Have you ever counted a minute’s length? Try it and see how much time that really is.”

The Orc captain glowered at the gray-haired Dwarf, but I noticed Xuag did start to slowly count to sixty on his fingers when he thought no one was looking.

“It’s not as much time as any of us would like,” Tauric said in a diplomatic tone. “But I didn’t have much time to play around with various combinations that suited our requirements. The giant worm that many of you fought in the Crardu lands was somewhere near twenty feet in length. We can guess the Worm Mother will be considerably larger.”

“But there is no way to know how much larger,” Dorrem said. “All we know is we needed a great force in a small package. It’s likely we’ll need to use more than one of Tauric’s bombs to do the trick. However, Beclin and I ran many calculations and have theorized only the final bomb the Worm Mother ingests will need to be activated. Once that one detonates, its explosion will set off the others in a chain reaction, even if they are further down her digestive track.”

“Though it should be noted that once she swallows the first, you should move quickly to force the others into her,” the blacksmith cautioned. “Another unknown factor is how caustic the Worm Mother’s insides might be. If her stomach acids dissolve the first bombs too quickly, all of our calculations might be useless.”

There was a fuck-ton of unknowns, but then again, there usually was. I’d grown accustomed to the fact that no matter how well my friends and I planned out a mission, something always seemed to come up. That had made me pretty comfortable with improvisation.

“How long do you need to make these?” I asked as I picked up the prototype grenade.

“I have a dozen made already,” Tauric replied in a proud tone. “You’d made it sound as if time was of the essence. Beclin and Dorrem helped a great deal, too.”

“Good of you to remember that,” Dorrem retorted in a sour voice.

“And that should be enough?” I asked. “Even if the Worm Mother is fucking massive?”

“She would have to be a mile long for these to fail,” Dorrem said with a dark chuckle. “We needn’t blow the creature to pieces. Just take out her vital areas or cause catastrophic damage to her insides.”

“Beclin did bring up a good point,” Tauric interjected. “Most creatures that reproduce via a queen, as the old stories describe, also have workers that look after the mother and tend to her needs. You’ll have to fight through them to get to the Worm Mother.”

Fucking great.

“What about the cave the Worm Mother broods in?” Nileme asked as she leaned forward on her elbows. “Eddie mentioned that it’s likely been weakened by the movements of the worms coming and going. How likely is it that these explosions will cause a cave-in?”

“I would just assume the cave will fall in on itself,” Dorrem replied in a more serious tone. “Once the pin of the last bomb has been removed, you all get it inside the Worm Mother and then run as fast and as far as you can. Don’t stop running until you no longer hear or feel the rumble.”

“The body of the creature should absorb much of the concussive force,” Tauric said, as if to reassure us. “But we simply don’t know enough to give you exact answers. I’ll be with you, though. And I will do my best to give you better answers on the day.”

“I’ll be there most of the way as well,” Dorrem added. “But I’m afraid I only stand to get in the way during the final leg of this journey. I was not built for running.”

“Or walking.” Amrila smirked.

“That reminds me,” Dorrem said as he shot the Zencarri woman a dirty look. “I brought more of that menthol ointment, so you don’t faint in the sulfurous tunnels of the Volcanic Wastes. You can use some too, thief.”

“Aww,” Scourge cooed. “That’s almost sweet of you, Master Dorrem.”

We spent the night in the Encampment and shared our plans with my unit of Dolrath soldiers.

The maps Bhakoth had of the Volcanic Wastes weren’t very detailed. The nomad clans never spent long in the area because of the smell and heat, and the native Dwarves weren’t very keen on sharing their secrets. The Dolrath Dwarves relied on their secrets of finding obsidian to make a living, so I guess that was fair. I just hoped they’d help us if we ran across any of them, since we’d be doing them a favor when we killed the Worm Mother.

The next day, we started out along the east road out of the Encampment. The road passed the trail that led to the passage into the Yennih lands, near where Bermshire used to be, and as we passed the fork in the road, the thought of Bermshire only strengthened my resolve to end the brief and terrible reign of these worms.

“And what shall I name you, my smelly friend?” Dorrem mused as he rode on the back of one of the esels. “Pellius, perhaps?”

“No!” Amrila protested right away. “You will not curse that poor thing with your lazy naming conventions as you did the last one. Think of something else.”

“I’ve never known you to care for animals,” the scholar grumbled. “Miss Bolra must be wearing off on you.”

“Is there a problem with the way my sister cares for animals?” Xuag asked as he raised a threatening eyebrow.

I had to stifle a snort of laughter. I knew the captain was just fucking with the Dwarf, but the look on Dorrem’s face was priceless.

“O-Of course not, good sir.” The gray-bearded man cleared his throat as he shied away from the broad-shouldered Orc. “Miss Bolra is a fine woman. Her knowledge of herbs and the healing arts is commendable. I merely meant--”

“You should insult his mother next,” Scourge bantered. “I understand Orcs love that.”

“I didn’t insult anyone!” Dorrem huffed as he adjusted his position on the back of the patient esel.

“What if we call this one Simon,” I said with a smirk, “and that one Garfunkel?”

“Garfunkel?” Dorrem repeated as he cocked his head to one side. “Is that Gnomish?”

“Sure.” I shrugged and felt secretly amused. “Let’s just keep them together though, okay? I have a feeling Garfunkel won’t do well on his own.”

Chadaron, Syneath, Fystren, and Kanel had all come with us, and I knew each of them well. Fystren and Kanel had married not long ago. The pair were apparently quite the power couple back at the Encampment. According to Bhakoth, many young women had vied to be Kanel’s second wife, but he and Fystren wanted to enjoy their first few years together before Kanel married again. It was also probably hard to find another woman who could keep up with them, since the two were among the highest ranked warriors in the tribe.

We traveled east for a day through parts of The Gloom I hadn’t seen before, past Gnomish and Night Elf farms in the rocky but fertile region that led to the Volcanic Wastes. Dorrem mentioned the lands closest to the volcanic areas would be ideal for farming, since the soil would be rich in minerals.

Then the caves began to become more arid and warmer. Everywhere I’d gone in the underworld had been cool, sometimes even cold, so it was strange to be able to comfortably take off my cloak.

“Oh, gods!” Amrila grimaced as she gagged. “Dorrem, can I see that ointment?”

“Do you smell sulfur already?” the gray-haired Dwarf asked as he stopped Garfunkel to rummage through his pack.

“Do you not?” the Zencarri woman demanded, and she covered her nose with her hand.

“Maybe we should stop here to rest,” I suggested. “Before we get any further into the heat and all that. That way we can have one last comfortable sleep.”

“I think that’s wise,” Bhakoth replied. “We still have a day’s walk before we reach the area where the quake was reported.”

The party set up camp as the general started the fire, and we used the rations we’d gotten at the Encampment first, most of which went into Bhakoth’s stew. Everyone gathered around the fire as we passed a couple of wineskins back and forth, and Xuag provided the entertainment by recounting our encounter with the last worm, which seemed to focus a lot on the fact that the captain had been half-swallowed.

To be fair, Xuag had been half-swallowed. I’d probably tell that story for the rest of my life, too. When Xuag got to the part where Scourge left Dorrem up on the rock shelf to keep him out of trouble, the whole group erupted in laughter.

“I’m not a fighter.” The scholar shrugged and seemed unbothered by the laughter. “I’d like to see any of you safely handle quicksilver, or isolate void essence without losing your eyebrows.”

“I suppose that’s justified, Master Dorrem,” Xuag replied with a hearty chuckle. “If I spent any time in your laboratory, I would likely poison myself within a minute hoping one of the beakers was filled with mead.”

“At least you knew what a beaker was,” Dorrem snorted. “I’ll give you that much.”

After a quick dinner, we set the watches, erected Dorrem’s warning system, and then settled down for a good rest. Nothing attacked us during the night, which I was grateful for.

The next day, we broke camp before we started out again and headed into the Volcanic Waste. At first, it looked much like the rest of the Dolrath lands. Rocky, with sparse growths of the gloom mushrooms. But as it slowly got warmer, soon I too could smell the slight fragrance of a rancid fart, and I saw sulfurous vapor gently rising from the cone-like vents dotting the cave floor.

“Can anything live in this place?” Tiana asked as she wrinkled her nose and looked around the long, narrow cavern we traveled through.

