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Cast of Characters from Book 11:

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.

Brock Stanton: Human. Eddie’s former neighbor and nemesis who sold Eddie the last house in the cul-de-sac.

Chase Wallace: Human. An old rival of Travis Meyer. Blond with too-white teeth. Wallace comes from old money and is attempting to sabotage and blackmail Meyer’s family, but Eddie is trying to get him to back off.
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Chapter One

The Quartz Caverns could have easily been my favorite place in all The Gloom.

There were other places that would always hold a special meaning for me, of course. The Great Forest where I first met Ibseth and later defeated her perverted, tyrant of a half-brother, Ursenger. The small cavern near Bermshire where Amrila and I had fought a Jeweled Troll. Bermshire itself, filled with simple folk just trying to keep to themselves and live their lives in peace.

There was the Dolrath tent city, the Encampment, where I’d met Nileme and Bhakoth. Grimthorn, where Third and the Spike Keepers looked after the Spike Growth that kept the feral Goblins of the Twilight Region out of The Gloom. And Tors Bane, where my Orcish clan brothers also watched over the tunnels to the Twilight.

But there was something special about the Quartz Caverns. The ancient ruins of the Lost Dwarves and the High Elves were mostly overgrown with ivy, and the enchanted forests slowly took back the land over centuries. The bright, pink light from the veins of quartz that crisscrossed the stone ceiling and walls added to the feeling of magic and mystery, and even the swamp around my new tower was beautiful.

The gnarled trees and hanging moss were filled with the light of glow bugs that winked in the shadows of the branches and undergrowth as they signaled to their mates. The glow bugs were bigger than the lightning bugs that lit up fields and grass in the Ohio spring. The glow bugs had lantern-like abdomens about the size of a chickpea and gave off a yellow-green glow twice as bright as the lightning bugs I knew, and every now and then a colorful pixie would zoom past on some unknown errand.

I sat on the front steps of the tower with Growler next to me as Beclin played with Dread and the garm puppy I’d brought for the red-bearded Dwarf. The puppies were finally big enough to leave their mother, Valerie, and Beclin had named the puppy Saggor, after the old leader of the last of the Lost Dwarves who passed last year. The little gargoyles living in the swamp tower also played with the garms, and I’d given the three little gargoyles names to tell them apart in my head.

The one that had protected the chest where I’d found the Eye of Vallis looked a little like a monkey. He kinda reminded me of the flying monkeys in The Wizard of Oz, so I named him Frank, after L. Frank Baum who’d written the original books. Another stone creature looked a little like a cat, with an angular face and pointed ears on top of his head. That one I called Chester, like the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland. Lastly, I’d started to call the third one Buck, because he had a canine-like snout and features, and Call of the Wild had been one of my favorite books in school.

Frank seemed to be the smartest one of the gargoyles. He flew around and would come low enough for the puppy, Saggor, to almost catch the stone creature. Then Frank would fly out of reach again as little Saggor happily barked and chased after him. Meanwhile, the large, panther-like Golem sat next to the tower steps and watched the garms, Beclin, and the gargoyles with impassive eyes.

Tauric and Hebulsia sat on a blanket in the marshy grass as they shared a picnic, and they laughed as they too watched the cheeky antics of the garms and the gargoyles. Meanwhile, Dorrem was in the tower studying the old sorceress’ writings to try to find a way to fix the Golem’s wing that had been damaged when Nurchek attacked the tower with his Lesser Demons and Nictors.

Dorrem had made a teleportation circle in the tower cellar when we’d arrived a couple of hours ago. That would save us a two-day journey back to Hillshire Manor.

“Would you care for some wine and a sandwich, m’lord?” Hebulsia asked as she walked up with a bottle and a parchment-wrapped parcel in her hands.

“I’d never say no to your cooking.” I grinned as I accepted them. “What do you think of the Cursed Caverns?”

“Not at all what I expected,” the plump woman giggled as she looked at the dark trees and manicured shrubs around the tower. “This is lovely. Like something out of the stories my mother used to tell me before bed. But you’re sure it’s safe, Duke Eddie?”

“I’m sure,” I snorted as I jerked a thumb toward the Golem. “Who would fuck with this guy?”

Two streams of steam issued from the Golem’s nostrils as he huffed, and Hebulsia eyed the stone beast with a nervous expression on her round face.

“Plus,” I added to help reassure the Dwarven woman, “one of the lords of the forests named me the Conservator of this swamp. I don’t think any of the people and creatures living here would mess with us as long as we’re respectful of their territories. How are things going with you and Tauric?”

“He’s such a dear,” Hebulsia sighed as she looked over her shoulder at the blacksmith. “And quite a handsome one to boot.”

“I’ll take your word for that,” I chuckled as I started to unwrap my sandwich.

As the redheaded woman smiled and walked away, back to the blanket and her sweetheart, Dorrem came out of the tower with a book and a pouch filled with magical components in hand.

“Tauric! Beclin!” the gray Dwarf barked in his usual, sour tone. “Get over here. I’ll need your help.”

“Did you figure out how to fix the Golem up?” I asked as I munched on my sandwich.

“Perhaps.” Dorrem nodded as he looked down at his book. “There were no specific instructions in Ilsevel’s works for repairing her constructs. I suppose she’d never had to. But I think I’ve figured things out from her account of how they were made. You see, when you add the dust of the pixies and infused quartz with a hint of hanging moss, it activates the potential in the stone--”

“Cut to the chase, Dorrem,” Tauric grumbled as he walked up to the tower steps. “No one understands your metaphysical explanations. Not even me, and I’ve studied all the same works of the ancestors as you.”

“That’s because you’re a muscle-brained idiot,” the gray-bearded Dwarf retorted. “You can barely infuse metal with magically infused tinctures. Half the time, I have to help you mix them up properly.”

“Now, now,” I snorted, and I tossed Growler half of my uneaten sandwich and stood. “You’re both very pretty. No need to bicker. Just tell us what you need us to do, Dorrem.”

“Just hold the thing’s wing in place,” the scholarly man rumbled. “I’ll do the rest. Beclin, you’ll assist me.”

I stepped down onto the grass and looked at the Golem.

The construct was massive. When the Golem had his wings folded around him, he looked like a large boulder, but when the panther-faced creature unfurled himself, he was eight or nine feet tall, with a twenty-foot wingspan.

“Can you roll onto your side for us?” I asked the Golem, who raised his head from the grass and stared at me.

It was hard to tell how much the big guy understood when we talked to him, but I had an idea.

“Like this,” I said as I motioned toward Growler. “Here, boy. Lay down… now roll over. Good boy.”

Growler followed my instructions and rolled onto his side as he watched my hand gestures. Then I looked back at the Golem.

“Like that,” I said as I pointed at the garm. “On your side. We want to help you with that busted wing.”

The Golem’s eyes narrowed as he looked back and forth from me and Growler. Then the stone beast shot a suspicious look at Dorrem.

“Auck,” Hebulsia tutted as she walked up to the Golem with a maternal kind of energy and gently touched his snout. “I know the old git is a grumpy codger. But he’s smart all the same. Be a good lad and let us help you.”

The Golem gave a puff of hot steam but slowly rolled to his side on the grass.

I remembered how the construct had responded to Gwen when she’d interacted with the beast. The Golem had responded to the Spiran woman in much the same way, and I wondered if there was something in him that deferred to feminine energy. That would make sense in a way, since he’d been created by a sorceress.

Dorrem led us around to the backside of the Golem and took stock of the damage. There was a large chunk missing at the base of the wing, and several cracks radiated from the missing chunk in spiderweb patterns. Dorrem reached up to touch the damaged spot, but he couldn’t quite reach.

“Dammit,” the gray Dwarf swore under his breath. “Beclin, fetch me a stool.”

Before the young Dwarf moved to go into the tower, Frank zoomed into the open tower door, came back out with a stool in hand, and brought it to Dorrem.

“Thank you,” the scholar replied as he took the stool from the gargoyle.

Frank made a chirping noise and then flew off to continue playing with the puppy.

“Beclin, look in the bag,” Dorrem instructed. “There’s some powdered stone. Mix it in a bowl with some water to make a thick paste. Eddie, you and Tauric need to hold the wing in place as I apply the paste. Then I’ll add the magical components to make the patch living stone like the rest of it and add something to help it all set quickly. But don’t let him move, or the patch could crack and make it all worse than before.”

“You shouldn’t call him ‘it,’” Beclin chided Dorrem as the young Dwarf mixed together the cement. “It’s not very nice. He’s alive like you or I. Maybe we could give him a name.”

“How about Fezzik?” I replied as I took hold of the Golem’s wing and thought about Andre the Giant’s character from The Princess Bride.

“I like that.” Hebulsia nodded as she stroked the Golem’s head to keep him calm. “A nice, strong name for a strong boy. There’s a good lad, Fezzik.”

Fezzik started to rumble, like an oversized cat’s purr, and Dorrem applied the paste once Beclin mixed it up. Then the rest of us held the large, heavy wing in place. Tauric had to climb up onto Fezzik’s side to get a good grip and make sure the Golem didn’t move while Dorrem worked. The magical concoction glowed slightly with blue light, and I assumed that was the pixie dust Dorrem found in a jar in the tower.

Then, once the glowing mixture was applied, Dorrem sprinkled on a glittering powder that would help the whole thing set. We needed to keep the wing still for a few minutes while it dried, and my thoughts turned to one of the many things on my mental to-do list.

Travis Meyer had messaged me a few days ago, and the message led to a phone call. Apparently, Chase Wallace, the venture capitalist who’d been fucking with my lawyer, threatened Meyer. Somehow, Wallace connected Meyer with the dirty dealings of a former client.

Meyer was the kind of guy who kept his nose clean, but he also represented guys like Owen McElfresh, who weren’t so clean. While I was sure Travis hadn’t done anything that would get him in trouble, a former client of his had hidden some of his illegal assets, and now there was a question if Meyer had helped the client evade taxes.

Oldest trick in the books. That’s supposedly how they’d gotten Al Capone. When the feds couldn’t prove Capone was a bootlegger and criminal mastermind, they’d gotten him on fucking paperwork. Now, Travis could face jail time for the same kinda shit unless he represented Wallace in a harassment case.

I was pretty sure Wallace just wanted to get one up on Meyer, since they’d been rivals in college. Chase wanted to force Travis to work for him, just to prove he could. But Wallace was also trying for a hostile takeover of Meyer’s family business, and there hadn’t been one word if Wallace would back off if Meyer played ball.

I’d promised to help Travis get Chase off his back, but I wasn’t sure how or if that was possible. As I held Fezzik’s wing in place, I racked my brain for a solution. Wallace was a shithead deluded into thinking he was some kind of genius. Guys like that always fucked up, or got in over their heads, so I’d have to find out where Chase Wallace had slipped up and use it against him somehow.

“Seems set,” Dorrem said as he prodded the patch to make sure it was dried. “You two let go and see if it… if he can move his wing without cracking the patch.”

I helped Tauric down, and all of us stepped back to give the Golem some space.

“Go on then,” Hebulsia encouraged Fezzik. “Give it a try, love.”

The Golem stood and loomed over the rest of us, and then he wiggled his wing a little to test it out.

The living stone of Fezzik’s body groaned as he moved, but I didn’t notice any new cracks as the patch seemed to hold. Then the Golem gave a fierce roar as he arched his back and stretched his wings. As Fezzik started to beat his wings, the wind from the motion whipped our cloaks and hair, and he took off from the ground.

The Golem did a few circles around the tower as Hebulsia giggled and clapped her hands with joy. Dorrem watched with a stoic nod of approval, while Beclin cheered and pumped his fist into the air. Then Fezzik came back and touched down, and the earth beneath him shook from the impact.

“Well, that’s done then,” Dorrem snorted. “Shall we explore a little before we leave? I, for one, would like to have a look at the old Academy building in the city of the Archwizards. There could be some useful tomes there we could take back with us.”

“Yeah.” I nodded as I looked to the road leading east. “It’s pretty safe now. We just have to be careful. The Satyr said we were welcome in the caverns now, but I still don’t want to piss off any of the other folks who live here.”

“I can’t wait,” Beclin squeaked as he gathered up his new garm puppy. “I’ve read so much about the Archwizards. Our people had a glorious command of the natural forces once. Maybe there’ll be a book on animal husbandry I can take back. I could be like Lady Bolra and learn the healing arts for livestock. That would be a great help to the people of Hillshire.”

“Let’s get going.” I grinned and got caught up in the red-bearded Dwarf’s enthusiasm. “I’d like to get home soon and spend some time with Wyatt.”

Tauric offered Hebulsia his arm, and we started east, toward the former city of the Archwizards.

I’d learned from Dorrem that the Archwizards had been a council of Dwarves and High Elves, but the biggest section of the population had been the tribe of Dwarves they descended from. The Lost Dwarves.

It took a few hours to walk to the other side of the cavern, across several ancient bridges, but we finally found the ruins.

Unlike the Quartz City, which had been built from the rose-colored stones that gave the cavern its name, the City of the Archwizards was built from granite. The architecture wasn’t as fanciful as the High Elf city, but what was left of it was still beautiful. Instead of a flower motif, the Archwizards carved runes into their buildings and lined their streets with statues of magicians and scholars. Dried fountains, overgrown with moss and ivy, dotted the squares, with statues of Dwarves and the occasional High Elf all dressed in finery and with jewels set into them.

The Academy, which had once been a college for sorcerers and magical study, was just outside of the city. The extensive ground had been taken over by the forest, but the cobblestone road was still visible through the undergrowth. Dread and Growler walked along beside us as they carefully sniffed the ground and kept close to me.

“I do love a good walk,” Hebulsia remarked as she walked arm and arm with Tauric. “I haven’t been on an adventure since I was a girl!”

“There are untold wonders in this place.” The blacksmith nodded. “I’d like to come back when we can take our time. Our ancestors took as much of their knowledge with them as they could, but so much was lost.”

“Blasted bramble!” Dorrem growled as he pulled his cloak free from a thorn bush. “I would think powerful wizards could have placed an enchantment against weeds. Imagine, the caves’ most powerful magi gardening and cutting back trees with their bare hands. Scandalous, if you ask me.”

“No one did, dear Dorrem.” Beclin smirked as he glanced down at little Saggor.

I grinned. It was good to see Beclin finally giving it back to Dorrem. The young Dwarf had started to come into his own and gain confidence, and it was a good look on Beclin.

Finally, a large, marble building came into view through the trees. The Academy had all the hallmarks of dwarven engineering. A square, blocky design with finer details and embellishments. The stone pillars out front had ivy carved into it that mixed with the living ivy covering half of the walls, and the huge, iron-banded doors had partly rusted off their hinges and fell inward.

It took some effort, but Tauric and I managed to push aside one door enough to get in. Large picture windows let in some of the pink light from outside, and more light poured in through the round, glass dome in the ceiling. Some of the colored glass panes had broken and shattered on the parquet floor in the vestibule.

Two grand staircases led up to a walkway that wrapped around the entrance, and dozens of doors led off the central chamber on both levels.

“Fuck.” I whistled as I looked around. “Where do you guys want to start?”

“Oh,” Hebulsia breathed as she drew even closer to Tauric’s side. “I don’t think I like this place. It just screams dark secrets and sinister goings-on.”

“I should hope it does, madam,” Dorrem scoffed. “This place was home to the greatest minds that ever lived. I’m sure they had many secrets, some more troubling than others to the common folk. Let’s try the door to the left. Seems as good a place to start as any.”

The door on our immediate left led to a library. I wasn’t surprised. I’d be willing to bet most of the rooms here were basically libraries. There’d probably be a few workrooms with strange devices and elaborate setups of glass tubes and rusted burners worthy of any mad scientist. Maybe a room or two filled with horrible things pickled in jars. But mostly libraries.

As my Dwarven friends wandered the stacks, I hung back with Growler and Dread near some worktables. Half of the windows had been covered with the encroaching ivy, so I clicked on the flashlight on the Galil to get a better look. The tiled floor reminded me of the Dwarven baths in the citadel of the Lost Dwarves. Lots of bright blues and white that made swirling patterns.

Then Growler did something I’d never heard him do before and let out a low whine. Dread also whimpered and pushed himself against my leg as I gripped my rifle tighter in my hands.

“What’s the matter, boys?” I asked as my heart started to race.

Dread was scared of everything, until it came time to follow Growler’s lead. But Growler wasn’t afraid of anything.

I moved the light on the Galil around the tables and tall bookcases around me, and I was about to call the Dwarves back in case something happened.

“You’re rather nervous for a warlord, Conservator,” a rich, feminine voice suddenly said from behind me.

I turned but kept the barrel of the Galil low so I didn’t threaten whoever it was before I knew their intention.

As the Dryad woman came out of the shadows around a bookcase, she winced at the bright light from my flashlight. I’d seen the woman before, in the Golden Woods not far from the Quartz Caverns. The Dryad’s long, chestnut-colored hair was loose around her shoulders, and flowers were woven into several decorative braids.

Her cream-colored, leather armor hugged the Dryad’s hourglass figure, and her furry boots barely made a sound on the tile floor. The Dryad’s luminous skin was a soft brown, and she smiled at me as she held a long spear in one hand.

“I remember you,” I said as I reached down and patted Growler’s head to let him know it was okay. “You warned me about the Swamp Imps. Thanks for that, by the way.”

“My pleasure,” the Dryad replied as she inclined her head to acknowledge my remark. “And you have our thanks in return. That metal stick in your hand made quick work of the interlopers. It would have taken weeks to get the pit spawn out of our forests without you.”

“It worked out for everyone then,” I snorted as I clicked off the flashlight and let the Galil hang from its shoulder strap. “But why are you following us now?”

“Curiosity?” the dusky woman replied with a shrug as she took a step closer, into a pool of light from the windows. “My sisters and I have not seen a mortal man for many years.”

When the Dryad moved closer, Growler sat down on his haunches and quietly whined again as he watched her.

I glanced down at the brave garm and noticed his tail as it switched back and forth. That’s when I realized the boys weren’t scared of the leather-clad warrior. This was something else. Like a kind of canine reverence almost.

Fucking weird, but okay.

“Are your ‘sisters’ around too then?” I asked as I looked back up at the Dryad.

“No,” the dusky woman said with the ghost of a smile at the corners of her bow-shaped mouth. “I told them to stay behind. I wanted to get a good look at you for myself.”

“Well…” I grinned and playfully turned around once to let her see the goods. “Here I am. Hope I don’t disappoint.”

“Hardly,” the Dryad replied with a throaty laugh.

I liked that laugh. There was something mysterious and kinda sexy about it.

“My name is Eddie.” I smirked as I finished my turn and looked at the warrior woman. “Is it rude to ask what your name is?”

“I’m Tiana,” the Dryad purred as she held her spear with breezy confidence, and she took a few steps closer before she leaned on the side of one of the heavy tables.

Now that she was closer, I could see Tiana had piercing, golden eyes.

“I’m a huntress for my cloister. One of the best, actually. That’s why I was able to claim first rights to you. Normally, our queen would have first rights to any man we encounter. But she’s so enamored with Shumnath that she’s not interested.”

“First rights?” I asked with a grin. “What’s that about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tiana said after a brief pause as she looked me up and down. “I haven’t made up my mind yet anyway. I’ll explain it when I do.”

Tiana held out her hand to Growler, and the garm whined again as he looked up at me and eagerly pawed at the tiled floor.

I chuckled and nodded my head at Growler, and the garm quickly trotted over to Tiana. The Dryad let the garm sniff her hand and then stroked his head. I didn’t really need the dusky woman to explain “first rights” to me. It didn’t take a genius like Dorrem to figure it out. The Dryads were all woman, and unless they reproduced asexually like starfish, they needed to find outside help for the task.

The comment about the Dryad queen and the Satyr, Shumnath, was a little unsettling with that context. I wasn’t one to judge, but I had to keep my vivid imagination from filling in the blanks there. To each their own, I guess.

But I did find Tiana’s coy hints interesting.

“But I didn’t come here just to gaze at you,” Tiana said as she stood again and slowly wound her way toward me. “I have a task for you, if you’re equal to it.”

“Oh?” I asked, and I let the Dryad casually wind her way around as she carefully examined me. “I guess that depends on the task. Do you want me to list all my skills? Some of them might surprise you. For one, I give a really amazing foot rub. You can ask any of my wives.”

“Some other time, perhaps,” Tiana said as she circled around behind me, and I stood still and straight since I was aware the Dryad’s eyes were taking in every detail. “Are you a good tracker?”

“I’ve done some hunting, if that’s what you mean?”

“Not hunting,” the dusky woman replied in a firm tone. “I want you to track and capture a wounded stag. No harm must come to him. Capture him for my sisters and I, and you will be rewarded.”

“A stag?” I asked as Tiana came back around to face me. “You mean one of those white, six-legged deer?”

I’d seen one briefly in the Golden Woods.

“What else would a deer look like?” Tiana asked as she cocked her head to one side.

“Don’t worry about it.” I smirked as I echoed the Dryad’s words. “Sure, I can do that. What’s the reward?”

“Capture the stag and find out,” Tiana replied with another rich laugh as she started to move toward the door to the library.

“Okaaay,” I snorted. “How do I find you when I’ve got the stag?”

“Oh, we’ll find you, Eddie Hill,” Tiana said as she stood in the doorway, and her golden eyes moved up and down my frame one last time.

Then she was gone.

Growler padded back to my side, and his chest rumbled with a deep sound much more like the growls I was used to.

“I know, boy.” I grinned as I looked at the garm. “She’s pretty fucking hot, right?”

“Eddie! Eddie!” I suddenly heard Beclin pant as he ran out between two heavy bookcases. “They have one! A whole book about the care of animals. And all the herbs they mention are common to The Gloom. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“That’s great, Beclin.” I smiled. “And it’s already gonna come in handy.”

“What do you mean?” Dorrem grumbled as he and the others reappeared. “Don’t tell me one of your garms managed to hurt themselves.”

“Nope,” I said, and I was a little excited at the challenge of impressing Tiana, and what might come next. “We’re going to find a deer.”

“Should we really be hunting in these woods?” Hebulsia asked in a nervous tone. “I thought these woods were sacred, or some such.”

“Not hunting,” I chuckled. “That was made very clear. Dorrem, you’re good with traps right?”

“Of course I am,” the gray Dwarf huffed. “Once Saggor was gone, I took over the task of maintaining the extensive traps in the citadel. Why?”

“Well…” I grinned. “We’re going to capture a wounded stag for some Dryads. And lord help us all if we hurt it.”


Chapter Two

The woods around the Academy were thick, so we had searched the ruins for anything we could use to rig up a trap that would capture the stag, without hurting it further. Luckily, research of animals must have been a thing for the Archwizards, because we had found a few nets made from soft, but strong material.

As Dorrem and Beclin rigged up a weighted snare trap with a few heavy rocks, Tauric and I came up with a plan.

“We’ll use the garms to help us find him,” I said as we watched the others work. “And then we’ll try to force the stag to run this way and hopefully into the trap.”

“It’s a decent plan” the blacksmith replied as he thoughtfully stroked his dark beard. “But it will scare the deer something awful. Are we sure that doesn’t fall under the whole ‘no further harm’ clause?”

“I can’t imagine any way to catch an animal that won’t scare it.” I shrugged. “Unless one of you can speak to animals and gently explain how we don’t mean any harm.”

“Fair enough,” Tauric grunted. “And once we have it, then what?”

“Tiana said they’d find us,” I said as I glanced around the trees. “I’m assuming they’re watching us. I get the impression the Dryads are good at hiding in the forest. Tiana would have had to follow us for a while to just turn up at the Academy like that. Growler and Dread were being weird the whole way there, and I’d wondered why they stuck so close.”

“I can’t believe I missed the Dryad again,” Dorrem huffed as he rigged the tension rope that would trigger the trap. “They’re fascinating creatures. And you’re right, Eddie. A Dryad can almost become one with her surroundings when in the forest. Some say they can meld with the trees and travel through the network of roots.”

I wondered if that was true. Scourge could travel through shadows, so it didn’t seem out of the realm of possibility.

“We should start looking for the deer,” I said as I whistled for Growler and Dread to come to heel. “Tauric, you should take Growler. He listens better. I’ll take Dread and circle around to the north. You go south, and we’ll see if we can flush the wounded stag out.”

“Be careful, love,” Hebulsia said as she fussed with the collar of Tauric’s shirt.

“Of course,” the blacksmith replied, and he smiled at the plump, Dwarven woman. “You’ll want to hide up in a tree if you can. The stag will likely be frightened, and I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Up in a tree?” the redheaded woman laughed. “I’m afraid we’re not built for climbing, dear.”

“Here,” I said, and I held out my hands to offer to lift Hebulsia. “I’ll help you up. Tauric is right. We don’t want the stag to charge you once we direct it into the clearing.”

The cook nodded as her cheeks went pink with a girlish blush.

Hebulsia was a solid woman for only being a little over four feet tall, but I was able to lift her up to the lower branches of a tree at the edge of the clearing.

“Can you hold onto Saggor?” Beclin asked as he held up the puppy. “He’s still quite small.”

I took the garm pup and handed it to Hebulsia after she settled into the crook between two of the larger branches.

Then, with everything ready, Tauric and I went in opposite directions into the forest. Growler wasn’t thrilled to be away from me, but I’d trained him well, and the garm listened to Tauric’s commands. With Dread by my side, I entered the woods and started to look for any sign of the white, six-legged stag.

I watched the ground for tracks. I knew how to recognize the tracks of a regular deer that had been shot and was staggering through the woods, but the deer here had an extra set of legs, and I wasn’t sure how that would change the pattern of the tracks.

I also watched for other signs of a stag. Tree trunks with the bark rubbed off, flat patches of undergrowth where a large animal had laid down, deer pellets, and broken branches. Dread stuck close to me and was skittish at first, but then the garm’s instincts started to kick in as he sniffed the ground and moved on silent paws.

I was keenly aware Tiana or other Dryads could be watching, but I tried to just focus on the task at hand. I picked my way through the underbrush until Dread stopped and huffed to get my attention, and then I looked down at what the timid garm had found.

There, at Dread’s feet, were some fresh tracks. The shape was right for a deer, and I noted the pattern of movement. In the woods around Summit county, I would have said the tracks were made by a group of deer moving in single file. But I did notice one print made by a front hoof that was slightly off from the rest. The prints weren’t as deep as the others, which meant the deer had favored that leg and put less pressure on it. And the tracks were deep enough to be a heavy stag.

“Good job,” I whispered to Dread as I rubbed his ear in praise. “Good job, buddy. Sniff him out.”

Dread panted and grinned, and then he put his nose to the ground as he started to track. I followed close behind as I tried to keep one eye on him and the other on the trees around me. I didn’t know if there were natural predators in this cavern, but I didn’t want to take my chances. My senses heightened as I took in the sound of birdsong, the buzz of the insects, and every snap of a twig or tree branch.

Then Dread stopped again and went still as a statue just as I noticed a flash of white through the tree trunks. I pointed to the ground at my side as I clicked my tongue, and Dread came and sat where I’d pointed. He’d follow a half-step behind me now until I told him otherwise.

I started to inch forward in the direction I had seen the flash of white. If it was the stag, I’d need to move northeast of him to push him toward the trap.

Then I saw him, an eight-point buck with a pure white pelt and big even by surface standards. The stag’s front leg was also streaked with dark, partly dried blood from a wound above the hip joint.

I crouched down to watch the buck graze for a moment and shouldered the Galil to get a better look. It was very tempting to take the shot right then. I had the perfect shot, but I’d made Tiana a promise, so instead, I took a look at the wound. It didn’t look like a bite, and it wasn’t clean enough for an arrow. My guess was the white deer had fallen on or stumbled into a broken branch and got a puncture wound.

It would get infected, if it wasn’t already, and the buck would die. Assuming a predator didn’t get him first. I’d have to be careful not to spook him too much, since blind flight on a gimpy leg would be bad. The stag could stumble and injure himself even worse. The kindest thing to do then would be to shoot him, but I didn’t think Tiana would appreciate that outcome.

I took a deep breath as my adrenaline started to kick in, and then I lowered the rifle and reached for the Seer Stone in my pocket.

Get ready, Dorrem. I found him, and I’m about to chase him toward you.

We’re ready, I heard the old Dwarf say. Better make it quick. Tauric’s lady is getting restless in that tree.

I took my hand out of my pocket and slowly moved northeast.

Once I was in a good position, I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth, and Dread shot forward at the deer. As the stag saw Dread, he took off and crashed through the forest. Dread barked and howled, and then Growler answered with a howl of his own when he heard his brother. I ran after them and whistled to help direct Dread. Two short whistles for right, and one long whistle for left. A short whistle meant “back off,” while a long whistle that went from high to low meant attack.

They were the same signals Pop taught me, and they worked as well with garms as they did with a good old bloodhound. Halfway back to the trap in the clearing, Growler caught up with us, called by Dread’s barks and howls. The stag ran as fast as it could with a bad leg and started to get frantic. I gave a short whistle to take some of the pressure off the buck, but I didn’t want the deer to get too far ahead.

I had to pump my legs for all I was worth to keep up, and I wasn’t surprised there was no sign of the blacksmith. Tauric was tall for a Dwarf, but Hebulsia was right, Dwarves were made for power and endurance above speed and agility. Tauric would catch up eventually, and until then the boys and I had this on lock.

I watched as the white deer crashed into the clearing, and then I heard Beclin and Dorrem start to shout as they scared the deer into the trap. I broke through the tree line just as the trap sprang, and the net wrapped around the stag. The boulder counterweight dropped as the buck went up and struggled in the net with a sound of distress, but he was well and truly caught.

I stopped a few yards from where the net hung from a large, sturdy tree branch as it swayed back and forth, and I whistled for Dread and Growler to heel. I figured the stag would calm down quicker if he couldn’t smell the garms, and once they were taken care of, I sat down to catch my breath.

A few moments later, Tauric stumbled into the clearing as he huffed and puffed. The blacksmith had to put his hands on his knees, and he doubled over with a red face and sucked in air.

“He’s much bigger than I thought he would be,” Beclin said as he secured the weight to keep the stag nice and snug in the net. “More than twice the size of an inck.”

“Looks like he opened his wound, too,” Dorrem noted as a patch of red started to soak through the netting.

“Do we have a way to help him calm down?” I asked. “I think he got a stick jammed against his side somehow. If part of it is still in there, I’m worried his thrashing will drive it deeper.”

“I could sing it a lullaby,” Dorrem retorted with heavy sarcasm.

“Would that work?” Beclin asked with fresh-faced innocence as Dorrem rolled his eyes. “I remember a lovely one my granny used to sing.”

“We will care for the beast from here,” an authoritative, female voice said.

I turned to see a tall woman with small antlers that grew out of her long, dark blonde hair.

There was no doubt in my mind this woman was the Dryad Queen. The queen had little, red flowers woven in her flowing tresses, similar to the way Tiana had white and yellow flowers in her dark, wavy hair. The blonde woman’s skin was olive-toned, and her features were strangely angular. But the queen wore the same kind of white leathers as Tiana, except with gold fastenings instead of wooden or bone toggles.

“Ma’am,” I said, and I inclined my head to the queen as more Dryads entered the clearing.

I was surprised how much their looks and skin tones differed from one another.

The Dryads were all the colors of the forest, and their hair was anything from a rich brown like good dirt to the off white of birch bark. The Dryads’ skin was also anything from Tiana’s lustrous brown to the queen’s sun-kissed tan, but they were all beautiful and ageless.

“Conservator,” the queen said as she acknowledged me. “I was concerned your mortal bloodlust would get the better of you. But my huntress was right. You have done well.”

“Your reward, Eddie,” Tiana said as she strutted out from the knot of a dozen other Dryads with a leather sack in her hands.

The dusky woman handed me the parcel, and I peeked inside.

It was filled with tree nuts and berries.

“Thanks,” I said and tried to sound enthusiastic. I was hoping for something more, but from the look in Tiana’s eyes as she stood before me, I suspected that wasn’t off the table just yet.

“They will never rot and will sustain you on your travels,” Tiana explained with a smirk as she noted my disappointment. “We don’t often share our food with outsiders. One berry will sate your hunger for hours.”

“Really?” I snorted. “That’s handy. Thank you. And my thanks to you, Your Majesty.”

Some of the Dryads had started to lower the stag with Dorrem’s help, and the usually sour and sharp-tongued Dwarf was suddenly all smiles and helpful comments as he worked with the Dryads to free the deer.

I guess Dorrem had a very specific type.

“I thought Shumnath was a fool for giving you the swamp without consulting with the rest of the lords,” the queen said as her women started to see to the stag’s wound. “But I can see his wisdom now. Go with the knowledge that the Dryads of Druid’s Grove are your friends.”

“You see?” Tiana breathed so only I could hear her. “Now we are friends.”

“Well…” I grinned as I looked into those golden eyes filled with promise and mystery. “If you ever need a friendly favor again, I’ll be around from time to time.”

“I’ll have to think of something… harder for you to… do… next time,” Tiana said with a playful lilt in her sultry voice.

“Always happy to help a friend,” I replied with a wink.

The dusky woman smiled at me and then sauntered back to the other Dryads.

“Be well, Conservator,” the Queen said as she quietly dismissed us from her forest.

“You too, Your Majesty,” I replied as I picked up her hint.

I inclined my head to the Dryads, and then I walked over to the tree where Hebulsia tried to keep the rowdy garm puppy calm in her arms.

“They’re so beautiful,” the plump woman whispered to me as I helped her down.

“They sure are,” I chuckled and set the Dwarven woman on the ground.

“I think the one with the plumerias in her hair likes you,” Hebulsia giggled. “She hasn’t taken her eyes off you.”

“Plumerias?” I asked as the cook handed the puppy to me and started to brush the white dog hair off her dark traveling dress.

“The yellow flowers,” Hebulsia replied. “She might be the prettiest one, too. Gawh. What I wouldn’t give to be young again and know what I know now.”

“I think you’re the loveliest lass in all The Gloom,” Tauric said in a playful tone as he and Beclin joined us.

Hebulsia blushed as she linked her arm with the blacksmith, and I looked around to see where Dorrem was.

The old, gray-bearded dwarf was still with the group of Dryads around the stag. The buck was calm and half asleep on the grass while three Dryads mended his wound, but the Dryads mostly ignored Dorrem as he hovered around them.

“Come on, Dorrem!” I shouted, and the scholar started as if he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Say goodbye to your new friends.”

Dorrem’s cheeks were ruddy above his bushy beard as he came to join us at the edge of the clearing.

“Fascinating creatures,” was all the old man said.

“I don’t know much about women, friend,” Beclin remarked with a smirk as we found what was left of the cobbled road, “but you might have better luck if you don’t refer to them as ‘creatures.’ Just a guess.”

“You’re right, you don’t know anything about women,” Dorrem scoffed.

“Beclin is right,” Hebulsia interjected with a little grin. “We don’t prefer the term creature.”

“That settles it in my book,” I snorted as I set Saggor down to walk ahead with Growler and Dread. “But we can take a survey when we get back to Hillshire. I’m sure Javanna would have a lot to say on the matter.”

As much as I wanted to get home, I needed to go to the Yennih capital first.

Ondur had been studying the Eye of Vallis for me, and I wanted to check in with him before I went back home. There was a part of me that was eager to get The Eye back. When I’d worn it in the fight with Nurchek and his forces, the feeling had been intoxicating. The Eye allowed me to see the battle clearly and predict my enemy’s every move.

I wondered what else the magical belt could do.

We got back to the swamp tower and found Fezzik and the gargoyles hard at work. The constructs had been created to protect and maintain the tower and the grounds around it. Frank held a rag and was washing the outside of the windows while Buck and Chester struggled to hold up a bucket filled with soapy water between them. Fezzik puttered around the flowering thorn bushes along the stone walk as he tried to repair the damage that had been done to them not even a week ago. Nictors and Lesser Demons trampled the shit out of the bushes, and I wasn’t sure how long it would take them to recover.

We said our goodbyes to the strange creatures, and then we took the teleportation circle to my manor house. Beclin, Tauric, and Hebulsia stayed in Hillshire, while Dorrem and I went on to the Yennih palace.

Since the Dwarf’s last trusty mule, Pell, had run off into the forest the last time we were here, he rode a new, stout steed, and I walked alongside him with Dread and Growler trotting a few feet ahead.

“So…” I smirked as I shot a sidelong look at the grouchy scholar. “Those Dryads, huh?”

“I know I’m an old fool.” Dorrem glowered. “You don’t have to point it out, Eddie.”

“I wasn’t--” I started to protest, but Dorrem barreled on.

“There’s no shame in an elderly gentleman enjoying the company of beautiful women. I accepted the bachelor life long ago and wouldn’t know what to do with a woman if I met one willing to settle for the likes of me. Too set in my ways.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” I said as we approached the city gates. “I’m sure there’s some clever, opinionated woman out there willing to argue with you until death do you part.”

“That’d be wonderful,” the gray-haired man replied with a wistful look. “A nice little debate about the nature of existence in the morning to get the blood going. Long talks about the philosophy of alchemy before bed. Such a woman would be worth her weight in gold.”

When we got to the palace, Ondur was in a meeting with the merchants’ guild, so I left Dorrem in the library and walked around the palace grounds. As Growler and Dread chased one another around flower beds and the crystal clear spring, I sat on the grass and considered what to do about Chase Wallace.

Wallace had a vice for women of the night. That could be something we could use, but blackmail wouldn’t do much. Most of his rich partners in the acquisitions firm probably had a mistress, or employed the service of escorts. They wouldn’t care about that kind of scandal. It probably wouldn’t even make the news if we exposed Chase.

My wives were all hot as hell, but sending them to catfish Wallace didn’t sit well with me, and I didn’t know a lot of single women on the surface. We’d have to find another option. Maybe Wallace had another vice we could exploit. Meyer would have done his research on Wallace, but since Travis was by the book, he might not have gone outside of the law to peg Chase with something.

But there fucking had to be something.

Guys like Wallace assumed they were smarter than everyone else, and that could make them sloppy when they got comfortable. This wasn’t something Scourge or Bhakoth could help me with, either. My wives were also from The Gloom and the Twilight Region, and while they’d assimilated to parts of modern life, there was still a lot about the surface world they didn’t know.

Which brought me to Owen McElfresh. The Irishman’s criminal ties could come in handy, but Owen wasn’t one for subtlety. The mobster had spent a lot of time in anger management therapy, but at the first mention that someone was fucking with our lawyer and CPA, he was ready to crank it up to eleven. I didn’t want to do anything that could be traced back to Travis or make things worse.

Maybe Nathan Pearson could help? My business partner was a little paranoid and prone to conspiracy theories, but he was smart, too. Since Travis was also now his lawyer, Nate would have a stake in the game, so I decided to talk to him about it after I got home.

“This is my favorite place in the palace,” I heard Ondur’s serene voice say behind me as I broke out of my reverie. “The water comes up from deep underground and brings with it minerals that are good for one’s health.”

“How’d your meeting go?” I asked as I stood and shook my brother-in-law’s hand.

“The merchants want me to limit foreign craftspeople in the marketplace,” the chief replied with a heavy sigh. “They already have the prime stalls and storefronts, which gives them an advantage. But they’re not used to the competition now that I have opened the city to outside trade. I told them I would consider their concern and give them an answer tomorrow.”

“That’s what you call a free market,” I said as I remembered the concept from school. “I don’t know much about economics, but competition is supposedly good. It forces innovation and keeps the prices down for the consumer.”