“You’d be surprised,” Nileme replied. “I’ve only been to this region when I was a girl. My mother and I were surveying the Dolrath holdings. Look here.”

The princess led the huntress over to what looked like a small pile of oddly round rocks.

“These are flowers,” Nileme said as she reached her hand toward one of the bulbous, dark gray growths. “They’re just waiting for the right amount of warmth.”

Then the Dolrath woman touched the pod, and there was a slight popping sound.

The warmth of Nileme’s hand was enough to cause some kind of reaction, and the dirty, gray surface of the pod split and opened to reveal thick, waxy petals in shades of fiery oranges and reds.

Tiana grinned before she touched another of the pods to watch it open, and not only did that pod open, but all the others did, too.

A half dozen of the strange, fire-colored flowers unfurled, and I tried to take in every detail of the beautiful blooms so I could draw them later.

“They’re glorious,” Tiana breathed as she looked at the flowers with wonder.

“I remember when my mother showed them to me,” Nileme replied with a soft smile. “They’re called teine blossoms. They’re supposed to have properties that will help you see your future.”

“Indeed, my princess,” a rich, alto voice said. “The teine will tell any soul brave enough to drink her tea who they marry, how many children they might have, or how they will die.”

Suddenly, a Gnomish woman stood up from behind a boulder next to the teine flowers.

The woman had long, blue-black hair that was streaked with white. The red dress she wore was almost scandalously low cut, and despite the Gnome’s obviously advanced age, she was still very beautiful. The stranger had beetle-black eyes, ringed with ash-colored lashes, as if she had been formed by the Volcanic Wastes itself. She also had a basket gracefully slung on one arm, filled with unopened flower pods.

“I’m sorry, madam,” Nileme said and looked a little startled. “I did not see you there.”

“A Gnome is only seen when she wishes,” the woman replied with a mysterious smile. “But on behalf of the Sidnar Clan, allow me to welcome you, Princess Nileme.”

The Gnomish woman was kinda spooky. I was about to say something to Dorrem, who stood next to me, but then I noticed the stricken look on the old scholar’s face.

“By the gods,” Dorrem breathed with wide eyes. “What a woman.”


Chapter Seventeen

The Gnomish woman was named Rakah, and she turned out to be the shaman of the Sidnar Clan. She was kind enough to offer to lead us back to where the rest of the clan had camped in the next cave over. I wasn’t sure if it was because Dorrem wanted to impress the dark-eyed woman, or if he was just embarrassed that he was the only one of our party to have a mount, but the scholar got down off Garfunkel and walked the rest of the way.

The Sidnar were a clan of hunter-gatherers. They’d come to the Volcanic Wastes to gather some of the rare resources, and to trap some of the unique reptiles that lived in and around the many vents further into the regions.

“When prepared correctly, the salamanders can be a delicacy,” Rakah explained as we walked. “And their glands can be used to easily start fires. But they are very rare. We have to be cautious about how many we take.”

“Have you considered breeding them in captivity?” Dorrem asked, and his voice was oddly deeper than normal.

“Nomads only breed animals that can move in herds with us,” the shaman replied. “But we have captured a few mated pairs we could sell to the bookworms in Khet’Eran. Assuming the scholars could keep them alive long enough to produce offspring.”

“I suppose it would be difficult to replicate their natural habitat.” The gray-bearded Dwarf nodded.

“Come,” Rakah said with an amused smirk. “Lord Hathas will want to greet you all.”

The shaman led us the rest of the way into the large camp. The Sidnars’ tents were domed frames with canvas panels stretched over them and tied into place with thick cords of leather, and the clan seemed to prefer dyed canvas garments with hardened leather pieces sewn onto them, over the chitin armor Nileme and Bhakoth’s people wore. Though a few of the highest-ranked members did wear the iridescent, beetle shell armor to mark their station.

The camp had been set up around a large, central fire that acted as a communal space where the ruling lord and his council met. Lord Hathas was an older Night Elf man, with jet-black hair and blood-red eyes, and I had never seen a Night Elf as jacked as him before. The Lord of the Sidnar was almost as broad as Xuag, with a warhammer leaned against the flat rock that served as Hathas’ seat.

“My lord,” Rakah said as she approached the fire and bowed. “Princess Nileme has graced us with a visit.”

“Your highness!” Hathas exclaimed as he quickly stood and bowed. “We are honored to receive you and your party.”

“Lord Hathas,” Nileme replied as she respectfully inclined her head. “I believe you know my warriors, but this is my husband, Duke Eddie of Hillshire. With me are Lady Amrila, Huntress Tiana of the Quartz Caverns, Master Dorrem, Master Tauric, and Master Scourge.”

“Oooh.” The thief grinned and nudged the Dolrath general next to him. “Do you hear that, Bhakoth? I’m a master now.”

“I have heard of the duke,” Lord Hathas said as his eyes scanned over the party. “We are also honored to welcome the heroes of The Gloom.”

“Thank you, my lord,” I said, and I stepped closer to the fire. “I’m afraid we have a lot to discuss with you. I think you could help us a great deal in our mission.”

Lord Hathas offered my friends and me a place around the fire, and several women of the clan brought us drinks and food as I told Hathas and his small council about the giant worms and our suspicions that the Worm Mother might be close by.

The council listened with looks of concern on their faces.

“I know your people were in this area when the cave quake happened,” I concluded. “How close was that to where we are now?”

“A few miles east,” Hathas answered. “Where the volcanic vents measure five feet wide.”

“We were unable to make camp there,” Rakah added. “Due to the great heat. But the salamanders were most plentiful.”

“Can you show us on this map?” Bhakoth asked as he pulled out the rolled map from his pack.

“Here.” Hathas pointed out the location after he’d studied the map for a moment. “But we explored that area extensively. I would be surprised if this Worm Mother was hidden there. What would she require to sustain life? Perhaps that would inform you where to begin your search.”

“That is difficult to say, my lord,” Dorrem answered as he tried to speak in a lower octave than his natural voice. “There isn’t much research available on these beasts of legend. But I have theorized that she would want to brood nearest to a magma flow as possible. Or in a place where the heat is the greatest, and her workers had access to a viable food source.”

“Are you well?” Scourge asked the gray-bearded Dwarf with a frown. “Why are you talking like that? Have the sulfur fumes bothered your throat?”

“This is the way I always speak,” Dorrem retorted and refused to drop the deeper voice. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

I knew why Dorrem wanted to sound so impressive. The old man had gotten a crush on the lovely, witchy shaman. But we had more important things to focus on.

“Have you seen any place like that around here?” I asked Hathas.

“I have,” Rakah interjected with quiet confidence. “Given the patterns of heat and disbursement of the vents, there could be an open magma chamber here.”

The shaman pointed to an area of the map that was about a day’s journey southeast.

“The magma chamber itself would be too hot for most creatures to survive for long,” Dorrem rumbled. “But these adjoining caverns are likely places for the Worm Mother’s lair.”

“Are you sure you’re well, sir?” Scourge smirked as he pulled out his thermos. “Because I have some tea that could help soothe your poor throat. You sound terrible.”

“I’m fine,” the scholar growled at the horned man and then turned back to Rakah. “Are you familiar with any of these caverns, madam?”

“Enough to know that your map is wrong,” Rakah said, and as the Gnomish shaman went on to describe what she knew about the caverns around the volcanic vents, I sketched over the map in pencil.

According to Rakah, there were passages not marked on the map, and some of the caverns were drawn incorrectly. Once I was finished, I handed the improved map back to Bhakoth.

“My best guess is that it will take us a day or more to find these caverns,” the general said as he looked over the changes. “But it’s difficult to be certain without the use of a trained cartographer’s map. Still, it seems accessible.”

“You are free to stay through day’s end here with us,” Hathas offered. “We are about to prepare supper, and it would honor us to break bread with you all.”

“Thank you, Lord Hathas,” I replied. “I’m happy to accept the offer. It will give us time to make a plan of attack.”

The Sidnar gave my party tents for the night and shared their dinner with us, and I had to admit, I kinda liked this strange clan. The nomads seemed to have tightly knit family groups, and they all worked together to gather goods and resources that would benefit the tribe. Lord Hathas shared in the mundane chores with his people, rather than expecting to be waited on, and I respected a leader that didn’t put themselves above their people.

Once dinner was over, our party sat in a circle near one of the smaller campfires by our tents and looked over the map.

“Well…” I huffed as I stared at the lighter, graphite lines I’d added to the parchment. “We’re left with the classic question of whether it’s better to split up and cover more ground. Or stay together and cover less ground, but be better prepared if we run into trouble.”

“Dorrem, you said you think it’s likely that the Worm Mother will be surrounded with some kind of worker worms, correct?” Nileme asked.

“I’d bet good money on it,” the Dwarf replied, and I noticed he’d gone back to his regular speaking voice. “The Worm Mother would be too busy brooding the next generation of their species to see to her own needs. Interestingly, I have a theory that once she produces enough offspring, that will be followed by an extended hibernation period. You see, my theory predicts that their lifespans must be--”

“Then I think we should stick together,” Nileme cut off the scholar’s lengthy explanation. “If there are workers, there will also be warriors to keep unwanted visitors away from the Worm Mother’s lair.”

“Alright.” I nodded as I placed my finger where we were on the map and traced out a route. “Then I want Scourge and Syneath to scout ahead until we reach this cavern here. Rakah said she thinks the magma chamber is in this area just off the cavern. If we assume the Worm Mother wants to be as close to that heat as possible, that means the most likely places for her lair are these two caves on either side of the magma chamber.”

I drew two stars on the map to mark the locations.

“That means we’ll have to explore both of the caves,” Chadaron pointed out. “Which could take a while. And given the danger in the area, there will be no safe place to rest if we need it.”

“I don’t know about that.” I shook my head. “If Dorrem is right, and I tend to think he is, the worms guarding the Mother will give away the location. All we have to do is find them and follow their trail to her.”

“That’s clever,” Xuag said with a nod. “It makes perfect sense. I just hope the warrior worms aren’t worse than the one we fought already.”

“We knew this wouldn’t be easy either way.” I shrugged. “If we do run into worms guarding the lair, I think the best plan is to work in pairs. They can feel the vibrations of movement in the ground, so we need to be light-footed as we get close. If we encounter a worm, we’ll want to confuse it. Some groups will distract the worms, while the rest work to kill it. Understood?”

The party all nodded or said words of agreement.

“Then we’ll have to deal with the Worm Mother herself,” I went on. “I think the plan should be for most of you to handle the workers, while Bhakoth, Xuag, and I focus on the Mother. All you have to do is keep the workers busy while we work to get the bombs inside the Worm Mother somehow.”

“Whatever it takes, Shield Brother.” Syneath smiled at me.

“Thanks.” I grinned back. “But we’re walking into the unknown, this time more than ever before. We’ve gotta be sharp. And once those bombs are set, all of us need to run as fast and as far out of that cavern as we can in case the ceiling comes down on us.”

“For the Duke!” Kanel cheered after more nods and sounds of affirmation from the party. “And for The Gloom!”

“For the Duke and for The Gloom!” my friends and wives shouted in agreement.

After that, the party started to settle down to rest before we started the last leg of our journey. Since we were camped with the Sidnar, we didn’t need to set watches, and for once, we’d all be able to start refreshed at the break of the next day.

Scourge set a kettle over the campfire and started to make some fresh tea while most everyone else checked over their weapons and made sure they’d be ready for the coming battle. As I looked over my Galil, I noticed Amrila go over and sit next to Dorrem, who was pretending to read over his notes while he secretly watched Rakah.

The shaman sat with some of the other Sidnar women as they processed the teine pods and captured salamanders, and Dorrem was staring at her like a lovesick puppy.

“You’re such a coward,” Amrila suddenly said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“I beg your pardon?” the Dwarf groused as he rounded on Amrila. “What have I done? How is it possible to bravely sit and read?”

“Just go talk to her,” the horned woman snorted as she rolled her black eyes. “You’re being creepy just staring at her. And it’s not like you have the luxury of time.”

Dorrem looked like he had a retort on the tip of his tongue, but surprisingly, he deflated instead.

“That’s true,” he sighed as he shot another glance at the Sidnar shaman. “We’ll leave soon after we wake up tomorrow.”

“Actually,” Amrila replied with a wicked little grin, “I meant because you’re older than the dirt under our feet. But that, too. I’m not saying ‘run over there and propose marriage.’ Just stop with the longing looks and go speak with her.”

With that, Amrila just got up and came over to sit with the rest of us, and Dorrem watched her walk away with a troubled expression on his wrinkled face.

But, after a few moments, the old Dwarf actually got up and walked over to the shaman in the circle of other women. I tried to watch out of the corner of my eye, and I saw the gray-bearded man point at the teine pods while he seemed to ask a question about them.

“Good for him,” Tauric chuckled, and I realized the blacksmith had been subtly watching his kinsman, too. “I never thought he’d take his chance.”

“Do you think she likes him?” Kanel asked, and he glanced over at Dorrem and Rakah. “The lady seems like a hard one to read.”

“She likes him,” Fystren replied with a mysterious smile as she worked a nick out of her polearm.

“How do you know?” Bhakoth asked as his forehead crinkled.

“A woman can always tell,” Tiana giggled.

As much as I wanted to continue this lighthearted conversation, I knew we couldn’t afford to get too distracted.

“We should all probably get some rest,” I said as I got up from the fire. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

The party made sure all of our things were ready to go first thing the next day, and then we headed into our tents.

I fell asleep between Nileme and Amrila on our bedrolls that we had pushed together, but sometime in the earliest hours of the next day, I thought I heard a deep, low rumble.

I sat bolt upright out of a dead sleep and realized I was covered in sweat. But the camp was just starting to be filled with the sounds of life. People spoke in quiet voices as they stoked the fires outside, started breakfast, or went about their first chores of the day.

There was no rumble. It must have been part of my dream that I’d already forgotten, so I shook it off, got up, and dressed, and then stepped out of my tent. The camp was calm, which confirmed that I hadn’t slept through another cave quake.

Weird. It seemed so real when I’d woken up.

I went around and woke up my party. Some of the Sidnar women were kind enough to bring us food and tea they’d already prepared, and we gratefully accepted. Then it was time to leave the camp and travel further into the Volcanic Wastes, but I didn’t fail to notice how Dorrem cast a lingering look over his shoulder as the Sidnar camp faded from view.

The party pressed on, and the caverns started to feel warmer and drier the further we went. The smell of sulfur also grew. Most of us had to strip off any unnecessary layers of clothes, and Amrila and Scourge reapplied the minty ointment under their noses to try to block out the smell of rotten eggs.

The vibe of the party was tense, and there wasn’t much banter or good-natured ribbing that morning. I couldn’t blame them. My stomach was in a knot, and I could feel my pulse in my neck and all the way up to my temples.

The oppressive heat deeper in the caves didn’t fucking help, either.

That was another reason we wanted to finish this mission with all haste. I didn’t know how long any of us could withstand the elevated temperature, with no hint of a breeze to offer temporary relief. All we had was the water in our waterskins and canteens to help cool us off, and in a place like this, we would need to ration it out.

If I were a more religious man, I might have felt like I was approaching Hell itself.

As we walked and sweated our balls off, I kept an eye out for Scourge and Syneath. They’d scouted on ahead, like we’d discussed the day before. I knew we would only see them once we reached the central cavern later in the day, or if they’d spotted trouble ahead, but that didn’t make me worry any less.

It seemed impossible, but somehow, the tunnels and caves we passed slowly grew even hotter, until it felt like we were wading through a sauna. More of the volcanic vents dotted the cave floors and walls, and they all spewed steady streams of noxious fumes. This was easily my least favorite part of The Gloom I’d ever been to.

Of course, that’s when I heard the rumble in my head again.

But this time, a heartbeat later, I felt the first tremor in the soles of my feet, too. It was the Eye, I suddenly realized. The Eye of Vallis was talking to me, so I held up my hand and signaled for the group to halt.

“What is it, Eddie?” Dorrem asked as he leaned forward on Garfunkel’s back.

Without moving an inch, I craned my head to look over my shoulder at the Dwarf, and I noticed his mount was nervously shuffling its feet.

Even that small movement would give away our position to the worms, so this was where Dorrem would have to wait for us to return because if the scholar, Simon, and Garfunkel went any further, they’d probably get eaten. We weren’t far from the central cavern we were looking for anyway, so I just had to figure out how to lead the guardian worms away.