“Really?” Ondur chuckled. “A free market. The name sounds good. I don’t want the businesses of my people to suffer, but the citizens have been happy with the wealth of options and new goods. And it has been good for the city’s revenues.”

“You should tell the guild to up their game,” I said. “If they’re losing business, they could make new products, or make their prices more competitive. Maybe offer discounts to the city guard or the army. Plus, once the fad of all these new merchants’ goods fade, things will level out, and people will shop at the places that offer the best stuff for the least amount of money.”

“I wish I could convince you to come to the court.” The chief smiled. “You would be a great advisor.”

“I wouldn’t be,” I snorted. “I’d get restless or say the wrong thing to the wrong person. I’m not even sure if I remembered all that right. It’s just my opinion.”

“I will consider your theory,” Ondur said as he gazed into the bubbling spring. “But I’m sure you didn’t come to discuss Yennih economics. You want to know what I’ve learned about the Eye of Vallis.”

“I sure do.” I nodded.

“Come to my study. I’ll have some wine and food brought up for us.”

I whistled for the garms to follow, and we went into the palace.

Ondur’s study was a reflection of the stoic and thoughtful man. The furniture wasn’t audacious or grand, because the chief didn’t feel the need to prove his station through opulence. There was just a large desk with a comfortable chair with furs draped over it, some worktables, and a small seating area.

The few decorations around the room had been carefully chosen. A tapestry hung on one wall that depicted a scene out of Yennih history, and woven in shades of crimson, gold, and purple was a Night Elf man in the Great Forest holding a scroll. I couldn’t quite read the whole text, but I knew just enough Elven now to tell it had to do with wisdom being the soul of strength.

There were also a few pieces of blown glass from the arid Crardu territory, plus a sculpture of one of the Night Elf gods.

“Here it is,” Ondur said as he led me to a worktable and pulled away a piece of dark red silk.

The armored belt sat on a rectangle of soft leather. Arranged around the Eye of Vallis were various tools and implements, as well as several bottles of solvent and reagents. But the belt looked just like I remembered it. Linked disks of silver with runes etched into the metal overlapped to create a flexible kind of armor, and in the center was the white stone with sapphire and onyx set in its center. Flecks of gold had somehow been inlaid in the sapphire iris that made the “eye” almost look realistic. It was beautiful and creepy all at the same time.

“I keep it covered just in case,” Ondur explained. “Since it’s connected to the Lord of Scales, I want to be sure he’s not able to spy on us when I’m not working on the piece.”

That sounded like putting a piece of tape over a webcam to be sure some hacker couldn’t watch me scratch my balls as I looked up shit on the internet.

“Do you think Vallis can see through it?” I asked and felt a little apprehensive.

“I haven’t found any evidence that such a thing is possible,” the chief assured me. “But then, I haven’t disproven the notion, either.”

“Fair enough.” I nodded. “What have you found out?”

“The enchantments on The Eye are based on imprinting. The more you use The Eye, the more attuned to its magic you become. Once the imprinting is complete, I believe you will be able to locate the rest of the armor, see into the mind of an enemy, and even scry on an enemy you’ve fought before.”

“Scry,” I repeated as I narrowed my eyes in thought. “That’s when you can see what someone is doing even when you’re not in the room with them, right?”

“More than that.” The dark-haired man nodded. “A master of scrying can see through someone’s eyes, hear their thoughts, and even implant thoughts into the mind of another. It’s very difficult, but with this belt, you would have a shortcut.”

“Fuck,” I breathed as I looked at the strange jewel. “That’s wild.”

“I have also concluded the item isn’t cursed. That was the biggest surprise. The Demon Lords are not known for their generosity. Vallis could have easily gained control of my ancestor through his gift. I wonder what the Lord of Scales gained through the deal. Vallis went against the Demon King and all the other Lords of the Deeper Dark to give this to the Yennih. But why?”

“If I ever meet him, I’ll ask,” I chuckled as Ondur covered The Eye again, and we went to sit on the high-backed chairs.

Growler padded over and put his chin on my leg, while Dread laid down at Ondur’s feet.

Then a servant came in with the wine, a bowl of fruit, some cheese, and a hunk of brown bread, and once the servant had left, we returned to our conversation.

“Since the belt isn’t cursed, you can take it back with you,” the chief said as he sipped his wine. “I’ve exhausted all my resources to study it. While I have been cautious about keeping it covered, there’s no evidence Vallis remains connected to the belt. Perhaps practical application will reveal more.”

“Anything I should look out for?” I asked as I popped a piece of the sharp cheese into my mouth.

“Well,” Ondur replied with a small, rueful laugh, “if you start to hear voices or have thoughts that are not your own, take off the belt and tell me about it. But I feel that possibility is very remote. Whatever Vallis got out of his ancient deal, it wasn’t the mind or soul of the first chief.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

Ondur and I visited for a while longer before I left. We talked about Ibseth and baby Wyatt. I promised we’d visit soon with the baby, and Ondur told me about the coronation he had planned to name Ondur Wyatt Hill a prince, with an earldom and some land to his name as well. Eventually, we said our goodbyes, and I took the Eye of Vallis and headed back to Hillshire to use the teleportation circle to get home.

It was late and cold when I got back. The night sky was overcast, and the big backyard was still covered in wet, late winter snow. Before I let the boys into the house, I grabbed a hand towel to clean off their feet so they didn’t track mud onto Ibseth’s sparkling kitchen floor. Then I grabbed a quick shower.

When I was clean and dry, I checked on Wyatt. The baby was awake, and he was staring up at the mobile of stars and moons above his crib until I came into his line of vision. My son smiled and cooed when he saw me, and I grinned back at him.

“Burning the midnight oil, huh, little man?” I said in a low, soothing voice. “Let’s check that diaper and see if we can’t get you back to sleep.”

After a fresh diaper and bottle, Wyatt fell asleep in my arms, and I put him back down.

Soon after my head hit the pillow beside Ibseth, I was out like a light.

The next morning, my family gathered around Ibseth’s kitchen table for breakfast, and I told them all about my trip. Bolra and Gwen helped with breakfast as Ibseth nursed, and my other wives helped to set the table or make an extra pot of coffee or two.

“We need a bigger table,” my first wife giggled as we crowded around and started to eat. “And maybe I should get a second coffee pot, so we don’t run out so quickly.”

“They make big ones with two or three burners,” I remarked as I took the baby so Ibseth could eat. “We can get one of those. I’ve been thinking about getting us one of the big vans, too, so we don’t have to take two vehicles when we all go together somewhere.”

“That reminds me,” Ibseth said as she buttered a piece of toast. “Owen had one of his friends drop off IDs and some papers for Pregia, Gwen, and Sigrith.”

“Sweet.” I nodded, and I tucked Wyatt safely in the crook of one arm so I could grab a piece of bacon with my other hand. “That’s another thing off the to-do list. Oh, and Mom and Pop want to come see the baby. We should talk about that.”

“What’s there to talk about?” Pregia asked as she set down her coffee mug. “Your mother seemed very excited about her first grandchild. Of course she wants to see him.”

“Well,” I chuckled as I looked down at Wyatt’s pointed ears and blue-toned skin, “while his skin is a little pinker than Ibseth’s, and his ears only come to a slight point, he doesn’t exactly look like a human baby. We’ve been telling everyone that you all are cosplayers. But you can’t exactly tattoo a baby’s skin blue, or put makeup on him every day. That’s a surefire recipe to get Child Protective Services called on you.”

“There’s a service to protect children here?” Sigrith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“In theory,” I replied. “I’m sure most social workers do what they can with the resources they’re given. But every now and then you get an overenthusiastic one. Those ones can make a real mess of things for us.”

“What if we said they’re family traits?” Bolra offered. “Mutations happen in nature all the time.”

“Maybe,” I said but was unsure how well that would play. “I’ll think of something.”

I could tell Mom and Pop the truth, but that came with a whole new set of problems.

The more I thought about explaining to my parents what all I’d been up to the past year, the less appealing the idea became. Mom would be worried sick about the amount of danger I put myself in. Pop wasn’t especially religious, but he had been raised Nazarene, and that influence would rear its head from time to time. The fact Amrila was half Demon probably wouldn’t sit well with him.

Honestly, I’d been shocked when my parents hadn’t raised a fuss about the whole polygamy thing. They were solid, conservative folks, but they’d rolled with it after meeting my wives. Maybe age had made them more open-minded, but in my experience the opposite usually happened.

I’d have to think about that a while longer and put it on the back-burner for now.

“I’m going to go see Nate and Craig at the store after breakfast,” I said as I handed Wyatt back to Ibseth. “Check in and see how it’s going. I’ll be back in a bit.”

Then, after a round of kisses for each of my sexy, incredible wives, I got into the Rubicon with Growler and headed to Nathan’s Surplus and Arms.

We had an Ivy League asshole to take down.


Chapter Three

I picked up some coffee and donuts for Nathan and Craig on my way to the shop. Both men were bachelors, and I’d bet half the gold in my safe that they hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. When I arrived at the shop, I parked around back and let Growler out, and then I headed inside.

Nathan was busy redecorating the shop for Valentine’s Day. A mannequin in a ghillie suit had a bow and arrow in his hand, and Nate had made a red, construction paper heart to fit over the tip of the arrow. Camo hearts hung from the ceiling, and some pink forest camo items were on display.

“Hey, Eddie.” Nathan smiled as I came in. “And gifts to boot. I love it when you stop by.”

“How’s business?” I asked as I set the donuts down on the glass top counter, and Growler wandered to sniff things in the back.

“Booming,” the sandy-haired man said as his smile widened into a full-blown grin. “The website is still bringing in orders every day. The town’s buzzing about the range getting put in. Everyone is getting ready for warm weather and hunting trips. I can’t complain.”

“Did you find a contractor?”

“Sure did,” Nate replied as I handed him his coffee. “Thought about going Amish, since they get work done quick and do it well. But those boys know what they got, and they don’t come as cheap as they used to. Then I found this guy in Cleveland with some good rates. You used to be in the construction game. Ever heard of Joseph Davis?”

“Actually, yeah.” I nodded. “He’s good. I never worked for him, but he’s got a solid reputation.”

“Good, ‘cause I got him coming in for an assessment,” the wild-haired man snorted. “He thinks they can probably start on the renovation inside, and then put together the outdoor range and courses in the spring. Looking around for a landscaping service, too. But that’s not pressing until the weather breaks.”

“Figured you were here,” Craig suddenly said as he came out of the back with Growler trotting behind him. “When your horse here came into the back, he about made me shit myself.”

“Sorry,” I chuckled as I looked at Growler. “Should have warned you I was bringing him in. Help yourself to some donuts.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Craig grinned.

“Hey, Nate,” I said as the metalhead IT guy perused the selection of pastries. “Do you mind coming to the back with me? I got something I want to talk to you about.”

“Not at all,” the middle-aged man replied as he snagged a Boston creme.

“I was wondering if you could help me with something,” I said once we were out of earshot in the far back room and away from Craig’s makeshift office space in the main backroom behind the front of the store.

“You know I will,” Nate said without knowing what I wanted. “Anything for my business partner.”

“Well, I’ve been helping Travis Meyer with something. But it’s a little sticky…”

I explained the whole Chase Wallace thing to the conspiracy theorist, but I was careful how I phrased things so Nathan’s imagination wouldn’t get the best of him.

“Basically,” I said as I rounded to the end of the story, “we need to figure out how to convince this guy to leave Meyer and his dad alone. But it can’t come back on Travis.”

“Have you thought about hiring a PI?” Nate asked as he licked the chocolate frosting off the fingers of his one remaining hand. “They’re not cheap. But if this Wallace guy is shady, a PI could suss that out right quick.”

“Why hire a PI when you can find all that out for yourself?” Craig asked as he came into the back room with the donut box in hand. “You got the internet at your fingertips. There are sites that can help you find out almost anything you want for a fraction of the price.”

“For fuck’s sake, Craig!” Nathan gasped as he jumped. “You eavesdropping now?”

“No,” Craig replied and sounded a little offended. “You had me rig this whole place up for video and sound. You’re the weirdest kind of paranoid. Want all the best security and forget it picks up everything you do, too.”

“I didn’t have you install it so you could spy on me,” the sandy-haired man retorted.

“Tell you what,” Craig said in an unfazed tone. “Next time you want to be all secretive, just tell me, and I’ll shut down the feed until you’re done. Or you could talk in the back alley. There’s only video out there.”

“It’s fine, Craig,” I said. “You already heard it all. I’m sure you have questions--”

“Not really.” The wiry man shrugged, and he set the donuts on the top of some boxes and took out a long john. “Some rich guy is fucking with another rich guy. Pretty normal day in America if you ask me.”

“And it doesn’t bother you that we’re talking about… questionably legal means to ruin Wallace’s life?”

“Nope,” Craig replied as he took a bite of the long john and got powdered sugar all over his chin. “It’s more interesting than a corporate office job, honestly.”

“Okaaay,” I snorted. “So, tell me about these websites. How does that work?”

“Can’t imagine this Wallace guy’s put his dirty dealings all over the internet,” Nate said in a skeptical tone.

“Everything’s done on the internet now, gramps,” Craig chuckled as he wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his flannel shirt. “If you even know a little about dark websites, you can sell or buy drugs, hire a hitman, get your hands on pretty much anything. But we won’t have to go that deep. There’s all kinds of sites that will tell you just about everything about someone if you pay a fee. And they’re legal.”

Fuck. I didn’t know whether to be pleased or concerned.

“Show me,” I said.

We went into the big backroom where most of the inventory for the shop’s website was stored, and Craig got onto his computer.

Before the computer tech touched his keyboard, Craig carefully wiped all the powdered sugar off his hands. Then the metalhead’s hands started to fly over the keys.

Craig could type faster than anyone I had ever seen.

“There you go.” Craig grinned as he pointed at one of the three screens he had set up. “A curated list of all the best spy websites in the world. How much they tell you is based on how much you pay. But it’s still a far cry from the daily fees and expenses of a private eye.”

“And how do you know all this?” I asked as I shot a playful glance at Craig.

“I grew up on the internet,” he said with an evasive shrug. “I know these sites exist, but I’ve never used one. It’s my understanding that the pricey ones are more legit. The cheap ones will just give you a home address, maybe some previous addresses, employers, rap sheet. Shit like that.”

“Fuck me,” I snorted. “What will the expensive ones get you?”

“Everything,” Craig replied. “Where they went to school. GPAs. Family relations. Any licenses or certificates they hold. If they have a passport and maybe some about where all they’ve traveled to.”

“How is that fucking legal?” Nate asked with a scandalized expression.

“A lot more of our information is public than we think,” Craig said in a casual tone. “Hell, with how much data big tech is willing to collect and sell, it’s likely we could figure out the last Google search he did if he’s not smart enough to use the ‘incognito” feature or a good VPN.”

“Here,” I said as I pulled out a credit card and handed it to Craig. “See what you can find.”

“How much do you want to spend?” the IT tech asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” I replied in a firm voice. “If you’re comfortable with it, and it sounds like you might be, I want you to research Chase Wallace. From what you’ve said, it could be a lot of information to sort through, so I’m willing to pay you overtime. You’ll still have all your regular work, though, so I understand if you don’t want to for any reason.”

“No, no.” Craig shook his head and grinned. “I’m fine with extra work if it means more money. I got my mom to look after. I’ve been wanting to hire a nurse to be there during the day when I’m not home.”

“Don’t we give him insurance?” I asked Nate.

“Of course we do,” Nathan replied. “I’m not a monster.”

“I can’t get my mom on my insurance yet,” Craig explained in Nate’s defense. “I’m working on it, but there’s all kinds of paperwork and legal stuff involved so I can claim her as a dependent. And Medicaid won’t cover the nurse. They say she doesn’t need one, even though she’s on oxygen, and her memory is getting wobbly.”

“You know we have the best lawyer in Ohio on retainer, right?” I said as I put my hand on Craig’s shoulder. “I’m sure he could get you through all that in his sleep.”

“Really?” the blond computer whiz asked as his voice cracked with hope and relief.

“Fucking right he can.” Nate nodded. “But until then, you get the info we need and you get your mom the best damn nurse you can find.”

“Hell yeah!” Craig cheered as he pumped his fist in the air and turned back to his computer. “I fucking love this job.”

I’d never been a boss before, and I felt an unexpected swell of pride at Craig’s words.

I’d been close to the owner of the construction company I worked for before. Pete Soto had been a good guy, and I’d seen him go through a lot of rough stuff as an employer. Getting a stress ulcer when he had to fire guys who couldn’t or wouldn’t pull their weight. Getting stiffed by a client and then spending more money on small claims court than the job was worth originally. Not being able to say “no” when a local church needed a new roof and didn’t have the funds for one.

Soto was a great boss, but a terrible businessman. He got by and paid us a fair wage, but Pete Soto could have made bank if he hadn’t been such a good man. I never wanted that much responsibility, honestly. I was lucky, though. There was enough money in the bank that I could retire at twenty-one years old, if I wanted to. The surplus store and the range could both go belly up, and I’d be fine.

But helping Craig felt fucking great. As long as the computer whiz delivered, and he had so far, I didn’t mind throwing a little extra his way. Once we got the shooting range off the ground, I felt Craig Swenson might deserve a raise, but I knew being the boss wouldn’t always be like this. Not every employee would be a Craig.

Nate and I would have to hire some people to help run the range, and maybe someone to manage it. I suspected one employee was easy mode, and the real shit would start once we had a few dozen employees working for us.

But that was a problem to think about later.

I said goodbye to Nathan and Craig and then got Growler into the Rubicon. I wasn’t quite ready to go home yet, and thought about what to do next. It was cold and shitty out, so I couldn’t take Growler to the park or for a hike, but the next best thing was a trip to the hardware store. I texted Ibseth to let her know I was going into town, and I asked if she needed anything.

Nope, the curvy Elf texted back. Have a good time! See you when you get home.

Ibseth ended the text with a couple hearts and kissing emojis, and I smiled as I drove to Elyria to one of the big-box hardware stores I knew wouldn’t mind if I brought Growler in with me.

When I got to the store, I wandered around for a while with Growler at my side. I checked the prices on lumber, though they’d go up by spring. Now that I owned the cul-de-sac, I could really start making some changes to the houses without Brock Stanton calling the city over every little project to fuck with me.

I thought about changes we needed to make to Amrila’s house, since she was close to five months pregnant. We’d need to start getting stuff for her baby soon. It also occurred to me that Amrila was far enough along to tell what gender the baby was, which made the next visit from Mildred Ryan, our midwife and nurse practitioner, all the more exciting. It’d probably be good to think ahead for Bolra’s baby, too, while we were at it.

I could also start a remodel of Grandpa’s old trailer. That would be a good winter project. Pull up the old rust and yellow shag carpet finally. Put in some new fixtures and appliances. Do something about the Godawful wood paneling and poor insulation.

I’d considered selling the trailer for scrap and just getting one of those nice, new doublewides with all the bells and whistles, but while I hadn’t been close to my grandpa, the place still had sentimental value to me. That’s where my life felt like it really started. I still remembered the day I pulled into Westherst, when there was still junk in the yard. My best friend, Jay, had teased me about the place back then, but it felt like a castle to me. So, now, I’d make it my own, but I’d keep the bones of the trailer to remind me how far I had come.

As I rounded the high shelves and looked around the paint department, my mind was on a million other things until I heard my garm give a soft, low growl.

“Knock it off,” I said absently to Growler as I looked over the array of Pantone color cards.

Then I heard a familiar voice that took me out of the present and sent me straight back to high school.

“Eddie fucking Hill!” a booming voice with a slight, affected drawl said behind me.

I turned to see Chuck Williams.

Chuck had been on the high school football team, but he’d never been a star player. He was nearly as tall as I was, but he had at least sixty pounds on me. But all that muscle had softened in four years, and Chuck’s square jaw was a little rounder now. His light brown hair was still cut nice and tight, with a hard part shaved into it, and he wore a blue and red vest with a name tag.

“Oh, hey, Chuck!” I said as I held out my hand to shake. “How’s it going?”

“That’s a big fucking dog you got,” Chuck replied as Growler’s chest rumbled when he reached to shake my hand. “What is that? Some kinda bird dog mix? Shit, he’s gotta have a little Great Dane in him to get that fucking big.”

“He’s one of them new mix breads, like a labradoodle,” I said. “They’re called garms. I got a few of them. They’re great for hunting and home defense. This one is Growler.”

“I can see why,” Chuck snorted and reached down to pet the white-furred animal.

Growler knew better than to snap at a stranger, but he bared his teeth at Williams to warn him not to get close.

“So,” Chuck said as he snatched his hand back, “you living in Elyria now?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I own some properties down in Westherst now.”

It was weird how much time had changed things.

Chuck and I hated each other in school, but I figured it was just the way things went. Chuck Williams had grown up rich for rural Ohio, and he was a jock. Jay and I liked shop and art class, didn’t play sports, and I’d been dirt poor. Jay was rich and had some other rich friends growing up, but he’d also been the only Jewish kid in school. While Jay hadn’t been specifically bullied for being Jewish, for a lot of people it had been enough that he wasn’t some flavor of Christian.

The kids in school knew better than to make anti-Semitic remarks, but Jay wasn’t enough like them to be truly brought into the inner circle of the popular people like Chuck. That’s how we’d become friends. I didn’t have a particular religious affiliation, and it was always fun to go over to Jay’s house for Passover or a day during Hanukkah since the eating was incredible.

“Oh, shit.” Chuck whistled as he drew out the last syllable. “You’re a landlord now? That’s fucking awesome. You should apply for a contractor account here. You could get some sweet discounts.”

“I’ll look into that.” I nodded. “How long have you been working here?”

“About a year.” Chuck shrugged as he plastered on a smile, but I could tell he was uncomfortable. “I basically run the windows and walls section. It’s not too bad. Figure I could be manager in another couple years or so--”

“Chuck!” a woman with long, curly hair in a red apron shouted from the desk. “Once you’re done helping the customer I need you to finish stocking those cans of Valspar. I want it done before you go to lunch.”

I watched the wind go out of Chuck and felt bad for the guy.

I was ready to let bygones be bygones, even though I remembered every cruel word or prank Chuck and his friends had leveled at Jay and me. We’d been kids back then, and kids do stupid shit to impress their friends or fit in. I didn’t think the former jock had any reason to be ashamed of his job, but clearly Chuck did.

I’d heard a rumor that Chuck got into some trouble after graduation. Nothing major. He and some of his friends got busted with a few too many grams of weed or something and had barely gotten away from an “intent to distribute” charge. From what I heard, Chuck only had to go to rehab and attend some court-ordered classes afterward.

I was sure this wasn’t the life the big guy planned for himself.

“Alright, Becky!” Williams called back over his slumped shoulder.

It was awkward as fuck, and I didn’t know what to say.

“Do you get any kind of commission for signing people up for those contractor accounts?” I asked, since I wasn’t sure what else to say in the moment.

“Not a commission,” Chuck answered as he tried to straighten himself back up. “But whoever signs the most people up in a month gets some perks.”

“Well,” I said with a thoughtful sigh as I looked back at the display of color samples, “I’d appreciate it if you’d sign me up for one. And if you don’t mind, I need some really good paint mixed up. What’s the best kind you sell?”

“The premium Valspar Reserve is the best, in my opinion. Most of the time you only need one coat, but two is recommended.”

“Great.” I grinned as I started to pick out some colors I thought Gwen and Sigrith might like. “But I’m going to need a lot of it. Just got a new place, but all the walls are this bland off-white. Feels like a hospital in there. You might want to tell Becky that stocking will have to wait until after lunch. Might need your advice on a couple other projects while we’re at it.”

Chuck smiled as he realized what I was up to.

It wasn’t much, but I’d given him an excuse to politely tell the real section manager to fuck off. So, I proceeded to take up as much of Chuck’s time as I could until it was time for him to go to lunch.

“Just give this to the cashier any time you buy something for work,” Williams said as he handed me the discount card. “I think you can also write all that off on your taxes, too. You need anything else?”

I looked down at the four, five-gallon buckets of premium paint I had the jock mix up, along with several high-end paint rollers, edging brushes, drop cloths, and blue painter’s tape.

“I think this is enough to get started,” I replied. “I’m just gonna run to the front real quick and grab a flatbed cart to get it out to my Jeep.”

“Let me grab that for you,” Chuck said with a broad grin, and Manager Becky fumed at the other side of the paint desk. “And I can help you load it into your vehicle.”

“Thanks, man.” I grinned back. “That’d be great!”

After I paid, Chuck walked out into the parking lot with me.

“You’re a pretty good salesman,” I remarked as the big guy pushed the cart for me. “I’d come in just to look around.”

“Only thing I’ve ever been good at,” Williams said in a self-deprecating tone. “Just bullshitting.”

That got real fast.

“I don’t see it like that,” I replied as I opened the back of the Rubicon. “Sure, if you’re just trying to sell someone something they don’t need, it’s not great. But you knew the best paint, and what brushes won’t leave hairs behind. That’s where the skill comes in. You know your shit. You could have just sold me the most expensive shit and sent me on my way to pick brush hairs out of fresh paint.”

“I kinda did sell you the most expensive paint,” Chuck confessed. “It’s still the best, though. Fuck. This is a really nice Jeep.”

“Thanks.” I grinned as we lugged the heavy buckets into the back of the Rubicon. “And I asked for the best paint, so you nailed it. If you don’t mind me asking, do you like working here?”

“Not really,” Chuck grunted as he lifted a five-gallon bucket. “But I got arrested for something dumb after my eighteenth birthday, and that shit comes up on a background check. So it was either retail or waiting tables.”

“Well, I’m about to open a shooting range just outside of Westherst,” I said as we got the last of it into the Jeep. “There’s still a lot of renovations to be done, but we’re hoping by summer we can open. I could use some good salespeople to help me run the place.”

“What?” Chuck asked and flashed me a dumbfounded look. “Really? But… fucking why? I was a dick to you in high school. And that skinny kid you hung out with. James? Or Jay?”

“Jay Hoffman,” I said as I held out my hand to shake Chuck’s. “But that was high school. We’re adults now. I don’t care if you got into trouble out of high school as long as you haven’t been in any since. And if it’s not too much of a drive for you, I’d like you to think about applying to the range. I’ve got a partner, so he’s going to have a say in it. But I think Nate will take my recommendation. If you can learn as much about firearms and firearm safety as you have about paint, and don’t mind earning a certification or two, I’ll pay you well for your time.”

“What the fuck happened to you?” Chuck asked as he shook my hand. “You weren’t like this in high school. I don’t think I ever heard you say more than three words in a row. Now you’re all landlord and business owner.”

“I grew up.” I shrugged. “We both did.”

After we exchanged contact information, I said goodbye to Chuck Williams, my childhood bully, and then I drove back to Westherst on a high while Growler laid down in the back. I felt fucking amazing and thought I might like being a boss. Sure, I might hire Chuck and be disappointed in the end, but the former jock might also impress me. Either way, I would give him a chance and try to bring out the best in him.

With no immediate crisis to handle, I thought about taking the ladies out to the city. Sigrith and Gwen need furniture for their new house, and Amrila needed a crib and all that for the baby. Bolra did, too.

Then my phone rang. Most everyone I knew would text, unless it was an emergency, so I chanced a glance at my cell to see who it was.

It was Mom.


Chapter Four

“Hey, Mom,” I said as I answered with the Bluetooth in the Rubicon. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing,” Mom sighed, but I knew that wasn’t true. “Just puttering around while Pop’s out washing that pretty truck you bought him.”

“In the middle of winter?” I snorted.

“He said he can’t stand the idea of all that road salt on the sides and undercarriage,” Mom replied. “Says he doesn’t want the salt to rust it. I told him they probably put some kinda coating on them nowadays to prevent that, but he won’t listen. How you been? Pop and I are just dying to come up and meet little Wyatt.”

“Everything’s great,” I replied. “Just been busy with the surplus store and the new range. But I’m sure we can make time real soon for a visit. Just… uh… Ibseth’s been a little cautious with it being cold and flu season is all.”

“Oh, you know Pop and I are as healthy as horses. But I don’t want to impose. I have all these gifts for her and the baby, you know? I even found your old baby blanket in the basement. Took a couple rounds in the washer to get the dusty smell out, but it’s fresh as a daisy now. Do you want it?”

I knew Maddy Hill would be relentless once she set her mind to something.

Mom wouldn’t stop calling until she’d seen her grandbaby. Hell, she’d started talking about being a grandmother when I got my first serious girlfriend in college. If I didn’t give her something to look forward to now, she’d find a reason to call at least once a day until I did.

“Sure, Mom,” I said. “I think Ibseth would love that, too. Let me check my schedule when I get home. I’m in the car right now. I’ll call you back and let you know when would be a good time to visit. We’ll make a day of it. Maybe a whole weekend, and you and Pop can stay the night. How’s that sound?”

“Perfect!” Mom cheered. “Just let us know if this weekend works for you. I’ll make some of the peach cobbler you love so much.”

“Sounds great.” I grinned, even though I was well aware Mom was trying to bribe me with some of the best food on Earth. “Give Pop my best.”

“Will do, hon. And give Wyatt lots of kisses from Mamaw and Poppop. Love you.”

“Love you, too,” I said and then hung up.

I was surprised the call had gone so quickly and smoothly. Mom was famous for her three-part goodbyes, where the conversation would start up again and again.

My childhood was filled with memories of three hour trips to Walmart where the sweet, Midwestern woman would see a friend and block a whole aisle as they chatted away. Everyone liked her, and that made any shopping trip a minefield for a young boy wanting to get home to play video games.

But I couldn’t have asked for a better mother.

It started to snow as I got back into Westherst, and I thought about how I’d have to take the plow around the cul-de-sac in the morning if it kept up through the evening. Plowing was definitely better than shoveling, though, and I was actually looking forward to it as I pulled into Brock’s old driveway, let Growler out, and started to unload the paint. I’d keep it in the basement until we were ready to get started on the inside, so the paint didn’t freeze.

“Need help?” Nileme asked as she walked up.

I could see my Dolrath wife had the rock salt and the new salt spreader out.

Once the practical woman had seen the snowfall start, she’d jumped into action. That was one of the many things I loved about Nileme. She was always ready to tackle a project or help with a chore before I could think to ask.

“Sure,” I chuckled as I pulled out a heavy bucket.

“What’s all this?” the dark-haired Elf asked.

“Paint,” I replied as I watched the muscular woman lift another bucket.

“That’s a lot of paint.” Nileme smirked. “Sure you got enough?”

“I might have overdone it,” I confessed with a rueful laugh. “But making a friend out of an old enemy is expensive sometimes.”

As we carried the supplies into the new house, I told Nileme about meeting Chuck and what we’d talked about and how I had offered him a job.

“And you think you can trust him?” the princess asked as she arched one eyebrow. “What with his lack of respect for the law and all?”

“That was years ago,” I said as I set the last bucket of paint down in the utility room of the finished basement. “As far as I know, he hasn’t been in trouble since. We’ll see how it goes. He sure did know his stuff when I asked for his help. That tells me he’s trying to be better. And I’d rather give someone room to surprise me, you know? They say people don’t change, but I wonder if that’s because no one gives them the chance to.”

“That’s what sets you apart,” Nileme replied with an affectionate smile. “And what makes you a fine leader and diplomat. You see things in people that no one else does.”

“It’s just what feels right to me.” I shrugged. “Come on. Let’s get everyone together at Ibseth’s place. I want to plan a trip to the city tomorrow. Get some of the stuff we need for the houses.”

Over the next few minutes, my family gathered at Ibseth’s place, and then we ordered out for some fried chicken, biscuits, and all the fixings. The chicken place in town had the best jojos I’d ever tasted. There was something magical about fried potato wedges, and whatever secret seasoning they used was out of this world.

Once we’d gotten through eating, we picked one of our favorite action movies to watch while we talked about all the places we wanted to go the next day and came up with a game plan.

That was the thing about a large family. Planning. Sure, it made it hard to be spontaneous, but if I didn’t plan it out, we’d drive for hours around Elyria and Cleveland before anyone made a decision.

We eventually came up with a route that pleased everyone, and after the movie finished, I stayed the night with Amrila.

It took a considerable effort to get my pregnant Zencarri wife up and moving the next day, but once she was semi-conscious, we all started to get ready.

In the end, Bolra decided to hang back with Ibseth at the house. Since little Wyatt didn’t look exactly human, we wanted to avoid unwelcome questions, so Ibseth had to stay home with him for now until we figured something out.

Without ever having kids before, I knew the elderly Buckeye women wouldn’t be able to resist coming up for a peek at a newborn and give unsolicited advice to a new mom.

I’d seen it all my life in grocery stores. It made living in the Midwest a mixed bag. People were friendly to a fault sometimes here. When I was out with my wives, there were some sidelong looks and whispered comments, but for the most part, the ladies were met with a sense of curiosity. We could say they were cosplayers and get away with it. But the last thing I needed was the odd busybody asking too many questions and calling CPS because they thought we were painting the baby’s skin blue.

After breakfast and a little time with the whole family, we said goodbye to Ibseth and Bolra and then squeezed into the Rubicon. I had started to look around for a passenger van. The new Ford Transit XLT seemed like a good option. Inexpensive, seated up to fifteen people, but had a seat style that was good for strapping in car seats for babies on the way. I’d also thought about a dark SUV, like Owen McElfresh drove. Amrila and Bolra wanted to learn to drive in the spring, and we’d need more family vehicles. Plus, I wanted to have something that didn’t draw as much attention as the burnt-orange Rubicon for when I wanted to keep a low profile.

“First up, the furniture store.” I grinned as I pulled out of the driveway. “Then we’ll grab lunch and hit the strip malls.”

As we drove, the radio played, and the women chatted. Ibseth had helped Sigrith and Gwen create mood boards on Pinterest, and the other wives helped them figure out their new phones to reference their boards while we shopped.

This was mainly a trip for my new wives, but I also wanted to look around at some stuff for the old trailer. I wanted to renovate the trailer before I furnished it, but it would be good to check some prices and get an idea for what I wanted to do with Grandpa’s old place.

Once we got to our usual furniture outlet in Elyria, the staff who recognized us perked up at the promise of a big commission. Pregia and Amrila broke off to look at stuff for the new baby’s room, Nileme stuck with Gwen to help her navigate the modern, warehouse-style store, and I walked around with Sigrith, with an associate hot on our heels so no one could steal his sale.

“What are you looking for, miss?” the young, eager man asked, and he seemed ready to move heaven and earth to make the Succubus happy. “We’ve just got in some new lines of products for spring.”

“Why is all of it so bland?” Sigrith asked as she looked around at the mostly white and cream-colored options. She’d covered herself in sunscreen this morning so she could be comfortable being out in the day, but with her magicked blue eyes and normal, surface clothes, you would never know she was anything but human.

“Neutrals are very trendy right now,” the salesman replied and visibly deflated. “A lot of people like to add color through accent pieces and wall color or funky wallpaper. That way they can change up the look of their homes without having to buy all new living room and bedroom sets.”

“That’s ridiculous,” the raven-haired woman scoffed with zero social filter, and I watched the salesman panic internally. “It has no personality. What else do you have? I have no desire to live in a home that looks like some prudish temple matron decorated it.”

“Temple matron?” the salesman repeated with a confused frown.

“My friend is from the old country,” I said to gloss over the remark. “Do you have anything more colorful? Or more fun?”

“Uhhh…” the salesman mumbled as he looked around. “Y-Yeah. If I don’t have it on the sales floor, I could show you our catalog. We could order you in some things and have them delivered to your home. And you know, Mr. Hill, that we’ll waive part of the delivery fee for you, since you’re one of our favorite customers.”

“I appreciate that.” I smiled.

Sigrith had very particular tastes, it turned out.

While it had nothing to do with money or perceived value, the pale woman gravitated toward warm, natural woods and bold colors. Sigrith put the salesman through his paces and made him work for that commission, but to the guy’s credit, he was ready to put in the work. After a little over an hour, we had arranged to furnish the whole downstairs of the new house. We only needed to order a few pieces, but that would give us time to paint and make any other changes the ladies wanted.

After finishing with the salesman, the Succubus and I went to find some of the other women. The sales associate with Gwen and Nileme had an easier time. The Spiran woman liked the soft, airy feel of the neutrals that were popular at the moment, and she’d gotten everything she needed for the upstairs without ordering a thing.

Amrila bought the last few things she needed for her nursery, and Nileme got some ideas for when her turn for a baby came. Overall, it was another successful trip, and all the salespeople wished us a very good day when we left the store. Then we headed to a diner for lunch, and once we got our food at the diner, we settled into conversation.

“I was thinking we’d join all the backyards,” I said as I sipped my soda and started in on a juicy burger and fries with the works. “Put in a little playground for the kids behind Ibseth’s house. Maybe add a kennel for the dogs, and a proper greenhouse for Ibseth and Bolra. Anything you all would like?”

“I think we could build some training equipment in my yard,” Nileme said as she drank her milkshake. “Some dummies to practice sword fighting and archery on. Maybe a sparring ring with fine gravel or sand. And some workout equipment for strength training.”

“We could get Enid to make suggestions for that.” I nodded. “She’s a personal trainer. I bet she knows all the latest equipment available. We could also add a weight room to your basement.”

“I think our yard is mostly taken over by that stone pond,” Gwen said as she picked at a large salad.

“Yeah,” I chuckled at the way she described Brock’s very pricey pool. “I’ll probably put a chain-link fence around that or something. Just for safety. As the kids get bigger, we’ll want to have something up to keep them out of the pool when we’re not using it.”

“That’s wise,” Nileme commented as she munched on street tacos. “Back home, the families with children have to keep close watch on the riverfront. Better to avoid accidents.”

“I also plan to add a gate into the cul-de-sac,” I said. “That way only we can get in and out with a code. No more surprise visits. We’ll need to form a homeowners association and all sign off on it to get the permit to do it, and after that, we’ll be responsible for maintenance of the sidewalks and asphalt, instead of the township. Anything else?”

“I’d like to convert a room in my house to a study,” Pregia chimed in. “To continue my study of the arcane arts. I’m no magician by any means. Not yet, at least. But I would like to get back to my studies. Duik has a library full of spell books and alchemical texts I can borrow.”

“You figure out what all that would take, and we’ll get it set up,” I promised.

“Some things I’ll have to get from home,” Pregia said as she popped a fry in her mouth. “But most of it we should be able to find up here. Tables, shelves, a comfortable chair for reading. The alchemical equipment will be difficult to transport. It’s all so delicate.”

“I bet we could find some chemistry supplies that would work,” I mused as I took a big bite of my burger. “It might be better than what you can find back home, too. Thicker glass and Pyrex. You’ll probably want a double sink in the room to clean stuff, a ventilation system, and a fire extinguisher. But I can put all that in, no problem.”

“Lovely.” The Goblin woman smiled at me and seemed very pleased.

After lunch, we hit up a couple of the strip malls around Elyria, and while most of my wives went to a home decor store, Nileme and I went into a pet store to pick up some giant bags of dog food. Five full-grown garms went through a lot of kibble. We also picked up some puppy food.

“Any news from Craig about Wallace?” Nileme asked as we browsed around the pet store.

“Not yet,” I said as I started to load heavy bags of dry dog food onto a flatbed cart. “But I’m confident if there’s anything to be found, Craig will find it. Thank fuck, too. Because I’ve never been good with computers.”

“It’s so strange you can spy into the life of another like that,” Nileme noted as she grabbed a couple of pallets of canned dog food. “No magic or great cost.”

“Well,” I said as I set the last bag onto the cart, “it’s a little like magic, in that you have to have specialized knowledge to use the internet like that. It’s a big place, filled with scammers and misinformation. You have to know where to look and how to tell good information from bad information. That’s why I never got into it much. Seems like a lot to sort through, and most of it has nothing to do with me. I like the convenience of it, though.”

“I do, too.” The Dolrath woman smiled. “I still don’t understand most of it, but I like to look at guns and accessories on it.”

I chuckled at my warrior wife as we made our way to the registers. I paid for the dog food, and we wheeled the cart out to load it into the back of the Rubicon.

Then Nileme and I went to find the rest of my wives at the home decor store. Gwen and Sigrith had found a few things for their new home. The raven-haired woman gravitated to plush, velvety fabrics and jewel tones. But Gwen seemed to have a more meditative, minimalist style and liked light tones of white, beige, and sky blues.

“Are we going home after this?” Amrila asked as we stood in the checkout line. “I’d kinda like to stay out for a while. Being cooped up at the houses isn’t very exciting.”

“If everyone wants to stay out, I’m sure we can think of something,” I replied. “Maybe drive up to Cleveland and see what we can get into.”

“Can we go dancing?” Pregia asked as she perked up a little.

“Unless things have changed since I was in college, I don’t think most of the clubs will be open for hours,” I laughed. “But we could grab dinner and maybe go out after that. How’s that sound?”

“There are clubs just for dancing?” Sigrith asked with a sly smile. “How lavish. I’d like to see that.”

“I don’t know how to dance,” Gwen said as her cheeks flushed a little, and she demurely dropped her gaze to the floor. “Is it difficult to learn?”

“Not at all.” Amrila grinned wickedly, which was offset a little by the way she was lovingly rubbing her baby bump. “Tanya taught me how people dance here. You just move your body with the music in a way that feels good. Most people just wiggle their asses a lot. Asses are very important in human-- er, the local dances.”

“I don’t think I can do that,” the Spiran woman giggled nervously. “Right in front of strangers? Isn’t that vulgar?”

“Nonsense,” Sigrith scoffed and waved her hand. “You have an ass and are capable of wiggling it if you like. And vulgar? It’s not like we’re discussing going to an orgy, my dear. Dancing is about expression. Expressing how the music makes you feel, or how the person you’re dancing for makes you feel. Being in touch with your body. It’s glorious.”

I’d bet good money that the pale woman was one hell of a dancer.

“I’m not much of a dancer, either,” I said to Gwen. “But I’ll give it a go if you will?”

“Alright then,” the Spiran woman agreed with a shy smile.

“Awesome.” I grinned. “I’ll text Owen and see if he knows a good spot.”

After we paid, I pulled out my phone and sent Owen a message while the women loaded their shopping into the Rubicon.

Hey, I’m out with the ladies, and they want to go dancing tonight. Any good spots in Cleveland?

All your lady friends? Owen texted back after a moment. Sounds like a hell of a party. Mind if I crash?

Sure, I wrote back with an amused smirk. But you do know they’re all spoken for, right? Doesn’t seem like a lot of fun for you.

If there’s one thing hot women like, it’s dancing with other hot women. All I’d have to do is wait for another group to notice your girls and take my pick of them. Lol. We could get a private table and some bottle service. The girls will come flocking to us.

Lol. If you say so. Where should we go?

There’s a new place a friend of mine just opened. The Hyperion. He’s too much of a tight-fisted shite to comp a table, but it’s where all the hot, young, rich girls go for now. I’ll reserve us a table.

I chuckled to myself.

Owen was a piece of work, but I liked him, and I knew he would make tonight interesting to say the least.

Then, after I thought about it for a moment, I sent another text to Jay.

You busy tonight?

Not any busier than usual. Jay sent back. Lol. My caseload has been a little light, but Enid’s got me helping her plan the wedding. What’s up?

Tell that lovely fiancée of yours we’re going out. Dinner and then dancing at the Hyperion. My friend is getting us a table and bottle service. I’ll cover you guys. I’d just like to hang out.

Let me talk to Enid. She’s been super stressed about the wedding. It’s almost like a second job, honestly. Not sure if she’ll go for it on short notice. Hold up.

As I waited to hear back from Jay, I helped the ladies get the last of the stuff in the back of the Jeep and shot a quick text to Ibseth.

Hey, baby, we’re talking about going out to a club. Do you and Bolra want us to bring back anything on the way home?

Oh, fun! Ibseth wrote back. We’re good. Bolra is craving fried chicken, so I’m making that for dinner. You have a great time.

The Jeep was packed pretty tight, but I managed to move some stuff around and get it all in. Then we got in the Rubicon and started to make our way to Cleveland, and by the time I got into the city, my text alert went off again, but I waited to check it at a red light.

Enid was in when she heard Hyperion. Lol. I guess it’s a big deal. All her friends at the gym go there. She’s in the shower now. Meet you when she’s done getting ready.

I found a decent restaurant on my phone and then spent a while looking for parking.

In college, I’d have never been able to afford a night like this. Parking alone would have broken the bank. Now, I was about to take out five women, two friends, and get bottle service. I didn’t even know what the fuck bottle service involved, just that it was expensive.

We walked to the restaurant and got a big table, and after Jay and Enid showed up, we ordered and got a few drinks.

“I miss wine and beer,” Amrila pouted as she rubbed her belly and watched Pregia sip her red wine.

“Awww, honey,” Enid said as she set down her Amarillo sour and pushed it toward Jay. “Tell you what, I’ll abstain with you. It’s no fun being the only sober kid at the party. You finish mine, Jay.”

“You don’t have to do that,” the Zencarri woman replied.

“Already done,” Enid giggled. “I can play DD. I just want to dance all my stress away tonight.”

After dinner, we lingered at the table and drank a little more, and then we headed to the club to meet Owen.

“I should warn you both,” I said as I parked around the back of the club that was in an old warehouse, “McElfresh is… an interesting guy.”

“Interesting how?” Jay asked from the passenger seat and raised an eyebrow at me.

“He’s the guy I sell gold and stuff to,” I replied. “I’d just steer clear of work conversations. That’s all.”

Jay narrowed his eyes but didn’t say anything, so we went into the front of the club, checked our coats, showed IDs, and then got our hands stamped.

Inside, the club itself looked like any other club I had seen, but maybe a little nicer. There were LED lights everywhere, and large flatscreens showed random, aesthetically pleasing images that matched the color scheme. The dance floor was already filled with beautiful, young women in sexy clothes, and a handful of guys were shooting their shot.

Near the dance floor where house music blared, there were the tall tables for groups of up to four people, but closer to the bar and away from the thrum of the music were large, leather couches around low tables. Owen was already there, and he was sitting by himself in a shiny, button-up shirt that was maybe buttoned a little too low.

The Irishman was only in his early thirties, but he was probably the oldest guy here at this point in the night.

“There he is!” The short gangster grinned as he got up and shook my hand. “Thank fuck, too. I looked a prat here by myself. Who are your friends?”

“This is Jay and Enid,” I said. “They’re my best friends.”

Jay and Enid shook Owen’s hand, and I introduced my wives that the dark-haired man hadn’t met in person yet.

“I got us some vodka and good, Irish whiskey,” McElfresh said as he gestured toward the bottles at the table. “Help yourselves.”

Everyone but Amrila and Enid took shots, and then the ladies went to dance. Enid pulled Jay to the dance floor with her, but I hung back at the table with Owen for a moment.

“How do you do it?” the Irishman asked with envy as we watched my wives dance. “All those women, I mean. Seems like a dream come true.”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged as I sipped at some more whiskey on the rocks. “It all happened kinda naturally. I don’t think there’s any secret to it. I just love them, and they love me.”

“And they don’t get jealous?”

“I think they don’t feel the need to be,” I snorted. “They’re kinda like sisters. We have a schedule to make sure everyone gets an equal amount of my time. But they’re also okay with it if someone needs a little extra time.”

“Lucky sod.” McElfresh smirked. “Any more news from that Wallace bloke?”

“A little,” I said. “I’ve got a guy looking into him. Seeing if he can dig up something that we can use to get him off Meyer’s back.”

“Keep me in the loop.” Owen nodded as he threw back another shot. “And you know me and the boys are around if you’d like help with anything.”

“Of course,” I laughed.

I hung out with Owen a little more, but then I did dance with my wives some.

It was fun, but I enjoyed watching them dance together more. Sigrith could move like she didn’t have hip joints, and she quickly perfected the art of twerking after watching some of the other women at the club. Nileme, Amrila, and Pregia caught on to the latest moves as well, and even Gwen gained some confidence after a couple of drinks, but her movements were more fluid and ethereal somehow.

Before long, Owen’s prediction came true. A group of smoking-hot brunettes noticed Enid and my wives and joined them. My wives’ unique appearances made them an instant hit, and the other women lined up for selfies and a chance to draw attention to themselves by dancing with the exotic-looking women.

Within a couple hours, our table was full of the hottest girls in the club, and McElfresh impressed them with free drinks and compliments. For a short, corny guy, Owen had game. The Irishman leaned into his strengths, which were mostly his accent and the fact that he had money to burn. Eventually, one manicured brunette with long hair, dark eyes, and an obvious Brazilian butt lift staked her claim on Owen and shooed the other women away.

It was a great time. Enid and Jay had a blast. When she wasn’t dancing, Enid talked a few of the club girls into coming to her gym. My wives also had the time of their lives as they drank, danced, and chatted, and Jay and I got to catch up a little and made plans to go hunting when spring came around.

As Jay, Owen, and I sat back and watched the women go back to the dance floor, the club started to fill up. I noticed a group of young guys at the edge of the dance floor, and I couldn’t say what it was about them, but an alarm went off in my head.

I kept an eye on them, and sure enough, one of them went and grabbed Pregia’s arm to pull her toward him. The Goblin woman shot the man a dirty look and then pushed him away. The guy looked pissed at the rejection, and he went to grab the jade-skinned woman again. I was already on my feet with Jay and Owen right behind me, but Nileme put herself between the man and Pregia and said something.

I pushed through the crowd to the dance floor as I watched the man say something back. The guy was clearly drunk and not taking no for an answer, and by the time I got there, my wives and Enid were shouting back and forth with the drunk guy and his buddies.

“What?” I heard the man shout as I got close. “You all fucking lesbians or something?”

“Yes,” Enid retorted with heavy sarcasm. “We’re all raging lesbians. That’s the only reason we wouldn’t want to dance with you.”

“Hey,” I said and tried to sound friendly to deescalate the situation. “The ladies said they didn’t want to dance. Plenty of other women here, man.”

“Who the fuck are you?” one of Drunky McGee’s friends scoffed as he shoulder-checked me.

“Don’t you fucking touch him!” Owen snarled as he got into the much taller man’s face. “They don’t want to dance with you. Be a fucking man and take the hint. Now fuck off.”

“We got a leprechaun, boys!” another of the douchebags said with a high-pitched laugh I associated with a little too much coke. “What are you going to do about it, you fucking midget?”

In the blink of an eye, Owen reeled his right fist back and punched the man right on the jaw.

Oh, shit, here we go.


Chapter Five

Everything seemed to go into slow motion as I watched the fiery Irishman’s fist connect with the asshole’s jaw, the guy’s head snap back, and then the dude fell to the ground.

After that, it was a free-for-all.

The clubbers either ran for the doors or gathered around to watch the fight as it got started. Some of the women on the dance floor screamed, while others cheered on our group for standing up to the douchebags.

“Ha!” Amrila laughed with glee as the dude-bro hit the dance floor, and then my feisty wife rounded on the leader of the frat guys and stomped on his foot as hard as she could with her combat boots.

“What the fuck?” the head bro yelled as he winced and reflexively bent toward his smashed foot.

Big mistake.

Amrila seized on the frat boy’s lack of situational awareness and delivered a swift punch to his kidney, which made him crumple even more. Most of the poor bastard’s friends didn’t know how to react, but the problem was, the whole pack of numb-nut, wannabe Ralph Lauren models hadn’t come to the dance floor.

“Logan?” I heard someone shout from the bar, and Jay and I turned to find the owner of the voice.

It wasn’t too hard to spot him.

He was one of those guys in his mid-thirties who dressed and acted like his group of twenty-one-year-old friends, probably because all his friends his age had grown up, had kids, and left him behind years ago. One look told me everything. The dude was a little too tanned, his shirt was a little too tight, and he came up off that barstool all shoulders and hellfire when he saw his bro get punched by a horned woman who was five months pregnant.

The douche-squad on the dance floor started to tussle with the ladies and Owen behind us, but I wasn’t worried about them. My wives and Owen could handle themselves. But as Mr. Midlife Crisis started to stride toward us across the bar with a half-dozen more lackeys behind him, I noticed the slight bulge of a concealed carry holster in the front of his too-tight jeans.

Fuck.

“Hey, man,” I said as the dickhead leading the second group of assholes got close enough to hear me. “Your buddy started it. There’s no need for this to get ugly–”

Dick-Head stepped in at me with one foot as I tried to deescalate the situation, and he telegraphed the right hook he was about to throw my way.

I easily sidestepped the blow as Jay ducked a punch from another of the Boy’s Town crew, and it was on. I squared off with Dirty Thirties, while Jay ran interference. The young lawyer wasn’t much of a fighter, but he was still scrappy and fast on his feet.

Dirty Thirty stumbled as he overshot me, and I calmly turned to face him. He bared his teeth as he regained his balance, and he charged at me like an enraged bull, but I merely stepped to the side again, stuck my foot out, and watched the dumbass sprawl out across the sticky bar floor.

Meanwhile, I saw out of the corner of my eye that the ladies and Owen had circled up against the first group of bros, and the younger alpha prick seemed to have finally found his social limit against Amrila. Sure, the punk would harass and put hands on a woman he didn’t know, but hitting a pregnant woman was apparently a bridge too far, so my Zencarri wife just wailed on the pretty boy as he tried to cover his head and take it.

Enid surprised me. The petite, fit, Jewish girl had a secret ride-or-die side, and she started to shove the other douchebags who’d begun to shout and get rough as they worked themselves up to the fight.

“Walk away now,” Nileme ordered with all the authority of her mother in her voice. “Leave and no one has to die.”

Some of the dude bros seemed ready to listen as they looked the ripped Elf up and down.

But unfortunately Owen had a few drinks in him and a bit of a Napoleon complex.

The short gangster ripped off his shirt with a primal howl, and the rest of us were treated to a full view of the Irish man’s oddly toned, barrel-chested torso that was covered in what was clearly a prison tattoo of the Virgin Mary.

But I was busy with a goon squad of my own.

Dirty Thirty had regained his feet, and his face was twisted with fury. He started to reach for his waist, but I didn’t give him a chance. I darted forward, elbowed the asshole in the side of his head, and body-checked him while he was still off balance. I’d have to get that gun off him, even if I had to reach into his pants to do it. The asshole had come in like a big, swinging dick because he knew he was packing. That marked him as the type to pull a gun to intimidate anyone who dared to stand up to him, which meant Dirty T was dangerously stupid.

Suddenly, I could also hear different shouts on the outer edge of the crowd as the bouncers finally came in to stop the fight. But they would have to wade through the spectators first. That meant we were on our own until they got there, and the fight was already spreading through the club as alcohol and pent-up hormones took over the crowd.

Dirty T recovered enough sense to lower one shoulder and drive it into my stomach, but I was quick to form a plan and doubled over like it hurt more than it had. I let the dumbass push me back so he thought he was in control, and I wrapped my arms around him. In the heat of the moment, Dirty T didn’t feel me find the release for his holster, and the dickhead didn’t realize what I’d done until he felt me pull out his pistol.

Dirty T let out a panicked sound, released me, and tried to step back, but in the chaos of the crowd, he was only able to put two feet between us. The middle-aged man stared at me in horror as I pulled the mag from his Colt .45 and racked back the slide to eject the live round. Then I dropped the mag to the ground before I kicked it into the throng of feet and embattled clubgoers.

Then I launched myself at the older man and pistol-whipped him with his own gun. I watched the lights go out in his eyes, and Dirty T dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

“And stay down.” I straightened up and glared down at the douchebag’s body.

Movement in my peripherals made me look up, and I saw one of the bouncers had made it through the crowd. The broad man was dressed in a tight, plain black t-shirt, and he tried to pull Jay and one of the douche squad apart, while another one of the douches hit the bouncer in the back of the head with a beer bottle.

The bouncer’s eyes went flat with rage as he rounded on the offender. The bro with the bottle tried to bolt, but the crowd was too thick and violent by then, and there was nowhere to go. The bouncer snatched the idiot by the back of the shirt, and judging by the bouncer’s build, I was sure he could handle his own.

I turned to find my wives, and I saw them and Enid had the men who’d bothered them on the ropes.

Nileme punched out one guy, and then she turned and gave his friend a black eye with a swift, left jab. Pregia and Amrila kicked the shit out of the first offender on the ground, and Sigrith and Enid had pushed sweet Gwen behind them and defended the Spiran woman against two men who had gotten past their qualms of hitting a lady. Enid was fast, and she bobbed out of the way of a blow, while Sigrith simply slapped the other man across the face hard enough to send him back to childhood.

“Arrrrugh!” Owen let out a primal howl and jumped on the back of another frat boy. “I’ll show you a leprechaun!”

What the Irishman lacked in height, he made up for in density, and he dragged the other man to the ground like a rabid coyote taking down a moose.

I started to move toward my women to back them up, but suddenly an especially bold bastard threw a wild punch at my face as I tried to push through the crowd. I caught the man’s fist, twisted his wrist the wrong way, and put him on his knees.

“Fuck off,” I snarled, and then I delivered a quick jab to his nose with the empty Colt still in my hand.

The man’s head snapped back and came back up bloody. That’s when the house lights came on.

Double fuck.

The team of bouncers had finally broken through the crowd, and I heard a deep voice further into the club shout, “Police! Everyone stop where you are!”

Triple fuck with a cherry on top.

People either froze or tried to bolt for the exit, and I took the chance to walk up to the closest bouncer and hand over the Colt.

“This is his,” I said as I pointed at Dirty T, who had just gotten back to his feet with a trickle of blood running down his temple. “It’s empty.”

“Alright,” the bouncer sighed, and he took the pistol and nodded. “Just sit tight, sir. Let the cops sort it out.”

I nodded and took a step back, but while the police focused on crowd control and stopping the clubbers who tried to flee the scene, I sidled up to my wives and friends and pulled out my phone.

You up? I texted Travis Meyer. I’ve got a little problem.

“Good call,” Jay whispered next to me as he glanced at my phone. “Don’t say anything until he gets here.”

What’s the problem? my lawyer texted back. And where are you?

I sent the name of the club to Meyer and simply replied, Got in a fight.

Don’t let anyone with you speak to the police until I get there, the lawyer responded. I’m on my way.

The police, with the help of the bouncers, broke the remaining clubbers, the douche squad, and us into little groups to get statements.

As we sat and waited for Travis, I listened to some of the employees of the bar give their statements. Turns out, the douche squad was a regular problem at the club. This wasn’t the first fight they’d started, and I had a feeling they’d be barred for life after tonight.

Then two officers came up to us.

“I’ll need your names and statements,” a big, corn-fed policeman with a country accent said.

“I’m Jason Hoffman,” my best friend offered as he stepped forward. “And we’re waiting for my friends’ lawyer before we’ll give our statements.”

“That’s your right,” the officer huffed in an annoyed tone. “But if you wait, that will reflect poorly on you if charges are pressed.”

“No, it won’t,” Jay said firmly as he shook his head.

“Oh?” the officer asked as he cocked an eyebrow. “Are you a lawyer?”

“Fuck, yeah he is,” Owen snorted through a fat lip and smirked. “And a fucking good one, too.”

“You’re a lawyer?” the other officer, an older man with a buzzcut, asked as he looked baby-faced Jay up and down.

“What a coincidence,” I heard a familiar, professional voice say, “I’m a lawyer, too. More to the point, I’m Mr. Hill and Mr. McElfresh’s lawyer.”

Travis Meyer walked up in a light blue polo and dickies under a heavy, wool peacoat, and within thirty minutes, he’d smoothed the worst of the situation over.

It was like watching a wizard go to work. Meyer stayed cool, but firm. According to the statements of all the other clubbers and the staff, the douche squad had started it. Only the frat boys’ statements contradicted that. It was true, Owen threw the first punch, but only after the first punk had gotten physical with me.

In the end, there wouldn’t be any charges for us, and the douche squad was taken back to the station in cuffs. When the cops left, it was still pretty early in the night, so the staff turned the music back on, but lower than it had been before. The crowd thinned, and no one seemed to feel like dancing. Everyone was either at the tables that had been put back after the fight, or at the bar.

My wives and friends went back to our table to salvage what was left of the evening. Owen had gotten cleaned up and put his shirt back on, and he sat with a cold whiskey on the rocks pressed to his busted up lip. Enid was still pretty hyped up and was talking about maybe starting some boxing classes, but I stood with Travis a short distance from our group.

“Thanks for saving the day,” I said to the polished man.

“It’s what you pay me for.” Meyer shrugged.

“Still.” I grinned. “You came out in the middle of the night. I think the least I can do is buy you a drink to make up for it.”

“Maybe one drink,” Travis said with a wry smile.

The lawyer and I sat down at the bar and ordered, but another clubgoer had already offered to pay for our drinks for the rest of the night. I guess we’d impressed a few people who had already dealt with the frat boys earlier in the night, but before I knew it, one drink turned into two, then another, and I got to see the real Travis Meyer for the first time.

“You’ve really got a way of finding trouble,” the tipsy lawyer snorted. “And that’s saying something when I have Owen as a client.”

“Trouble just kinda finds me,” I chuckled as I sipped my beer.

“I guess that’s fair.” Travis nodded and swirled his Scotch. “I guess I’m not one to cast stones at the moment.”

“Actually, we’ve made some headway on your problem,” I replied. “If you want to hear about that right now. I know you want to keep some plausible deniability.”

“No,” Meyer said as he looked up and down the bar to make sure no one was paying attention to us. “You’ve piqued my curiosity, Eddie. Go on.”

This was the first time I’d heard Travis call me by my first name. It felt weird, but I knew that was Meyer’s way of telling me this was a conversation between friends, rather than lawyer and client.

“Swenson, the new guy I have working for me, turned up some interesting information,” I explained. “Turns out, Wallace might have a bunch of shady shell companies. We’re trying to figure out what he’s trying to hide.”

“Really?” The lawyer grinned, which was an expression I didn’t usually see on his normally stoic face. “Interesting.”

I told Meyer about what all we had found, and our suspicion that Chase owned several shell companies, and Craig’s plan to use spy websites to find out more.

“I’d bet he’s filtering money through those shell companies.” Travis nodded as he sipped his scotch. “I’d have Alice look into that, but I can’t have any internet searches come back to me.”

“Don’t worry, Craig Swenson is good. If there’s something to find, he’ll sniff it out. We’re just waiting to see what he turns up to get an idea of what we’re dealing with.”

“That’s pretty smart,” Meyer approved. “Just be careful. You never know what a man like that might be hiding.”

“What do you mean?” I asked and cocked my head.

“Wallace thinks he’s smarter than everyone else, which means he probably fucked up somewhere, and you’ll find it. But it also makes him dangerous. Once he’s cornered, he’ll panic and lash out.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I snorted as I finished my beer. “Come on. Enough business. Let’s see if the ladies are ready to dance again.”

Travis grinned at me again and threw back his Scotch, and then we went over to the table where the others were.

I took my wives out onto the dance floor and danced with them one by one, but surprisingly, Sigrith offered to dance with Travis. That’s when I got another shock from my buttoned-up lawyer. As everyone else shuffled or grinded on the dancefloor, Travis took the Succubus by the hand, and he spun the raven-haired woman around the dancefloor like fucking Fred Astaire.

I didn’t know any of the old, proper dances, but Meyer sure as shit did. People made way for the tipsy, well-groomed man and the mysterious woman, and at the end of the song, some even applauded. Then it was time to put the now slightly drunk Meyer into an Uber and call it a night.

“Thanks, Eddie,” Travis said as he poured himself into the back of his Uber. “I think I needed this.”

“No problem,” I chuckled. “Get some sleep. I’ll send you an update as soon as I hear anything.”

Travis mumbled something as he sat back in his seat and closed his eyes, and after I closed the door, the Uber driver pulled away.

“That was an interesting night,” Jay said as he and Enid walked up to me.

“How glad are you that you came out?” I grinned as Jay and I briefly hugged.

“I had the best time!” Enid squealed, and she also hugged me. “Let’s go out again soon.”

“Definitely,” I agreed, and when Enid went over to talk to my wives, I turned back to Jay. “Where did Owen get off to?”

“Is that him?” Jay replied and pointed to the club parking lot.

I followed his finger, and I saw McElfresh open his SUV passenger door for the hot brunette the Irishman had been dancing with earlier in the night.

Owen caught my eye and waved with a huge, shit-eating grin on his face, and I snorted and waved back.

“He’s a wild one,” Jay said as he laughed. “That’s who you sell your gold to? He seems a little… sketchy around the edges.”

“Oh, he is,” I agreed. “But we’ve come to trust each other. Owen is a good guy for the most part. Pretty sure he’s been in anger management for the past decade or so. Has half his… crew in group therapy, too.”

“How progressive.” Jay smirked, and he seemed amused at the idea of Midwestern gangsters with the emotional intelligence to talk about their feelings.

“So, who’s hungry?” Enid asked as she skipped up with my wives in tow.

“We are!” Amrila chimed in as she raised one of her hands and set the other on her pregnant belly.

We all laughed as we made our way to the Rubicon and loaded up, and then Enid drove us to a late-night diner.

We stuffed ourselves full of burgers, fries, breakfast platters, milkshakes, and coffee, and once I’d sobered up and could drive, my wives and I said our last goodbyes to Jay and Enid and drove home.

I stayed with Nileme that night, but I didn’t get much sleep. The Elven princess was still worked up from the fight and dancing, and we were up until the sun came over the horizon as she gave me the workout of a lifetime. I slept in, but not as late as I could have, and then I spent the rest of the day doing little chores around the house and relaxing a little. Lord knows when I’d get the chance to again.

That night, as we all ate dinner together, I brought up something I had been considering for a while.

“How would you ladies like to take a trip somewhere?” I asked my wives.

“Where to?” Ibseth asked as she checked on Wyatt in his little pack’n’play next to the table.

“I don’t know yet.” I shrugged. “That’s why I’m asking. I was thinking a beach somewhere, but that might be a little sunny for Sigrith.”

“The sun hurts less the more I get used to it,” the Succubus replied. “But it’s still uncomfortable. Can one go to the beach at night?”

“Yeah, I think we can afford to rent a place with a private beach,” I replied after I thought about it. “We’d be able to use the beach whenever we wanted and not have to bother with crowds. And any beach town would have a lot of nightlife to enjoy.”

“What are beaches like here on the surface?” Gwen asked as she tucked a lock of aqua-blue hair behind her ear.

“Well, the only beaches I’ve seen in The Gloom and the Twilight are rocky and next to the underground lakes,” I said. “But up here, we have beaches with soft, fine sand. I know you won’t know what an ocean is, but imagine a lake so large you can’t see the other side. The water is cool and salty, and in some places, it’s a clear blue-green. I bet we could find a place near a cove, too. A cove would be safer to swim in for any of you that aren’t strong swimmers.”

“That sounds amazing,” Amrila moaned with relish and slapped her hand on the table. “Yes! We should go.”

“I’ll start looking into places.” I grinned. “We’ll need to get passports and all that. It’s a bit of a pain in the ass, but with the paperwork Owen made up for all of you, it shouldn’t be too big of a hassle. You’ll all need bathing suits and vacation outfits, too.”

“How soon could we go?” Nileme asked.

“Maybe just before summer,” I replied. “After the spring break crowd clears out, but before the seaside towns get filled up with the summer tourists.”

“That’s so far away,” Amrila pouted and crossed her arms over her pregnant belly.

“Patience, dear.” Pregia smiled. “I’m sure whatever Eddie finds for us will be worth the wait.”

“I think it will be interesting to see more of the surface world,” Bolra said with a wistful expression. “From what I’ve seen in shows and movies, the humans have so many different cultures. This is exciting.”

“We have a lot of choices,” I agreed. “South America, the Mediterranean, any number of tropical islands. I’ve even thought about the French Riviera. I’ve been to Mexico and Canada but never Europe.”

As the ladies started discussing and looking up different vacation destinations, I felt my phone vibrate, and when I checked it, I saw a text from Nathan.

Craig found something, I read Nate’s message. You should come by the shop before he shits himself with excitement.

I’ll be there soon, I texted back. Give him a beer or something to calm him down until I get there.


Chapter Six

After dinner, I got into the Rubicon and headed to the surplus store, and there was an excited knot in my stomach as I wondered what Craig had found out about Chase Wallace.

When I arrived, I pulled into a parking space around the back and then used my key to let myself in through the backdoor. Nathan and Craig were sitting by Craig’s desk in the back as they drank a couple beers.

“Want one?” Nate asked as he held up an unopened bottle he pulled from a cooler next to them.

“Sure.” I nodded, grabbed a metal chair, and brought it over to the desk. “So, what’s up?”

“I’ve dug up a little on our friend.” Craig grinned as he pointed at one of his computer screens. “A couple of arrests. Nothing big. Just a few drunk and disorderlies from college, driving under the influence. Shit like that.”

“Not much help,” I snorted as I sat down and took the beer from Pearson. “No one cares that a rich boy got arrested for drinking too much.”

“That’s not the good stuff,” the computer whiz said with a self-satisfied expression. “Wallace does have a few shell companies connected to him, but they’re all under fake names of people who don’t seem to exist. Not sure how he pulled that off, but still, nothing too wild, right?”

“Where are you going with this?” I asked.

“Let him warm up to it,” Nathan said with a wry chuckle. “He’s been waiting all evening to tell you.”

“One of the companies owns some land south of here,” Craig went on as he started to type on his keyboard. “Down in Amish country.”

“Okaaay.” I nodded and sipped my beer. “Like a hotel for tourists?”

“Nope,” Craig said as he brought up a satellite image, and he was almost giddy in his excitement. “It’s way out in the farmland. You see these squares? Those are Amish farms, maybe a couple of English ones. Then there’s this…”

I had lived in Ohio long enough to know that “English” was how the Amish referred to us just ‘regular’ people.

I watched as Craig started to zoom in on a square that looked like a wooded area in a sea of orderly fields and farms. This image wasn’t real time, because the trees were all full of dense, green leaves, and the farm fields were full of tall stalks of corn, soybeans, and wheat. I glanced down at the corner of the screen and saw a timestamp from July last year.

Craig zoomed closer and closer, and then the image buffered and became clear. I didn’t even know a satellite image could get that close, but there was enough detail to tell what I was looking at. There were breaks in the foliage where some trees had been cleared, and some crops had been planted.

It took me a moment to recognize what those plants were, but then it hit me. There were patches of marijuana plants in the middle of the wooded area. They were big, too.

“Oh, shit!” I whistled and leaned in a little closer.

“I know, right?” Craig laughed. “Not to incriminate myself, but I’m sure those plants are being looked after by someone who knows what they’re doing. Probably shit weed, just being out in the woods like that, but those plants are huge.”

“Do I gotta be worried about you, Craig?” Nathan joked as he took a pull from his beer and grinned.

“Not anymore.” The metalhead shrugged. “I gotta be the grown up now and look after my mom. Can’t really take care of a woman on oxygen with falling spells if you’re ripped out of your fucking gourd.”

“Is that on Wallace’s land?” I asked as I pointed to the screen.

“Sure is, boss.” The blond man nodded.

“Okay,” I replied as I thought about it. “But do we know if they have a license to grow? Medical marijuana is legal here. I don’t know shit about the laws around it, but could it be a legit operation?”

“It’s legal to cultivate pot in the state,” Craig said as he grabbed his beer. “But you have to have a license to do it. There are different levels, too, that determine how much and what strains you can grow. It’s pretty well regulated. But I couldn’t find a license connected with the company that owns the land, or one associated with the address. Even with legalization possibly on the horizon, there’s still a pretty big black market for bud.”

“Fuck.” I whistled again. “That’s pretty big.”

“I’ve seen this kinda thing before,” the IT tech continued. “There’s only so much you can see with the satellite picture, especially with trees in the way. But I think there are some fences and shit to keep people out. Over here is an old trailer that looks like a bomb went off in it.”

I’d seen that kind of thing, too.

If you grew up wandering around in the woods like I had, you knew the signs of an illegal grow operation. And the kinda guys who ran them weren’t to be fucked with. The few times I’d come across something like that, I had turned around and gotten the fuck out of Dodge. But all through school I’d heard rumors about what happened to someone who wasn’t very smart.

Those kinds of pot fields were usually guarded by men with guns and attack dogs, and as I looked at the ruined trailer, it implied something even worse. It did look like a bomb had gone off in it, but I knew it was more likely someone had been cooking meth and not paid enough attention. A bad batch of meth could go off like dynamite if you didn’t know what you were doing.

“The burnt-out trailer looks like it’s been that way for a while,” Craig said, as if he could hear my thoughts. “My guess is these guys moved in later. After the tweakers had moved out.”

“We could tip off the cops,” Nate said as he leaned back in his chair. “Let them do our work.”

“Maybe,” I replied as I mulled over our options. “But that doesn’t mean they’ll connect it to Wallace. The cops or the Staties would come in, the guys working the fields would destroy whatever evidence there was to be had, and we’re back at square one. All we would accomplish is maybe fucking with Chase Wallace’s money, assuming he even knows they’re there.”

“I guess it’s possible he doesn’t know,” Nate said. “He might have bought some real estate to hide some money or avoid taxes. Then these guys move in because they think no one’s looking.”

“It’s a pretty big operation,” Craig remarked in a doubtful tone. “That doesn’t happen overnight. The shell company only bought the place a couple years ago. This grow operation has to predate that. Even if Chase bought it sight unseen, I’d think someone would have gone out there during the sale to make sure there weren’t squatters.”

“You’re saying you think Wallace would have bought the property knowing someone was growing pot on it?” I asked.

“Maybe because he knew.” Craig nodded. “It makes sense. Buy a pot farm already off the ground and wait for legalization to take it legit. Before Wallace bought it, the property was about to be foreclosed on. The former owner was a woman named Margret Hauser. I tried to look her up, but she’s dead now. Mrs. Hauser was pretty old when she passed. She might not have known these guys were there, or she didn’t care. Wallace swoops in, buys the place, and lets them get on with it for a cut of the profit.”

“If that’s true, there’s gotta be a way to link it back to him,” I said as I leaned forward and looked at rows of marijuana plants on one of the screens. “He’s smart enough to put a couple of degrees of separation between himself and something this illegal. But he’s not half as smart as he thinks he is.”

“Huh,” Pearson grunted as he stared into the middle distance. “We’re well into the realm of speculation here, but follow me on this…why not just get the license to grow medical pot?”

“Maybe the bar was too high?” the blond metalhead suggested as he crossed his arms and leaned back in his fancy computer chair. “Or the guys running the farm had records and wouldn’t qualify?”

“If that’s the case,” I said as I took another pull of icy-cold beer, “why not just buy it from them, lock, stock, and barrel? Then bring in some hipsters from Cleveland or proper farmers to run the place?”

“Might not bring in the same profit margins, going legit,” Nate replied. “Or we’re still missing a piece of the puzzle. Could be worth our while to do a little snooping around in the area.”

“I wouldn’t recommend that.” Craig shook his head hard enough to make his dark blond hair swish back and forth. “I guarantee they have security cameras, motion detectors, or guard dogs so they know whenever someone gets too close.”

“Oh, I don’t intend to set foot on that property,” Nathan said with a dark chuckle. “But it’s a small farming community, right? People love to gossip in a small town. We might be able to sus out the missing piece to the story if we go ask around.”

“Maybe,” I said as I turned the idea around in my head. “If it’s a tight-knit community, they might be suspicious of outsiders coming in and asking about the illegal grow operation in the countryside. But if we act like we’re thinking about starting a business there, just stopping in to scout a location, they might be more open with us.”

“That’s fucking smart.” My wild-haired business partner grinned as he started to get excited about the plan. “Craig, is there a gun store in the town? We could say we’re thinking about expanding into a chain. Keep our lie simple and plausible.”

“Nope,” Craig answered after a quick internet search. “Looks like the closest place that sells guns is the Walmart in the next town over.”

“Perfect,” Nate snorted as he looked at me. “Rural folks like us love their guns and hate big business. Plus, big-box store guns are shit for the most part. I think they’d like the idea of two small businessmen coming in to provide a better service ahead of hunting season.”

“That could work,” I agreed as I finished my beer. “Keep digging, Craig. See if you can fill in any gaps we don’t know about yet. We’ll plan to go down there in a few days, see what we can learn from the townspeople.”

I said goodbye to Nate and Craig and got back into the Rubicon, and as I drove home, I thought about my next move. I didn’t want to bring Owen in for now. The flashy Irishman would stick out like a sore thumb in rural Ohio. Even if I could talk McElfresh into dressing down, his accent would be a point of interest, so for now, it was best if Nate and I handled things.

When I got home, I went over to Bolra’s house to stay the night. It was always nice to spend time with my pregnant, Orcish wife. The mystic had a calm energy, and I could always count on her to give me a moment of peace when everything felt like chaos.

Bolra had started to show by now, and her pretty belly stuck out a little in her long, flowy dresses. By the end of the year, I’d have three children. I loved Wyatt so much already, and I couldn’t wait to meet Amrila and Bolra’s babies. I thought about taking Bolra and our child back to Tors Bane to learn about where they had come from, and we could spend time with Uncle Xuag and the rest of the clan.

“Will you be disappointed if the baby’s not a boy?” Bolra asked as we cuddled after making love in her soft, cozy bed.

“Of course not,” I snorted as I gave the willowy woman a squeeze. “I know that kinda stuff is important to Orcs, and I hope we have a boy eventually, if I’m being honest. But as long as the baby is healthy, that’s all I care about.”

“What should we name it?” the emerald-eyed woman asked as she gazed at me with adoration.

“That’s a good question,” I said, and I turned on my side to look at the auburn-haired woman. “How do Orcs choose names?”

“They ask the clan seer,” Bolra giggled. “There’s a whole ritual around it. But since I’m the clan seer, I worry my visions would be clouded by my own hopes and dreams for the baby.”

“What about asking a seer from another clan?” I asked. “Is that ever done?”

“Not really.” The pretty Orc shook her head. “It’s considered a very private sort of thing. And no one else in Tors Bane has the gift. Seers don’t marry often, so it’s not something that comes up, but the ceremony is supposed to happen within days of the quickening.”

“The quickening?” I repeated. “What’s that?”

“The first time the mother feels her child move in her womb.”

“And have you felt that already?”

“This morning,” Bolra answered as she smiled, and her face lit up with an inner glow.

“Well, shit,” I chuckled, and excitement bloomed in my chest as I kissed Bolra’s forehead. “That’s amazing! I say we take our chances then and have you do whatever the ceremony is. Do we need to go back to Tors Bane for it?”

“No. It’s usually just the seer and the parents. We could do it now, if you want?”

“Really?” I asked as I got even more excited and looked at the time on the bedside alarm clock. “It’s almost midnight. Are you sure you’re up for that?”

“Day’s end and beginning are the perfect time for such things,” Bolra replied as she started to get up. “They’re considered fortuitous to mystics, because we believe those times are the ‘between hours,’ when magic is the most potent.”

“Fine by me,” I said as I got up and started to look for my boxers. “What do I need to do?”