“Tauric,” I said in a low voice, and my hand was still in the air to signal to the party to be still. “I want you to walk over to the esels as quietly as you can, take their reins, and lead them away--”

“But Eddie,” the blacksmith cut in with a confused expression, “I should be with you when we fight the Worm Mother. I want to see this through, and I deserve to see my bombs work.”

“Alright.” I nodded. “That’s fair. But someone needs to stay behind with Dorrem so he’s not alone. There are worms around here, close by. He’ll need help to keep the esels calm so they don’t bolt and leave us without supplies to get back to the Sidnar camp.”

“I’ll stay, Shield Brother,” Chadaron offered quietly. “I’ll watch over Master Dorrem and guard our supplies.”

I felt another small tremor in the ground, and a bead of sweat trickled down my temple.

“Thanks.” I nodded at the Dolrath warrior. “Now, on the count of three, you and Dorrem are going to take Simon and Garfunkel and fall back to that last chamber we were in. Wait for us there, or use the stone to tell us if something happens.”

“I don’t have my stone right now, Eddie,” Dorrem hissed.

“Here, Master Dwarf,” Tiana said as she slowly reached into her pocket, drew out the Seer Stone she’d borrowed, and tossed it to Dorrem.

The Dwarf fumbled and nearly dropped the thing, but he managed to catch it at the last second.

“Okay, now that that is settled,” I muttered. “The rest of us are all going to rush forward and make a big commotion to lead the worms away. Ear protection on. Ready? One… Two… Three!”

The rest of us dashed forward as we pulled on our Pro Xs, and we shouted and hit the cave floor as hard as we could with our feet.

“Come!” Xuag called out with a fierce grin, and he beat his war axe on boulders and volcanic vents as he passed them. “Come and eat me if you dare, foul beasts!”

As the end of the passage came into view, Kanel and Bhakoth were just in front of me, and the two Dolrath men were about to enter the central chamber we’d been looking for when a larger tremor hit and shook the floor beneath us.

But it wasn’t the violence of a cave quake. What the fuck was going on?

Suddenly, the ground three feet in front of us bulged and burst upward. A giant worm breached through the dirt and screeched as it reared up with a shriek, but it wasn’t as giant as the last one we’d faced. It was still big as fuck, but still only half the size of the one we’d fought before.

“Get down!” I shouted to Bhakoth and Kanel as I pulled the big game rifle from its holster on my back.

The two warriors immediately dropped to their knees so I could aim over their heads.

The worm sensed the vibration from Bhakoth and Kanel’s movements, and it lowered its asshole of a mouth and sucked in the hot, stinking air as it waited for the next movement.

But I wasn’t going to give it the chance, so I aimed the double barrels right at the sucking hole and pulled the trigger.

The Pro Xs kicked on and made the world eerily silent for a split second. In that same instant, the round from the elephant gun ripped through the worm’s head and made it explode in a splatter of flesh, teeth, and undefined liquids. Bhakoth and Kanel took the worst of it, but I didn’t escape the spray.

“Ugh!” Bhakoth yelped in disgust. “By the gods!”

Kanel retched as he tried to shake some of the worst of it off his hands and arms, but he wasn’t very successful. I couldn’t blame him for his reaction, though. The smell was horrible.

“Let’s go!” I called out behind me. “We’re close!”

I leapt over the still-twitching worm’s body, and then I ran into the central chamber ahead of Kanel and Bhakoth.

Rakah had been right, the chamber didn’t look as it appeared on the map we’d been using. But it was close. I could see the heat waves coming from the magma chamber through one cave, and as the others entered the central chamber behind me, my eyes scanned the area in front of me.

The heat made it hard to think, but a movement caught my attention. Two low mounds formed near the mouth of the cave to the left of the magma chamber, and they started to shoot right for us.

It must be more worker or guardian worms digging through the ground, just under the surface.

“Over there!” I pointed to the left-hand cave. “That’s where she is!”

“Eddie!” I heard Scourge’s voice shout. “Look out!”

I looked to see the thief and Syneath stuck up on top of a huge boulder in one corner of the cave, and two more worms were just below the dirt and circling the bottom of the boulder like sharks.

I had to act quick. I thought about how easily I’d blown the head off of the worm in the passage. I’d used my elephant gun, sure, but the worm didn’t seem to have the same thick hide the bigger one had.

Then it hit me.

“Kanel! Fystren!” I shouted as I marched forward and took aim at one of the mounds gunning for us. “Help our scouts! These worms are younger. They haven’t developed their natural armor yet! Everyone else is with me!”

As Fystren and Kanel ran to help Scourge and Syneath, I crossed halfway through the chamber and dropped to one knee to steady my shot. I had one more cartridge in the barrel before I’d have to reload, and I just needed one of the bastards to breach.

“Let me get that beast up for you, Little Brother.” Xuag grinned as he came to stand next to me.

Then the captain beat the butt of his axe on the ground and stomped his feet.

Xuag began to chant a battle cry in Orcish, and he continued to punish the ground to draw the worms up and out. I grinned at the broad man, and then I looked down the barrel of my rifle as I waited for the guardian worms to show their ugly maws.

The worms sped up when they felt Xuag’s movements, and the mounds of dirt raced toward us like waves about to crash against the shore. Then one finally breached not even five feet from me. I squeezed the trigger and fired at the side of the beast’s head as it launched itself at Xuag, and the round made quick work of this worm, too.

As the first worm’s carcass hit the dirt, the second worm burst from the ground and also went for the Orc captain, but Xuag was ready with his axe. The fierce man swung his weapon in a heavy arc and sliced through its endless neck. The worm was cut in two, and the severed half smacked down on the soft packed earth.

As more of the worker worms rumbled into the chamber, the rest of the party ran forward. Tiana drove her spear into one of the mounds as it barreled at her, and there was a muffled shriek from under the ground as the Dryad violently jerked the shaft back and forth to maximize the damage. Meanwhile, Nileme and Amrila worked together as the Zencarri woman drew a worm out of the ground, and the princess fired her Kris Vector at it until it stopped moving.

Kanel and Fystren also made a perfect team, and the Dolrath warrior couple used their heavy weapons to dispatch the worms that had cornered our scouts. Bhakoth and Tauric worked together to kill another worm that had come up behind Xuag and me, and then I looked up from reloading my rifle.

“Let’s move into this bitch’s lair, men,” I growled before I raised my voice for the others to hear. “Keep the workers busy! We’re going in. Make as much noise as you can!”

I ran forward as Xuag, Bhakoth, and Tauric followed, and Tiana, Nileme, and Amrila started to shout and stomp to draw the new worker worms pouring out of the Worm Mother’s lair. The women drew them away and helped to clear the way for us, and I flashed them a grin as I passed.

Then I entered the lair for the first time.

I didn’t think the caves could get any hotter without actually being under magma, but holy fuck-balls. Sweat gushed down from my hairline, and I hastily wiped it away with my sleeve. I could also hear the other men panting behind me. It was like walking into an oven, and we needed to end this before we all cooked.

I quickly scanned the lair, but I didn’t have to look far. Because suddenly, there she was. The Worm Mother. And she was fucking horrible.

The giant worm was over forty feet long and looked like a swollen turd. Wet, oozing holes trailed down her body in place of the dorsal cirri the smaller worms had, and my stomach churned when I saw things squirming in the shadows of those holes and realized those ‘things’ were more babies. I didn’t think I had trypophobia before this moment, but fuck if I didn’t now.

Then I noticed the Worm Mother was surrounded by several more workers, and I watched as one of the smaller drones reared up and vomited some kind of pale sustenance into the Mothers’ mouth.

I just barely suppressed a gag as I held up my hand again to signal a halt. Tauric, Bhakoth, and Xuag all stopped and watched the sickening scene with revulsion, and we could hear the sound of the others fighting in the adjoining cave.

Thankfully, neither the Mother nor her attendants seemed to have noticed us yet, so we needed to use that to our advantage.

“We should try to sneak up and take out those workers before we start on the Mother,” I whispered to the others. “She’s massive, and I doubt she can move much, if at all at this point.”