“I’ll show you.” Bolra smiled as she pulled on a silky robe with orange poppies printed on it. “Come on.”

A few minutes later, Bolra and I were sitting on the floor of her living room around her birchwood coffee table. The mystic had lit jar candles all around the room. and it smelled like sandalwood and vanilla. I’d expected Bolra to pull out her rune stones, which was how she usually divined the future, but instead the Orcish woman laid out a black cloth with symbols painted on it in white. On top of the sackcloth, the seer laid colorful stones in a spiral pattern and set a single, taper candle made from red wax in the center.

“Take my hands, husband,” Bolra breathed as she laid her forearms on the coffee table with her palms up.

I copied her gesture, but with my palms down on top of her soft hands.

Bolra smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but grin back. The green-skinned woman looked so excited, and the golden, flickering light of the candles played across her long, glossy hair.

“Now, stare into the flame of the red candle,” Bolra instructed. “Think about our child and let your body and mind relax.”

It was hard to focus on the candle, since it was at the same level as Bolra’s round breasts, which were barely concealed beneath her thin robe that clung to her lush curves.

But I took a deep breath and stared at the flame as it guttered slightly from my breath.

“Am I looking for anything in the flame?” I asked as I tried to relax my shoulders.

“No.” Bolra shook her head. “Let the flame show you what it wants to and try not to let your mind wander. Just keep thinking about the baby. Not what you want or expect for it. Just the idea of the baby itself. And don’t lose focus. Or we’ll have to start all over again.”

Bolra began to chant quietly under her breath as we both stared into the candle.

I couldn’t quite hear the words my wife said, but the guttural tones sounded like Orcish to me. I thought about the baby, and my mind was filled with pictures from health class of a little bean-shaped fetus that slowly grew arms, legs, and organs. I imagined Bolra’s child in her womb, growing and forming into a tiny person, but without me filling in any information, that little bean split into two.

“Twins!” the pretty Orc gasped.

“What?” I almost choked and snapped my eyes up to meet hers. “You saw that, too?”

“Focus.” Bolra clenched her eyes closed, but I could tell by her stuttered breathing that she was surprised, too. “Or we’ll lose the vision.”

I breathed deeply in and out, and I tried to calm my nerves after that revelation.

As I stared hard into the flame, the light seemed to expand and take over more of my field of vision. Then shadows started to move in the nexus of the light, and the shadows started to form into images and became clearer. I saw two preteen boys with light, green-toned skin in a forest filled with dappled sunlight. Both had small tusks that jutted up from their lower jaws, and they had serious expressions on their smooth, hairless faces.

The boys had my dark hair and blue eyes, but they were dressed in the tanned leathers of the Tors Bane Orcs even though the sunlight made it clear they were on the surface. Their chests and arms were bare and covered in ropy, lean muscles. Blue warpaint coated their skin, but one boy was covered in designs that looked like claw marks, while the other was covered in swirling patterns.

The boy with the claw marks held up a dead fox by the tail like a trophy, but the other boy had a live fox cradled in his arms like a pet. Even though their faces were identical, I could somehow easily tell the differences between them. Then the image shifted, and the two boys’ skin turned a pinkish peach like mine.

Suddenly, the children were wearing t-shirts and blue jeans, but the foxes remained unchanged. I felt a deep sense of pride in both of them. One fierce and fiery, the other gentle and studious.

“That’s strange,” Bolra said as the image started to fade. “Why did they change?”

“Beats me,” I replied, and I blinked to try to get rid of the afterglow from looking into the candle. “They looked kinda like Orcs at first, but then switched to human. What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” the mystic answered with a troubled expression. “Even before they changed, they looked a little human, which is what I would expect. They’ll only be half Orc.”

“That’s weird,” I said, since I was unsure what else to say about it. “I can’t believe there were two of them, though. Did you hear names?”

“No,” Bolra replied as she blew out the candle. “The ritual just shows you clues about the child and who they’ll be so the parents can give them appropriate names. One boy had the soul of a warrior, but the other one was a seer.”

“That’s kind of a big deal, right?” I asked. “You’ve said that seers are rare.”

“They are. I didn’t think I would have one. It usually skips a generation or two.”

“Well,” I said as Bolra started to put away her things, “do you want to give them Orcish names?”

“Maybe we could give them an Orcish name and a human one,” my mystic wife suggested. “Like you and Ibseth did for Wyatt.”

“Sure,” I said as I took a seat on the couch, and Bolra came to cuddle next to me. “What about…Virgil and Morgan?”

“I like those.” The willowy woman smiled as she snuggled closer and placed her hand on her belly. “But why those names?”

“Virgil and Morgan were Wyatt Earp’s brothers. They were all famous lawmen over a century ago. Virgil was known for being serious and quiet, but Morgan was the youngest and had a more gentle way about him. At least that’s how they were portrayed in the movies.”

“That seems perfect then,” Bolra agreed, and she placed a hand on her baby bump. “And for their Orcish names I think we should call our little warrior Durbul. And we’ll call our mystic Yar.”

“Do you think you’re really having twins?”

“Visions are never an absolute,” my wife reminded me. “But I can’t imagine why else we would see two children. Are you excited?”

“Of course I am,” I said in a gentle tone. “Just surprised. We’ll have to get two of everything. But maybe we’ll wait until after your next appointment with Nurse Ryan, just to be sure.”

“Two little boys,” the seer said in a dreamy voice. “I can’t wait.”

I held Bolra there on the couch for a while longer, and then we eventually went back to bed. That night, I dreamed of standing in my backyard watching a group of faceless children play with each other, and even though their features were blurry, I knew they were my children by their blue, red, and green skin.

The next day, I awoke with a smile on my face, and Nileme and I went over to help Gwen and Sigrith get their new house ready ahead of the furniture delivery. The three women put on some of my old t-shirts and paired them with their least favorite yoga pants, and then we got down to painting.

We started in the upstairs where Gwen would live.

“What are you doing?” Sigrith asked as the women watched me get up on a stepladder and pull out the bright blue tape.

“That’s a very pretty color,” Gwen said, and she cocked her head to the side as I taped off the edge of the crown molding. “But I’ve not seen that decoration in any of the other houses.”

“It’s not a decoration,” I laughed. “This will help keep the line clean as we paint. It’s kind of a pain in the ass, but it will save us from having to clean up all the edges later.”

“I’ll take the plates off the outlets and switches,” Nileme said as she grabbed a screwdriver.

Nileme had done all this before, since she’d loved to help me with home improvement projects ever since she first came to live on the surface. Now, the dark-haired Elf was able to do a lot of basic home maintenance on her own, and I loved the help with the basic chores that came with owning homes.

Once we had the living room taped off, and the plastic down to protect the carpet, I showed Gwen and Sigrith how to load their rollers without dripping paint.

“This is a beautiful color!” Gwen squealed as she started to roll it onto the wall. “It’s so delicate. Like the blossom on a follen berry tree.”

“They called it ‘whisper,’ but it’s a shade of periwinkle, if you ask me,” I said as I stepped back and looked at the color on the wall. “It’ll probably darken a little as it dries. But I think it’ll stay pretty close to this.”

“What colors did you get for me?” the Succubus asked as she moved her roller up and down in long, smooth strokes.

“I got a light, dove gray,” I replied and focused on the top half of the wall, since I’d be able to reach it more easily than my petite wives. “I think it will work with the dark, rich colors you’ve picked out. It won’t fight with the jewel tones, but is less boring than the cream color Brock had.”

“How do you know so much about these things?” Gwen asked in a curious tone. “I’ve never thought about how colors go together. But then, my people don’t live in houses. The forest is filled with colorful flowers, birds, and berries, so I never thought much about it before.”

“I went to school to be an artist,” I replied. “Color theory was a part of it. It is weird, though. People see colors differently in a space of their own than they do out in nature...”

My phone started to ring in my pocket and cut me off, and somehow, I knew it was my mother before I even checked the screen.

“Hey, Mom,” I answered the call.

“Hey, honey,” I heard my mom say in a tone that was a bit too cheery for eight-thirty in the morning.

She had probably been up since five and was a pot of coffee deep into her morning. Mom had never been one to sleep in, even on the weekend. The woman had worked the early shift at a factory since I was little, and now she couldn’t sleep past six in the morning.

“I was getting ready to do some scrapbooking,” Mom continued as if we were already in the middle of a conversation. “Going through old pictures and those clippings from the paper I saved whenever you got an award. There’s just so much. Do you want me to make one you can keep?”

“Sure,” I replied. “That’d be awesome. Thanks, Mom.”

“It’s just so important to have that kinda keepsake, don’t you think?” my mom bowled on ahead. “All those precious moments go by so quickly when they happen.”

I knew this was Mom’s way of convincing me to let her come over and hold her grandchild, and to be fair, she wasn’t wrong. But her Midwestern upbringing made it impossible to say it more directly. It was inevitable. Mom would not be denied time with her grandchildren, and I didn’t want her to be. I’d have to open this can of worms sooner or later.

“On that topic,” I said after a deep breath, “are you and Pop free tomorrow? I thought you both could come see Wyatt.”

“I’ll have to check with your father,” Mom replied as if she wasn’t about to move heaven and earth to make that happen. “But I’m sure we can make that work. Is nine too early to come over?”

My mom and I spent a few minutes hashing out the details of their visit, and in all honesty, I was truly excited for my parents to meet my son.

But how the fuck would I explain a blue baby to them?


Chapter Seven

The thing about plowing snow was that I had to figure out what to do with it after I cleared it off the asphalt. My wives used the sidewalks to visit each other’s houses, so I didn’t want to bury them, especially because several of the ladies were pregnant. In the end, I made a wide circle around the cul-de-sac and pushed the bulk of the snow into two piles in Nileme and Pregia’s yards near the entrance onto the next street.

As I cleared the snow away, I allowed myself to enjoy the new plow, but I was also lost in thought. My parents would show up before too long, and I still had no idea how to explain to them why Wyatt had pointed ears and looked a little blue. Most of the time, a blue baby was a bad thing, but my son was perfectly healthy.

Wyatt was special, though, in more ways than one.

At not even a month old, Ondur Wyatt Hill was a prince, and soon he’d be an Earl with land of his own to his name. My children would never want for anything in their lives, and I’d make sure of that. Meyer had already set Wyatt up with a trust fund and everything, to be paid out on his eighteenth birthday, so he would be set on the surface, too.

But what was I going to tell my parents today?

I could say it was genetic and try to leave it at that, but then Amrila and Bolra’s children would come along. According to Amrila and Scourge, the Zencarri bloodlines don’t dilute as they mixed with other races. All you need is one Zencarri parent, and you got a half-demon baby.

If the vision Bolra and I had came true, I’d also have two half-Orc boys in a few months. The little boys in that vision had shifted between having human and Orcish features, but I couldn’t even guess what the hell that was about. Nileme had already talked about starting a family too, and as more kids came along, there would be more questions.

As I put the plow away in Nileme’s garage, I went around to the back of Bolra’s place and fed the garms. My mystic wife was already over at Ibseth’s place to help her get ready for my Mom and Pop’s visit, but as I absentmindedly patted Growler on the head, I started to think about a bigger issue.

My parents were one thing, but how would I explain my kids to the rest of the human world?

We could think about homeschooling them, because I wanted my kids to have good educations, but that was a lot to ask of my wives, since they were all also still learning about the surface world. Then there’d be doctor appointments, dentists, and so on. I’d have to figure something out. Some way for my kids to be able to live in both worlds freely.

But as for right now…

My train of thought was derailed when my parents pulled up as I crossed the cul-de-sac to put away the huge bag of dog food. Mom’s face was all lit up as she saw me and waved from the passenger seat, and I could see a pile of gifts in the backseat, all wrapped up in leftover paper and gift bags from Christmas.

“Hey, honey!” Mom exclaimed as she got out of the car and hugged me. “I hope you don’t mind, but once I got started, I just couldn’t stop. I got some things for Wyatt, then for the other babies on the way. Then I thought I should get things for the moms, too. After that, it didn’t feel fair to not get things for the other girls...”

“She went on a spree with my credit card,” Pop chuckled as he got out of the car.

“I didn’t go too extravagant,” Mom replied as she shot a look at Pop and then looked back at me. “I’m just excited…You okay? You got your worried face on, Eddie.”

“I’m alright.” I shrugged and tried to plaster on a convincing smile, even though I was starting to sweat despite the cold air. “You just caught me in the middle of chores. Let’s go inside. I’m sure you’re eager to meet Wyatt.”

“I sure am,” Mom giggled as she clapped her hands together. “Paul, will you bring the gifts in?”

Mom didn’t wait for Pop to answer, she just turned on her heels and headed for the door.

“She’s talked about nothing beside the baby since she called you last night,” my father chuckled and nodded after my mom. “You better go after her and make sure she doesn’t faint from the excitement. I’ll be right in.”

I nodded silently since my throat was tight with nerves, and I jogged to catch up with my mom on the front porch.

As we walked into the living room, Ibseth had the baby wrapped up in a blankie, and she even put a hat on him to cover his ears. Mom hustled over to the couch, where Ibseth and Bolra sat together, and I could see my nervousness reflected in my first wife’s violet eyes.

Then Mom screamed, and my heart stopped.

“Oh!” Maddy Hill gasped as she clutched his hands to her chest. “Isn’t he precious? May I hold him?”

My stomach unclenched for a moment as I realized she was just giddy at the sight of her grandson.

“Of course, Maddy.” Ibseth smiled as she handed over Wyatt.

Then Pop came in with an armful of presents and gift bags, since he was never one to make a second trip if he didn’t have to, and Mom bustled over to Pop and showed him the baby with a wide grin on her face.

“Isn’t he the sweetest?” Mom breathed with a dreamy expression.

“What the fuck is wrong with his face?” Pop gasped as his eyes almost popped out of his skull. “Is he choking? Someone, call 911!”

“Stop, Paul,” Mom hissed as she lowered her voice, and she gave him a look that was half scolding and half embarrassment that I’d seen so many times in my childhood. “He’s breathing fine. I checked. You’re being rude.”

I saw Mom cut her eyes toward Ibseth, as if to say “you’ll make her self-conscious.”

“Rude?” Pop snapped back as I tried to hold back a laugh at how ridiculous this had suddenly gotten. “My grandson is fucking blue! That’s not right.”

“It happens.” Mom shrugged like she was not ready to hear that her grandbaby was anything but perfect. “You remember that family of carnival folks down in the hill country. They got exposed to silver or something, and half of them were blue afterwards. They were all just fine.”

“Mom...” I tried to interject, but when my parents got to arguing, they became deaf to everything else for a minute.

“I’m not saying the boy is defective,” Pop blurted out in a frustrated tone. “But for pity’s sake, he’s fucking blue!”

“Pop...” I tried again to insert myself between my parents but was not heard.

“That’s enough now, Paul,” Mom said as she looked back at the baby in her arms and smiled. “Eddie would have told us if something was wrong. There’s nothing wrong with Wyatt, is there, Eddie?”

Ibseth and Bolra were frozen on the couch as they looked back and forth between my parents and me.

“There’s nothing wrong with the baby,” I confirmed, and then I took a deep breath as I decided that honesty was indeed the best policy. “The nurse said he’s healthy. Just a little different. I can explain, but you’ll both need to sit down for this.”

Pop set down the gifts and walked with my mom over to the couch to have a seat. I sat on the edge of the coffee table so I could look them both in the eye while I explained.

“There’s something we haven’t told you yet,” I said in a calm tone, and I tried to think of the best way to break the news. “And it’s going to sound crazy, but stay with me here...”

“Crazier than having seven wives?” Pop snorted.

“Let the boy talk,” Mom chided.

“Well,” I sighed, “it’s a whole lot crazier than that. You remember how I told you I found money buried in the backyard after I got the old trailer from Grandpa? I didn’t dig it up. I found the gold down in the tunnel in the yard.”

“Okay,” Pop said as he tried to be patient. “What does that have to do with why my grandson is blue?”

“His skin is blue because Ibseth’s skin is blue,” I said and met my father’s gaze squarely. “Just like her brother’s skin is blue. And her parents’ skin was probably blue, too.”

“See, Paul?” Mom remarked. “Just like that circus family...”

“No.” I shook my head as I tried to stay calm. This was worse than when I had to explain how Wi-Fi worked to them in high school. “That family had been exposed to something. And… and they were human. Ibseth, Bolra, and all my other wives… aren’t human.”

Pop let out a sudden bark of laughter that made the women all jump.

“That’s a good one,” he said as he took a breath and stopped laughing. “But what’s the real reason?”

“It’s true,” Ibseth replied in a meek voice as she looked at Pop. “We’re not human. We’re not cosplayers. This is how we really look.”

“Really, though.” Pop shook his head and grinned. “You got a hidden camera in here for one of them viral videos? Blue baby grandparent reveal prank? I’ve seen shit like that on Facebook.”

“I’m not kidding, Pop,” I said in a serious tone. “Ibseth is a Night Elf. I met her down in those tunnels in the backyard. They go deep. Real deep. There’s a whole other world down there. Filled with all kinds of people and creatures you’ve never seen the likes of before.”

“You had your fun, Eddie,” Pop chuckled, but I could see a hint of doubt in his eyes now. “I get it. The baby is fine. You can drop the joke now.”

“It’s not a joke, Mr. Hill,” Bolra said as she gently touched her pregnant belly. “It’s all true. I’m an Orc, and my twins will be, too.”

“Twins?” Mom gasped and was even more excited and distracted by the thought of more grandbabies.

“I wasn’t born yesterday, Bolra,” Pop said in a gentle, but firm tone. “You got me. No need to keep it up.”

“I’ll show you,” I said as I looked Pop in the eye again. “I probably should’ve a while ago.”

“Down in the tunnel?” my mom asked with an apprehensive tone. “No, no. No thank you. I’m not going down in any tunnel.”

Mom was claustrophobic. She didn’t even like to go into the fun houses at the fair.

“Let me show you, Pop,” I repeated as my father leveled a speculative gaze at me.

“Alright,” Pop replied after a pause. “But if we get down there, and the other girls are waiting dressed up as gremlins or something, I’m gonna whoop your ass.”

“Fair.” I let out a dry laugh, and I asked Ibseth and Bolra to tell my other wives where my Pop and I would be. I also used the Stones to ask Scourge to meet me in the Great Forest before I got Growler and Dread. Then I handed Pop one of my rifles as we got ready to head out the back door.

“This necessary?” Pop asked with a raised eyebrow as he glanced at the rifle in his hands.

“Probably not,” I replied in a casual tone, but then I couldn’t help a moment of youthful sarcasm. “But it is loaded, so maybe don’t shoot my wives when they jump and say ‘boo.’”

“Smartass,” Pop muttered, but I could see the hint of a smile tug at his lips.

Once we were ready, we walked out into the yard and headed for the metal door between the bare lilac bushes.

I knew Pop was skeptical about what we would find down there, but I didn’t need to convince him. He’d see it all for himself soon enough. I used my foot to knock the snow off the hatch in the ground, and Pop looked surprised when he saw the heavy, secure, metal door.

I opened it up and let the garms go down the wooden stairs first, and then I waved Pop down. The older man followed my direction, but he looked less sure than he was before that this was all some elaborate prank.

As we got to the boulder near the entrance tunnel, I knew Pop might see the Nictor skeleton, but that could still be mistaken as a high-end Halloween decoration.

The old man would need something more than that.

While we walked, I had to also decide how much to tell Pop. I wanted to be honest, but there were some things I still planned to gloss over. Like the fact that I was currently trying to find the missing pieces of an enchanted suit of armor so I could kill a Demon Lord. I didn’t want to scare my parents, I just wanted them to know where their grandchildren came from.

Finally, we got to the iron door, and Pop stopped in his tracks as I shined the flashlight on my Galil on it. He hadn’t said anything so far and had just taken the extensive tunnels in. The hills of Ohio were criss-crossed with old mining shafts, and we could have easily been in one of them.

But this door was something else.

The iron door was large, heavy, and elaborate in design. There were also words etched into them in an old, Dwarven writing.

“What the fuck?” Pop breathed.

“I found this door at the beginning of last summer,” I said. “And I found the key to open it further back in the tunnels.”

“What do the words say?” my old man asked as he stared at the door with wide eyes.

Amrila had once told me there wasn’t a direct translation from Old Dwarven, but that it warned not to open the door, because a great evil lay deep within.

I now understood that the Lost Tribe of Dwarves had meant the Demon Lords that were now held in the Deeper Dark. But that was one of the things I didn’t plan to tell Pop, who told Mom pretty much everything. They didn’t need to worry about those things.

“I can’t read the language it’s in,” I said, since that was basically true. “But it’s what’s beyond this door that’s important.”

I took out the key and opened the door. Growler and Dread trotted through and waited for us, and Pop cautiously stepped through as I brought up the rear. Then, once we were all through, the door swung closed again. The backside of the door looked just like the rock of the cave wall around it, and the seams of the entrance were nearly invisible.

“How do we get back out?” Pop asked, but he sounded more curious than worried.

“See this little notch in the stone?” I replied and pointed it out. “That’s where the key goes on this side.”

“So, who are you gonna tell me built this place?” my father asked, and he gave me a speculative look as he tried to decide for himself how much to believe the answer.

“Dwarves.”

“Dwarves?”

“Dwarves,” I repeated with a nod.

“Alright,” Pop huffed, and now he seemed more resigned to whatever came next. “Where to now?”

“This way,” I answered and headed through the tunnels again.

Soon, we saw the first of the Gloom mushrooms, and then we came out at the top of a low cliff that overlooked the forest.

“Well, I’ll be dipped in shit.” Pop whistled as he looked out at the impossible sight of a subterranean forest that grew without sunlight. “Would you look at that?”

“I have some friends waiting down there that I want you to meet,” I said as I grinned at my father.

“Then we shouldn’t stand on ceremony,” the old man said as he waved for me to lead the way.

I led Pop to the steps that went down into the Great Forest, and we walked for a while on our way to the clearing I had asked Scourge to meet me in.

“Which of the ladies did you meet first again?” Pop asked as Growler and Dread walked a few paces ahead and sniffed the ground.

“Ibseth,” I replied. “We met here in this forest. She was running away from her half-brother’s guards. I fought them off and brought her back to Grandpa’s trailer.”

“Her brother’s guards?”

“Yeah. He used to be a chief, until the people he ruled revolted.”

“So modest,” a silky, familiar voice said from behind a tree nearby.

“Holy shit!” Pop started when he heard the voice, and he wheeled on the tree with his rifle in hand.

Scourge stepped out from behind the tree with a nonchalant grin on his face and his hands held up in the air to show they were empty.

“Pop,” I said as I placed my hand on the top of his rifle and gently pushed the barrel toward the ground. “This is my friend Scourge. Scourge, this is my father.”

“Your father?” The thief smiled, and he looked the old man up and down. “Yes. I can see the resemblance. The shining sense of righteousness around the eyes. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hill. You’ll have to forgive me. My experience with fathers is somewhat… limited.”

“I’m sorry, young man,” Pop replied as he extended his hand to the horned man, and Scourge shook it. “Did your father not stick around?”

“In as much as my mother ate him before I was born, yes,” the Zencarri man said in a light, breezy tone.

“It’s true.” I nodded as Pop looked at me to see if that was a joke. “I met her once. She was terrifying.”

“Why did you say Eddie was being modest?” Pop asked Scourge as he decided not to ask any more questions about the thief’s mother.

“Because he’s right, the people did revolt against the old chief. But Eddie left out the part where he led the army that finally confronted the Mad Chief, and your son was the one to deliver the killing blow. I imagine he’s also too modest to tell you he was made a Duke for that fine act, among another dozen or so titles your son has collected along the way. How many do you have now, Eddie?”

“Uhh,” I snorted as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m not sure. Bhakoth keeps track of all that.”

I guess I should have brought Scourge in on the whole, “let’s not tell Pop everything,” plan.

“You killed a man?” Pop asked in a shocked tone.

“I would guess the number is much larger than that,” Scourge laughed before he caught the look I threw at him and added, “but they were all very, very bad men. Evil, one could say.”

“I did it to protect people, Pop,” I explained. “Ursenger, the old chief, he was a tyrant. He used fear and taxes to keep everyone down. I won’t even tell you what he wanted to do with Ibseth, his own sister.”

“Or the things he did with his other sister,” Scourge muttered.

“You’re not helping, Scourge,” I said and then turned back to Pop, who was staring at me like he didn’t recognize me. “But now, a good chief rules this place, and the people are able to prosper again. You should see their cities and villages. This place is amazing at its best. But I won’t lie, there are some very real dangers, too.”

A beat of thick silence passed, and I swallowed as I waited for my father’s response.

“Are you under the impression that I’m disappointed in you, son?” Pop finally asked in a voice thick with emotion.

“No.” I shook my head. “At least, you never said anything that would make me think that.”

“Well,” the old man replied as he put a firm hand on my shoulder, “I’m proud of you. Always have been. I’m not going to pretend I understand all that’s happening right now. Mad chiefs, guards, rebellions. But if even half of this is true, I’m glad you’re my son, and I’m proud of whatever part I played in helping you be the man you are now.”

Scourge stood to the side as he watched Pop speak to me, and the Zencarri seemed confused by the exchange of familial affection.

“I hadn’t expected fathers to be so supportive,” the thief commented.

“Most of them probably aren’t,” I snorted as Pop and I grinned at one another. “But I’m just lucky to have a good one.”

Suddenly, it felt like a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I hadn’t realized how heavy it was to keep so much of my life from my parents. But now, they knew the truth. They might not understand it all, but they knew, and they accepted the strange, wonderful family and life I’d built for myself over the past year.

Before I or my pop could say anything else, Growler suddenly gave a low rumble.

It wasn’t an aggressive sound, more like a warning. It was the growl he used to get my attention, so I looked over at the garm and noticed a rustle in the undergrowth. Then several Brownies appeared, with their scarred leader out in front.

When Scar saw Growler, he narrowed his eyes at the garm, growled, but then ignored the large dog. The Brownie warlord pointed his tiny spear at Scourge, and he squeaked several times.

“But of course.” The Zencarri man nodded, and he walked over, knelt down near the little chief, and allowed Scar to climb up his cloak and onto his shoulder.

“What in the hell?” my father muttered.

“Pop,” I said as I made the introduction, “this is the chief of the Brownies. He was the very first person I met when I came here to The Gloom.”

Scourge quietly squeaked to translate for Scar as I spoke.

“Um, pleased to meet you, sir,” Pop said as he inclined his head toward the rat-like man. “I’m Eddie’s father.”

“His lordship says that he greets you to his forest,” Scourge translated as the Brownie leader began to gesture grandly and speak in the incomprehensible language. “And that you should be proud of your son. Duke Eddie is the finest warrior the chief knows, outside of his own army.”

As the chief spoke, he shared the story of the final battle against Ursenger that took place only a mile or so from where we stood. Scar got all the details right, but the story was told from the perspective of the Brownie onslaught that day. By the end of the story, we’d all taken a seat on the ground and broke out some snacks.

Growler and Dread had laid down in the underbrush, and some of the braver Brownies came up to snuggle against their cozy fur. Other Brownies with woven baskets on their backs had started to gather berries and tree nuts around us. As Scar’s story drew to a close, with me beheading the Mad Chief, the little chief ended up sitting on Scourge’s knee as he munched on trail mix the thief had picked the chocolate pieces out of.

“You did all that?” Pop asked me as I passed a Ziplock bag of venison jerky to him.

“Pretty much,” I nodded.

“Then he went to free Ondur, the rightful chief of the Yennih, from a crystal prison of a Goblin Queen,” Scourge said with a smirk. “But I’ll let Pregia tell you that story.”

“Pregia was there at the prison?” the old man asked in surprise.

“Yeah, she’s the Goblin Queen,” I replied with a small smile as I remembered our first meeting. “Not the queen of all the Goblins. Just one city state further down in these caverns.”

“So, you’re also a king now?” Pop was doing his best to keep up, but every answer just raised more questions.

“I’m not sure exactly,” I chuckled. “Her people either call me longshanks, or the King Consort. I think that just means I’m technically the king, but Pregia is still the ruler of the city.”

“Hot damn,” Pop snorted. “Well, alright. A king and a duke all in one. It’s a wonder you ever come back home anymore.”

“Speaking of which,” I said as I looked at my watch, “we should get back. Thanks for coming, chief. And thanks for translating, Scourge.”

“It was more interesting than the card game I had planned to attend.” The thief shrugged. “Yennih nobles are easy to swindle, but a bore to entertain.”

I said goodbye to my friends, and then Pop, the garms, and I headed back to the surface.

“I knew you making money as a contractor wasn’t the whole story,” Pop said as we walked back through the iron door. “Not that your art isn’t worth that kinda money. But it all seemed to happen so fast. Even so, you’ve been a busy young man. Marrying princesses and queens. Fighting to liberate the oppressed. Rescuing chiefs. Holy shit, Eddie. How did you do all that in less than a year?”

“One thing just leads to another most of the time.” I shrugged. “Every time I solved one problem, there’d be another one just behind it. People came to trust and count on me. And, to be honest, I kinda liked it. Most of it, at least.”

“How big is it down there?” Pop asked as we walked through the surface tunnel. “How far down does it go?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied as I thought about it. “Pretty deep. But I haven’t seen it all yet. I do know the world seems to get weirder the further down I’ve gone.”

“And what were those little rat guys? That was already pretty weird if you ask me.”

“Only that part?” I laughed. “They were Brownies.”

“Your grandma used to say Brownies were tiny people who come fix your shoes or clothes in the night if you leave out some sweets for them,” Pop said as we got to the wooden stairs that led to the backyard.

“They are tiny people.” I nodded as I opened the door. “But I don’t know if they’d fix anyone’s shoes. Maybe the ones who live in towns do.”

When we got back into the house, Mom was holding court with all my wives in Ibseth’s kitchen. Apparently, while Pop and I had been gone, my other wives had come over to hang out. Mom and Bolra also started an early dinner, and the rest of the women sat around the table.

“So, what happened?” Mom asked Pop as we came in and took off our muddy and snow-covered boots.

“I met a man with horns and a rat that spoke,” Pop replied as he shook his head and let out a disbelieving laugh. “It’s wild, Maddy. There really is a whole world down there.”

“You’re kidding,” Mom said as she stared at the old man and narrowed her eyes.

I knew the look Mom gave Pop. It was that intense, speculative look that could make grown men confess just about anything, but Pop just looked back at my mom and shook his head. I watched Mom’s eyes widen, but she quickly recomposed herself and went back to rubbing salt and pepper into a row of raw steaks.

“Doesn’t matter,” Mom said as she decided not to think about it anymore. “I got one perfect grandbaby and three more on the way. I’m the happiest Mamaw in the world, and that’s all I care about.”

I chuckled under my breath but felt grateful for my mom’s no-nonsense attitude.

As we all sat down to eat, my wives each recounted the story of how they met and fell in love with me, but the one that surprised me most was Nileme’s story. I had helped or rescued most of my wives in some way, but Nileme hadn’t needed that.

“I knew he was the one I wanted as soon as I saw him walk into my mother’s meeting house,” the dark-haired Elf said as she looked across the table at me. “I didn’t know why then, but I learned in time. My mother’s most trusted captain had arrested him and Amrila outside the Encampment. But through his goodness and virtue, he convinced our people that they were friends, and he even aided us in ridding the Dolrath lands of a Shadow Demon that had terrorized the Gnome villages.”

“You did what?” my mother gasped as she rounded on me, but then she threw up her hands and shook her head. “Wait, don’t answer that, Eddie. Nileme, go on with your story.”

“There’s not much to tell after that,” the practical princess replied. “The more I got to know him, the more I knew I could never love another. Eddie is a natural leader and would rather turn an enemy into a friend than resort to violence. He’s the best of men in every way.”

“Awww,” Mom sighed and placed a hand on her heart. “That’s just so romantic.”

My wives and I continued to relay PG-rated versions of our adventures and lives together, but eventually, it was time for Mom and Pop to make the drive back home.

“You’ve really built something amazing here,” Pop said in a low tone as we said our goodbyes. “These women. All these houses. All the rest that I’m not sure I really believe yet. You’ve done well.”

“Thanks, Pop.” I smiled and felt a swell of pride in my chest that made me feel ten times taller.

We gave each other a brief hug, and then I helped Mom into the car.

“No more secrets, honey,” Mom said through the open car door as she sat in the passenger seat. “We love you, no matter what. We just want to be a part of your life.”

“I promise, Mom.” I grinned but knew she didn’t really want the whole truth. Just the part where she gets to come over and fuss over me, my wives, and the babies. “I love you both, too. Have a good drive.”

As my parents drove away, I waved and then let my thoughts drift back to my never-ending to-do list.

I’d solved the problem with my family. Next item… figure out what the fuck was up with that pot farm.


Chapter Eight

If you’d like to see a map of The cul-de-sac plans, you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for ‘fans of Logan Jacobs’ in Facebook Groups), or on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 

The next day, I took my old truck to the surplus store. I’d thought about taking the Rubicon, but the plan was to go check out the area around Wallace’s alleged pot farm today, and the old truck would draw less attention.

“Ready for this?” Nate asked when he got in on the passenger side.

“I think so,” I replied as I pulled away from the store. “Where do you think we should start?”

“Oh,” Nate snorted with confidence, “with the old-timers, for sure.”

“What do you mean?”

“We find the oldest diner in town, with a faded sign straight outta 1985 out front. The old guys will have a table to themselves, hovering over their coffee cups. They’ll be the former mover and shakers in town. Some will probably still be on some boards or committees, but most will be retired.”

“Why do we want to talk to a bunch of retired guys?” I asked with a frown. “Wouldn’t it be better to talk to the current local politicians and bureaucrats? They’d know more about what’s going on in their town now.”

“Maybe.” Nate shrugged. “But if we’re pretending to be business men looking to open a second location, those guys and gals will just give us the rosy version of things hoping we’ll rent out a storefront and bring in a little tax revenue. Trust me, we want the old guard. The ones who remember when the coal mines and factories were plentiful and main street was hopping. They’ll want us to open up a shop, but tell us how it really is first.”

“Okaaaay,” I chuckled. “But how do we know they’ll happen to be at a diner a couple hours from now?”

“Trust me.” The sandy-haired man smirked as he lounged back in his seat. “They’ll be there on their third cup of joe. Every rural town in Ohio has a group like that. Sure as death or taxes.”

I took the older man’s word for it.

I’d grown up in a small town not far from Westherst but had never paid much attention to shit like that. I was young, and when I wanted to go out to eat as a kid in high school, I’d usually go to a fast food place or the local ice cream stand where all the pretty girls worked in the summer. But now that Nate mentioned it, I could see my dad being one of those guys sitting in a little Mom and Pop greasy spoon, chitchatting the afternoon away with some other guys his age.

It made a weird kinda sense.

Hopefully, we wouldn’t run into any trouble in our quest for answers, but in case we did, both Nate and I were armed. I had my Glock in my concealed carry holster, and Nate just had his Desert Eagle on his hip. It wouldn’t be weird in Ohio. Not that everyone went out armed, but since the state loosened the concealed carry laws, it wasn’t unusual to see a man with a firearm casually slung on his hip, or a rifle rack on the back of his truck cab.

We drove south into Amish country and passed a few buggies. I slowed down as I passed them, so I wouldn’t spook the horses. Amish horses were pretty used to vehicles nowadays, but it was still the polite thing to do. Some of the Amish guys, with their bowl cuts and beards without mustaches, waved their thanks.

“I’ve always wondered why they wear their beards like that,” Nate mused as we passed another buggy.

“I think they grow a beard to show they’re married,” I replied as I took a left to follow the GPS.

“Shit,” Pearson snorted. “I know that. But why no mustache? It’s a look, isn’t it? When did that start?”

“No idea.” I shrugged.

“I remember when I was a kid, the night to go to the roller rink was when the Amish kids skated. That’s the night they played death metal. And all them Amish girls would disappear into the bathroom, change clothes, and slap on a little makeup. Oh, those Amish girls.”

“Really?” I laughed out loud at the thought. “Death metal and makeup? Feels like that would be against all their rules. But then, I grew up in the north. Not as many Amish communities up there.”

“It’s against all the rules,” Nate replied with a wistful smile. “So was making out with English boys. But there was plenty of that, too, let me tell you. Ugh. To be young again.”

“Sounds like you had a good time,” I chuckled. “I didn’t know you grew up in the south.”

“Didn’t,” Nate replied with a sly look. “I grew up in the valley. But while all the other boys headed to Cleveland or Columbus for the weekend, I’d head down south to Zanesville or Lancaster where the pickings were easier and the girls thought I was worldly.”

“Smart man.”

“You bet your ass.” Nate grinned.

Finally, we saw our exit, and as we entered the town, a small sign read, “Welcome to Millersville.”

Near the sign was another that listed things like the local Eagles lodge, The Knights of Columbus, and a Masons’ lodge. There was also an advertisement for a local pottery factory and museum. Things like that were common in Ohio. Further south there was the Fenton Glass factory and museum and a town that was famous for its pottery, Crooksville. Despite the unfortunate name of the town, it was renowned for the clay in the area and the tiles and pottery made there because of it.

Every place had something that made it special, even if only avid collectors were aware they existed.

“You ever been to the world’s biggest cuckoo clock?” Nate asked out of nowhere.

“No.” I shook my head and was unsure what had brought that to the conspiracy theorist’s strange mind. “Where is that? Germany or Holland?”

“Nope,” Nathan laughed. “Not too far from here actually, in Sugarcreek.”

“Really?” I snorted. “Weird.”

“It’s a sight to see,” Pearson said as if to convince me it was bucket list material. “Every thirty minutes it chimes, a little band plays polka, and a couple dances. Kinda charming if you ask me.”

“Sounds like it,” I replied. “Never know what you’ll find in these small towns.”

Millersville was clearly a tourist town that was kept nice and tidy in the city center and was designed to reflect its German roots. The outskirts of town would look more like the former industrial boomtowns dotting the Ohio countryside. It would be more run-down now, but there’d still be one or two small factories that were holding on for dear life in the modern age.

That’s where we headed. Nate and I looked for any commercial properties for sale, so we could ask about them when we found the kind of diner Nathan had mentioned. Sure enough, once we’d passed through the village square, the cracks started to show. A defunct gas station here, an empty outlet location there. Old trucks in yards that probably hadn’t run since the 90s.

There were also less subtle, more unsettling signs that something was wrong in Millersville. The occasional, vacant-eyed pedestrian, dressed in torn or dirty clothes, plodding along with no real urgency or sense of purpose. A glimpse of someone sitting or sleeping behind a business, despite the cold.

Millersville had a drug problem.

It wasn’t prevalent, and the locals seemed to be able to keep the worst of it out of view of the town center that had been dolled up for tourists. But it was there when I looked closely enough to see it. My heart went out to Millersville and its people. It was a shame when a place lost its way and the desperation took over.

Desperation opened the door for all kinds of evil to take advantage of people.

“There it is,” Pearson said as he pointed at an old restaurant with rough, plank siding in an unappealing shade of dark brown. “That’s the place we want.”

There was a yellowed Pepsi sign with “The Roost” hand painted in black under the old red and blue logo. I pulled the truck into the tiny parking lot, and we went inside. There was a chalk sign just inside the door that told us to seat ourselves. Nate moved with confidence, and I’ll be damned if he didn’t find a table with a group of men between sixty-five and eighty drinking coffee and talking the late morning away together.

We took the table closest to them and looked at the laminated menus on the table.

“Oh, hell yeah.” The sandy-haired man grinned as he read the menu. “They got German potato salad here. Wonder if it’s too early for lunch.”

“What’s German potato salad?” I asked and looked up from my menu.

“Boy,” Nate replied in a disappointed tone, “sometimes I wonder if you’re really a Buckeye. You never had it? It’s served warm and has a great sour, vinegar flavor to it.”

“That sounds terrible.” I made a grossed out face.

“Wait to try it first.” Nate smirked as he looked around for our server.

“No thanks.” I shook my head.

“What can I get you boys?” a blond woman in her fifties asked with a big, welcoming smile.

“Can I get the sauerbraten with a side of potato salad, please?” Nate asked in an overly polite tone. “And a cherry Pepsi?”

“Sure thing,” the server replied before she turned to me. “And for you, handsome?”

“I’ll take the roast beef sandwich and fries,” I requested. “If you’re serving lunch, ma’am.”

“We are.” The blonde waitress nodded. “Haven’t seen you gentlemen before. Passing through, or new in town?”

“We’re just looking around,” Nate said a little too loudly so the old-timers could hear. “Checking out some possible locations. We’re thinking about expanding our business and opening a few new locations.”

“Oh?” The waitress smiled with polite interest. “What kinda business?”

“We sell army surplus and firearms,” I replied.

“Firearms, huh?” The blonde woman nodded again. “That’d be nice. Usually have to go out of town for that, and the closest place to get guns or ammo is a Walmart. I’ll go put your order in. Good luck, gentlemen.”

The server left but was back shortly with our drinks, and then Nate and I settled into our cover story.

“Did you see that old Dollar Store?” I asked in a conversational tone to Nathan, and I watched the men at the next table out of the corner of my eye. “That could be a good spot for us.”

“Maybe,” the sandy-haired man replied a bit too dramatically. He was not a subtle person. “I’d have to get a look at the back room, though. Make sure it has enough storage.”

“Pardon me, young man,” I heard one of the retirees at the next table say.

“Yessir?” I said as I turned and slapped on a friendly, open smile.

The old guys were all looking at us and had stopped their conversation.

“I hope you’ll forgive me,” said a man with coke-bottle glasses and two thin wisps of white hair on either side of his head. “I couldn’t help overhearing you’re thinking about opening up shop in our fair village.”

“We’re kicking around the idea,” I said. “Been going around the county looking for some good spots. I’d guess you get quite a few hunters through this area, being right in between Cleveland, Columbus, and the Akron-Canton area. That makes this a good location for us to open up one or two stores.”

“Could be.” The white-haired man nodded. “I’m Bill Seiver. I own the local grocery and am the former Mayor. This here is Art, retired teacher and heads up the library board. Tom owns a bar on fifth street. And that’s Pastor Brown over there, of the Lutheran church.”

Nate shot me an “I told you so” glance, but I ignored him and stood up to shake hands with the men around the table.

“Nice to meet you, gentlemen,” I said. “I’m Eddie, and this is Nathan, my business partner.”

“How about you boys pull up a chair and join us,” Bill offered.

No need to ask us twice.

Nate and I moved over to the men’s table, which was a little crowded with all six of us, but I didn’t mind, since this is exactly what we wanted. Hell, a part of me was thinking that in a year or two, we should think about expanding our business. There were worse places than Millersville to do that.

The server brought our food, which was good, and the men asked us about our shop and business plan. Nate and I were able to reasonably piece together that information between us to keep the conversation going. I was about to start asking questions of my own about the town, but luckily Art saved me the trouble.

“We could really use a respectable business like that here,” the old guy said.

Art was one of those guys who still had a thick, full head of hair at seventy, didn’t need glasses yet, and had even maintained just a bit of his youthful physique. His hands looked like bear claws, though, from years of hard work.

“We’ll still have to run some numbers,” Nathan replied, and he didn’t sound as nervous or excited as he was earlier and was speaking in a much more natural tone. “See what the rent on some of the open commercial buildings are. But you’ens have one of the prettiest downtowns I’ve ever seen.”

“You boys see the rest of town, though?” Art snorted.

“Now, Art,” Pastor Brown chided. “You’ll scare them off.”

“I’m just saying what’s true,” the spry man retorted. “I love this town. Been here my whole life and never want to be anywhere else. But it’s not the Millersville I grew up in. That’s for damn sure.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I tried to sound curious but not too eager.

“Not as many decent paying jobs in town since the cereal factory closed,” Art replied. “Then the foundry folded. A lot of kids left town. Those that stayed didn’t have much hope. Now there’s the junkies...”

“Art!” Pastor Brown interrupted in a frustrated tone, and I guessed this was a recurring argument between them. “Don’t call them that. It’s dehumanizing. People get lost when there’s a lack of hope and opportunities. That’s why we need new businesses to come in. Help revitalize our community.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Reverend,” Nate said, and a familiar righteous light ignited in the man’s brown eyes. “And I see small business as that path to the future. It’s up to us to build our communities back up. Lord knows, the government won’t do it for us.”

There were nods and murmurs of agreement all around.

“What’s the police doing about the drug problem around here?” I asked. “If it’s affecting the community so much?”

“Mostly small busts,” Bill answered. “A lot of them during traffic stops. Way I see it, though, that’s treating the symptom and not the disease. Not sure what or if they have planned to tackle whoever is bringing them in. They don’t tend to share details of ongoing investigations. Understandably.”

“But this is a small town,” I said as I leaned forward a little with a look of concern. “The kinda place where everyone knows everyone. I’d think people would know who’s bringing drugs into town.”

“That’s not really how it goes anymore,” Tom, the youngest of the group in his mid-sixties, spoke for the first time. “After the housing crash a few years back, some slumlords came in and bought property for pennies on the dollar. Brought in tenants from all over looking for a new start. But some came just because it was cheap and brought their troubles with them.”

“I see,” I said as I nodded my head. “Well, for what it’s worth, all I see is a beautiful town going through a hard time. No shame in that. Thanks for your time, gentlemen. I’d like to cover your bill to show my appreciation.”

The old-timers made a show of saying that wasn’t necessary, but they didn’t fight when I asked the blonde waitress for their check.

Nate and I shook all their hands one last time and then went to pay, but as I was writing out a generous tip on the receipt, Pastor Brown came up to me and offered his hand for one last shake.

“Eddie, I just wanted to tell you that I can see something special in you,” the Lutheran minister said as he smiled at me. “I’m not sure if you’re a man of faith, but I can feel a sense of purpose in you, and that’s rare nowadays. I’ll be praying for you.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied. “I hope we’ll meet again.”

“Me, too,” Brown said.

With that, Nathan and I returned to my truck and got ready to continue our survey of the town.

“I’m just gonna say it,” the wild-haired man blurted out as he buckled in. “A year or two from now, when it’s feasible, we’re opening a location here. Those guys are good folk.”

“Agreed.” I nodded and put the truck in drive.

Our other interactions in the town were either a version of our talk with the old businessmen, or a cold shoulder, but I didn’t blame anyone who didn’t want to talk to us. The people of Millersville had been given a lot of reasons to mistrust outsiders. Eventually, Nate and I decided to take a look around the area near the pot farm. Google maps wasn’t the best for navigating the backroads of Ohio, so we got on the phone with Craig and had him guide us through satellite images online.

“You’re gonna want to take a left over the bridge outside of town,” Craig said on speaker phone. “That’ll put you on Crier’s Road.”

“You see the dead, glassy look on half the people’s faces here?” Nate asked me as I drove. “Back in my day, you had to smoke a joint or two just to feel it. Now there’s all this super-charged reefer making people into zombies after a few puffs.”

“I doubt the problem is just the pot, boss,” Craig said through the speaker. “Don’t get me wrong. I hear weed is crazy these days. But if there’s a drug problem there, I’d bet my rig that it’s the heavy stuff. Town is right on the meth and pills pipeline.”

“The what?” I asked as I scrunched my eyebrows.

“Take the next right,” Craig said. “You should pass what looks like a multi-family farm. But what I mean is, there’s a Silk Road type route through the Midwest that hard drugs and prescription pills travel along. The town is right on it.”

“Maybe that’s how our farmers are staying under the radar,” I remarked. “The cops probably care a lot more about the hard stuff than some hillbillies growing weed.”

I could tell we’d entered Amish country, because as Craig continued to guide us, we passed simple, well-kept farmsteads that were waiting for the breath of spring. There were also a few woodshops, country markets on lonely lots in the middle of nowhere, and a butcher. Here and there we’d see an “English” farm with a satellite dish in the yard and central heat, instead of wood smoke pouring from a chimney.

Everything looked so peaceful, like scenes from a postcard. The snow-covered fields and quaint businesses were so far removed from the rest of the world. Then the farms became more spaced out, and I knew we were close to the place we were looking for.

“You won’t be able to see the field from the road,” Craig explained. “Not that they’d be growing any reefer in the winter. But you’ll pass it in about a mile.”

The trees were dense along the road, which was so narrow two cars wouldn’t be able to pass each other without one having to drive into one of the deep drainage ditches along the sides.

It was a minute later that I started to see “Keep Out” and “No Trespassing” signs on the right side of the road, nailed to trees or fence posts.

“They are not subtle,” I snorted.

“Locals might just assume they’re trying to keep teens from coming out here to party or fuck.” Nate shrugged. “Bet a lot of people put up signs like that around here. They’re pretty rusted, too. Could’ve been put up by that previous owner who died.”

“Where the hell do they keep their product in the winter, do you think?” I asked as the skeletal trees slid past the window. “The only building we saw on that satellite image was the blown-out trailer.”

“Maybe they have another trailer we didn’t see through the trees?” Pearson replied. “Or a second location? They might also sell out during warm weather and just live off the profit.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but that’s when I caught sight of an old Chevy truck in the rearview mirror.

I didn’t think much of it at first. You could drive around the backroads of a small town and never see another soul. In high school, my friends and I used to drive the country roads around our town for fun.

But a little alarm sounded inside of me.

The glare of the afternoon, winter sun was on their windshield, and I couldn’t see the driver, or if there was someone in the passenger seat.

“I think we’ve seen what we wanted,” I said out loud. “Tell us how to get back to the highway, Craig.”

“Just a minute,” I heard Craig say, as if from a great distance, as I kept an eye on the truck behind us.

It was a blue and white Chevy from the 80s, with rust spots along the wheel wells. The kind of truck I’d seen a thousand times as a kid, but was a little rarer now.

Then the truck started to rev its engine.

“What the fuck does he expect us to do?” Nate asked as he threw his hands in the air. “Drive in the ditch? I swear, people have no patience anymore.”

“I don’t think they’re trying to pass us, Nate,” I said as my heart rate started to pick up.

“What’s going on?” the IT tech’s voice asked through the tiny speaker.

“Just get us out of here, Craig,” I replied tightly.

“Take the next right, boss,” the technician said.

I didn’t bother with the blinker and hoped it wouldn’t be one of those crazy, pinhead turns.

But of course it fucking was.

As I white-knuckled the steering wheel on the sharp turn, the Chevy behind us revved again, and I watched as the truck surged forward.

“Brace!” I shouted to Nate.

Then the truck slammed into the back of mine, and I felt the tires slide on the dirt road.

“Fuuuuuck!” Pearson yelped as he held onto the dash and the side of his seat.

My truck swerved, and I had to fight the wheel to straighten out at the end of the turn.

“Punch it, Eddie!” Nate shouted, and his voice was frantic with the shock of what just happened.

“It’s too winding here.” I shook my head. “And they’d know the roads better than we do.”

I drove as fast as I dared, but backwoods roads were no joke. They were narrow and treacherous, and at any time someone could pull out of a hidden drive.

Luckily, we had a straight stretch ahead of us, and I could get a lead on the Chevy.

But then a man with a wild beard, a tattered flannel shirt, and a double-barrel shotgun leaned out of the passenger window.

The man shot twice and took out my back right tire, and it blew with a sound like a bomb.


Chapter Nine

My three remaining tires threw up dirt on the backroad, and hidden patches of ice made us slide as I struggled against the old truck’s weight to keep it on the road. The back end of my old truck swung back and forth after the tire blew, and it was all I could do to keep us out of the ditches.

“Motherfuckers!” Nate bellowed in the passenger seat next to me, and some switch flipped inside the wild-haired man.

As I straightened out the truck on the long stretch of country road, Nathan unhooked his seatbelt and then turned in his seat. The truck bounced along the road, and occasionally the bare, right rim in the back gave off sparks when we hit a rock.

“Boss?” Craig’s anxious voice said through the tiny speaker of my cell. “Boss, are you alright? It sounded like an explosion!”

“I need you to focus, Craig,” I grunted as I white-knuckled the steering wheel, and Pearson hooked his foot around the passenger seat as he rolled down the window with his good arm. “Help us get out of here. Got two guys following us, and we’re on their home turf.”

“Uhhh…You want the next right,” the IT tech replied with a slight, nervous tremor in his voice. “It’ll take you past some farms. You could maybe pull off, hang back, and let them pass you if you can get out of their sight for a minute.”

Before I could respond, Nate wrapped what was left of his right arm around the back of the front seat to steady himself, and then he drew his Desert Eagle out of his holster, reached out of the window, and fired twice at the Chevy behind us.

My ears rang with the gunshots, and my heart hammered in my chest as I watched in the rearview mirror. The first bullet hit the dirt of the road, but I wasn’t sure where the other shot went. Maybe into the trees. The rough surface under the wheels of the truck made it nearly impossible for my friend to steady his shots, but it also made it just as hard for the men chasing us.

“Sons of bitches!” Nate snarled, but there was a hint of fierce joy in the man’s voice as he fired again.

I watched one bullet spark against the hood of the Chevy and leave behind a perfectly round, little hole, not far from where the engine block would be underneath. The Chevy was forced to slow down as a thin curl of smoke rose up out from under the hood, and I punched the gas as hard as I dared.

My old truck jumped forward as I gripped the steering wheel for dear life to keep it under control. I heard another round of shots from the Chevy, and it started to fall behind us in the rear view as I frantically took the next right that appeared between the trees and fields along the road.

“What’s the next turn, Craig?” I growled as I fought the drag from the blown-out tire.

“If you can see them, take the turn onto the bridge about a mile ahead,” I heard the metalhead reply. “But if you can’t see them, now is a good time to take the next left. That’ll lead you out to Old Run Road. It’s paved, so if they follow you, they won’t see the dust from your tires.”

I could see the left, toward Old Run. I glanced in the review, but the Chevy hadn’t made the turn yet.

“I think I got their engine,” Nate snorted as he sat back down in his seat and checked his pistol. “If they’re smart, they’ll stop and check under the hood, or turn back. But if they’re fucking crazy, they still might try to follow.”

“Let’s hope they’re not that kinda crazy,” I replied through gritted teeth as I yanked the wheel to make the tight turn.

My heart still thrummed against my ribs, but I didn’t see any sign of the other truck as I drove toward a pair of Amish men while they repaired their fence in the winter afternoon.

One of the men looked up as we approached, and I could see the shock on his face from a distance. The man stood up straight and started to flag us down. Maybe he thought we weren’t aware that the back tire was completely gone now.

“Should we stop?” Nate asked as he quickly put away his Desert Eagle. “Don’t want to drag any honest folk into this shit.”

“Me, either,” I said as I shook my head. “But it might look worse if we don’t stop. Plus, if these men live around here, it might deter the guys in the Chevy. They won’t want any local trouble, or witnesses.”

“Stop where?” Craig demanded from the phone. “What the fuck is going on?”

“We’ll call you back, Craig,” I said and hung up.

Then I pulled over but was careful to not get myself stuck in the ditch.

I tried to steady myself, but my blood was still hot from getting shot at. As soon as I had the truck in park, the man who had flagged me down was at the window with a concerned look on his face.

“Are you gentlemen alright?” the Amish man asked when I rolled down the window.

It’s hard to describe the Amish accent. It’s not Dutch, German, or American, but sort of a stilted mashup of all three.

Sometimes I’d meet a young, Amish person that just sounded like anyone from Ohio. But this man was in his late thirties or early forties, with a dark beard that had streaks of silver starting at the edges.

“Must have run over a nail,” I said and tried for a casual shrug.

“Josiah and I heard gunfire,” the Amish man countered, but his expression was open and kind. “Could be one of them English hunters got too close to the road.”

Josiah, a man about my age who also had a dark, brown beard, said something in Pennsylvania Dutch as he walked up.

The Amish spoke in an obscure dialect of German they’d inherited from their ancestors. As far as I knew, only older, stricter branches of the Amish community spoke it, and often, they only spoke Pennsylvania Dutch when they didn’t want the “English” to understand them.

The older man said something back that I couldn’t understand and shook his head, but then Nate surprised me once again.

“I agree with your dad, Josiah,” Pearson said as he leaned toward the open window. “We saw a lot of ‘no trespassing’ signs around the time the tire blew out. Could be we took a wrong turn and pissed someone off. Pardon my French.”

“I’m more surprised you know Palatine German,” the older man said as he smiled. “Not many speak it anymore.”

“I grew up around the Amish,” Nathan replied but didn’t elaborate thankfully. “You’ens having trouble with your neighbors?”

“I cannot engage in gossip, friend,” the man said. “But if you need some help, I can see if we have a spare tire back up the farm.”

“No need, I have a spare in the bed,” I explained. “But I appreciate the offer.”

“It would be a blessing to us, if you let us help,” the older man insisted.

“It wouldn’t be Christian to deny the gentlemen their blessing.” Nate smirked at me.

I glossed over the fact that I wasn’t all that religious, but I was impressed at how quickly Nate had switched gears. Moments ago, the sandy-haired man had been cursing up a storm and firing on unknown pursuers. Now, Pearson was lecturing me on etiquette.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to take away a blessing,” I said as I fought back an eye roll.

Then I glanced at the rearview again, but the road was still empty behind us, so we must have lost our pursuers.

I got out of the truck, and Nate and I shook hands with Josiah and the older man who turned out to be his father, Ezra.

Between us, we found the best place for the jack, lifted the truck, and started to change out the tire. With the cold, it took some work to get the frozen lug nuts off, but Ezra lent me the mallet he’d used to repair the fence, and I was able to loosen them easily after that.

“I know you’d never gossip,” Nate said to the older man as they watched Josiah and I get the new tire on, “but is this kinda thing a common occurrence? Can’t be good for the livestock, getting startled by gunshots in the middle of the day.”

“We all bear our burdens with grace,” Ezra replied in a philosophical tone.

“Fair enough, sir.” The one-armed man nodded. “Still, you have a right to live in peace. Sure you got enough on your plate without some crazy ol’ English boys getting up to who knows what not a mile or so from your homestead.”

“It has been a trial.” Ezra nodded back as a dark expression crossed his serene face for just a moment.

“They’re ruining our community, father,” Josiah said in a typical Buckeye accent, and his tone was heated.

“That’s enough now, son,” Ezra replied in a voice that suffered no argument. “We’ll be fine. The Lord works in mysterious ways.”

“He sure does,” Nate said quickly, though I’d never heard so much as an “amen” out of him before today. “Doesn’t the Bible say, ‘all it takes for evil to prevail is for good men to do nothing?’ Or something like that?”

“The Bible doesn’t say that,” Josiah snorted as he looked at Nate.

“I always thought it was Winston Churchill who said that,” I remarked as I tightened the last lug nut.

“Wasn’t it Edmund Burke?” the younger Amish man asked with a thoughtful expression and put his hands on his hips.

“Regardless,” Nathan interrupted, “it’s still true. I know you all live outside of modern society, as much as you can. But why not call the cops on them, if they’re causing problems?”

“That’s not our way,” Josiah said as he looked at his father.

But I could see the pain in the young man’s eyes.

Maybe I saw something of myself in Josiah at that moment. Josiah wanted to protect his land, his family, his business, but he didn’t know how to without betraying the principles and traditions of his culture. The Amish did partly live outside of modern society, especially the older orders. They chose simple lives, living off the land and rejecting modern services and conveniences.

Sure, not all Amish people lived like that, but it seemed Ezra and Josiah did, and now they were faced with the hard choice to stick to their values of simplicity, civility, and pacifism in the face of some asshole who would take advantage of their goodness to destroy everything these two men and their ancestors had built in the rolling hills of Ohio.

“Well…” Ezra sighed and put on a kind smile to hide the pain and worry he too must have felt. “If you gentlemen are all set, I’ll say good day to you. Be safe.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, and I shook the man’s hand. “Is there any way I can thank you both for your time?”

“That won’t be needed.” Ezra shook his head. “I just hope your day improves from here. Come, Josiah.”

“I’m just going to finish up the fence, father,” the young man replied as his eyes briefly darted toward me. “I don’t want to leave it half done.”

Ezra nodded and walked toward the gravel drive that led to his farmhouse on the hillside, but once the older man was out of earshot, Josiah turned to Nate and me.

“My father and I have different ideas about what gossip is,” the young man said in a firm tone. “I don’t think telling the truth about a situation amounts to the same thing as taking delight in the ruin of your neighbor. I know where you were when your truck was shot at, the men who live there, and what they do. I’d recommend you steer clear of that land.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, and my heart rate increased at the possibility of finally getting closer to the truth. “Who are they?”

“I don’t know their names,” Josiah said. “But I’m all but sure they make and sell drugs. Before they moved onto that land, the worst the people of Millersville saw day to day was teenagers smoking pot or drinking in the woods. Anything worse than that was unusual, but not unheard of. Now…”

“How bad is it?” I asked when Josiah trailed off.

“Bad and getting worse,” the Amish man muttered, and his voice and expression were seething with a quiet rage. “Sometimes we hire young men from Miller High to work for us during the summers. Last year, one of the English boys, a star on the football team, was found passed out in the barn. He had to have his stomach pumped. He’d overdosed on medication that wasn’t prescribed to him.”

“He okay now?” Nate asked.

“I believe so.” Josiah nodded. “His family moved away a few months later. But that boy was far from the only one, and now it’s started to creep into our community, too. It wasn’t like this until those men moved onto that old farm, and they don’t seem to care whose lives they destroy with their poison. Even young men and women still in school.”

“I appreciate you being open with us,” I said as I glanced over at Nate after the mention of hard drugs. “But why tell us all this?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Josiah replied as he looked at me thoughtfully. “You seem like the kind of man who likes to help, else you wouldn’t be asking.”

“That’s true,” Nate chuckled.

Josiah knew I was the kinda man to do something about the men in the woods. Things cops or the peace-loving Amish couldn’t do.

I shook the Amish man’s hand and nodded, but neither of us had to acknowledge what had been implied.

We both knew.

With a final goodbye, Nate and I got back in the truck and headed for home, and by the time we got back to the shop in Westherst, Craig was beside himself.

“What the fuck happened?” the IT tech demanded.

“Found the pot farm,” Nathan said, and he pulled a few beers out of the mini fridge in the back room. “They weren’t too welcoming.”

“We just drove past the land,” I explained, and Nate brought me a beer as well. “They shot at us and blew out my back tire. Luckily, after Nate got them to back off by shooting at their engine block, we met some Amish guys who helped us change over to the spare.”

“You don’t sound nearly as upset as you should right now, boss,” the metalhead grumbled as he flopped down in his fancy computer chair.

The poor guy had clearly been pacing since we’d gotten off the phone with him.

“We’re still alive.” I shrugged. “And we knew going in that it wasn’t going to be a cakewalk...”

“You ever done a cakewalk?” Nathan interrupted with a snicker. “I’ll tell you right now, that shit is cut-throat. The Chamber of Commerce arranged one for the Apple Festival last year. Ms. Amber brought her famous red velvet cake, and the mayor damn near bowled over the town librarian to win it.”

“My point is,” I chuckled as I shook my head, “we knew what the stakes were going in. The big news is the men who run that farm might be into some heavier stuff. Heard a rumor they might be selling pills to kids.”

“Fuck me,” Craig breathed, and his eyes widened. “So, what do we do now?”

“That’s a good question,” I sighed as I sat on the edge of one of the metal tables in the back room of the shop. “First thing is proving a link between these drug-peddling fucks and Wallace. Any ideas?”

“We need to ID the men on the farm,” Nate chimed in. “No one really seemed to know their names. No small feat in a town that size, which means they keep to themselves and probably have a go-between to sell to the high school crowd. What if we find them and get’em to roll over on the drug dealers?”

“The go-between would also be a drug dealer, just further down the chain,” I pointed out. “And if they are selling to kids, chances are they’ve got a kid running the drugs to the high schoolers. I think us hassling teenagers, looking for one that’s selling drugs, would be a bad look.”

“No man is an island,” Craig offered as he perked up in his seat. “Whoever these pot farmers are, they’re going somewhere to blow off steam. They probably hang somewhere a few towns over. And I’d bet that if we can get a good look at them, I can figure out a way to find them on social media.”

“You think the drug dealers have Facebook profiles?” Nate asked with a raised eyebrow as he sipped from his beer.

“They might.” Craig shrugged. “Criminals get caught through social media accounts waaaaay more often than you’d think. Not to mention, they seem like rowdy guys. If there’s one thing rowdy guys love, it’s crazy women. And crazy women fucking love to post on social media. All we need is one spiteful ex for any of these guys, and I could probably get her to tell me his mother’s maiden name within twenty minutes.”

“So, how do we get a good look at these guys?” I asked. “It’s not like we can dress up in white shirts, black ties, and knock on their doors like a couple of Mormons. They seem pretty quick to shoot first and ask questions later.”

“What’s the possibility that they have trail cameras you can hack into, Craig?” Pearson asked the IT guy.

“If they’re smart at all, they’d have closed circuit cameras,” Craig answered as his face screwed up in thought. “I can look into it, but without names or an IP address, it’d be a long shot at best. We could try a drone.”

“Aren’t those really loud?” I asked before I took a pull from my beer.

“The good ones are, I’m not gonna lie,” Craig replied. “One that’s big enough to take a strong breeze or get a decent video will be kinda loud and cost a little money.”

“They’d think the fucking Feds were spying on them if we sent one of those into the woods,” Nate laughed.

“All we need is one good picture, and I’m sure I could ID one of them,” Craig insisted. “A drone would let us get a good look from a distance. And while it would tip them off that someone is spying on them, it would also freak them out.”

“A little psychological warfare.” I nodded and grinned. “That’s not a bad idea. We’d have to accept that they’ll probably shoot it down.”

“But imagine how much more that would fuck with them?” Nate smirked. “They’d be able to guess we’re not a government agency from a drone we let them shoot down and keep. But then they’d be left with the question of who would be willing to sacrifice a piece of electronic equipment that’s out of most people’s price range, all to just get a look-see at what they’re doing?”

“That is good,” I snorted. “And worth the expense if you ask me. Craig, get yourself a drone online. And make sure there isn’t a way for them to track it back to us through a serial number or an app.”

“Sweet.” The computer tech grinned from ear to ear.

“I’m going to go home,” I said as I drained the last of my beer. “I’ll let Travis know what we’ve found out, too. Talk to you boys tomorrow.”

“See you, Eddie,” Nate said with a lazy wave goodbye.

“Bye, boss!” Craig called after me as I left through the back door of the shop.

I got into the old truck again and made a mental note to get a new tire the next day, and then I drove back to the cul-de-sac while I rolled the problem around in my head some more.

I didn’t care much for being shot at. Especially when I hadn’t done anything to those men. But I needed to be the one on the offense next time, and I knew just how to do that.

I pulled into the driveway in front of Ibseth’s place but went over to the old trailer. Then I went into the closet where I had hidden the magical belt I’d found in the swamps of the Quartz Caverns.

“Well, Vallis.” I grinned as the jeweled eye in the center of the belt stared back at me. “You’re going to help me get the drop on some fucking drug dealers.”


Chapter Ten

Ondur told me the Eye of Vallis worked better the more I used it, so that’s exactly what I planned to do. I needed a way to test out the magical belt and get some practice in where the stakes weren’t life or death for me. The battle in front of the swamp tower had revealed that the Eye would give me a measure of foresight into my enemy’s movements, but I still didn’t want to take it into the middle of the redneck, pot farmers’ land and hope it worked the way I remember.

What if the first time was beginner’s luck?

The Gloom was probably the best place to take the Eye, try it out, and hope I could imprint with it, like Ondur had described. My brother-in-law also said it was possible Vallis, the Demon Lord of Scales, could be spying through the Eye, even if it wasn’t likely. I didn’t know much about any of the Demon Lords beyond Belzat, but there was something about Vallis that intrigued me.

The Lord of Scales could have cursed the belt and gotten a foothold in The Gloom through the first chief, but he didn’t. A fact that seemed to trouble Ondur. There wasn’t a detailed record of the deal Vallis made with the Yennih to help the Night Elves defeat the Demon Lords. Not to mention, Vallis was banished to the Deeper Dark with the others.

So, why the fuck would Vallis do that?

I wanted answers, but I still had responsibilities on the surface I needed to attend to. The day after my visit to Millersville, I went over to Sigrith and Gwen’s new house, and Nileme was there to help the other women while their furniture was delivered. We’d gotten the inside painted to my newest wives’ liking and refinished the wood floors that had been under the oatmeal-colored carpet, but the interior of the house hadn’t needed any repairs. That’s the one thing I would give Brock Stanton, he kept his house and yard well maintained.

After the delivery men unloaded the furniture, Nileme and I helped Gwen and Sigrith arrange it all in their home. Then we stuck around to lend a hand unpacking the decor we’d also bought and packed away until now.

“This is a nice lamp,” Nileme remarked as she put together a tall, brass floor lamp with a colorful, glass shade in light blues and greens. “I’d like to find one like it in bold blues and gold for my living room.”

“I like how it colors the light.” Gwen smiled as Nileme set the lamp upright and turned it on to make sure it worked. “It reminds me of the dappled light of the forest meadows near Hillshire.”

“Where do you want Eddie to hang this large painting?” Sigrith asked as I held up a recreation of Monet’s Water Lily Pond. “Above the sofa?”

“Maybe on that big, blank wall next to the kitchen door?” Gwen replied as she placed her hands on the soft curves of her full hips and cocked her head to one side. “It’s just too bare.”

I held up the painting on a few spots until the ladies reached a consensus on where it should be hung, and then I got to work placing the nail and gallery hook to hold up the large canvas print.

Once the painting was hung, I stepped back and made sure it was hung straight.

“It still looks so barren,” Gwen said as she came up and stood beside me.

“You could get a couple of smaller pieces and hang them next to the big one,” I suggested, and Nileme and Sigrith also came to stand next to us and regard the painting. “That’ll help the wall feel more full and add a point of interest to look at.”

“Would you make me a picture or two to hang there, my love?” Gwen asked as she smiled sweetly up at me. “I think that would be a perfect addition to our home.”

“Yeah,” I snorted as I looked back at the famous image. “I’m not sure if my art belongs next to Claude Monet’s work, but if that’s what you want, I’ll do it.”

“I don’t think the painting is as good as your drawings, Eddie,” Sigrith replied as she scrunched her eyebrows together and looked at the white bridge over a pond of lily pads. “This one is all blurry, like a half-remembered dream. Your work is much clearer and more realistic.”

“That’s the way the painting is supposed to look,” I said as I shook my head and grinned. “It’s called Impressionism. The whole idea is that it looks like something out of a dream.”

“Really?” the Succubus asked as she stared at the recreation, and for just a moment, my wives and I lost ourselves in the soft pastels of the idyllic scene, just the way art was meant to be experienced.

“I did have something I wanted to talk to you all about,” I said when I finally tore my eyes off the gauzy image. “I’m thinking about taking the Eye down into The Gloom. Find a few monsters to fight so I can get used to the magic of the belt.”

“That’s a good idea.” Nileme nodded. “We could go to the Encampment. Mother might know of a Gnome village that needs some help. Predators are a common problem for the Gnomish farmers.”

“That’s perfect.” I smiled. “Exactly the kinda thing I was looking for.”

“Ondur is sure you can safely use the Eye?” Sigrith asked as she turned to look at me, and a hint of concern was hidden in her crimson-red eyes.

“He knows it’s not cursed.” I shrugged. “And he’s pretty confident Vallis isn’t trying to spy through the enchanted jewel. You’re from the Deeper Dark, Sig. What do you think?”

“I don’t know much about the Lord of Scales,” the raven-haired woman said. “Except he’s all about balance, as his title would lead you to believe. He’s a strange one, and is rumored to take himself very seriously. I wouldn’t know, since I hail from the Realm of Chaos. Most of the denizens of the Deeper Dark never see or meet the Demon Lords and know them by reputation only.”

“The Realm of Chaos,” Gwen repeated in a small voice. “That sounds horrible.”

“It was,” Sigrith replied in a nonchalant tone. “And I’m fortunate to have been freed from it.”

“We’re lucky that you’re here with us,” I said as I gently put my arm around the pale woman. “Come on. We should talk to everyone else about a trip to The Gloom.”

After a brief discussion in Ibseth’s living room, it was decided that Nileme, Amrila, and Sigrith would come with me to the Dolrath territory. If we needed more help once we got down there, I could always rope Bhakoth into tagging along.

We got our supplies together, which included guns, ammo, and enough food to last a couple days, even though we only planned to be gone a few hours. It was better to be prepared. As I gathered up my Galil and some extra ammo, I noticed my big game rifle on its rack. I grinned to myself as I picked it up and cracked it open to check the barrel. We were going hunting, kinda. Why not bring it?

Then we took the teleportation circle to the backroom of the Meeting House of the Dolrath capital.

As we went into the large, central room of the Meeting House, we found some of Ekneme’s warriors around the sunken hearth and the long, wooden tables. Chief Ekneme was seated in her high-backed chair at the head of the hall, and the regal, Night Elf woman watched her finest soldiers as they talked, joked, and drank with a proud smile on her face.

But I noticed a tiredness around the chief’s eyes that I hadn’t ever noticed before. Ekneme was a strong and vital leader, with prowess on the battlefield and in politics. Now, though, I could see more gray in her dark locks than the first time I’d met the leader of the Dolrath.

“Eddie!” I heard Bhakoth’s hardy voice say near the hearth. “Ladies! It’s good to see you all.”

“How’s the family, Bhakoth?” I asked as I walked over and shook my friend’s hand.

“Growing.” The hawk-faced man grinned. “Talia is expecting.”

“That didn’t take long,” Amrila said with a sly wink.

“Vylvi is thrilled,” the general replied. “I think she has it in her head that we should catch up with you, Eddie. But I would be happy with a small family of twelve or so.”

“It’s not the size of the family, General,” Ekneme said as she stood from her chair and walked over to us. “It is the quality. Many question why I chose to have but one child, but I couldn’t be more proud of her.”

“Mother,” Nileme greeted the chief warmly as the two women embraced. “How are you?”

“I am well,” the older woman said with a distant smile. “What brings you home?”

“We were actually wondering if there was anything we could help with here in the Dolrath territory,” I said as I hugged my mother-in-law. “We wanted to get in some practical training.”

I wasn’t ready to tell more people about the Eye of Vallis until I understood its power a little better. The people of The Gloom got nervous when it came to Demons, let alone the long-lost artifact of a Demon Lord.

“Then this is fortuitous. Some of the Gnomish harvesting parties and villages in the south have had trouble lately. I was going to send out a hunting party, but I’m sure you and your wives could handle it.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“We suspect a clutch of Trolls or Ogres have moved into the area,” Bhakoth explained. “Villagers and livestock have been found half eaten or crushed.”

“Crushed?” Sigrith repeated as she wrinkled her nose.

“Indeed.” Ekneme nodded. “Troll and Ogres are known to fling boulders at their victims and pick over the remains.”

“But the strange thing is, when others come across the wreckage of one of these attacks, there is no evidence of boulders that might have been tossed,” Bhakoth added and squinted his one good eye. “Trolls are not clever, and the idea that they might try to cover their tracks is strange.”

“And the attacks have occurred in the south?” I asked as I looked between the chief and the one-eyed general. “Have you had any word from Third about something coming through the Spike Growth?”

“None.” Ekneme shook her head. “Grimthorn hasn’t reported any incursions.”

“That’s weird,” I said and pursed my lips. “But you can count on us. We’ll look into it and figure out what’s going on. Bhakoth, do you want to come along, show us the way to the area?”

“If the chief does not require me for anything,” the red-haired man said as he looked at Ekneme.

“You’re free to go, General,” the regal woman replied with a knowing smile. “I would never keep you from adventure. I only ask that you all be cautious. Whatever creatures are behind the attacks are subtle and most likely rely on ambushes. The cowards.”

“We’ll be careful, Mother,” Nileme assured Ekneme. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back in time for supper.”

The princess hugged her mother again, and then we waited in town while Bhakoth went to say goodbye to his family and get his pack.

As my wives and I wandered the market, I noticed Yennih and Crardu vendors among the Dolrath. Since Ondur had taken over as chief of the Yennih, I could see more evidence of the Night Elf tribes’ cooperation. There were even one or two Goblin merchants. Such a thing had been unheard of when I first came to The Gloom.

I felt a sense of pride, since I’d had a hand in progressing diplomacy between the tribes of The Gloom and the people of the Twilight Region. It wasn’t all roses, for sure. There was still an amount of distrust between the Night Elves, as well as the other races of the subterranean world, but with centuries of history and enmity to work against, real peace wouldn’t happen overnight.

This seemed like a good start, though.

“Isn’t it strange how the first branch of diplomacy is always trade?” Amrila remarked, as if she could hear my thoughts.

“Hunger, sex, and coin are the universal constants,” Sigrith mused in a philosophical tone. “They are the forces that bind all people together. It’s easier to put aside differences when there’s money to be made.”

“That’s true,” Nileme said in her calm, logical voice as she nodded. “However, I can’t help but feel it’s less cynical than that. Governments make war, not the common folk. And hate is easy to foster when you’ve never met your enemy. Eddie knows that, and that’s how he’s helped to usher in the peace we now enjoy. Isn’t that right, husband?”

“I never thought about it in those grand terms,” I snorted and shrugged. “I just like to give people a chance, you know? But I do agree that most regular people just want to exist, raise families, and make a life for themselves. I just hope we can make this all last.”

“Make what last?” Bhakoth asked as he appeared through the crowd in the marketplace.

“Peace,” Sigrith said with a theatrical sigh.

“It’s something to behold, isn’t it?” The general smiled as he looked around at the stalls and carts. “Goblin jewelry is becoming fashionable here in the Encampment. I never thought I’d see the day… still, I’ve had to hire a few hardy men at Talia’s tavern. There’s been a few more fights recently, but I suppose peace is a long process.”

“Nothing is ever perfect,” Amrila remarked.

“Truer words were never said, my dear.” Bhakoth grinned, and the dim light of the market lanterns gleamed off his jeweled eye. “Are we ready?”

We all muttered our agreements, and the party left the Encampment and headed south along the road.

I felt at home as we walked through the rocky terrain of the Dolrath territory. That was the magic of The Gloom for me. I felt like I belonged here as much as I did in the forests of my native Ohio. But down here, I was somehow even more myself. It was hard to pin down why, but I knew it had something to do with the absolute freedom I felt in the underworld.

After a few hours, we stopped to rest and eat something, but unfortunately, we didn’t have time for a fire so Bhakoth could make his famous soldier stew. Instead, we ate a cold lunch of jerky, bread, and cheese.

“Tell me how you’ve been,” Bhakoth said to me in a good-natured tone as we sat together. “How are your other wives? And your son? It feels like ages since we’ve had time to talk.”

“They’re all good,” I replied. “Wyatt’s already getting big. It’s crazy how quickly they grow.”