“Here,” Tauric said in a low tone, and he quickly and quietly pulled something out of his pack. “Each of you take a few bombs. Remember, don’t pull the pins in any of them until we’re ready for the last one. Once that one blows, it should set the rest off. I don’t know how deep those holes in the Mother go, but they seem like a convenient path to get the bombs into her. We should focus on the ones five feet or so from the head.”

I glanced around the lair as I nodded.

The place was covered in holes from giant worms that had entered or left through the ground. Some areas looked like Swiss cheese, but the workers’ tunneling hadn’t caused a cave quake yet. Maybe there was something about this cave system other than the magma flow that had brought them here. Something to do with the structural strength of the caves in this region.

“Let’s go,” I breathed as I put my two bombs in my pockets.

We slowly moved step by step toward the blind worms, but it felt like it took fucking forever. The heat was almost unbearable now, and I just wanted to be out of here. The workers took turns feeding the Mother, but thankfully, the smell of sulfur covered any other stink that might have resulted from that horrible process. As I kept the big game rifle on the Mother, Xuag, Tauric, and Bhakoth lifted their bladed weapons, and I knew they were ready to strike the worker worms once we got close enough.

Even my asshole was clenched as I watched for any sign that the worms felt our presence, but finally, we were close enough to the Worm Mother to wreak some havoc.

“Now!” I shouted.

Then I fired my rifle at the Mother and blew a new hole into her thick hide just a foot away from her maw.

Before the workers could turn and react, the others rained down heavy blows that chopped the smaller worms to pieces. The worms screeched as they were dissected, and when I realized we were making quick work of them, the knot in my stomach began to unravel in relief.

This was going to work.

But then the Mother lifted her head five feet off the ground and bellowed. The sound triggered my Pro Xs, but I could still feel it vibrating in my chest. The roar seemed to be some kind of battle cry, because the last worker worm suddenly lunged at me with a new ferocity.

I just barely got the rifle up fast enough to blast the drone’s head off, but there was no time for celebration, because the Mother Worm’s whole body suddenly contracted like she was gearing up for an attack of her own.

I didn’t want to see what kind of attack she had in store, so I quickly holstered the big game rifle and reached into my pocket with my other hand.

Just as my fingers wrapped around the first bomb, a new horror appeared.

As the Worm Mother clenched and writhed, worm pups slithered out of the dozens of holes in her body, and purplish ooze squelched out with the pups. The pups hit the cave floor with wet slaps, and they immediately turned on us. There were dozens of them, and they all had tiny, circular mouths, filled with needle-like teeth.

One darted forward and bit through Xuag’s boot, and the captain howled in pain as he smashed the butt of his axe down on the foot-long body of the offending pup.

“Now!” I shouted. “Do it now! Before she can make more of them.”

I ran forward and tried to avoid the slime-covered pups, but they were fucking everywhere on the ground around the Mother. Several of them popped beneath my boots like ooze-filled balloons, and bile rose up in the back of my throat, but I quickly swallowed it down.

Within seconds, I was feet away from the Mother Worm, and I didn’t give myself time to think as I took the first bomb in my fist and plunged it into one of the holes in the Mother’s body. I had to fight a gag as I pushed my arm into the tight, wet, hot hole up to the elbow. I could feel the Mother’s muscles try to restrict themselves around my arm, but she either didn’t have the strength or was too tired after she’d brooded the pups.

As I yanked my arm out, I stomped on a pup that had tried to crawl up my leg, and I pulled out another bomb just as a second worm managed to crawl onto my boot and took a chunk out of my shin.

“Fuck!” I snarled as I kicked the pup off and shoved my arm into another hole.

Once the bomb was in, I wrenched my arm out again and moved back, and I saw the others had also managed to plant their bombs on either side of the mother. We were so fucking close. We just needed the last bomb now.

The four of us backed up to get away from the pups, and I spun to face the blacksmith on my right.

“Give me another bomb, Tauric!” I shouted as I held out my hand. “I’ll throw it into her mouth.”

“No.” The blacksmith shook his head as he stared at the bomb he held with a strange expression. “You might miss and then what? She has to swallow it to give us the best chance of killing her. If you missed, the bomb would explode on the ground and wouldn’t set off the rest. It might do some damage, but…”

Tauric trailed off as the Mother reared again and bellowed, and this time, the sound shook the entire cave.

Suddenly, the pups that had started to slither toward us stopped, turned, and made their way back to the Mother.

“By the gods,” Bhakoth breathed with horror shining in his remaining eye. “She’s calling her children! We have to end this.”

“Give me the bomb, Tauric!” I demanded. “We’ve gotta go.”

“I know.” The blacksmith nodded, and his face was set as he looked at me. “Run, now!”

Then the strapping Dwarf set off at a dead run, right for the Worm Mother’s head.

“Tauric!” I yelled as I went after him. “Tauric, no!”

But before I could get to the Dwarf, I saw Tauric pull the bomb’s pin, and then he stuffed his arm right into the Worm Mother’s maw.

The sphincter-like mouth closed around Tauric’s arm as he screamed, and I skidded to a halt right behind him and wrapped my arms around the blacksmith’s middle. As Tauric continued to scream, the pups started to gather around our feet.

“Tauric!” I growled as I struggled to pull him free.

“Run!” the Dwarf snapped through clenched teeth. “Go, you sweet fool!”

“Not without you!” I hollered and gave one last, almighty tug.

Tauric came free at last, and we fell backwards.

It wasn’t until I got to my feet that I realized that the blacksmith had lost his left arm at the shoulder. There wasn’t time to do anything about it. Tauric had made his sacrifice, as dumb as it had been, but we only had a minute-and-a-half at most to get as far away as we could.

The Worm Mother bellowed again for her spawn, and I lifted the Dwarf and threw him over my shoulder. Fuck, Tauric was heavy as hell, but I pushed through the pain as I ran for the cave entrance.

“Run!” I shouted as I felt Tauric go limp against my back.

I knew the blacksmith had probably just passed out from the pain. It would take him a while to bleed out, but that was a problem for later.

Bhakoth, Xuag, and I ran out of the cave, and the Mother bellowed her siren’s call yet again.

Once we were back in the central chamber, we found the others fighting six worker worms that must have come from other parts of the caves. When they heard the Mother’s call, the worms stopped and turned toward the lair.

“Run!” Bhakoth yelled to the rest of the party. “Run for the passage!”

But just as we reached the passageway opening, the whole cave system began to heave and shake.


Chapter Eighteen

I turned to see the Worm Mother’s lair cave in as the bombs exploded, one after another, and I knew in my heart, or maybe because of the Eye of Vallis, nothing could have survived that. It was over.

But, of course, as the lair fell in on itself, a river of magma suddenly rushed out of the chamber next to it.

“Keep going!” I shouted so loud that the sound tore my throat. “Go! Go! Go!”

We flew down the passage, and the cave continued to rumble and quake around, and beneath us.

We could hear the sound of cave-ins behind us, but we didn’t dare stop to look. My chest heaved as I ran with Tauric’s weight on my shoulders, but the slightly cooler air in the passage felt like a relief. All I could hear was the pounding of boots on dirt and everyone heaving for breath, and there wasn’t any chance of stopping until we finally reached the open cavern where Dorrem and Chadaron waited.

“Tauric!” Dorrem screamed when he saw his friend’s limp form over my shoulder, and the usually clumsy old man leaped off the back of Garfunkel and ran toward me. “What happened?”

The gray-bearded man’s tone was angry and demanding, but I knew he was just worried for his friend.

“I tried to stop him,” I panted, and I was unsure how to explain it all in the time we had. “But he saved us.”

“No,” Tauric moaned, and his eyes were half open as I set him on the ground. “You saved us, Guardian. You even saved an old idiot like me.”

The quake had started to subside, and the cavern we were in seemed stable, but all I could think about at the moment was Tauric.

“Chadaron!” I said quickly as I looked around for the medic. “Chadaron, please help him!”

The bald Elf immediately rushed over and kneeled next to Tauric’s other side, and the rest of the party stood around us in a tense silence as they watched Chadaron work. I could feel hands on my back and shoulders, and when I looked, it was Nileme, Amrila, and even Tiana. The women didn’t say anything, but they sat with me as I assisted our healer with Tauric’s wound. The first thing Chadaron did was slather the whole of Tauric’s shoulder in some foul smelling paste. It might have smelled like a dumpster that had been baking for weeks in the summer sun, but to my shock, the green-brown paste staunched the bleeding within moments. Then it was just a matter of wrapping the wound.

“Stay with us, you stubborn bastard,” Dorrem whispered as he cradled his friend’s head in his lap, and tears trickled down into his gray beard. “You don’t get the pleasure of dying first.”

Amrila also placed a gentle hand on Dorrem’s shoulder, and the old scholar gave out a small sob as he took her hand in his.

This time, it wasn’t my stomach that seemed to clench, it was my heart. I thought about Saggor in that moment. I didn’t care what the Dolrath or the Orcs said about the glory of death in battle. We should all hope to go peacefully, surrounded by those we love and with the weight of our accomplishments to carry us onto whatever might come next.

What felt like an eternity later, Chadaron finished wrapping Tauric’s shoulder with gauze and looked up at Dorrem and me.

“As long as we can keep infection out, he’s going to be fine,” the bald man said in a quiet tone.

“Thank fuck,” I sighed as the tension left my body in an explosive breath. “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure, Shield Brother.” Chadaron nodded. “I’ve seen a lot of wounds in my time. We’ll get him back to the camp of the Sidnar and cauterize the wound. I’m sure Rakah will have some herbs to help ease his pain and keep the wound clean.”

Dorrem began to weep with relief, and Amrila pulled the old man to her.

“It’s alright,” the Zencarri woman said in a maternal tone. “He’s going to be alright.”

“Let’s get him to the camp,” I said. “Then let’s get home. I’m sure everyone at the capitol can’t wait to hear the good news.”

At the Sidnar’s camp a few hours later, Chadaron and Rakah worked together to take care of Tauric while the rest of us rested. By the next day, the blacksmith was awake but groggy from the herbs that eased his pain. Dorrem gave up his mount so Tauric could ride back to the Encampment, and the usually grumpy Dwarf barely complained about the long walk back.

“Did you speak with the pretty shaman lady?” Amrila teased Dorrem as we traveled.

“Oh,” the old man said through an embarrassed cough. “Yes, I did. I asked them where they planned to make camp next. I’m very interested in the uses of teine pods and blossoms, and Rakah was kind enough to offer to explain them to me one day soon.”

Despite the havoc and fear of the last few days, I couldn’t help but smile to myself.

Dorrem openly lusted after the beautiful Dryad women in the Quartz Caverns, but for whatever reason, he was more embarrassed about his interest in Rakah. I supposed Ibseth would probably say it had something to do with the fact that he was actually serious about the shaman.

“Hey, Scourge,” I said as I remembered something. “Why didn’t you call for help when you and Syneath got cornered up on that boulder back there?”

“Oh, I was hoping you wouldn’t ask,” Scourge sighed. “The worms began to attack as soon as we reached the cave. I was attempting to get my Stone out of my pocket as one of the brutes rushed Syneath, and I used my shadow magic to get to her and deliver us to safety…but somewhere along the way, I must have dropped my Seer Stone. Please don’t tell Dorrem. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at that.

From the Encampment, we went straight to the Yennih capital. There, I’d be able to tell the leaders of The Gloom and the Twilight all that had happened, and Tauric would also have the care of the best doctors in The Gloom for his recovery.

While we waited for the meeting with the leaders, I stopped long enough to write a letter to Hebulsia. I knew how much the cook loved her husband, so I offered her all the time off she needed, with pay, while she came to the capital to be with him. Tauric had given his arm for The Gloom and us, and it felt like the least I could do in return.

This time, when I met with the leaders of the underground world, there were no spectators. It was just them, my friends and wives, and me. I recounted the tale of how we’d found the Worm Mother and killed her. There were no dramatic embellishments, like Bhakoth might have added, and I didn’t focus on the glory of our deeds, as Xuag would have done. I just stated the facts as they happened while Ondur and the other leaders listened.

“What about the rest of The Gloom?” I asked as I looked around the meeting hall. “Did you find any more worms?”

“Quite a few, husband,” Pregia answered. “Our joined forces scoured every tunnel and cavern within our reach. The information you gave us made all the difference, my love.”

“You and your warriors have done us all the greatest service,” Wrath added as he stood. “The city state of Dermarkt will bestow upon you a house in the city for your personal use, as well as a dispensation befitting your new title of Baron.”

All of the other lords and ladies present offered similar rewards to my party and myself. Not that I cared about material things, but I wondered if I might be the richest man in The Gloom before long.

As the meeting closed, my family and I went back to our apartments there in the palace. I made sure to use the Stones to tell Ibseth that we’d be home soon, and that I just had a few loose ends to tie up.

Hurry home, I heard Ibseth say in her sweet voice. We can’t wait to see you.

I can’t wait to see all of you, too, I replied. Give Wyatt a hug and a kiss from me.

Soon, Ondur came to see us, along with Bhakoth and Xuag.

“Eddie, I don’t know what to say,” the usually reserved man said in a shocked tone. “What you’ve done for us, for the Gloom… it defies words.”

“You don’t have to thank me anymore,” I chuckled. “Really. It was a group effort, and you and the other chiefs and lords have been more than generous. I’m just glad the worms are gone.”

“I don’t think that’s what he came to talk about, my love,” Pregia giggled as she sat curled up in a comfortable chair. “As the patrols tracked down the worms, we all had a great deal of time to discuss peace and trade agreements.”

“Really?” I asked as I offered Ondur a seat. “How’d that go?”

“Because of you, our realm is at peace, perhaps for the first time in our history,” the chief said in a voice that was thick with emotion. “I know you’ll be modest and say you were only one part of that process. But all the rest of us know you were the facilitator of this peace. It would have been impossible without your intervention.”

Those words struck me to the core, and for a moment, I was speechless.

The last year raced through my mind as I thought about what Ondur had said. The joy I felt the first time I looked at that tiny, busted-up trailer. How it had felt like a castle to me. Even now, as I stood in my suite of rooms in an actual castle, that trailer was still the most precious place in the world to me for all it had led me to.

“Thank you,” was all I managed to choke out.

“Well…” The chief smiled as he stood again. “I find myself with some unaccounted for time. The first in many long days. I should enjoy them before my chamberlain can find me and bring up a matter that mysteriously needs my attention. I will see you all at dinner. I think I’ll take a walk around the gardens.”

“I believe Lady Syneath also said she was going to the gardens, my lord,” Bhakoth said in an innocent tone.

“Really?” Ondur asked with keen interest. “Then I should say hello if I see her.”

“Indeed.” The general nodded, but he politely declined to make any further comment.

I exchanged a smile with my wives as the chief left.

Ibseth would be thrilled when I told her later. I wondered if it was a coincidence that Syneath happened to be in the palace gardens, or if she and Ondur had arranged a secret meeting there.

Either way, I was happy for them.

After dinner, Xuag, Bhakoth, and Scourge said their goodbyes and left. The general and the captain were eager to get back to their families, now that the danger had passed, and Scourge had joined his brother on the journey back to Dermarkt but promised to visit soon.

Dorrem had skipped dinner, though.

Hebulsia and Beclin had arrived at the palace, and the four Dwarves had taken dinner in Tauric’s room. I was restless and told my wives I’d join them in our apartment soon, and then I stopped by to check in on Tauric. Hebulsia sat on the edge of the bed, next to her husband, while the other two Dwarves had pulled up chairs next to the bed.

“If we make this joint here spring loaded,” Dorrem said in a studious voice as I entered, “I think it will be able to handle the recoil from a hammer strike. It might actually help your smithing skills.”

The gray-bearded man had a sketchpad in one hand and with the other was pointing to something on the paper with a pencil.

“Was there ever something wrong with my smithing?” Tauric asked from the bed, and an amused smile tugged at his dry lips.

“Now, dear,” Hebulsia gently chided him. “Your friends are just trying to help.”

“Eddie!” Beclin smiled as he looked up and saw me at the doorway.

“Hey.” I grinned. “I just wanted to stop by and check on the patient. How are you, Tauric?”

“I’ll live,” the blacksmith laughed hoarsely. “Unless Dorrem bores me to death with his needlessly detailed explanations.”

“I’m doing you a favor,” the grumpy old man retorted before he turned to me. “Here, Eddie. You’ll appreciate my work. I’ve come up with a design for a new arm.”