“Come back when he learns to speak,” the hawk-faced man chuckled. “Nemthok is already testing his boundaries. He’s a good boy, for certain, but he gave his mothers a fright the other day when he wandered off by himself in the market. They found him at a Crardu stall selling songbirds. He’s never met an animal he didn’t love with all his tiny heart.”

“Did you get him one?” I asked with a snort of laughter.

“I wanted to,” Bhakoth confessed with a sly grin. “But Fieca felt that would be rewarding him for disobedience. I try not to naysay my wives when it comes to the children.”

“You know,” I said with a foxlike grin of my own, “the garm puppies are big enough to leave their mother now. I think every boy should have a dog. And it wouldn’t be going against Fieca, since it’s not a bird.”

“You’re already his favorite hero,” the general laughed. “Nemthok brags to the other children about how I’ve fought alongside you so often. If you gave him a garm, he would be the envy of every boy in the Encampment. You’d be a legend in the boy’s eyes.”

“I thought you could be the legend,” I countered as I nudged him with my elbow. “I’m flattered Nemthok sees me that way, but you’re his father. You should give him the puppy.”

“Always thinking of others.” The mohawked warrior grinned. “That’s very generous.”

“Then you should come back with us and pick the one you think Nemthok would like the best,” I said.

“Really?” Bhakoth asked, and he looked suddenly awed by the offer. “Back to your home?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I trust you almost more than anyone I know. I’ve actually always wondered why you’ve never asked about where I’m from.”

“A good soldier is a gentleman first,” Bhakoth said in a serious tone. “My father taught me that. If you wanted me to know, it was for you to tell me. It would have been impertinent to ask. But I’ve always known you weren’t a Vampire, Goblin, or an overgrown Gnome as others have suggested.”

“I’m human,” I said after I regarded the warrior for a long moment. “From the world above. And I don’t mind telling you, because we’ve trusted each other with our lives. You might be the most honorable man I know.”

“By the gods,” Bhakoth breathed as he stared at me and took in that information. “No wonder you are the greatest warrior alive, hailing from a world of monsters.”

“Thanks,” I snorted, and I inclined my head to acknowledge the compliment. “But the stories you grew up with about the surface aren’t exactly true. The world above isn’t overrun with monsters. At least, not the kind of monsters you’re thinking of. Where I live, it’s mostly peaceful. It still has its problems, but all of those are caused by people, like anywhere else.”

“Are hoomans the descendants of the High Elves?” the general asked as he leaned forward with curiosity.

Bhakoth had always been an interesting man to me. The hawk-faced man had the soul of a soldier, loyal, practical, and ruled by reason. But he was also sophisticated, intelligent, and a true romantic. The Dolrath man reminded me of some of the greatest leaders in history I’d read about in school, like Marcus Aurelius. The Roman Emperor had also been a warrior, but he was known as a philosopher, too.

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “I don’t know what happened to them. We have all kinds of stories about mysterious civilizations that disappeared. Like Atlantis. Maybe that’s what happened to them. But they also might just be myths. Either way, I’d like you to come see it. Ibseth will be happy to see you again.”

“Of course, Eddie.” Bhakoth nodded. “Thank you.”

“It doesn’t have to be a big deal.” I shrugged and felt a little embarrassed by how moved my friend seemed to be by my offer. “After all, you’re just picking a puppy for Nemthok. We should probably get back on the road.”

“Of course,” Bhakoth said, and he smiled at me, as if he understood that I didn’t want him to feel indebted to me in any way.

We quickly finished up our lunch and packed up, and then we started south again. Everything about the region seemed normal as we walked. There were growths of Spiked Vines here and there among the old rockfall and boulders as the landscape became more hospitable. The area where the Gnomish farmers and harvesters lived was more fertile than the rest of the Dolrath lands, but not as verdant as the Yennih territory with its forests and glens.

“How much longer until we get to the villages?” Amrila complained as she looked around and rubbed her rounded belly.

“Not much further,” Nileme replied. “This is the path the harvesting parties take to the Crystal Growth. We should come across some farmsteads soon.”

“I see some buildings just over that ridge,” Bhakoth remarked as he pointed ahead. “We can ask the Gnomes there if they’ve seen anything strange lately.”

But as we reached the top of the rise, it was clear there wouldn’t be anyone to ask.

Long, wide paths of devastation were cut through the fields below, as if someone had driven a bulldozer through the crops. The simple fences had been knocked down in places, and the farm buildings were partially demolished.

“What happened here?” Nileme breathed with a horrified expression on her beautiful face.

“There are bodies below,” Sigrith said, but her tone was very matter of fact.

“Your eyes are better than mine,” Bhakoth replied in a tight voice as he squinted at the valley beneath us. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” the Succubus said without any pleasure. “Animals and small bodies. I assume those are the Gnomes.”

As I looked at the farmstead in the dim, blue light, I couldn’t see the dead. Maybe Sigrith could see better than the rest of us because she was from the Deeper Dark, where there was supposed to be little to no light at all. I could see deep grooves in the ground, but something like that was impossible in the underworld.

No one in The Gloom or the Twilight Region had any kind of vehicles more advanced than an ox-drawn cart. Even their carts were small and incapable of causing those tracks. For a moment, I thought it could have been a steamroller, but the tracks weren’t flat. They were curved into the ground.

It did look like something had rolled massive boulders through the fields and buildings, but there weren’t any boulders left around of a scale to have caused this level of destruction.

That’s when we heard the low, guttural roar, like the protest of concrete when it was sundered.

“Ear protection!” I snarled as I reached for my big game rifle that was strapped to my back.


Chapter Eleven

We listened for a moment at the top of the ridge to see if we would hear the roar again. There was a knot in my core, and I could feel a trickle of cold sweat roll down between my shoulder blades. I’d fought Pit Wyrms, Trolls, and a Basilisk before, and all of them were loud as fuck and pretty fucking scary in their own right.

But I had never heard anything like this before.

As the others put on their Pro X headphones, I took a deep breath and pushed down the shock I felt. This was just another fight. A problem to be solved. And I sure as shit wouldn’t let whatever happened here affect another farm. The Dolrath Gnomes were good, honest folks trying to eek a living out of the arid plains of the lower part of The Gloom, and they didn’t deserve to be destroyed by whatever this monster was.

I took another breath, and I held it for a moment as I closed my eyes and gripped my big game rifle.

Okay, I thought as I focused on the magical belt hidden under my Dolrath shirt. Show me where it is.

When I opened my eyes, nothing had changed.

Fuck.

I didn’t know how to activate the power of the Eye of Vallis. The last time I’d used it, it had been in the heat of the moment. The preternatural knowledge of what the Lesser Demons were about to do had come to me like second nature then, so I tried to relax and let my senses take over.

Then I sensed it. Something big, hard, and intelligent. I could feel the thing’s drive to destroy and the ache of its insatiable hunger. Whatever it was, it was aware but a slave to its needs, and it wouldn’t stop unless I forced it to.

“Okay,” I said out loud as I briefly touched the Eye over my linen shirt. “It’s still down there, and it’s pure evil. We’ll have to be extra careful and not let it separate us. I think the creature might have natural armor, so let Nileme and me soften it up before any of the rest of you try to attack it.”

“What are you talking about?” Bhakoth asked in a perplexed voice. “Can you see it?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m wearing the Eye of Vallis.”

“You have the Eye?” the general repeated and sounded stunned. “Is that quite safe?”

“Ondur said it isn’t cursed.” I shrugged as I turned to look at my friend. “So it’s not not safe, as far as I know. If we’re going to protect The Gloom from the Lord of Chaos, I feel we’re going to need the rest of the armor of Vallis. The only way to find it is to let the Eye imprint with me.”

“Alright.” The hawk-faced man nodded after a brief, worried pause. “I trust your judgment, Eddie. I’m right behind you.”

I nodded back to the general, turned, and started down the ridge.

Nileme fell in step with me as we reached the bottom of the rise and made our way toward the farmstead. As I leaned into my instincts, which were heightened by the Eye, my own eyes started to pick up on small details. I saw the ditch carved into the hard-packed earth and rocks where the mysterious creature had approached the fields, and as I followed the deep groove from the southeast, I got the dizzy sense of rolling. Not as if I was pushing an impossibly round stone. It was like I was the stone, rolling with terrible purpose toward the sound of happy voices and the bray of livestock.

What the fuck had the Eye showed me? How the hell could a boulder have intent?

I shook my head to clear my mind and refused to get distracted, but this would take some getting used to. As we reached the wreckage of a portion of fence, I looked down a row of some kind of vegetables that grew on stalks like corn.

The way the stalks had been flattened reminded me of a time some friends and I made a crop circle in high school. We’d used boards tied to lengths of rope. It had been a stupid prank, but the boards would flatten the crops without breaking the stalks.

“We’re not going to get the drop on this thing,” I said in a low voice to the others. “I have a feeling it already knows we’re here, so we’ll have to draw it out. It might be fast, so be ready for anything.”

“Can you tell what it is?” Sigrith asked in a hushed tone.

“All I’m getting is rock,” I replied. “Don’t know what that’s about. But I’m sure we’ll see it soon enough.”

I looked down the flatted row of stalks and decided this was the best course of action.

The monster could come through the field at us, but it had to be big, and we would be able to hear it before it could get to us. Meanwhile, we could use the stalks to our advantage. I was the only one tall enough to see over the crops, and we’d be able to hide and potentially surround the beast before it knew what happened.

I pressed forward as Bhakoth and my wives followed, and I tried to listen for any sound that would give away the monster’s location. The field was deadly quiet, though, and my breath sounded as loud as a foghorn to me in the silence.

As we advanced at a crawl, we passed the body of a large gloom hog. The poor creature must have escaped its pen during the attack and ran through the field. Now it laid in the dirt and devastation, flattened like hours-old roadkill on the highway. The pig’s guts had exploded out of its abdomen when it was crushed and laid splattered in the dirt, but its head and shoulders had been ripped from its body and were nowhere to be seen.

All the bodies I saw in the maze of flattened crops were in some similar state, crushed, partially eaten, and left to rot. I wondered if any of the Gnomes on this farm had managed to get away during the attack, or if there was anyone left alive and hidden somewhere. Then I turned my thoughts back to finding the creature that was still nearby.

The sense of being watched grew.

No. Not watched. Something out there was listening for us. It knew we were here, but I didn’t get the impression it had a line of sight on us. I held up my hand to call the party to halt while we were hidden in the tall vegetation, and Bhakoth and my wives stopped. Then I gestured for the others to huddle up, moved one side of my headphones off an ear, and motioned for them to do the same.

“You’ve got more experience with what lives down here than me,” I said in a whisper to Bhakoth and Nileme. “Other than Trolls and Ogres, what else could have caused this kind of damage?”

“I don’t know,” the hawk-faced man replied as he glanced around at what we could see of the fields. “Our people have stories of numerous monsters that used to live in our caverns. When the Dolrath came here, we cleared them out or pushed them down into the Twilight. But nothing leaps to mind. What do you think, Princess? You’ve received more education about our history than I have.”

Nileme was quiet for a moment as she considered the question.

The dark-haired Elf’s stoic, regal face was set in a serious expression, and she ran one foot along the concave groove we stood on. The bent stalks quietly rasped under Nileme’s chitin boot, and her arched eyebrow shot up as something occurred to her.

“You said the Eye told you the beast might have natural armor, husband?” the muscular woman asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “It was more like an impression of something hard, like rocks.”

“Like living rock almost?” Nileme pressed in a hushed tone.

As soon as the Dolrath woman said that, an image leaped into my mind of hard, speckled gray skin that slowly rose and fell as the creature breathed.

It looked like the granite of the cavern walls, but it wasn’t stone. I let my mind linger on the idea for a heartbeat and felt a pull to my right, near the ruined barn I could see over the stalks.

That’s where the fucker laid in wait for some sign of us.

“Kinda like rock,” I replied and nodded. “Not like Fezzik or the Gargoyles. But it looks like rock.”

“The Eye shows you all that?” Bhakoth smirked with a hint of envious wonder.

“It comes and goes,” I said but didn’t have time to explain further. Then I turned back to Nileme. “What do you think it is?”

“There’s a legend of a creature like that,” the princess answered. “The Carreg. Only one was ever found. No one knows where it came from or where it went. My great-grandfather, the first Dolrath chief, was said to have fought it. When he wounded the Carreg with his enchanted sword, the beast ran away. The legend said it rolled like a boulder. In its haste to get away, the Carreg smashed through the cavern wall and let in the water that now feeds the river.”

The last part sounded like a cultural myth, like Paul Bunyan and his blue ox carving out the Mississippi river, but the rest rang true to me.

Luckily, we were all armed with fine, Dwarven enchanted weapons. And I had no intention of letting this monster get away this time.

“I think it’s waiting for us on the other side of that barn,” I said in a low tone. “Nileme and I will take it on from the front with our guns. I want the rest of you to go around the other side of the barn and surprise it from behind. But don’t stand in one place too long. Keep moving and don’t plant your feet. From the looks of it, this thing’s main attack is to roll and crush whatever is in its way.”

“Then we should also avoid grouping too closely,” Bhakoth added. “That way it can’t attack multiple targets at once.”

“Good idea.” I nodded. “Just be careful.”

We all replaced our headphones, and Bhakoth, Amrila, and Sigrith cut through the field.

I watched them move toward the close side of the barn, so they could use what was left of the building as cover, and they snuck around to the other side. Then Nileme and I walked along the flattened row of stalks to confront the Carreg head-on.

My nerve endings buzzed, and my stomach clenched. This part was always tense, just before the real action started.

Once we were close to the edge of the field, I motioned for the Dolrath woman to move out a few yards so we wouldn’t be right next to each other as we left the cover of the crops. The dark-haired Elf nodded to show she understood, and she moved into the corn-like field. I watched the stalks sway as my wife pushed her way through the neat rows, and then I started toward the edge of the field again.

My heart hammered with pre-fight adrenaline as I worked to control my breathing and stayed calm. Once I was ten feet from the end of the crops, I got low and tried to move between the stalks without disturbing them. As I got to the last of them, I crouched down to steady my shot. Then I moved the last stalks aside with the barrel of the big game rifle.

Through the small gap, I could see the rocky plain beyond the field, and the edge of the barn lay thirty yards ahead of where I was hidden. A large, ragged hole had been punched through the side of the barn, but I didn’t see any movement inside. I wondered again if there had been survivors.

Then my eyes fell on the huge boulder eight feet from the stone and wooden building.

I watched the boulder closely for a moment as I narrowed my eyes. From a distance, I guessed it was ten feet tall and nearly as wide across. The boulder stood out in the landscape, and I noticed one of the grooved tracks led right to it. It had to be the Carreg, but it just looked like a strangely round, massive stone from where I knelt.

Suddenly, I felt with absolute certainty that I should fire at the boulder right then to get the upper hand. I could see a slight ridge about two feet from the top of the rough, speckled boulder and aimed for that point. Then I sucked in some air, held it, and squeezed the trigger.

My Pro Xs cut off all sound as I braced against the recoil, and the magically treated shell struck the boulder and bore a deep, red, ragged hole into the camouflaged beast’s thick hide. The Carreg roared again, and the deep, grating sound reverberated in my chest.

Then, as I watched in shock, the creature unfolded itself like an armadillo. The thing’s back was facing me, and I saw as the head, shoulders, and stubby arms reared up and stretched in pain. The point I had shot was near the center of its back where the base of its spine might have been.

While still hidden in the stalks, I trained my rifle on the beast and waited for it to turn. The Carreg ponderously got to its feet and stood to its full height, and the bastard was almost twenty feet tall and built like a brick shithouse.

The Carreg slowly turned to look in the direction the attack had come from. Its movements were awkward and unsteady, but my heightened instincts told me it would be a hell of a lot faster when it rolled. Then it occurred to me that when it was rolling, it would be practically blind, but devastating.

“Light it up!” I shouted, and I squeezed the trigger again as the Carreg’s broad, flat face came into view.

My shot hit the Carreg under the chin. It wasn’t my best shot, but accuracy at this distance wasn’t the old rifle’s strong suit. I’d have to get closer.

The wound barely seemed to register for the stone-like fucker, but my headphones switched on as Nileme stepped out of stalks and fired her Vector at the monster. The muscular woman’s bullets blew small chunks off the dense hide of the Carreg, and it roared again.

“Back into the field!” I shouted to Nileme as I broke open my rifle to load two more shells and got ready to move back into the stalks to reposition.

But the Carreg had spotted the dark-haired woman, and it lurched forward and began to roll toward my wife at an alarming speed.

Before I moved back, I watched the Dolrath woman dart back into the field, and the Carreg barreled past where Nileme had stood a moment before and left another deep groove in the ground behind it. As I focused on the monster’s movements, the Eye showed me the exact moment the Carreg would stop and be in the most vulnerable position.

I stepped out of the field and put one foot behind me to brace against the powerful kickback of my rifle. Then I fixed the boulder-like bastard in my sights and waited for the right moment. The Carreg didn’t slow down, but instead it had to unfold itself to stop, and as the beast flopped back, it skidded to a halt on its back.

As it lumbered back to its feet, I fired. My first shot caught it in the gut and caused the Carreg to fall on its broad back, like a turtle on its shell.

The Carreg let loose a howl of pain, like a volcano about to spew ash and magma, and it began to rock back and forth to right itself. Nileme popped back out of the field long enough to pepper it with bullets and then disappeared into the stalks again, and I quickly cocked the big game rifle and took aim.

As I shouldered the rifle, I idly wondered if I could injure the Carreg so it wouldn’t be able to ball itself up again. An image formed in my mind of the crease along the beast’s stomach. It wouldn’t stop the Carreg from its steamroller attack, but it would make rolling into a ball painful as fuck.

Get wrecked.

With a great heave, the Carreg nearly got back to its feet, but I was ready. I targeted the crease along its stomach, just under my last shot, and the shell dug deep into the gray flesh of the beast as it howled and fell forward onto all fours, carried forward by the momentum of its heavy body. The Carreg tried to roll again, but it gave an anguished roar as I moved back into the stalks to get to a better vantage point.

I raced through the stalks until I reached Nileme.

“Is it down?” the stoic woman asked.

“Not yet.” I shook my head. “But we’ve got him on the ropes. Follow me.”

I ran along the edge of the field to get around to the Carreg’s back.

Once Nileme and I drew the fucker’s attention, the others could finally attack from behind. The Carreg was a dumb animal, and once we got it into a frenzy, I’d be able to move in and get off a killing shot. I slid the big game rifle into the holster on my back and grabbed the Galil on its strap around my shoulder. The game rifle had been effective, but I’d get a lot more shots off with the Galil.

Once we’d gone a few yards, I jumped out from between the stalks with Nileme at my side.

“Aim for the creases!” I shouted as the Carreg’s head came around to look for us.

Then Nileme and I lit it up, and as we fired relentlessly, chunks of gray hide and bloody meat flew through the air.

“Aiiiiieee!” Amrila blasted her battle cry, and the Zencarri woman, Bhakoth, and Sigrith ran out from around the barn.

The Carreg must have been deafened by the blasts of the rifles, because it slowly turned on all fours toward Nileme and me. The beast tried to lower its head to protect it from the rain of bullets, and it started to charge. The Carreg’s thick, trunk-like limbs were slower than its roll, but it was still dangerous.

Nileme and I kept firing on the bastard, and the other three ran full tilt at its back. The Eye of Vallis showed me that the Carreg would reach us before the others caught up with it, and I had to either jump out of the way, or make a tactical retreat.

“Move back!” I shouted to Nileme.

The princess reacted right away.

Nileme turned and started to lope on long, powerful legs, and I sprinted back several yards before I stopped, spun around, and fired again. The Carreg skidded to a halt as we punished it with round after round, and Bhakoth was the first to reach the stone-like beast. The general jumped onto the Carreg’s back with his sword held above his head as Nileme and I ceased our fire so we didn’t accidentally hit our friends.

“For the chief!” the hawk-faced man bellowed and then drove his blade between the Carreg’s shoulders.

Amrila and Sigrith worked in tandem, and the two women hacked at the monster’s hind quarters.

Amrila sliced at the beast’s left leg with her dual swords, while the Succubus drove a pair of daggers into the Carreg’s other hip joint, and I knew this was my chance.

I bolted forward as the Carreg started to roll on its side to dislodge the general from its back. Amrila jumped back as Bhakoth leaped into the air, hit the ground, and rolled back onto his feet.

The beast wasn’t able to roll all the way over and got stuck on its broad back again. I got right into the beast’s face, shoved the barrel of the Galil right into its open, toothy maw, and started to unload. Multiple bullets penetrated the Carreg’s brain, its body stiffened, and then it stopped altogether.

I fired two more times, just to be sure, but the Carreg was dead.

“That’s for the Gnomes,” I snarled.


Chapter Twelve

The Carreg laid dead at my feet as I lowered the Galil.

“Do you realize what you just did, Eddie?” Nileme breathed as she lowered her Pro Xs and looked at me with wonder.

“I killed it,” I replied with a shrug.

“Indeed.” The princess grinned. “You just killed a beast of legend that even my ancestor couldn’t defeat.”

“We did help.” Amrila smirked as she wiped the blood off her swords and put them back in their sheaths. “But Eddie did lead the attack and get the kill shot, so he should get the bulk of the credit.”

“We should check what’s left of these buildings and the surrounding area for any survivors,” I said, since I was unconcerned with who got what credit. “Get anyone we find to safety.”

“Come, sisters,” Sigrith sighed as she looked around at the half-ruined buildings. “Let’s start with the main house. If it has a cellar, that’s the most likely place for the women and children to hide during an attack.”

“I agree.” Nileme nodded, and she started to walk toward the stone structures on the far side of the fields.

“I guess that leaves the barn and silo for us.” I grinned at Bhakoth as the ladies walked away.

“Poor bastards.” The general shook his head as we passed the bodies of a couple of fieldhands and an ox just outside of the wrecked barn. “Even if they tried to fight back, these men weren’t equipped to deal with a beast like that.”

“Were any of the reports you got at the Encampment this bad?” I asked as we stepped over some rubble to get into the barn itself.

“No,” the red-haired man said. “The first attacks occurred while people slept, and none of the watchmen saw anything. A few harvesting parties disappeared, but that happens from time to time. Most of the harvesters accept the danger involved with their work. Within reason. It wasn’t until multiple parties went missing that it seemed strange.”

Inside the barn there were stalls for the livestock, feed, and storage for the Gnomes’ simple farming equipment, and as we looked around, I could tell the farmers recently mucked out the stalls. Except for the path of destruction where the Carreg had bowled through the building, everything was well organized. For a moment, my mind connected the honest, diligent, and clearly fastidious Gnomish farmers with the people of Millersville and the Amish men Nate and I had met.

All of them just wanted to live their lives in peace, do their work, and not bother anyone else. Then some outside force had come in to lay all their plans and efforts to waste. I felt as if I was fighting against the idea of chaos itself, and that was true in a lot of ways. Belzat was the Lord of Chaos, and things would get a lot worse if he ever broke out of the Deeper Dark.

“Alright,” the hawk-faced man huffed as he stood in the middle of the barn and placed his hands on his hips. “If you were going to hide from a monster, where would you go?”

“Most of them didn’t hide,” I replied as I thought through the question. “We’ve seen at least a dozen bodies. They either tried to fight or protect their holdings.”

I looked around the barn as I let that idea take hold. Then I noticed a pile of rubble near the end of the row of stalls where the Carreg had broken through the outside wall.

“Help me clear this,” I said to Bhakoth as I moved toward the pile of stones and splintered wood.

The general and I worked together to clear away the rubble, and as soon as we started to shift some of the heavy stones, I heard a small sound. My stomach lurched when I first heard what I thought was the cry of a baby, but then I realized it was an animal. The one-eyed man and I tried to work quickly but carefully, and soon we uncovered the tiny remains of several baby gloom hogs.

But then there was a movement in the pile.

I lifted a larger stone and tossed it to the side, and the general lifted a small, dust-covered form out of the pile. It was another piglet, but it was thankfully alive. We recovered two more living piglets and placed them in a crate while we looked for any others that might have been trapped in the debris.

Then I saw a small, pale hand. It was covered with brownish-gray dirt, and I almost missed it, but there was a Gnome buried under the wreckage.

“Fuck!” I growled. “Bhakoth, focus on this area. That’s where his head probably is.”

As the general and I worked as fast as we could, my pulse shot up, and my palms began to sweat.

I prayed that whoever it was wasn’t dead. How long had they been trapped here? I hoped that if it was too late, they would have at least gone quickly and not suffered.

Bhakoth and I lifted a wooden beam between us and threw it aside, and as I looked down at the Gnome’s shoulder and upper torso, I noticed the slight flutter of his chest.

“He’s alive!” I gasped.

I brushed away some smaller stones and dust to uncover the Gnome’s head, and a young, hairless face covered in dirt came into view. He had to still be in his teens.

Then the Gnome’s eyes fluttered open, and I let out an explosive breath of relief. The sharp, clear blue of the young man’s eyes stood out against the gray of his face as he looked up at Bhakoth and me.

“You okay?” I asked as I pushed a few more small stones off his other arm.

“The piglets...” the Gnome rasped before he started to cough violently.

The kid had to have breathed in a ton of dust already.

“Don’t try to speak,” the general said in a kind voice. “Just nod if you can.”

“We found a couple of the piglets,” I told the Gnomish boy. “But don’t worry about that now. We need to move you, but if you’ve broken your back, we could make it worse if we just pull you out of there. Can you wiggle your toes?

“Yes,” the young man said, and I heard the rubble shift under the pile as he did so. “I… I gotta find the baby hogs. If I don’t, Da will have me head.”

Fuck. I sure as shit hoped Da was still with us.

“Let’s pull him out,” I said to Bhakoth.

The Dolrath man took hold of one of the boy’s arms while I grabbed the other, and then we lifted him out of the debris.

The two of us set the kid upright and let him catch his breath. The young man had curly hair, but it was so caked with dust that it looked gray. The dirt had also settled into what few lines there were of the kid’s face and made him look like an old man.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Milo,” the teenager said through several coughing fits as he cleared the dust out. “I was sent to get the piglets when… oh, no…”

I followed the boy’s gaze and landed on the two dead gloom hogs. The boy’s lip began to tremble, and I was worried he was about to burst into tears, but he didn’t get the chance.

“Milo!” a gruff voice yelled in the distance before I could assure the kid that two piglets had survived.

“Da?” Milo shouted as he suddenly leaped up and ran out of the barn.

“At least his bones aren’t broken,” Bhakoth snorted.

“Thank fuck.” I grinned. “Grab the crate with the piglets. We should go after him.”

Bhakoth picked up the crate, and we followed the kid out of the barn.

“Da?” Milo shouted again, and the Gnomish kid was halfway across a pasture that was covered in tall grass when I spotted him.

The boy was fucking fast for a little guy.

“Milo!” I heard the gruff voice call back from somewhere in the grass. “Over here, boy!”

By the time we caught up with Milo, he had found his father.

The older Gnome also had dark, curly hair and bright, blue eyes. The father was on his back, not far from one of the Carreg’s tracks. His leg had been crushed, and I assumed he’d passed out from the pain for a while.

“Sirs!” Milo called to us when he saw Bhakoth and me walk up. “Please, good sirs. Help me da!”

“Sorry about this,” I said to the Gnomish man as I crouched, gathered him up in my arms, and lifted him out of the grass.

“Arrgh! Have a care, you great pric...” the older man started to say until he looked up at my face and stopped himself.

“Did I hurt you?” I asked as I held the small man.

“You… you’re Duke Hillshire,” the father breathed as he forgot his pain for the moment. “High Warden of Grimthorn and Hero of the Great Forest!”

“Are you sure, Da?” Milo asked as he squinted up at me.

“Course, I’m sure,” the wounded man grumbled, and he craned his head to look down at his boy. “What other man is as tall as a Troll, with a face like an Elven hero of old? You’ll have to forgive my son, sire. He’s a good boy, but the gods didn’t choose to give him much sense.”

“I’m not worried about titles right now,” I replied. “We killed the beast that attacked your farm. Now we’re trying to find any survivors. Let’s get you back to your house.”

“You killed that thing?” Milo asked with an awed expression as we walked back across the pasture. “Gawww. That must have been a sight.”

“The duke walked right up to it.” Bhakoth grinned, never one to let the chance to tell a good story pass him by. “Then he placed his rife-el right in the beast’s razor tooth-lined jaws and fired metal pellets that had been enchanted with Dwarven magic into its brain. Lord Eddie is not one to let any injustice stand, my good lad. And when he saw what happened to your people, he knew he had to visit that horrible price unto the body of the Carreg.”

“The Carreg?” the father repeated in a voice filled with fear and respect. “I’d always thought that was just a story.”

“The fucker’s body is still a few yards from your barn,” I snorted. “You can see it for yourself when you feel up to it. And Bhakoth is being generous. He and my wives helped me take the Carreg down.”

“Your wives are here?” Milo asked as his blue eyes lit up. “I’ve heard they’re the most beautiful women in all The Gloom and beyond, sire.”

“That part is true.” I smirked as I winked down at the kid. “At least in my opinion.”

Within an hour, we’d found all of the Gnomish farmers.

Fourteen men had been lost, but ten survived, including Milo and his father, Hadden. Thankfully, all of the women and children had hid in the cellar of the main farmhouse when the Carreg first showed up. Once we’d gotten a head count, we gathered the Gnomes in the small courtyard in the center of the stone houses to make a plan for what came next for them.

“My da owned the land,” Hadden said as an old, stern, Gnomish woman wrapped his leg in a splint. “He’d want to be buried on it.”

“That he would, nephew.” The old woman nodded and tied the linen dressings.

“We can help with that,” I replied as I leaned against the edge of a well in the center of the courtyard. “What about after that? We can escort you to another village, or the Dolrath Encampment if you like?”

“And leave the farm?” Hadden gasped in a scandalized tone. “I could never. We still have most of the crops to bring in. Then there’s the animals. I’m sure some of them ran off into the wilderness. They’ll need to be rounded up.”

As Bhakoth and I spoke to Hadden, my wives helped the rest of the farmers.

Some of the Gnomish women cooked food for everyone, while the rest helped the men locate the bodies of the fallen, or looked after the many, tiny Gnomish children. Amrila entertained the children with sword tricks, while Sigrith stirred a large, iron pot with a stew brewing in it, and Nileme had volunteered to help find the dead and prepare them for burial.

“I’ll assign some soldiers to come help you rebuild, Farmer Hadden,” Bhakoth said. “And to help search for your livestock.”

“My thanks, General.” Hadden nodded as his aunt finished up with the splint. “I know it might seem foolish to stay, but this farm is all my family’s got. Now that it falls to me to be the head of the family, it’s my duty to look after everyone.”

“I understand completely,” I said in a somber tone. “I’d do the same in your place.”

“I found it, Da,” Milo said as he walked up to us and handed the older man a small coin pouch.

“Good lad,” Hadden replied as he took the pouch and then held it out toward me. “This is for you, sire. It’s not much, but we wouldn’t have anything if you hadn’t come along.”

“I can’t take that.” I shook my head. “Thank you, but no. You need it to rebuild. And if that’s not enough...”

I was about to offer to help pay for the extensive repairs Hadden’s farm would need, but I was interrupted.

“Husband!” Nileme called as she came in from the fields. “You should come see this!”

Bhakoth and I stood to follow the princess as Milo handed his father a pair of small crutches.

It took a while, since Hadden moved very slowly on his crutches, but Nileme led us to where the Carreg’s body lay. Surprisingly, the beast didn’t look the way it had when I left it. The crude face had disappeared, and what was once its wide, frog-like mouth was now just a crack in the stone. There was no blood or gore anymore, either. The chunks of thick hide that we’d shot off the Carreg had turned into dark gray pebbles, and the blood transformed into a red powder.

My forehead creased with confusion as I knelt down and lightly touched the red dust. It stuck to my fingers as I pulled them away, and as I rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger, it felt very soft and fine and stained my skin slightly.

“What the fuck is this?” I asked as I looked at Nileme.

There were several Gnomish men gathered around the transformed Carreg, and Bhakoth looked as confused as I was.

“It’s vermillion,” the muscular woman replied. “A very rare pigment used in fine dyes and paint.”

I’d actually known what vermillion was from my days in art school, but I’d never seen it in its raw state before. I didn’t know what magic had changed the legendary beast, but I wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

If this was truly vermillion, the body of the Carreg would be worth a fortune.

“I think I know how we’re going to save your farm.” I grinned at Hadden.

It took a while to break down the Carreg’s remains.

We used chisels and mallets to break through the rock that had once been the beast’s hide and got through to the vermillion innards, but there were also other valuable pigments, like ocher and cobalt.

We split the bounty between my party and the farmers and all came away much richer. Then Hadden offered us a place to stay and rest before we returned to the Encampment. We helped to bury the dead, and after the farmers shared their savory stew with us. There were loaves of brown bread and a fruity ale that we drank, and while we ate, the Gnomes told stories of the family members they’d lost.

I was impressed by how they were able to laugh together still, after the worst day of their lives. The farmers even played music on simple instruments as we all drank together, and the atmosphere was lighthearted and fun.

Finally, my wives and I were taken to one of the cottages so we could get some rest, but because it was a house built for Gnomes, the beds and other furniture was too small for any of us. In the end, we pushed the mattresses together and piled the pillows and blankets on top so we could all snuggle up while we slept.

“I like when we all sleep together in a cozy pile,” Amrila sighed as she nuzzled my shoulder.

“I do, too.” I grinned with Nileme on my other side as Sigrith cuddled next to the princess. “Especially after a long day.”

“It has been a long day,” the dark-haired Elf said in an oddly somber tone.

Nileme was usually in good spirits after a fight, and her mood caught my attention.

“What’s up?” I asked as I gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze.

“Nothing,” Nileme said with a shrug.

“Stop that,” Sigrith scolded the princess in a no-nonsense manner. “It’s obviously something, and none of us will give you any peace until you tell us.”

“It’s just…” Nileme started to say and then paused. “Today, when we saw my mother, she looked… old.”

“Your mother has always been old,” Amrila said but then seemed to realize what she said and tried to backtrack. “I mean that no one ages suddenly. It happens over time. I couldn’t even guess how old she is...”

“You’re not helping, dear,” the succubus said to stop the Zencarri woman from putting her foot any further into her mouth. “What seemed different about her, Nileme?”

“I couldn’t say for sure,” the princess murmured. “Mother looked tired, I guess. She’s always been so strong and vital. My grandfather passed before I was born, but some of the older warriors would tell me about how my mother fought alongside her army to prove to them she could lead as well as any man. My whole life she’s seemed so tireless. But today…”

I rolled over on my side to face the warrior woman as Amrila reached across me to touch her arm in a comforting gesture.

“I remember the first time I realized Pop was getting older,” I said in a quiet voice as I held Nileme’s gaze. “We were working on his truck, and he had to ask me to help him get a bolt off. Pop was the strongest man I knew, and he had to ask for my help. The look on his face was the worst part, I think. But you know what? He’s still around.”

“It’s not the same for us,” Nileme sighed. “We’re warriors. The day we can no longer lift a sword is like a death in itself.”

“I can’t speak to that,” I said as we all held the muscular woman close. “But Ekneme is still powerful. And what’s more than that, she has the respect of every soldier under her command. Your mother is more than a warrior, she’s a leader. And I’d dare say she’s proven that every moment of her life since before she was chief.”

“I think so, too.” Nileme smiled at me and seemed grateful for my words.

“No matter what,” I said, “you’ll always have us, too.”

“That’s very true,” Amrila remarked. “You’ll never get rid of me. I’m like a flowering weed that grows back every time it’s pulled.”

“You’re a brat,” Nileme giggled. “But that’s what I like about you.”

“And you know I’m in it to win it,” I snorted as I playfully rubbed the tip of my nose against hers. “One day, years and years from now, you’ll be chief and will raise our children between the Encampment and Westherst.”

Nileme smiled again, and then she snaked her arms around my neck and kissed me.

I kissed her back as the fatigue of battle drained from me. Our tongues played against each other, and the dark-haired woman’s breath started to quicken. On Nileme’s other side, I could feel Sigrith begin to move her body against the princess’ back, and then I felt Amrila’s hand slide between my legs and reach for my cock.

Nileme pressed her body against mine, and she reached behind her to draw Sigrith’s face toward her neck as the four of us got down to business. The Dolrath woman wanted a baby, and tonight just might have been the night.

Fuck, yeah. Perfect end to the day.


Chapter Thirteen

“Oh, Eddie,” Nileme breathed as the four of us made a tangled, writhing knot.

I was surrounded with the soft, feminine sounds of soft sighs and giggles as Amrila continued to stroke me, and even through my soft, Dolrath pants, the Zencarri woman knew just how to touch me to make me rock hard. I could feel Nileme start to buck her hips as she got more turned on, and my cock began to throb from tip to root. My wives’ pleasure was almost more of a turn-on than my own, and I loved it when they played with each other for me.

“Mmmm,” Amrila moaned in my ear as she pressed herself against my back. “You’re so hard, Eddie. Nileme, doesn’t the thought of our husband inside you make you wet?”

“Ohhh, yesss!” the princess whimpered as Sigrith licked and sucked at her smooth neck to excite her. “My womanhood is trembling just thinking about it. I want you so bad right now!”

“Pleasure delayed is pleasure multiplied,” Sigrith purred as she began to pull up the hem of Nileme’s gauzy nightgown. “And strong orgasms make stronger babies.”

I didn’t know if that was true, but I had no complaints as the Succubus pulled Nileme up into a seated position and lifted the Dolrath woman’s gown over her head.

Nileme’s tight, toned body was flawless, and her pale, blue-toned skin was luminous in the dim lamplight of the cabin.

“Isn’t she exquisite, husband?” Sigrith smirked at me as Amrila slipped her hand down my thin pants. “Every rippled muscle tells the story of her strength and prowess in battle. And her breasts…”

Sigrith leaned forward and lightly kissed the tip of the princess’ pert nipple as Nileme ran her fingers through the wealth of the Succubus’ thick, black hair.

“Ahhh,” Nileme sighed as Sigrith’s full lips touched her breast.

I knew what Amrila and Sigrith were doing. The women were the best of friends, and they knew how much Nileme wanted to conceive my children. Without even discussing it, they had somehow conspired to help give Nileme this sacred gift.

“Let me prepare you to receive our lover,” Sigrith murmured and pulled her slinky, black nighty down over her shoulders, and as the dark silk slid down Sigrith’s pale, velvety flesh, her nipples stood to attention.

Nileme looked over her shoulder at me with a mischievous smile, and I grinned back and nodded. Then I sat up to get a better view of the two women and tried to pull Amrila up next to me.

“Stand, partner,” the Zencarri woman demanded. “I want to suck you while you watch them play.”

“I’ve never been one to deny a lady,” I snorted as I untied the strings of my Dolrath pants and stood.

Amrila got onto her knees and pulled her red, lacy bralette off to reveal her teardrop-shaped breasts, and then she snaked her hands up my strong thighs and grabbed my hips.

As Sigrith and Nileme entwined their legs, they pushed their hips together and started to slowly grind against one another. The Dolrath woman wrapped her arms around Sigrith, and the Succubus roughly grabbed a handful of Nileme’s long hair as she gently teased the tips of the Elf’s erect nipples.

“Uhhh, fuck!” I snarled as I gazed down at my sexy wives, and Amrila playfully flicked her tongue against the tip of my rock-hard cock. “I’m the luuuckiest man alive.”

“You’re sooo smooooth!” Nileme keened as she and Sigrith bucked against each other, and their slick clits pressed together as they moved.