I looked at the sketch that Dorrem had made and wondered how long he’d been working on it. It was a kind of mechanical prosthetic to replace Tauric’s arm. I didn’t understand any of the blocky, Dwarven writing, but I could guess it would have a magical element that would allow the black-bearded Dwarf to control it.

“This is amazing, Dorrem,” I said. “Would something like this really work?”

“I don’t know.” The scholar shrugged. “It’s never been done. But Beclin has helped me with it, and we’re very confident it should function just as well, perhaps even better, than his old arm.”

“If there’s anything I can do, you let me know,” I replied. “Costs, supplies. Whatever you need.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Hebulsia said in a misty voice, and I could see tears of gratitude brimming in her eyes. “You’ve always been so kind to us.”

I spent a while talking to the Dwarves and eventually said goodnight. It was getting late, but I still wasn’t ready for bed, so I thought about the palace gardens. Ondur seemed to find a lot of peace there. Maybe I would too, since I wasn’t even sure why I was still so keyed up.

I made my way to the gardens, and as I passed, palace guards and servants respectfully bowed to me. I nodded and smiled to acknowledge them and kept walking. The Yennih Palace gardens were quite beautiful, and especially very quiet late in the day without any courtiers or nobles wandering around. I walked around for a while, and I thought about nothing in particular and just enjoyed the sights and smells.

Then I noticed someone else in the garden, by the little spring.

It was Tiana. I hadn’t had a lot of time to talk to her since we got back to the palace, but I was glad she was still here. I supposed that meant the Dryad Queen and Shumnath hadn’t left the palace yet, either.

The dusky woman was lying by the stream, and she was dressed in a silky, white Yennih gown someone must have given her.

The huntress’ armor was probably being cleaned. We’d been a mess when we left the Volcanic Wastes, and despite a couple of stops at rivers and streams along the way, some of the gore from the fight had proven hard to wash off.

The slinky, low-cut silk gown suited her, though.

“Hey there,” I said in a soft tone so I didn’t startle the Dryad.

“Hello, Eddie,” Tiana replied as she sat up and looked over one velvety shoulder at me.

“I should have guessed you would like this place,” I remarked as I sat on the grass next to the huntress.

“It’s lovely,” Tiana sighed and looked around the lush gardens. “Not wild and free like a proper wilderness, but a welcome change from all the brick and marble. I… I suppose you’re eager to return to your home. Now that our adventure has come to an end.”

The Dryad cast me a look out of the corner of her eye, and I swore she seemed disappointed.

“That’s the funny thing about adventures,” I chuckled as I plucked a blade of grass and held it in my hands. “There’s always another adventure waiting for you. What about you? Are you happy to go back to your forest with all your Dryad sisters?”

“I guess,” Tiana murmured as she looked into the depths of the spring pool.

“That doesn’t sound like a yes,” I replied while I watched her expression.

“I’ve only ever known the Quartz Caverns,” the huntress said before she took a deep breath and let it out quickly. “But now I’ve seen more of the world, and I… I don’t know how to put it into words.”

“You don’t have to,” I said as I toyed with the blade of grass. “I felt the same way when I first came to The Gloom. Home is the best place in the world, but it’s still nice to see other places, too. Experience new things.”

I took the blade of grass between two fingers and playfully ran it down Tiana’s arm, and the Dryad smiled at me as our eyes met and held each other.

“Eddie,” Tiana breathed.

“Yes?” I replied as I kept my eyes on her golden gaze.

“Will you kiss me again?”

There was no pause or hesitation this time.

I leaned toward the huntress, took her into my arms, and kissed her, and as I moved my lips against hers, Tiana wrapped her arms around me. The scent of the flowers in her hair clouded my senses and filled me with abandon, and even though this was a public garden, the two of us laid down on the cool grass.

My heart started to beat faster with the thrill of it all as we rolled, and suddenly, Tiana was on top of me. I lifted myself into a seated position, and I started to kiss along the smooth curve of her neck.

“Oh, Eddie,” the Dryad purred and exposed more of her throat to me. “There is one new experience I want right now.”

“What?” I growled as I anticipated her answer.

“I want you,” Tiana said in a firm tone, and she began to loosen the strings of my Yennih shirt. “If you’ll have me.”

“Fuck, I want you, too,” I snarled as I ran my hands up her flat stomach and found her firm, heavy breasts. “I have since the moment I laid eyes on you.”

“Ohhh,” Tiana thrilled when I touched her, and she softly started to rock her hips into mine.

As I continued to kiss and fondle the dusky woman, she removed my shirt. In return, I slipped the wide straps of her dress off Tiana’s shoulders to reveal her pert, tawny nipples. Every inch of the huntress was beautiful, and my cock jumped in my soft, Yennih pants.

“Ahhh!” Tiana yelped quietly as she felt my excitement, and she looked down at me with wide golden eyes. “I-I’ve never had a man before, but even I know how i-impressive that is. You’re gifted in more than just battle, my darling.”

“You’re about to find out how gifted,” I said as I put an arm around the Dryad’s waist and guided her back to the grass. Then I kissed across her breasts as I slowly pulled her skirts up over her knees.

“Eddie!” Tiana gasped as I licked and sucked her nipples, and her fingers came up to bury themselves in my hair. “By the gooooods!”

Once her skirt was out of my way, I started to kiss my way down her stomach before I positioned myself between her legs. I took my time and teased the Dryad to savor the moment, but then I gently licked her sweet, slick clit and grinned as she jumped slightly in surprise.

“Ohhh!” Tiana keened as I pulled away from her clit and trailed kisses from one thigh to the other. “I-Is it meant to feel so good?”

“Yes, and I’ll make you feel even better,” I rumbled as I shifted back to her center and licked a hot stripe up her wet slit. “Fuck, you taste amazing.”

I spent the next several minutes alternating between sucking on her clitoris and spearing my tongue deep inside her, and Tiana went wild above me. Her hands couldn’t decide if they wanted to clutch at my hair or the soft grass beneath us, and her hips rolled up again and again to chase my lips and tongue.

“Uhhhh, yesss!” Tiana whimpered as her back arched with pleasure, and the sweet scent of her suddenly grew stronger. “Eddie! That feeeeeels so gooood! It-- it’s too much! I fear I will fall to pieces.”

I pulled away from her pussy and tilted my head back to meet Tiana’s glassy, golden gaze, and her beautiful face was framed by her heaving, velvety breasts.

“Fall,” I commanded in a husky voice. “I’ll be here to catch you.”

Then I dipped back down and sucked her clit between my lips, and as I felt the Dryad about to hit her peak, I slipped one finger deep inside her tight, wet channel and crooked it to hit that magical spot that would throw her over the edge.

“Godsssss,” Tiana mewled as she grabbed handfuls of the grass behind her head. “Some-- something is happening! Eddie, ohhhh!”

Tiana came with a warm gush, and the walls of her pussy clamped down around my finger. Her sweet juices almost tasted like fruit, and I greedily lapped them up as the huntress rolled through her climax.

“Ahh,” Tiana panted as she came back down and caught her breath, and her eyes met mine as I slowly climbed up her body. “That was… gods, I don’t even know what that was.”

“Just the start,” I growled as I lowered myself over the dusky woman. “That is, if you want more?”

“I do!” Tiana gasped as she pulled me the rest of the way to her. “I want moooore.”

I quickly removed my pants as adrenaline pulsed through me and made my skin tingle, and then I slowly guided myself inside of Tiana’s glorious pussy.

“Uhhh!” the Dryad moaned, and her hands gripped my shoulders tightly.

“You okay?” I asked through gritted teeth.

Fuck, she was so tight and soaking wet. I could barely keep my hips still, but this was the Dryad’s first time, and I needed to make sure she was comfortable.

“Yesss,” Tiana mewled as her gold eyes rolled back into her head. “You’re sooo biiigggg, Eddie! I can feel you, deep in here.”

She wiggled a hand between us and laid it flat on her belly, and my cock throbbed as I felt her nails scratch lightly through my pubic hair.

“You feel fucking amazing,” I panted as I slowly started to pump my hips into her. “I knew you would. Fuck!”

Tiana had bucked her hips up, and our hips clapped together with a loud, wet sound as my cock was buried to the hilt. The Dryad whimpered and moaned, and we slowly started to build a rhythm together.