“Ahhh! Nileme!” Sigrith mewled with pleasure as she rubbed her thumb in circles around the bud of Nileme’s tit. “You feel diviiiine! Almost as good as Eddie’s huge serpent inside of me! Uuuhhh! The way he feeeels when he slides in and out of ussss! How he can filllll you to bursting!”

“Oh, oh, ohhhh!” the Dolrath woman cried out as Sigrith described fucking me.

“When he first enters you…” Amrila egged Sigrith  on and ran her pink tongue along my length as my thighs shuddered from the feeling. “Like the first drink of water on a sticky summer’s day.”

Then Amrila took me into her mouth and began to suck as her head bobbed up and down, and I had to lock my knees to stay on my feet. Between the sight of Sigrith and Nileme, and Amrila’s acrobatic tongue, it took a force of will not to cum right then.

“That feels sooo good!” I rumbled.

“She’s sooo wet, Eddddieeee!” Sigrith panted as the two women’s movements became more urgent. “Ahhhh, yessss!”

“Ohhh, gods!” Nileme moaned. “I-I’m going tooo... ahhhh!”

“Yeeeesssss!”

The two women came together as their naked bodies trembled, and then they slowed to a stop as they held each other for a moment.

“I love your taste.” Amrila grinned up at me as she pulled my throbbing member out of her with a wet plop. Then she licked a pearl of precum off her lips and flashed her sharp canines. “Salty and sweet. But Nileme gets your seed tonight.”

Sigrith stood, seductively pulled Nileme to her feet, and then brought the Dolrath woman over to me.

“We want you to fill our princess to bursting, lover,” the Succubus purred. “Pour your seed deep into her fertile womb and give her a child.”

“Come’ere,” I growled as I took hold of Nileme’s hand and pulled her in for a kiss.

“I want to feeeel you,” the princess pleaded between passionate kisses. “Love me, Eddie… give me a baby…”

“As you wish,” I teased, and then I ran my hands down her back and supple ass.

There was a light sheen of perspiration on Nileme’s lithe body that excited me all the more, and I took hold of her thighs and lifted the Dolrath woman as she wrapped her powerful legs around me. The Elf tilted her hips, and I slid into her deep, tight channel with ease.

Sigrith hadn’t just been talking shit, Nileme was wet as fuck, and her pussy was as smooth and slick as jello.

“Uhhh, Eddie!” Nileme mewled, and I lowered myself onto my knees before my legs gave out from the burst of endorphins as I entered her. “Ohhhh! I looove your amazing cock!”

“God!” I snarled as the Dolrath woman started to ride me with abandon. “Nileme! You’re soooo tight! Fuck, yesss!”

Sigrith and Amrila giggled as they kneeled on either side of me, and suddenly, I had three pairs of perfect breasts in my face and was in heaven.

“Yes, lover,” Sigrith spurred me on with a kittenish growl as she and Amrila freely fondled both Nileme and I to heighten our pleasure. “Fill her with your mighty seed!”

Nileme clung to me tightly as she worked her hips back and forth, and my mind clouded with the sensation of the princess, but I didn’t want the other women to miss out on the fun. I snaked my arms around their thighs, then up and around until I felt their slick, quivering pussies.

“Ahhhh!” Amrila gasped as I teased her clit. “Fuck! Just like thaaat!”

“Eddie!” Sigrith keened and started to ride my fingers. “You’re a god!”

Time seemed to stop as we lost ourselves in each other’s bodies.

“Gods, I feel you so deep inside me!” Nileme cried, and I felt her insides clench in rapid succession as she got close again. “Yesss! You’re sooo hard!”

“Cum for me!” I growled as I fought to keep my own climax at bay. “Cum, baby!”

“Yeeeeeessssss!” Nileme keened as I felt the hot squirt of her orgasm, but she didn’t stop to catch her breath. Instead, she pressed through as she continued to ride me like an unbroken stallion.

“Ohh!” Sigrith gasped through her heavy breaths, and her pussy clamped down around my fingers. “Uhhhhhh, Eddie!”

The rush of the Succubus’ warm juices dripped down my wrist as she also came, and I grinned.

It was time for the hat trick.

I slid two fingers inside Amrila and felt the Zencarri woman’s whole body quake. I roughly pumped my hand, because I knew what my partner liked, and within seconds I pushed her over the edge, too.

“Partnerrrr!” Amrila nearly screamed as she came hard.

“Oh, Eddie,” Nileme moaned with delight as the other women tried to catch their breaths, and I was able to focus my attention on her for the moment. “Yessss! Give me your seeeeed! Fill me, my looove! Uhhh!”

As Nileme and I fucked, Sigrith crawled over to Amrila, who had flopped on her back to recover.

“It wouldn’t be fair for you to get only one,” the Succubus said in a playful tone as she pushed Amrila’s knees apart, and then she pressed her face into the Zencarri’s sopping pussy.

“Fuck!” Amrila gasped in surprise, but she threw her head back and grinned as Sigrith licked her sweet crevice. “Uhh, yesssss!”

I hefted Nileme’s heavy breast in one hand and then lowered my face to flick her pert, sweat-covered nipple with my tongue.

“Eddie!” Nileme whined as she ran her fingers through my hair. “Please, fill me! I want your baby... no, I neeeed it!”

I could feel the pressure begin to build as my cock throbbed painfully inside Nileme, and I picked up the pace as I pounded into her.

“Oh, shitttttt!” I heard Amrila cry out as she came again, and that was the final push for me.

“Take it!” I growled, and I pushed my cock deep inside Nileme as my vision narrowed into pinpricks.

Then I exploded, and it seemed to last a whole five minutes.

Nileme bucked on top of me as she was thrown into orgasm after orgasm, and I could feel our mingled juices collecting on my pelvis after I completely filled her tight tunnel with my seed. My Dolrath wife was gasping for air as she started to come back down, and her glassy eyes found mine before she swooped down and seized my lips in a passionate kiss.

Once it was all over, we gathered up the bedclothes and small mattresses and snuggled up together again to enjoy the afterglow.

“Keep your knees up, my darling,” Sigrith said in a gentle voice to Nileme, and the Succubus curled her knees under the princess’ thighs so Nileme could lay her legs over them. “It will help guide Eddie’s seed to your womb.”

“Really?” Nileme giggled. “How do you know that?”

“I’m a creature of pleasure, dear,” Sigrith replied with a sly grin. “I know all about such carnal things.”

“I love you all so much,” I sighed as I settled into an ocean of soft, supple limbs and feminine scents. “Each of you are amazing in your own way.”

“We love you too, partner,” Amrila mumbled in a sleepy voice, and she fumbled for my hand and squeezed it as she nuzzled into my shoulder. “More than anything.”

We all drifted off to sleep, satisfied and content, but after a few hours, we all got up, dressed, and then put the cabin back the way we’d found it.

As we exited the cottage, I saw Bhakoth was in the courtyard with Hadden and Milo. Sometime while I’d slept, the general must have gotten word back to the Encampment because two Dolrath warriors had shown up. Syneath, the lithe scout, had braided her long, white mohawk and switched out her simple, silver nose ring for a golden stud that connected to a cuff on her pointed ear by a delicate chain. And I recognized the back of Chadron’s bald head from a distance.

I’d led both the scout and the archer in battle many times. They were part of an unofficial Dolrath unit under my command, and I felt a strong sense of companionship with them all, so it was good to see them both now. I noticed Syneath and Chadaron had also upgraded their armor since we’d cleared out a small army of feral Goblins from a village for the Neclathan Gnomes.

The Neclathan Elders had been very grateful for our help and rewarded us with a pile of gold that I’d shared with my soldiers, and I was proud to see them prosper.

“Shield Brother!” Syneath greeted and waved when she saw me.

“Hey.” I grinned. “I like the new look.”

“I had this commissioned,” the scout giggled as she indicated her new armor. “It’s designed for mobility.”

The iridescent, beetle shell armor had black, leather panels on the sides and around some of the joints for maximum flexibility while still protecting vital areas.

“I trust you’re well, my lord,” Chadaron said as he shook my hand. “I’ve heard about your son. I pray for your continued joy.”

“I’m doing great.” I nodded. “And thank you. We’ve got a few more on the way, too.”

“Your armor!” Syneath grinned as she looked over at Amrila. “It’s glorious! Where did you get it?”

“It’s Dwarven made,” the Zencarri woman said with a proud expression. “I can adjust it as my belly grows, and it’s very comfortable.”

“We were just discussing the efforts to recover Farmer Hadden’s lost livestock,” Bhakoth said as Syneath and Amrila compared notes on their armor.

“How many animals do you think escaped the Carreg’s attack?” I asked Hadden.

“More than half of my hogs and both oxen,” the Gnomish man replied in a tired voice. “I can replace the hogs, thanks to you, sire. But the bigger concern is how the hogs will affect the landscape.”

“The hogs could breed in the wild,” Chadaron explained when I frowned in confusion. “Then before long there’ll be a problem with feral hogs in the area. We had a few soldiers combing the countryside with some of the farmhands to look for them.”

“Good.” I nodded. “I hope you can find them all.”

“If you both have this in hand, I think Lord Eddie and the princess have need of me,” Bhakoth said to the soldiers. “Good luck.”

We said goodbye to Hadden and the soldiers, and then we made our way back toward the Encampment.

“Eddie,” Nileme said as we all prepared to use the teleportation circle back to the citadel. “Would you mind if I stayed here for a day or two? I think I would like to spend some time with my mother.”

“Of course.” I nodded. “I’ll ask Bolra to look after Valerie for you. You’ve got one of the Stones if you need anything from us.”

I understood why the warrior woman wanted to stay. It wasn’t easy to realize your parents are getting older, so I wanted Nileme to get all the time she needed with her mother, just in case.

“I love you.” The dark-haired Elf smiled at me as she wrapped her strong arms around my neck and kissed me.

“I love you, too,” I rumbled, and I kissed Nileme back as I enjoyed the warmth of her body against mine. “See you soon.”

The Dolrath woman said goodbye to Amrila, Sigrith, and Bhakoth too before she left the antechamber in the Meeting House, and then I turned to Bhakoth.

“Are you ready?” I asked with a broad grin.

“I am.” The general nodded as his good eye lit up with excitement.

“You know the secret word to activate it,” I explained. “You just have to say, ‘Saggor, the citadel.’”

The hawk-faced man stepped into the magical circle surrounded by ancient, Dwarven runes with boyish curiosity.

“Saggor, the citadel,” Bhakoth breathed and then disappeared.

My wives and I followed suit, and we soon stood in the small chamber just off the Lost Dwarves old workroom.

“What is this place?” the general asked as he looked around at the stone walls with a hint of disappointment on his sharp features.

To be fair, it looked much like any of the caves in The Gloom.

“This is the abandoned citadel of the Lost Dwarves,” I replied. “When I first found it, only four of the Dwarves were still around. Saggor, their leader, had gotten caught in a trap I’d set in a tunnel not far from here. I didn’t know anyone lived down here at the time. I helped Saggor back here and met the rest of them. It feels like a lifetime ago.”

“The rest of the Lost Dwarves are gone?” Bhakoth asked, and his face fell a little at the news. “Where to?”

“I think they slowly died off over the centuries,” Amrila answered the red-haired man with an odd note of reverence in her tone. “Only Tauric, Beclin, and that stubborn goat, Dorrem, are left.”

“That’s a shame,” the general said. “But I suppose that’s the way of things, isn’t it? Nothing lasts forever. Still, I’m glad to get to see this place now.”

“This is just the storeroom,” I snorted. “Wait until you see the rest of it.”

We went out into the workroom that was eerily quiet without the Dwarves’ brotherly banter to fill the silence, but the space was still tidy and free of dust. I suspected Dorrem and Beclin still came here from time to time to clean or access books and scrolls left by their ancestors. I let the general look around, and then I took us through the blue-tiled bathhouse, which I felt was the jewel of the citadel.

“This is a marvel,” Bhakoth said as our footsteps echoed through the large room. “What is the recessed portion for? A fighting pit of some kind?”

“No,” I chuckled. “It was a public bath. There are some valves through that big door over there that fill the pool with hot water through a network of pipes.”

“Truly?” the general asked with keen interest. “How modern. A merchant who came to the Encampment recently sold me a copy of a Crardu scholar’s work theorizing about using the pressure from deep water sources to deliver water wherever one liked. It was very interesting. And the ancient Dwarves have already done it? Marvelous.”

Amrila caught my eye and grinned, and I winked back at the Zencarri woman as the unspoken thought passed between us.

If Bhakoth was impressed now, we were about to blow his mind.

I led the others through the rest of the surface tunnels. Bhakoth had to cover his good eye through the floodlights, but I paused long enough to wave at one of the cameras, since I had set it up so Ibseth would get text alerts on her phone when they captured motion.

Then we reached the stairs that led into the big backyard.

“Up there is the surface,” I said as I pointed to the metal door in the chamber’s ceiling and checked my watch. “Amrila, do you have your sunglasses on you? It’s noon, so it’ll be pretty bright up there.”

“I have mine,” Sigrith offered, and she handed over her black, oversized sunglasses and then pulled the hood of her cloak over her head to protect herself in case it wasn’t overcast.

Bhakoth put on the shades, which looked ridiculous perched on his hooked nose, but after he nodded at me, I went up first to unlock the door.

As I pushed the metal door open overhead, clumps of snow fell down into the underground chamber. It must have snowed again while we were away, and I thought about taking the snow plow out as I climbed up into the backyard.

Growler barked as I came up the steps, and he ran over to greet me. Ibseth stood in the back door of her house and waved, and she also looked excited to see me.

I scratched the top of Growler’s head and then stepped to one side so Bhakoth could come up. The general climbed up next, and then he just stood in the yard and seemed at a loss for words as he stared up at the cloudy sky.

As the ladies followed behind Bhakoth, I watched the hawk-faced man and waited for him to speak.

“It’s moving,” Bhakoth finally gasped as he looked at the clouds slowly rolling across the sky. “The ceiling of the world moves?”

Amrila and Sigrith smiled at each other, having gone through all this once themselves, and then moved toward the warmth of the house.

“It’s not a ceiling,” I replied with an amused smirk, and I stood with Bhakoth and let the moment play out. “Those are clouds, several miles above us. They’re made from moisture collecting in the air, kinda like steam. At some point, that moisture will fall back to the ground.”

“Is the ceiling above the clouds?” the mohawked warrior asked as he looked at me.

“There is no ceiling,” I said, but I was aware of how hard that concept was for those who lived in the underworld. “Not exactly. It’s sorta complicated, but it just goes on and on up there. We’re actually on an unimaginably large rock surrounded by a bubble of air. Beyond that is space.”

“Space?” the general echoed as his brow creased with confusion.

“It’s a giant, black void,” I told the Elven man, and I was sure his agile mind could handle the huge concept. “But it’s not empty. Up there are millions of giant balls of fire called stars. And around many of those stars are a dozen or so other worlds each. You see that bright spot over there? That’s our star shining through the clouds.”

“Dozens of worlds around each of them?” Bhakoth breathed as he looked up at the hazy circle of light in the sky. “Worlds like ours?”

“Maybe.” I nodded as I let the wonder of that idea swirl in my imagination. “Human scholars have studied thousands of them, but as far as we know, none of them have life on them. Those worlds are so far away that no one could reach them in a lifetime. But people have theorized that somewhere out there, with all those stars and planets, ours can’t be the only one with life on it. We just don’t have evidence of other civilizations out there yet.”

“I’m overcome,” Bhakoth murmured, and his voice was thick with emotion and wonder. “In the span of two days, my view of existence has expanded far beyond what I thought was reasonable.”

“It makes you feel kinda small, doesn’t it?” I grinned as I looked up at the sky.

“Not at all.” The general smiled and shook his head. “All of this immense space, and yet here we are to observe it. To calculate its grand scale. I feel the rarity of our existence makes us all the more significant.”

“Maybe you should have been a philosopher,” I teased.

“I might yet find the time,” Bhakoth snorted as he finally looked around the yard and took in the rest of his surroundings. “Are all of these buildings part of your holdings? The architecture is fascinating. But is it always this cold?”

“No.” I shook my head as we started to move toward the big house. “This time of year is called winter. In a month or two it will start to warm up. The plants will come back and start to grow again.”

“How strange,” the general mused.

Bhakoth had all sorts of questions, understandably, but they were put on pause as we walked through Ibseth’s back door. Bolra, Pregia, and Gwen were in the kitchen too, ready to welcome us home. I kissed them hello, starting with Ibseth, and we all took a moment to catch up around the table.

“This is Ondur Wyatt Hill,” Ibseth said as she proudly handed the baby to Bhakoth.

The general held my son with the confidence of a practiced father, and he smiled down at Wyatt.

“He is the image of his father,” Bhakoth remarked. “But for his lovely blue skin and graceful ears.”

“You think?” I asked as I looked at my boy. “I think he favors his mother’s side.”

“The child has your face,” the red-haired man replied. “There is no doubt of that.”

We talked about family for a while as Ibseth served tea and coffee to help warm us up, and then I took Bhakoth on a tour of the house and the cul-de-sac.

“This is wealth beyond imagination,” the general said as we finally made our way to Bolra’s house so he could pick out a puppy for Nemthok. “Why you would ever leave it is beyond me.”

“Honestly,” I replied as we walked up the drive to Bolra’s house, “I’m set up for life. And I feel lucky for that. But I’ve never been one to just sit around when there’s a problem to be solved. The Gloom gave me all of this, and as long as Belzat is somewhere down below, plotting his escape, I can’t just sit by and let that happen.”

“That I understand.” The general nodded as he chuckled softly to himself. “We are men of action. A life of leisure wouldn’t suit us. Still, this is impressive.”

I let us inside the house and showed Bhakoth over to the little pen where we kept the puppies.

The young garms had already started to get big. The baby fence wouldn’t be able to hold them much longer. Soon, we’d have to get some kennels and set up a place for them in the basement until spring came around. Then I would make a larger kennel in one of the backyards and look into starting our breeding operation.

I opened the fence to let the puppies roam around for a little bit, and as soon as the plastic gate swung open, the puppies poured out and ran around our feet as their tails wagged and yipped with joy. The general and I played with them until Bhakoth finally picked up one of the bigger puppies and looked her over.

“I think you’re the lucky one.” The hawk-faced man grinned as he stroked the puppy’s ear. “Good, strong limbs so you can keep up with my wild little boy.”

“You’re sure your wives won’t mind?” I asked.

“I don’t think so.” The general shook his head with a sly grin. “Not once they see the look on Nemthok’s face when I present him with this beauty. Thank you again.”

“It’s no problem.” I shrugged as I started to herd the puppies back in the baby fence. “I’m glad I finally got a chance to show you all this.”

“I’m glad you chose to show me,” Bhakoth said as he met my eyes with a serious expression. “I will keep your secret, but I would be lying to say it will be difficult in a way. To know that all of this and more are somewhere just above me. Such a perspective changes a man. But I will take it to my grave.”

“I know how you feel,” I chuckled. “Every time I go out and see regular people living their lives, I wonder what they would think if they knew there’s a whole civilization underground. It makes the day-to-day problems seem so silly.”

“Such is our burden, friend,” the general said as he held his new puppy and stroked her head. “But it will be easier to bear together.”

The difference between Bhakoth and Scourge’s reactions to the surface were so pronounced. The thief had been more intrigued by the luxury and conveniences of the human world. Scourge’s greedy soul had seen the potential for new grifts and the pleasure of boba tea. I kinda liked that about the Zencarri man. But Bhakoth was a different kind of man. The general was awestruck and humbled by the experience in a way I hadn’t expected.

Unfortunately, the general had to get back to his family, so after a late lunch, I took him back down into the citadel.

“I will never forget this,” Bhakoth said as we shook hands next to the magic circle.

“You’re welcome to come back,” I replied.

“Perhaps I will.” The hawk-faced man grinned. “Every once and a while. I would like to see more of your world. I still have a great many questions, but my place is in Chief Ekneme’s service. And one day to Lady Nileme. My duties already keep me from my family more than I would like. But that’s the life of a soldier.”

“Be well, Bhakoth,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder

“You as well, Eddie,” the general replied before he stepped into the rune circle and disappeared.

Once he was gone, I went back up to the surface to change and do some chores around the houses.

As I started to clear the sidewalks from the fresh snowfall, I let my mind turn to more mundane things. Warmer weather wasn’t far off, so I could begin to lay the groundwork for some of the improvements I wanted to make. The biggest project that would require the most planning would be the fence and the gate I wanted to put up around the cul-de-sac.

I was sure I’d have to get all kinds of permits for that, and my head started to hurt just thinking about the red tape. But it would be worth it in the end, and I would know my wives were safe when I was away in The Gloom. Nate was on the chamber of commerce in town, so I would ask him if he had any connections in the planning commission that could help speed up the process.

I’d likely have to submit detailed plans for what I wanted to do before I could get the green light for anything, so while I walked around the half-circle of sidewalk, I took some pictures on my phone and started to work out what I thought would be the best materials for the job.

A tall, chain-link fence would be the cheapest option, but that would be butt ugly and make it feel like a prison yard. I didn’t want my kids to grow up with that to look at every day. I could have Ibseth grow some ivy to eventually cover the fence, but the problem was anyone with a pair of bolt cutters could get through it with or without the ivy.

There were also wood and metal fences. Metal would be tougher, and it could be weather proofed. That was an option. If I had my way, I’d put up a ten to twelve-foot stone or brick wall, but it would be crazy expensive. I had millions in the bank, and even more in investments that Travis looked after, but I’d have to investigate the current costs of materials to decide if that should be a short or long-term goal.

Once I’d finished up my chores, I went into my workshop out back to start organizing the steps to get a wall or a fence up. If I called a couple of contractors, I could get quotes for either type of barrier, which would save me a lot of research. I could also double-check those contractors with one of my old bosses to make sure they were fair.

I’d need to call the surveyor to double-check the property lines. I was sure the city planning office would ask for that anyway, so it would be easier to get it out of the way. Once all that was done, I could apply for the relevant permits.

I looked over the written list and added a few thoughts and concerns. I’d call Meyer too at some point and get an idea of how much of my money was liquid before I decided on a budget range for the project. I’d have to also decide if it was worth my time to tear down the existing wood and chain-link fences separating the yards, or if I’d hire someone for that, too.

Once I was satisfied with the initial plan, I pulled out my phone and called Nate.

“Ahoy, Eddie,” I heard Pearson’s gruff voice answer.

“Ahoy?” I snorted and was caught off guard by the strange greeting.

“Yeah. I was reading up about the telephone war. Bell happened to get to the patent office first, but Edison had a working telephone ready to go, too. It came down to a matter of hours to see who got their invention patented first.”

“Okaaaay. That is interesting. But I don’t see how it explains anything.”

“Edison thought that was the way the phone should be answered. Like on a ship. I think it’s got more flair.”

Nathan was never boring, that was for sure.

“Hey,” I said to get back on track, “did Craig order the drone yet?”

“He sure did,” Nate replied, and I could hear the sly smile in his voice. “He’s been in the back, playing with it all day.”

Fucking sweet.

It was time to spy on some pot farmers.


Chapter Fourteen

The next day, I went over to the shop after breakfast, and when I parked out front, I saw a handmade sign stuck to the front window that read, “Gone Fishin’”. I grinned and locked the Rubicon before I went around back. Nate and Craig were in the backroom, next to Craig’s desk, and they were drinking coffee and talking.

The drone was set on the desk between them. It was a midsized, black quad with a camera mounted on the bottom, and it looked cool as shit.

“Hey, guys,” I said as I walked in.

“Hey, Eddie,” Nate replied as he looked around and saw me.

“Hey, boss,” Craig added.

“Have you tried this out yet?” I asked and gestured to the drone.

“Sure did.” The IT tech grinned. “I was fucking around with it last night after I opened it up, and I removed or switched out anything that could trace it back to us. Had to make sure it worked, you know?”

“Sure.” I nodded.

“I also wanted to have a feel for how it flies,” Craig continued. “It’s a lot easier than I thought, but then, I’ve never had one this fucking nice.”

“You’ve had one before?” I asked.

“A couple.” Craig shrugged. “Thought it would be a good hobby. Tried to monkey around with them to get a little more power. One blew up.”

“Cool story,” I snorted. “I’m not worried at all now.”

“Don’t be,” the IT tech chuckled. “With a little research and the right forums, there’s nothing you can’t learn.”

“Have you tested the camera yet?”

“Yep!” Craig had a proud smirk on his face as he picked up a cheap, gas station cell phone from his desk. “It comes with an app so you can watch the footage real time on your phone, so I got this burner. I doubt any of the guys we’re looking for are all that tech savvy, but I thought it was best not to upload anything onto my personal phone, just in case. Probably best not to underestimate them and get bitten in the ass.”

“Hiring you was one of the best things we’ve ever done,” Nate laughed as he drained his coffee. “You got a tactical mindset, kid.”

“Let’s just hope one or two of these guys are out and about so we can get a look at them,” Craig remarked. “Can’t imagine there’s a lot for them to do outside, since it’s the ass-end of winter.”

“We know they must stay close to where the fields usually are,” I replied. “Since they were able to hop in that Chevy and come after us as soon as we got close. They’re either watching the road or have cameras along the perimeter of the property.”

“We taking your truck, Eddie?” Nate asked as he stood up and grabbed his winter coat.

“Actually, I think we should take yours,” I answered as Craig started to gather up his stuff. “They know what mine looks like. Not to mention that the alignment is all fucked up now since they rear-ended me.”

“We won’t need to get too close anyway,” Craig said as he packed the drone, a laptop case, the burner phone, and a couple of odds and ends into a plastic tote. “This little guy’s got a good range and a full charge, so we’ll be able to park along a side road I found about a quarter mile away. I even planned an escape route.”

“You’re a fucking treasure, Swenson.” I grinned as the metalhead handed me a hand-drawn map on a piece of printer paper.

“Thanks, boss,” Craig said as he hefted his tote. “Honestly, this is the best job I’ve ever had.”

We went out to the back of the shop where Nate’s big, black, early 2000s Explorer was parked, and I grabbed the Galil that I had put in a soft case and placed it in the back of the SUV, right behind the passenger seat.

Just in case.

Craig got into the back with his equipment, and then I got into the passenger seat. The drive back to Millersville was peaceful. Nate found a series of late 70s, early 80s rock stations on the radio, so lots of Queen, Genesis, and Zeppelin songs helped to pass the time as we drove through the snow-covered hills.

“Something is still bothering me,” I said when we were about halfway to the farm. “Where are these guys staying? Where do they keep their stash? Why stay on that property when there’s no crops growing right now?”

“Maybe they live in that trailer?” Nate suggested. “No accounting for taste with men like that.”

“If it didn’t have a wall half missing,” Craig snorted from the backseat. “We also might have missed another building out there. The image available is from last summer when the leaves were still dense.”

I couldn’t imagine living like that, in a busted-up, old trailer. My grandpa’s trailer had been a little dated, but at least it was clean and free of old meth smell. And it had all its walls.

“Maybe we’ll solve that mystery with the drone,” I said finally. “With all the trees bare right now and all.”

Eventually, we pulled into Millersville.

The recent snowfall made the main street look like a Normal Rockwell painting. Some of the shops had put up Valentine’s Day decorations in their windows, and customers in cozy sweaters sipped coffee and cocoa in a small cafe with book-lined walls.

“Maybe we should go ahead and make an offer on that old Dollar Store,” Nate said as we passed through the rest of the town. “Shop is doing well, and the website has us in the black. I know our focus right now is getting the range off the ground, but it wouldn’t hurt to start lining things up for a second location.”

“I’ll have Travis look into it,” I replied. “See if we can convince the current owner to sell, because fuck renting. Reverend Brown was right. This place needs some new businesses to get back on its feet.”

A few minutes later, we passed through the other side of the quaint town and got into the backwoods.

The recent snow made the country roads even more dangerous than the last time we’d come through here, but it wasn’t anything the Explorer couldn’t handle. The worst part was patches of ice hidden under the snow drifts, but Nate handled them with confidence, because he’d driven roads like this his whole life.

Craig directed Nate to the side road he’d found beforehand. It was barely more than a narrow dirt track off the main road, but there was a place where we could pull over and be out of sight of the main road. It was secluded enough for our purposes, and I was grateful for that.

Nate parked and popped open the back as Craig got out and started to get set up. The IT tech placed the laptop on the back hatch of the Explorer and brought up some program to record the video from the drone, and then he grabbed a small, dark gray box and placed it next to the laptop.

“What’s that?” I asked as I pointed at the box.

“It’s a mobile hotspot for Wi-Fi,” Craig replied while he typed. “I didn’t want to trust there’d be a good signal out here, and the drone is going to have to go a ways to get over the pot farm.”

Next, Craig pulled out the burner phone and opened the app he needed.

After a few more keystrokes, he had the laptop connected to the app, and we saw an image from the inside of the tote where the drone still sat. Then Craig pulled out the drone, cleared away some of the snow on the ground with his foot, and set the machine down. The tech went back to the tote and took out a large, complicated-looking controller, and he mounted the burner phone into a bracket on the back meant for that purpose.

As Craig worked, Nate took a screwdriver out of a toolbox in the back of the SUV and started to remove his license plates.

“What are you doing?” I asked as I scrunched my eyebrows.

“No telling how this’ll go,” Pearson replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “But if they end up following us, we don’t want them to ID us right back, do we?”

“Good point,” I snorted. “Let’s hope they were too dumb to do that the first time.”

“I’m not sure how long we’ll have before they spot the drone,” Craig said as he finished up his preparations and double-checked everything. “Like I said back at the shop, it’s not the quietest thing. But all we need is a couple of clear shots of any of the guys to try and get an ID on them.”

“And maybe a look at the property to get an idea of where they might be living,” I added. “That’s where the evidence we might need to connect them to Wallace would be.”

“And the drugs,” Nate agreed. “I’d like to see all that shit taken out of circulation.”

“You’ll both be able to watch the video feed on the laptop,” Craig said while he typed. “I’m going to record it so we can comb through it back at the shop and get whatever screenshots we need, but I think we’re ready.”

With that, Craig fired up the drone.

There was a buzzing hum, and the quad propellers started up and lifted the drone off the ground. It wasn’t quiet, but it also wasn’t as loud as I had expected it to be. I looked down at the laptop and watched as the camera rose to show us three on the ground. The video was really good quality, and I got more hopeful that this might work.

“And we’re live.” Craig grinned as he turned and pressed a key on the laptop to start recording.

Nate and I watched the footage as Craig directed the drone over the trees and toward the property in question. It was cold as fuck outside, but the excitement I felt made that fade into the background. The drone flew over naked trees, a dirt road that had been used in the last few days since the snowfall, and then it reached the area of interest for us.

“There’s the blown-out trailer,” Craig noted as he looked at the feed on the screen of the burner phone. “Looks like they threw some plastic sheeting over the hole, so they’re using it for something.”

“Do we have sound?” Nate asked as he squinted at the laptop and then pulled out his reading glasses.

“We should,” Craig answered. “Just hit the volume button.”

I clicked the plus volume button, and a confused sound came out of the small speaker on the laptop.

It sounded like construction work at first, but then as it got loud enough to be clear, I realized it was some kind of industrial metal music. The goons on the farm must have been blaring it.

“Found one!” Craig said as a man with a pitbull walking next to him came into view.

Craig zoomed in with the camera to get a closer look, and I recognized the man with the wild beard.

“That’s the prick who shot at us!” Nate growled and was understandably still holding a grudge.

But all we could see was the top of his head at the moment.

“Wait,” I said as the image zoomed out again, and I spotted something on the ground. “What’s that?”

“What do you see, boss?” Craig asked. “Your screen is bigger than mine.”

“In front of the man and a little to the right,” I replied. “There’s a brownish rectangle in the snow. It looks like there’s a couple of well-traveled paths to or from it. One of them goes to the trailer. Is that an old storm shelter?”

“Could be,” Craig grunted as he found the object I’d mentioned and zoomed in again. “Yeah, I think it is. Looks like that dude is headed right for it.”

“That’s it!” I grinned. “I bet that’s where they’re hiding their stash. Could be where they’re watching the trail cameras from. Look, they have some cords going down there and everything.”

“Looks like they rigged it up themselves,” Nate remarked as he leaned close for a better view. “Just ran a cord from the old power line on the trailer. What’s that other one? Cable?”

“Probably for internet,” Craig answered.

“But why have internet in a storm shelter?” I asked. “They’re not made for long-term use. You just plan to be there for a couple hours if there’s a tornado. I think they’ve probably dug it out further and made some kinda bunker down there.”

On the video, Beard Guy walked up and thumped his foot on the wooden door a couple of times, and after a pause, another man came out through the door and said something. I couldn’t hear it over the sound of the metal music, but I could tell from the other man’s face that the conversation was heated. Then the second man climbed the rest of the way out of the hole and allowed the storm door to close.

The man who’d come out of the bunker didn’t have a jacket on, which told me that the space underground had to be climate controlled somehow. He was in a dingy, gray t-shirt, and I could see several faded prison tattoos on his arms. Prison Tats also had short, dark hair and was slightly smaller than Beard Guy, but the man was still barrel-chested and had thick, python-like arms like he worked out regularly.

“Is there a way to get a better shot of their faces?” I asked Craig.

“I could fly lower or get around to the side and try to zoom in,” the tech replied.

“The second one,” I said in a firm voice. “We planned for them to see the drone, but let’s not make it too obvious.”

“You got it, boss.” Craig grinned and started to move the drone from where it hovered over the two men and the pitbull.

As the view moved sideways, I intently watched the laptop screen.

Even when Craig started to zoom, it wasn’t as good as a head-on view of either of them, but then Prison Tattoo looked up, right at the camera, and did a double take.

“Fuck, yeah!” Craig cheered. “Got you, asshole!”

Prison Tattoo started to shout and point at the drone, but I could barely hear him over the sound of the metal music.

The pitbull started to bark at the drone as the men ran for the trailer, and Craig giggled maniacally as he dipped the drone and chased after them. Craig tried to get close to one of the windows to see into the busted up trailer, but before he could, Prison Tattoos crashed through the broken screen door again with an AR in his hands.

Beardy was right behind him with another rifle in his hands that I didn’t have the time to identify in the moment.

“Get the drone out of there,” I said. “They might shoot it down, but we want to make this look good.”

“On it,” the tech snorted as he focused on the cell phone screen in front of him.

The video showed the ground falling away as the drone rose higher into the air, and for a moment, I thought we might actually get the drone back. The camera got above the trees, but then there was a loud bang that came through the speakers, and we heard it in real life as well in the distance.

A split second later, the feed glitched out.

The laptop screen flashed “No Feed” in bright, green letters, and I took that to mean one of the pot farmers had managed to shoot the drone down.

“Let’s pack up and get out of here,” I said as I closed the laptop.

Craig quickly ran back to the Explorer and threw his stuff back into the tote while Nate got into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

I snagged the Galil from behind my seat and hopped in, and I quickly unzipped the case and pulled out the rifle. I’d also packed a couple of knitted ski masks in the case and handed one to Nate.

“Put this on,” I said. “And put it over your face. With any luck, they won’t find us with Craig’s escape route, but you never know.”

“Hell yeah.” Nathan grinned as he worked the mask over his head with one hand.

“I’m not trying to question you,” I said as I looked at Pearson, with his one arm cut off just a couple inches below his elbow. “But are you sure you don’t want me to drive?”

“Boy,” Nate chided as he looked at me through the eye holes of the ski mask. “I dare any able-bodied man to drive half as well as I can with one and a half arms. I got this.”

“Okay,” I laughed as Nathan revved the engine to punctuate his point.

The conspiracy theorist peeled out onto the road as the back tires threw up plumes of snow, and then we pulled out onto the main road and started to follow Craig’s hand-drawn map. It basically led us away from Millersville and eventually brought us back to the highway to get back home. It went pretty well, too, for a while.

Then we heard the roar of a six cylinder engine behind us, and I turned and saw a 68 Charger fishtail onto the road around a sharp turn.

“Get on the floorboards and cover your head, Craig,” I said in a calm voice as I watched the matte black, classic car fly up the road behind us.

The tech got down without comment.

“Didn’t take them long to find us,” Nate remarked as he carefully started to speed up.

“It’s not the Chevy,” I said as I turned back around and watched the Charger through the rearview mirror. “They might have split up to try to find us, but that frame is real low to the ground. If they go over the wrong bump in the road, it’ll tear the shit out of the underside. Not to mention the ice. We could lose them on these rough backroads.”

“Let’s hope.” Nate tightly gripped the steering wheel and stepped on the gas.

Then he started driving like a fucking demon out of hell.

It was wild how much dexterity he had in the stump of his missing arm, plus the crazy maneuvers he’d learned to keep control of the heavy SUV. But my stomach still flip-flopped every time I felt the wheels slip on a patch of ice.

I gripped the door with each hair-raising turn, and I held the Galil down on my lap with my other hand. I wanted to keep that out of sight unless I needed to use it. The Charger struggled to keep up, but those rednecks still knew these roads better than we did. I thought we lost them once or twice, and then that matte black classic would scream out from around a corner and be right on our tail again.

“Almost to the highway,” Nate snarled through gritted teeth. “I don’t think they’ll follow us onto seventy, where they might run into the highway patrol.”

“We would too, though,” I replied. “And we’re the ones who don’t have plates.”

“Fuck!” Nate spat as if that thought hadn’t occurred to him.

But the Charger must have realized we were about to get away, because the guy in the passenger seat rolled down the window, pointed a pistol haphazardly at us, and started to shoot.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I heard Craig shout in the back behind me.

“We’re good, Craig!” I shouted back to reassure him. “It’s gonna be fine,”

I took a couple of quick breaths to psych myself up, and then I rolled down the window and leaned out with the Galil tightly gripped in my hand.

The blast of cold air was brutal, even through the knitted mask, but I turned and anchored my foot inside the car as I took aim. I didn’t want to hit the engine block. The classic car was made of metal, and the bullet might just ricochet off. Instead, I aimed at the black asphalt under the Charger as we reached the paved roads that someone had bothered to clear of snow.

The guy with the pistol shot a couple of times, but his aim was shit. If I could get my shot right, it would take out the tire.

I took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger.

My first bullet gave off a spark as it hit the blacktop, but the Charger didn’t slow down. As I aimed for my next shot, the guy in the passenger seat finally leaned out to get a better shot.

It was Prison Tats.

My eyes narrowed when I watched him try to aim at me, so I fired again and quickly pulled myself back into the Explorer as the dark-haired man got off his shot. It took out the side mirror, but that was all.

My head rang with adrenaline as I got ready to take another shot. I didn’t think I’d hit anything at first and was already planning to just fire through their windshield to discourage pursuit, but then the Charger suddenly lost speed.

The driver of the other car tried to hit the brakes, but there must have been some black ice on the road, because the Charger lost control and careened off the road, nose first into a ditch.

“Fuck, yes!” I hit the roof of the Explorer because I was so amped.

“What happened?” Craig asked from the floorboards.

“Just Eddie, causing chaos,” Nate snickered as he glanced at me and gunned it toward the highway. “The fucking legend.”


Chapter Fifteen

Nate got us to the highway, and then he found an exit where we could pull off and get the plates back on the Explorer. We found an abandoned gas station with a chipped and faded sign that still advertised gas at a dollar and fifty-six cents a gallon, so I could only imagine how long ago the station must have gone out of business.

Nate pulled around the back of the convenience store with a little cartoon cowboy for a mascot, and once we were out of sight of the major roads, the three of us got out and regrouped.

“You alright?” I asked Craig.