Every time I pulled out, Tiana would moan in protest, and when I pushed back deep inside her, she would whimper and tighten her legs around my waist. Seeing her so wild with pleasure made me quickly pick up the pace, and soon, the loud sounds of our lovemaking echoed through the palace gardens.

“Uhhh, Tiana!” I rumbled as I felt the knot in my gut tighten. “I want you to come for me again!”

“Yessss!” the huntress mewled, and when she threw back her head, her flower-filled hair fanned out across the grass like she’d grown straight from the earth. “Oohhh, deeeeper, right there! Make me yours alone, Eddie!”

I pistoned inside of Tiana for all I was worth, and I felt that familiar pressure begin to build inside my core. Then, just as we reached a frantic pace, I felt Tiana’s channel clench around my cock and spasm.

“Eddieeeeee!” Tiana screamed as she came again.

It felt so good that I almost burst, but I held back for just a few more seconds.

“Where do you want me to cum?” I growled, since I didn’t want to presume.

“Inside me,” Tiana breathed as she grabbed the back of my head and clenched her whole body around me. “Spill your seed inside me!”

That was all I needed to hear.

With two final thrusts, I came and pushed my seed inside of the Dryad, and she moaned as she accepted every last drop. Sparks danced across my vision as chills raced down my spine, and I groaned as I bottomed out one last time to make sure I’d filled her to the brim. Then my arms started to tremble, so I gently pulled out of Tiana’s pussy with a wet squelch and tumbled to the grass beside her.

We held each other for a while in the silent garden, half naked and content, but there was something I wanted to say. An idea I couldn’t shake.

“Tiana?” I spoke up finally.

“Yes, my darling?” the huntress purred as she nuzzled into my chest.

“Do you want to come back to my home with me?” I asked. “To stay, I mean?”

“Yes,” Tiana replied without pause, and when she lifted her head to meet my eyes, her smile was broad and radiant. “I will come and stay with you and all your wives. I… I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I rumbled as I held her tightly. “I think I have for a while now.”

We stayed like that for a while longer before we dressed and snuck back to my apartments. Nileme, Pregia, and Amrila woke when we entered the bedroom, but they just made room for Tiana and me in the bed without any questions.

“Awww,” Amrila giggled as she snuggled in close to the rest of us. “You two smell like love. Welcome, sister.”

“Welcome,” Nileme agreed in a sleepy voice, and she put an arm around Tiana to cuddle.

“Welcome, sister,” Pregia yawned. “I will celebrate with you in the morning. It’s too late to do it properly now.”

“Thank you, sisters,” Tiana whispered, and even in the dark, I could see her happy smile.

The next day, my wives did indeed celebrate their new sister, and then we got ready to leave for home.

The Dryad Queen had seemed perplexed when we told her of Tiana’s intention, but she still gave her blessing. Tiana bid heartfelt farewells to her queen and sisters, and then we traveled to Hillshire with the Dwarves, so Tauric could recover in the peace of his own cabin. The doctors had given their instructions and some herbs to treat Tauric’s wound, and I knew Hebulsia and Beclin would make sure he applied them every day.

Once the Dwarves were settled, my wives and I took the teleportation circle back to the surface, and Ibseth, Bolra, Gwen, and Sigrith were all pleased with our newest family member.

“I know it’s cold and muddy now,” Ibseth told the awe-struck Dryad. “But soon, everything will be alive and green again. You’ll love it!”

All of my wives went out of their way to make Tiana at home over the next few days and weeks. Nileme also let Tiana stay with her, since the two women had taken to each other so much during our adventure.

And with the worms gone, and Belzat presumably licking his wounds, everything became quiet for a time. With so much free time, I spent several days just relaxing with my wives and son, but soon I started to feel restless, so I lost myself in research for a while and finally found an important clue to the seaside town from my vision.

The pinkish-orange roof tiles I’d seen were actually pretty unique. They were made from clay from Crookville, Ohio, and I made some calls to the factory there and found out they supplied tiles exclusively to several historic towns in the French Riviera.

We had a location, and with the Gloom currently stable, an idea began to form in my head.

So, I made some more calls, this time to make flight reservations for my family. Meyer had offered use of his villa in Ibiza, and I decided to take him up on it. I would take my wives there for a late Valentine's Day gift, and then we’d go to the Riviera for a couple of weeks while my wives enjoyed the beach and I looked for the other portal.

Owen was able to help me get papers for Tiana and passports for all the rest of us. With the charm Scourge had given me, we’d also be able to take Wyatt without any worry about unwelcomed questions. The last hurdle was to ask Craig to house/dog sit for us, which he was all too happy to do.

When the big day of the trip came, our houses were in chaos. Last minute packing, double-checking that we had the passports and tickets, but it was all going to be well worth it. Especially since I knew the ladies had all gone bathing suit shopping and gotten breezy dresses for the warmer weather in Europe.

Honestly, when we got to the airport, I finally had enough time to sit and realize I was nervous about my first international flight.

“I’m going to grab a quick drink before the flight,” I said to Ibseth while the rest of my wives looked through a souvenir shop. “I’ll be right back.”

“Of course.” The curvy elf nodded as she bounced our now three-month-old son. “I’ll text you if they start boarding. But that nice lady at the counter said it will still be a while.”

“Thanks.” I grinned. “I love you.”

“I love you too, my king.” Ibseth smiled and kissed me before I set off on my own.

The airport bar was already kinda full when I arrived, so I sat down at the bar, next to a man about my age with black hair.

I ordered a whiskey, and the man next to me asked for one, too.

“Long trip?” I asked the guy.

He looked over at me and shrugged, and I noticed he had very green eyes that seemed excited and unsure all at the same time.

“Not yet,” he replied as we were served our whiskey. “The hard bit is going over the ocean.”

“Oh?” I asked as I took a sip from my glass. “I wouldn’t know. This is my first time. You travel to Europe a lot?”

“Not since I was a kid,” the other guy said as he toyed with something in his hand. “I used to go to England with my dad, and we’d go hunting with my uncle. This will be the first time I’ve been back in years.”

I nodded and took another sip.

“I love hunting,” I said, just to make conversation. “But I’ve only hunted around Ohio. I’m Eddie, by the way.”

“I’m Jason,” the other man replied with a friendly smile.

Then he set the item in his hand down on the bar so he could shake my hand.

As we shook, I noticed it was an old fashioned ring of keys, but one key looked much older than the rest. It was a large, iron key that looked somewhat like one I had found almost a year ago.

And it had an Elven rune etched into it.

My breath caught in my throat, but I played off my shock.

“Uh, quite a keyring you got there,” I joked as I burned with curiosity inside. “I guess that’s a sign of responsibility, waking up one day and realizing you’ve suddenly got a dozen keys you’ve got to keep track of.”

“These were actually sent to me by a barrister,” Jason snorted. “Barrister? Or was he a solicitor? I forget. Whatever they call lawyers in London. My uncle passed and left me his pub. I don’t even have a clue what all these go to.”

“Really?” I chuckled. “That sounds like some adventure, figuring that out. Especially that big one. I actually found a key like that once after my grandpa died and left me his old trailer.”

“Seriously?” Jason asked, and he looked up at me in surprise. “What did it open?”

I checked my watch and realized I had to get back to my gate. I debated telling him the truth, even if I came across as crazy, but also, I kinda didn’t want to ruin the surprise for him.

“This is going to sound weird, but I’d like you to take my card,” I said as I fished out one of the business cards I’d made ahead of opening the range. “I’m a curious guy, and I just gotta know what kinda door that key goes to. Will you text me and let me know? So that it doesn’t keep me up at night?”

“I guess,” Jason replied as he looked at my card and frowned at me. “But what did your key open?”

I had already thrown a few bucks on the bar and started to walk away.

“Adventure,” I said over my shoulder and shot Jason a grin. “It opened an adventure.”

End of Book 13


Cast of Characters from Book 13:

Kellan Grant: Human. Black hair and brown eyes. Grant owns and operates a small contracting company around the Westherst area. Eddie hires Grant to remodel the old factory and transform it into a top notch firing range.

Rakah: Gnome. Black hair streaked with white and gray eyes. The shaman of the Sidnar Clan, one of the nomadic clans of the Dolrath tribe. Rakah has a spooky air about her and catches the eye of Dorrem early on.
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