“Yeah.” The small-framed, blond man nodded, but he still looked a little pale. “I’ve been in some hairy situations a few times, but I’ve never been shot at before. That was fucking weird. Sorry my escape route didn’t work.”

“Far as I can see, we did get away,” Nate grunted as he got down to screw the license plate back on the front of the SUV. “How about one of you boys help me with this? It’ll go a lot quicker with three hands.”

The sandy-haired man chuckled quietly at his own joke as Craig went over to help.

Meanwhile, I checked my Galil over and made sure the chamber was clear before I put it back into the case. At least we’d gotten what we’d come for. There was at least one clear shot of Prison Tats’ face, and we might be able to ID Beard Guy, too, if Craig could find them through social media.

Then we’d have a clear idea of who we were dealing with, or if they had any connection to Chase Wallace, since he was our actual target. Getting to help the people of Millersville was a nice bonus, but I couldn’t let my empathy for the town pull my focus. Whoever these pot farmers were, they were bad people.

No. Not pot farmers. Drug dealers.

If it was just a little weed, that would be whatever. It wasn’t my scene, but there were worse things in the world, and these bastards had brought that worse shit to a small town that was already beaten down. And Wallace had played a part in every single one of their crimes and likely profited from them.

“You guys about ready?” I asked as I put my rifle case in the back of the Explorer.

“Yep,” Nate replied, and he got the last screw in as Craig held the plate in place. “Who’s hungry?”

“Starving,” I chuckled. “Shoot-outs really take it out of a guy.”

So, the three of us jumped back into the Explorer, found the closest fast food place, and got some burgers for the road.

Once we got back into Westherst, Nate drove us back to the shop.

“I’ll get started on this,” Craig said as he grabbed the plastic tote with his laptop and other electronics from the back of the SUV. “Use some facial recognition software to comb the internet for possible matches. I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything.”

“You did good work today,” I replied as I opened the back door of the shop for him. “Don’t forget to get some rest.”

“Oh, I’m not fucking sleeping tonight,” the tech snorted as he carried the tote into the backroom. “I’m still buzzing after that shit.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled before I turned to Nate. “I think you missed your calling as a rally driver.”

“Shit, maybe I still could be.” Pearson grinned and shook my hand. “Have a good one, Eddie. I’m sure I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“See you later,” I said, and then I went back to the Rubicon, drove home, and ate dinner with my wives.

There was something about being around seven of my wives that relaxed me. I loved listening to the incredible, beautiful women talk about mundane things that had happened during the day. And the way they each doted on me and showered me with affection was exactly what I needed to feel refreshed after such a crazy day.

The ladies had planned to watch new episodes of some of their favorite shows together, and normally, I would have joined them. But that evening, I felt like I needed a little time to myself, so I went out to my shop, and Growler snuck in behind me at the last moment. As my trusty garm curled up in his dog bed in the corner, I grabbed a beer out of the mini fridge, and then I sat down at my drawing table to work on a couple of pieces for Gwen to hang on her wall.

It took me a while to think of what I should draw, but I landed on a pair of images that would depict two of my favorite places in The Gloom. The Crystal Growth was a remarkable sight, and I thought the colors of the magical, living crystals that grew there would go nicely with the print Gwen already had in her living room.

The other would be a view of Glecik from a bend in the river, but I’d take some artistic license with the color palette, since the dim, purple light in the Twilight region wouldn’t go with the Spiran woman’s decor. Instead, for the Glecik picture, I’d take inspiration from the soft pastels the Impressionists tended to favor.

Unfortunately, my mind kept wandering as I tried to sketch out some ideas, and after an hour or so, I stopped and took a sip of my beer.

“I just can’t concentrate, buddy,” I said as I glanced over at Growler.

The big, white dog lifted his head from his dog bed where he’d started to doze, and he cocked his head to one side, almost as if he’d asked ‘what do you mean?’

I chuckled to myself as I went over and scratched his ears for a moment, but the restless feeling didn’t go away. I needed to stretch my legs.

“Come on, buddy,” I said as I walked over to the door of the shop.

Growler huffed as he got up and then followed after me. I walked around the big yard for a moment, and Growler brought me a stick to throw for him a few times. I noticed Ibseth in the kitchen window of her house as she put something in the sink, and when the Elven woman glanced up and saw me, she waved and smiled.

Ibseth was beautifully backlit by the soft glow of the kitchen light, and the light created a halo around her white, luxurious hair, so she looked just like an angel. I smiled and waved back, and she blew me a kiss before she went back into the living room with the other women. Then I looked at the back of the house and really felt like a king.

Ibseth’s house was bigger than the one I’d grown up in. My parents worked hard, but never had much to show for it, and I always thought it would be the same way for me, too. But there I was, in a huge backyard, in a cul-de-sac where I owned every house free and clear. It had all happened in such a short time and still felt like a dream.

Growler brought his stick back and drew me from my thoughts, and I threw it again for him. As the garm chased after it, my eyes fell on the trailer, where my life really started. I couldn’t say why, but I started to wander in the direction of the trailer’s back door, and the snow under my feet made a soft crunching sound with each step. I didn’t have a plan or any reason to go in there, but I let myself in and breathed in the scent.

The smell in the trailer wasn’t anything in particular. Maybe the old carpet or the faint fragrance of Grandpa’s cigarettes that never really went away. But that smell triggered the memory of my first night in the old place, and I guess I had felt like a king then, too. Just a kid fresh out of art school, who was proud to have a home in my own name already. No job, barely any money, but still excited for the future.

Growler came through the door behind me and started to sniff around the living room, and I realized there was something important about this moment. A sort of magic in the air, even though it was just a random night in January in the middle of nowhere, Ohio.

But why would I feel this way?

I started to putter around the old place. No one lived there at the moment, so there wasn’t anything to clean. Ibseth still came in to dust and vacuum from time to time, but that was it. I started to wander down the hall, toward the master bedroom where I had my big safe, which was where I kept my gold and other valuables from The Gloom I hadn’t sold to Owen.

It was also where I’d left the Eye of Vallis.

Since I was in such a whimsical mood, I opened the safe and looked inside. There were several sacks of gold and a few loose coins, and on the shallow shelf along the top was a pendant, some jewels wrapped in velvet, and the button that Scar had once given me in an old ring box for safe keeping. The Eye was placed on top of the gold at the bottom, so I picked it up, closed the safe, and took the magical belt back into the living room.

As I sat down on the couch, Growler padded over and put his head on my knee, and I looked into the jeweled eye for a moment in the peaceful silence.

“Do you want to show me something, Val?” I asked as I allowed my imagination to lean into this strange feeling that had come over me.

I was half joking, but I started to focus more on the center of the onyx pupil.

Then I closed my eyes and tried to clear my head, like they say to do in meditation. It wasn’t something I was good at, sitting still and thinking about nothing at all. My mind was always on the next move, but I tried anyway, and as I focused on my breath, I could hear Growler breathing, too.

Even the garm had grown eerily still, so maybe Growler felt the same thing I did.

As I cleared my thoughts, there was a vague flash of an image in my mind. I could see my hands, clad in gauntlets reach out, but they weren’t my hands.

Then I could see another set of hands reach toward me out of the blackness. They were swarthy and slender, like an artist’s hands, and they held the Eye out to me. The details were misty, like something out of a dream I’d already started to forget. But my eyes followed those hands up to arms clad in rich fabric, and the arms led up to the narrow chest and shoulders.

And then I saw a face.

The vision, or whatever it was, faded before I could try to hold onto it. I knew I had seen a man’s face, but I couldn’t recall what it looked like other than an impression of deep, unimaginable sadness.

I opened my eyes again and looked at the belt in my hands.

“What the fuck was that?” I said out loud. “Was that when Vallis gave this to the Yennih chief?”

I wasn’t sure. But it was something.

Ondur had said I’d be able to access more of the Eye’s powers the more I used it, so maybe I was finally imprinting on the belt. I tried to bring back that vision a few times, but it was gone.

What if I tried to get it to show me something else?

I cleared my head again and concentrated.

Show me the drug dealers, I thought as I gripped the belt in my hands.

Nothing happened for a moment, and I was about to give up. But then I was suddenly filled with a mix of conflicting emotions. The fear came through first. Fear of getting caught, or being watched. Constant paranoia, fueled by addiction. My gut wrenched as I felt a painful need to try to numb that paranoia and fear, which led to more addiction.

I was nauseous from it and damn near threw up. There was a mix of other things, like greed and the desire for control and power, but nothing trumped the fear that laced its way through everything else. I didn’t see anything. Just the backs of my eyelids. Then it all became too much, and I opened my eyes as my hands released the Eye of Vallis and dropped it onto my lap.

My garm growled softly, but it was more a sound of concern than aggression. The emotions I’d experienced were gone as quickly as they came, and I looked around at the familiar sights in the trailer. But the mystical feeling that had led me here was gone, too.

The moment was over.

“Fucking weird,” I muttered, and I scratched Growler’s head to let him know I was okay.

There was no way to be sure, but I suspected I’d just gotten a glimpse inside one or all of the drug dealers’ minds.

Scrying was supposed to be one of the powers the Eye had. If that’s true, I wasn’t a fan. I felt like I needed a scalding hot shower after all that, but it was still useful, I guess. The drug dealers were scared shitless and confused, which meant they were more likely to make mistakes or not think things through. But they’d also be all the more dangerous and unpredictable at the same time.

I put the belt away, locked up the safe, and then led Growler back to Ibseth’s place. The house was quiet as I walked in through the sliding glass door and took off my wet boots, and Growler sat on his haunches next to me and waited for me to dry off his feet. I’d trained the garms to do that so they wouldn’t make tracks through the house.

“Good boy,” I said in a low voice, and I grabbed a little hand towel in a basket next to the door and wiped his feet off. “Now go to bed, buddy.”

Growler listened and curled up in the dog bed in the dining area.

Then I took a quick shower and changed into a pair of flannel pajama pants before I went upstairs. As I walked down the hallway, I heard the soft sound of Ibseth singing, and I carefully poked my head into the nursery.

The white-haired woman was sitting in the rocking chair and nursing our son.

The moonlight streamed through the window and pooled in her hair as she rocked Wyatt. Ibseth’s voice was light and soothing as she sang a simple lullaby, and I felt a touch of that magic from before return. No matter how hard of a day I ever had, I would always have this to come home to.

And that made everything worthwhile.

I was about to go to the bedroom to wait for Ibseth, because I didn’t want to accidentally wake the baby, but my first wife looked up and saw me.

“Hello, my king,” the Elven woman said in her soft, gentle voice.

“Hey, sweetheart,” I replied in barely more than a whisper, and I was careful to avoid the floorboards I knew would squeak as I crept into the room. “How is he?”

“Asleep again.” Ibseth smiled as she looked down at the bundle in her arms. “I was about to try to put him down.”

I stepped over to the side of the rocking chair and looked down at my son. The boy was passed out hard, and he only half suckled in his sleep. Wyatt would be a month old soon, and he’d already grown so much.

“I got him,” I whispered as I gathered the baby up in my arms.

As I carried Wyatt to the crib, Ibseth straightened her nightgown and then came over to stand next to me.

“I told you we would make beautiful babies,” Ibseth whispered.

“You did,” I chuckled and turned to my wife. “Now, you wanna come mess up that big bed with me?”

“Of course,” the Elven woman giggled.

Ibseth took me by the hand and led me back to our room, and after we made love, I held my wife and fell asleep to the sound of her quiet breathing.

The next day was pretty normal, which for my family wasn’t very normal at all. I had the chores caught up for the most part, so I spent some time researching prices for building materials and different contractors in the area.

Once the weather broke, I wanted to get started on some of the home improvement projects I had planned, so I made a draft for where I wanted the wall around my properties to go. The surveyor would be able to tell me how far back the property lines actually went, but this was a good starting point to get an estimate of how much it all might cost. After I got the whole Wallace bullshit settled for Meyer, I’d have Travis move around some money to figure out a timeline. There was still the range remodel to think about, and maybe the property in Millersville to buy.

While I had millions to play with, it wasn’t an inexhaustible supply of money, and I’d probably have to space out some of these projects and prioritize. The range would bring in good money, once we got it off the ground, and that could help fund everything else I wanted to do.

After I worked on my plans for a while, I also spent some time with my family. Mostly, it was just a lazy day around the house, which was just what I needed to clear my head. But I still wanted to hear what Craig had dredged up on the drug dealers, so that evening, we had Nate and Craig over for dinner after the surplus store closed.

Ibseth and Bolra worked on dinner, while Nileme set the table. Gwen and Pregia were in the living room playing with the baby, and Amrila and Sigrith went out on a beer run.

Life in the Hill household was downright cozy sometimes.

Around seven, there was a knock at the door, so I got up to answer it.

When I opened the door, there was Craig, dressed in probably the only button-up dress shirt he owned. The blond metalhead looked uncomfortable as he held up a bottle of wine and some flowers, and he also had his laptop case slung over his shoulder.

“You didn’t have to get dressed up for me,” I chuckled as I let Craig inside.

“I wasn’t sure how to dress,” Craig snorted. “I’ve never had a boss invite me to dinner at their house. Mom said I should make an effort. She kinda insisted on it actually.”

“How is your mom?” I asked as I took the wine and flowers from Craig.

“Really good.” Craig nodded and grinned. “That health care package you and Nate offered me is the shit. I was able to get her in to see some specialists in Cleveland. Dr. Reiner was even able to get her to stop smoking.”

That made me feel good. Craig had put his life on hold to take care of his mother. He was a good son like that. And the fact I was able to do something to help meant the world to me.

“That’s awesome,” I replied. “Let me introduce you to my wives.”

“Wives?” Craig repeated in a confused tone, but he didn’t ask any further questions though as I took him around and introduced him to the women.

If Craig was shocked by my living situation, he had the manners not to show it.

Soon, Nate showed up, and we all sat down to dinner. Ibseth and Bolra had made a savory, tender brisket and enough sides for a small army. The conversation was lively, but mostly stayed on general topics.

Then, once we’d all eaten, Pregia and Amrila stuck around to help Ibseth clean up, while the other women went over to Gwen and Sigrith’s place to get ready for a movie night they’d planned. Nate, Craig, and I stayed at the table as the ladies cleared it, and the three of us discussed some business for the store.

“I’m just going to bundle up Wyatt, and then we’re going to join the other girls,” Ibseth said as she brought us one last round of beer.

“I can watch him here,” I offered, and I held out my hands for the baby.

“Are you sure?” the Elven woman asked as I took our son. “I know you men had things you wanted to talk about.”

“I got him.” I shook my head. “You should get a night to yourself. Plus, it seems silly to take him out in the cold when I’m right here.”

“You’re amazing,” Ibseth sighed and kissed me.

“I do what I can,” I snorted. “Have fun.”

“You are one lucky man,” Craig remarked after the ladies left.

“I know, right?” Nate said through a big belly laugh. “Women just throw themselves at this guy. It’s wild.”

“I agree,” I laughed. “I am very lucky. But we didn’t come here to discuss my love life. Have you had any success, Craig?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” The tech grinned and went to get his laptop case from the living room.

“He was working on it all day,” Nate leaned over and whispered to me. “Wouldn’t tell me a thing. Said he wanted to present the information when we were all together. We’ll probably have to give him a raise after this.”

“We definitely will anyway,” I chuckled. “Once we open the range and another couple of shops, he’ll have a lot of work to do. And some of that will involve travel. We might need to get him a company car, too.”

“Man.” Nate whistled. “Being a boss is expensive.”

A moment later, Craig came back in, set his laptop on the table, and fired it up.

“Gentlemen,” he said, and he turned the laptop around so we could see the screen. “I present to you, Donald “Donny” Hauser.”

On the screen was a picture of Prison Tats.

Donny was passed out in a lawn chair, shirtless and slumped over. There was some text next to the picture, and the layout looked like the first slide of a PowerPoint presentation.

“Neither of you will be shocked to learn he’s a total piece of shit,” Craig went on. “He inherited the property from his late mother but was unable to pay the mortgage and back taxes. Until one day last year, when he mysteriously sold it to a shell company.”

“That’s when Wallace bought the place?” Nate asked.

“Yep.” The tech nodded and went to the next slide. “And someone must have paid a lot of money to shuffle around that paperwork and keep it out of public records. That’s why I didn’t find Donny in my first searches.”

“What do we know about him now?” I asked as I shifted Wyatt in my arms.

“He’s got a rap sheet,” Craig remarked, and a mugshot appeared on screen. “He was picked up on a minor drug charge when he was barely out of high school. Served a couple years. Then there’s a statutory rape charge, but it was dropped. And a dropped assault charge, too.”

Craig flipped to the next slide, which was a series of cell phone photos from different parties. A lot of the people in the background look underaged and had red Solo cups in their hands.

“While the statutory charge was dropped,” the tech went on, “Donny does seem to have a thing for much younger women. I’m kinda shocked he’s not gone back to prison, because he’s all over different social media sites drinking with teenagers.”

“Ugh,” Nate groaned as his lip curled. “That does validate the Amish guy’s story about the football player, though.”

“Yeah,” I sighed in disgust. “Fuck. Alright. What else do you have, Craig?”

“Donny only has one social media account under his own name,” the blond man said as he clicked to the next slide. “It’s mostly memes and pictures of guns. But that could be a lot of guys around here. However, Donny’s Facebook page starts to veer into more problematic territory.”

The next images that popped up on the laptop were screenshots, and I was shocked Hauser hadn’t been banned. The pictures of guns were whatever, but some of the memes and jokes were downright racist, gross references to underage girls, and anti-government to the point of being threats against public officials.

“Wow.” Nathan whistled. “I mean, I’ve run into guys like this at the booths hidden at the back of gun shows. But at least they try to be subtle about it. The rest of it is just abhorrent.”

“Agreed.” Craig nodded. “But I looked at some of the sites these memes came from, and I think I found Mr. Hauser’s screen name in some forums.”

“What did that turn up?” I asked.

“Shortly after Wallace bought Hauser’s property, Hauser started to ask questions on these forums about making a bunker out of shipping containers.”

“Really?” I took a sip of beer. “We’d guessed they were using the storm shelter for something.”

“Yeah, I think they moved their grow operation down there,” Craig replied. “Upgraded to hydroponics and generators. Maybe started cooking meth again. We’ve also had reason to believe they’re selling prescription drugs and heavier street drugs. Down there has to be a DEA agent’s wet dream.”

“And they were only able to do that because Chase Wallace financed the whole thing,” I said as I gently bounced Wyatt in my arms. “Do you think there’s a record of that down there, or something that could link the operation to Wallace?”

“Donny is pathologically paranoid,” Craig answered. “From his posts and comments over different forums, this guy assumes everyone is out to get him. He thinks he’s pretty clever, too. But not clever enough to use different screen names across different platforms. I’m sure he’s got some kind of insurance in case Wallace tried to screw him over.”

The word “paranoid” sparked my memory.

The Eye of Vallis had shown me exactly that feeling in connection with Hauser. But it hadn’t been just him. The Eye had revealed to me several minds because I’d asked to see the drug dealers. From what I’d experienced in the trailer, there were at least two or three more guys, and we knew about the guy with the beard.

Who didn’t we know about?

“See if you can figure out who’s working with him,” I said to Craig. “I’m assuming you didn’t see the hairy guy in any of the social media posts. But an operation of that size would need a whole team to manage it.”

“Who the hell would work with someone like Hauser?” Nate scoffed.

“More guys just like him,” I replied. “But less aggressive. Hauser would want to be top dog. I bet it already pisses him off that he has to answer to Wallace, or whoever Chase uses as a go-between.”

“They wouldn’t be locals, either,” Nate added. “Otherwise, those old guys in Millersville would have known them. Hauser would have been away for years in prison. He might have only come back when his mom died, and he got the property. That might be why the Amish guys didn’t know him.”

“That’s a good point.” I nodded.

“I’ll see what I can find out,” Craig said. “But I should get going. Gotta check in on Mom.”

Nate and I said goodbye to Craig, and I walked the IT tech to the door.

“This got out of hand quick,” Nate said in a deceptively cheery tone when I came back to the table.

“Yeah, it did.” I nodded as I sat back down.

Wyatt had fallen asleep in my arms, so I pulled the bassinet Ibseth kept in the dining room over with my foot, and I gently set the baby down.

“My question to you is, how far do you want to take this?” I asked Nathan as I picked up my beer.

“What do you mean, Eddie?”

“The information we need is likely down in that bunker,” I explained as I chose my words carefully. “We could call in an anonymous tip to the Millersville police department, but they’re not going to know how to handle this. Maybe they call in the big guys from Cleveland, but they’ll go in with sirens. By the time they find the bunker, Hauser might have burned anything that could implicate him.”

“That’s probably true,” Nathan said as he leveled a speculative look at me. “We could hand this all over to Travis?”

“The whole point of us doing this is to keep Meyer’s name out of it.” I shook my head.

“What’s left after that?”

“I know a guy in Cleveland,” I said as I drained my beer. “He’s pretty good with this kinda thing, so I’m thinking about giving him a call. But to be clear, I think we need to get into the bunker and find whatever evidence there might be to prove Wallace knows about the drugs and is getting money from them.”

“Well…” Nate grinned. “I hope your buddy in Cleveland likes guns.”

“He fucking loves them,” I snorted.

“Then it looks like we might have to take another fishing trip to Millersville soon.”

I knew that was Nate’s way to tell me he was in, all the way.

“I’ll update Travis,” I said. “Maybe not all of it. But I’ll tell him we’ve made some headway. I’ll call you sometime soon, and we can plan a night fishing trip.”

“Sounds good, Eddie.” Pearson nodded as he got up. “But I should go get some sleep. Have a good night.”

I showed Nathan out and then went back into the dining room to take Wyatt up to bed.

But one thing was certain to me.

I needed a fucking look inside that bunker.


Chapter Sixteen

I changed and fed Wyatt before I put him down in his crib. Then I went back downstairs, grabbed another beer, and sat down at the kitchen table again, but before I texted Meyer, I took a moment to gather my thoughts.

How much should I tell Travis?

I had promised to help the lawyer with this problem so he could keep his hands clean. The whole point was to protect Meyer’s plausible deniability. Nate and I hadn’t really nailed down any details, but we’d agreed that we needed to get into the bunker to find anything we could use to link Hauser and his associates to Wallace. I needed to make another call first to work this out, and I knew just the sketchy character to ask about this.

I dialed Owen McElfresh and was reasonably confident the “businessman” would still be awake.

“Eddie, love,” I heard the Irishman answer after a few rings. “How’s the family?”

“Good,” I replied. “The ladies are having a movie night, so I’m home with the baby. Just put him down.”

“Father of the year,” McElfresh chuckled. “My ma always used to joke she could count on one hand how many diapers Dad changed. And there were quite a few of us. You know, Catholics.”

“What about you?” I laughed. “How did things go with that brunette the other night?”

“Oh, pretty well. A gentleman never kisses and tells, you know? I don’t think we’ll be seeing each other again, though. But to what do I owe the pleasure of this late night call?”

“I’d like your opinion on something,” I said as I got up to grab a pen and paper.

Then I gave Owen the highlights of what we’d found out about Hauser so far.

“I see,” the short man said in a much more serious tone. “Well, drugs aren’t my game. I might have been cheeky a few times in my youth, maybe found some ‘party favors’ for friends back then. But I learned right away that those sorts of people are not to be fucked with.”

“I know there’s at least one other guy Hauser works with,” I said, “but there’s got to be a few more, right?”

“I’d guess about three more, there on the property. You’d need one or two to mind the store, so to speak. There’s a lot to that kinda operation. Inventory, packaging product for sale, answering the phone like any business.”

“Okay.” I nodded, and I took some notes. “What else would they need?”

“I’d say two more to patrol the area. Keep an eye on things. Cameras would help, but you’d still want some boots on the ground. And if they’re growing plants down there, there’d have to be at least one specialist taking care of all that.”

“So, that’s at least five,” I said.

“And a network of street dealers. An operation that big isn’t limited to one small town. But the boys on the street wouldn’t ever set foot on the property. It would be too suspicious having dozens of people coming in and out all the time.”

“Fair point. But about the bunker. Nate and I think that’s where we’ll find evidence that links them to Wallace.”

“Most definitely,” Owen snorted. “I doubt these boys are running black bags filled with cash to Cleveland every Friday. They would have figured a way to launder the money and likely wire it to Wallace through an app or something. You’d need a look at their phones, computers, or any flash drives they might have on the premises.”

“Got it,” I replied as I wrote that down. “I’m going to get a hold of Meyer and talk to him about this. As much as I can, anyway.”

“You should have that conversation in person,” McElfresh cautioned. “I don’t mind a chat on the phone because I’ve taken precautions to keep it private. Meyer, on the other hand, is squeaky clean. That’s why we pay him.”

“True.” I nodded. “I’ll go up and see him tomorrow morning, then.”

“So, are you going to tell me about a party and not invite me along?”

“You want to see Travis with me?”

“No. But if you’re going to have a look-see in the bunker, I’d tag along.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I think we’ll probably try to keep it quiet,” I reasoned. “Not sure how yet, but I’d rather sneak in there if we can, turn over what we find anonymously to the authorities, and let them handle the rest.”

“Then you’ll need a distraction to draw them away from the bunker. That sounds like a job for your Scourge. But you’ll also want someone to watch your back while you look around the bunker, and that’s what I’m volunteering for.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I admitted only a little reluctantly. “Alright, I’ll give you a call in a day or so. Thanks, Owen.”

We said goodbye, and I shot Travis a text asking if he was free in the morning.

I’ll have Alice move a few appointments around. I can see you at 9:30, Travis wrote back.

I confirmed the time and then took the paper I had written on over to the sink, and I read it over a few times to commit the details to memory.

Hauser and Beard Guy seemed to be the enforcers. They’d be the ones patrolling the property, so we would need a way to draw out the lackeys handling the drugs in the bunker and distract the enforcers. Maybe if we caused a big enough commotion in the woods, the lackeys would be called up to help defend the property.

The real problem was the specialist growing the pot. Would he be called up too once we created the illusion of a threat? We needed to plan for how to deal with anyone who was still down in the bunker when we went out there.

I took a lighter out from the kitchen drawer and lit the corner of the paper. Then I let the paper fall into the sink, and once it had been consumed by the fire, I washed the ashes down the drain and went back upstairs.

I checked on Wyatt and made sure the baby monitor was on, and Ibseth came back not long after that. I kissed my first wife goodnight, and then I handed her the baby monitor’s receiver and went over to spend the night with Bolra.

The next day, I had to get up early so I could be in Cleveland by nine-thirty. I gave Bolra a smooch on my way out the door, and her pregnant belly poked at me through her robe. The mystic was about three months pregnant now and starting to show. I would have liked to have hung around and spend the morning with Bolra, but I had things to do.

When I got to Meyer’s downtown office, Alice was at the reception desk, dressed in a modest pink dress with a white cardigan over her shoulders. I was also glad to see the office looked tidy again. All the file boxes had been stashed away somewhere, and the waiting room was back to the clean, minimalist aesthetic Travis preferred. Things here were getting back to normal.

“Good morning, Mr. Hill,” the sweet woman said as I walked through the door. “Mr. Meyer said he was expecting you. But first, you just gotta show me a couple of baby pictures.”

“Uhh…” I paused as I quickly tried to think of an excuse for a new father not to have dozens of baby pictures on his phone. “You know, I just uploaded them all onto my computer to free up some space. Sorry. Next time, though.”

“Awww.” Alice’s face fell a little, but she was still a professional. “Next time then. You can go on back.”

“Thanks, Alice.” I knocked on the office door.

“Come in, Eddie,” I heard the lawyer say through the door.

I walked in and saw Travis behind his desk.

The CPA/lawyer was dressed in his usual white button-down and sensible tie. The jacket to his designer suit was nicely hung on a coat rack behind him, and the well-groomed man looked more like himself than the last few times I’d seen him.

“Have a seat, Eddie,” Travis said, and when I did, he interlaced his fingers atop the desk. “I’d like to start with an apology. My behavior at the club the other week was… unprofessional.”

“You mean having a few drinks?” I snorted. “Don’t worry about it. You’re allowed to be human from time to time. I thought it was fun.”

“It was fun,” Meyer agreed with a faint smile, but he quickly donned his ‘lawyer’ mask again. “But how can I help you?”

“I’ve got an update for you,” I said as I considered how much to tell the man. “We think we know how to find some evidence to link Wallace to the pot farm. There’s a bunker on the property. Our guess is they’ve started growing pot down there with hydroponics.”

“That would make sense,” Travis replied. “I did some research into the current laws and medical marijuana markets. I’d wondered why Chase would take such a big risk, getting involved with something that obviously illegal. I suspect his plan is to invest in these men’s operation ahead of potential legalization for recreational use. Medical marijuana is heavily regulated, but recreational laws are a little less stringent for the time being.”

“Do you know if Wallace or any of his shell companies have applied for recreational grow licenses?”

“I’ll have Alice check into that,” Travis replied. “I don’t think he would be able to apply for a license until the actual laws are passed, assuming they will be eventually. But he might have thought to apply for patents, or trademarks for THC products.”

If Chase had applied for a trademark, and we found evidence that could link him to an active pot farm, it would be pretty damning.

It also would lower the bar for how strong the evidence needed to be to implicate Wallace. It would be an awful big coincidence if Chase had set up branding for a company that would sell weed-based products, and there just happened to be a bunch of unlicensed pot growing on land he owned.

Then there would be the harder drugs, too. Wallace would look guilty by association after I had Craig send in the anonymous tip with receipts attached.

“Are you getting close then?” Meyer asked as he leaned forward at his desk.

“Pretty close now,” I replied and tried to sound reassuring. “Just sit tight and keep an eye on the local news. It’ll all be over soon, I promise.”

“Thank you, Eddie,” Travis replied with a sigh of relief. “I owe you everything after this.”

“No, you don’t.” I shook my head. “Sure, I pay you good money to watch over my finances, but you’ve gone above and beyond every step of the way. My kids may never have to work because of your efforts. But if it’s not a conflict of interest, after this, we’re friends and not just associates.”

“You’re one of the only people I know who I’d make that exception for,” Meyer said.

I got up and shook the lawyer’s hand, and after a quick goodbye to Alice and one more promise to come back with baby pictures, I left Cleveland and headed back to Westherst.

As I drove, I thought about what would come next. It was probably best not to wait too long before we went back to Millersville. Hauser already knew someone was onto him.

I didn’t want him to clear out the bunker and move the operation somewhere else, but that wouldn’t be something he and his buddies could do overnight, either. They’d gone to a lot of expense to build the bunker, so Hauser might not be quick to give it up.

Donny Hauser was also the kinda guy who didn’t want to look weak in front of his crew. It was possible he’d stay on the property just to prove something. I would talk it over with Nate and Owen to see what they thought, but if we went in too soon, Hauser and his men would be on high alert. On the other hand, if we waited and let them get a false sense of security, they could also move shop in that time, and we’d have to start over.

So many decisions to make.

When I got back home, I gathered up my guns and took them over to Nileme’s place. The Dolrath woman had part of her basement set up with a worktable and all the supplies I needed.

“You home, baby?” I called into the house after I let myself in.

“I’m down here, Eddie!” I heard the dark-haired Elf shout back up the stairs.

As I headed toward the basement stairs, I heard a feminine grunt drift up the steps, followed by another.

“What the hell are you doing?” I chuckled as I started to walk down.

“Working out,” Nileme replied through heavy breaths.

As I came down the last step, I saw the muscular woman in one corner of the basement as she sat on her new weight bench and finished a set of curls.

Nileme had her dark hair up in a loose bun, and she was dressed in dark yellow workout clothes and covered in a soft sheen of sweat. The muscles in her arms and shoulders were tight and well defined after her workout, and I nearly forgot the reason I had come down here in the first place.

“Looking good, princess,” I teased as I walked over to the other side of the basement and set down my firearms on the worktable.

“I don’t want to let surface life make me soft,” the Dolrath woman replied.

Nileme did one final curl, and then she placed the weight back on the rack and walked over to me.

“Servicing your guns?” the Elven woman asked as she dabbed at her sweat-covered face and chest with a small towel.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Hoping we don’t need them. But Nate and I will probably go back to that farm in the next few days, and I want to be ready for damn near anything.”

“Let me get a quick shower, and I’ll help you,” Nileme offered as she gave me a peck on the cheek and then headed upstairs.

I watched the warrior woman walk away, and I had to say, her golden-colored leggings hugged the curves of her round hips and ass in all the right ways.

It was hard to get anything done when I was married to seven smoking-hot women.

I shook the sexy thoughts out of my head, pulled out my phone, and turned on some music to listen to while I worked. Then I sat down and started to take apart the Galil. Nileme was very well organized, and pretty much everything I needed was within arm’s reach. Rags, gun oil, brushes of different lengths to clean barrels, you name it.

A few minutes later, I heard the shower turn on upstairs and tried not to get distracted by the thought of the dark-haired woman naked. Thankfully, it wasn’t hard to get lost in my task as I checked over each part of the rifle for wear and tear. The Galil had seen a fair amount of use, but I took damn good care of it.

I could probably upgrade to something with a better range or accuracy, but this rifle had seen me through a lot of fights. It was silly to be sentimental about a gun, but it kinda felt like the Lone Ranger’s horse, Silver. I knew just how the Galil reacted and fired. How long it took to switch out a mag, or the time between shots.

Even if I did get another rifle, I would keep this one around. This rifle had helped me win countless titles and riches, even more so than that first Bulgarian AK I’d bought. I’d saved whole villages and taken on armies with the Galil. It kinda felt like a part of me now.

I was so lost in thought, I hadn’t heard the shower shut off upstairs, and it wasn’t until I heard Nileme’s feet on the stairs that I finally looked up from the worktable. The Dolrath woman had changed into a pair of soft joggers, a black sports bra with elaborately criss-crossed straps, and a cropped hoodie she left unzipped.

“Girl, you’re just determined to distract me today, aren’t you?” I teased.

“What?” Nileme asked with mock innocence as she leaned over my shoulder and kissed my neck. “A soldier needs to learn to ignore all kinds of distractions in the field.”

“Fair.” I nodded.

Nileme giggled and pulled up another chair to the table. Then the blue-skinned woman picked up my Glock and started to expertly disassemble it, which was almost as hot as Nileme in her workout clothes, honestly.

“So, why haven’t you talked to any of us about going with you to the farm?” Nileme asked.

“It’s not personal,” I reassured her. “If we were going down to The Gloom, there’d be no question about any of you coming along, but what I have to do at the farm requires stealth. By that, I mean if someone spots us going to or coming back from Millersville, no one will remember a couple of regular-looking human guys. But someone would remember a gorgeous woman with bluish skin and arms like a powerlifter.”

“You could take Amrila along at least,” Nileme said.

The Dolrath woman didn’t sound offended at all. Her tone was more logical, and I knew she was just trying to help.

“You mean the very pregnant woman with reddish skin and long, black horns?” I raised an eyebrow. “She’d stand out even more than you would. It’s just different up here. My plan is to get in and out of there without those drug dealers knowing what happened, but there’s a chance, however small, that it’ll come down to a firefight. If it does, someone on one of the other farms in the area might call the cops.”

“And you don’t want us to get in trouble?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not that kinda trouble. There’s danger in most of the things we do down in the caves and tunnels, but up here, one of you women would be exposed if you got arrested. I couldn’t live with that.”

“And what would we do if something happened to you, my love?”

“I’m going to do everything in my power to keep that from happening,” I vowed as I stopped and looked at my wife. “But if something ever did happen to me, I’ve made sure you’re all taken care of. All you have to do is call Travis and listen to whatever he tells you.”

“It’s not about the money and the houses,” Nileme said as she looked deep into my eyes. “You’re our husband. I’d take care of all my sisters, no matter what, but nothing could ever replace you in our lives.”

“Nothing could replace you, either,” I murmured as I pushed a damp tendril of hair out of my wife’s face. “Any of you. But I promise to be as safe as I can. I’ll have Nate, Owen, and Scourge with me. Probably Craig, too.”

“Scourge?” Nileme grinned as she arched one elegant eyebrow. “Won’t he stand out if someone sees all of you?”

“Scourge can also disappear on command,” I chuckled. “I’d like to see the jail that could hold that man.”

“I guess that’s a good point,” Nileme teased as she went back to cleaning the Glock.

As we worked and listened to music, my phone dinged to let me know I had a text. I fished my cell out of my pocket and saw Nate had sent me a video.

Fuck those dirty fuckers, was all the conspiracy theorist wrote under the link.

I clicked on the link, and it took me to a YouTube video from a small news station in the valley.

“It’s a sad day for Miller High in Millersville today,” a young, male reporter said into a microphone as he stood outside of the high school. “Andy Hicks, a senior on the varsity basketball team, has died of an overdose.”

The news report went on to explain how Hicks and some friends had taken some molly at a party. Several of the other kids had been hospitalized, but they were in stable condition. One of the hospital staff found what was left of their stash in one of the kids’ pockets, and when they ran a test on the drugs, it turned out the molly had been laced with fentanyl.

The authorities were asking if anyone knew where Hicks and his friends had gotten the drug, to come forward with information. Then the video ended with a statement from the Millersville Chief of Police.

“Lastly,” the mustached, middle-aged man in uniform said into a bank of microphones, “I would strongly caution the young people of Millersville to think twice before accepting drugs at a party. If today’s tragic events prove anything, it’s that one night of fun can cost you your life. Please, be safe. Think about your future, and encourage your friends to do the same.”

The live footage then cut out and was replaced by a memorial picture of the deceased.

My ears started to ring.

Andy Hicks couldn’t have been more than seventeen years old. Maybe eighteen at most. I’d been just like that boy once. Young and bored in a small town. Desperate for any hint of adventure and excitement. It was all I could do not to smash my phone against the floor of the basement.

“That poor child,” Nileme breathed, and she gently touched my arm to calm me down. “I don’t understand. How did he die? What’s fenty-all?”

“Fentanyl,” I said through gritted teeth. “It’s a really bad drug. Like a poison. They’re saying someone poisoned those kids.”

“Take some deep breaths,” Nileme said. “Rage won’t solve this. But you can.”

“You’re right.” I nodded and took several cleansing breaths. “I need you to get one of the Seer Stones and tell Scourge to get here now. I’m going to call Nate back.”

“Yes, my love,” the Dolrath woman replied.

Nileme went up the stairs to find one of the Stones while I dialed Nate’s number.

“Those rat bastard, no good, commy dog fuckers!” Nathan ranted on the other end of the line when he picked up.

“I know,” I said as I kept my cool. “But you gotta calm down. Can you pick up Craig and meet me at Ibseth’s place?”

“Yeah,” Pearson rumbled. “Yeah. I’ll see you in a minute. I’m gonna take a second here at the store and grab a couple things.”

I knew exactly what Nathan meant. The sandy-haired man was going to bring some guns and ammo.

I’d have to wait to talk my business partner down when he got here. I wanted all of us to be armed, but if we went in strapped like Rambo, Nate might just find an excuse to shoot first. And our plan was just to find what we needed and let the cops or the feds do the rest.

I sent a text to Owen that read, Party at my place.

I’ll bring the bubbly, McElfresh wrote back.

Then I sat and focused on what I had started. I reassembled the Galil and finished up cleaning the Glock, and as I worked, I allowed myself to get into a meditative state to let the rage run out of me.

I wanted to be deadly calm when I went back to that farm.

Nate and Craig showed up first, and as we sat down in Ibseth’s kitchen, the white-haired woman made a fresh pot of coffee and served it to us.

“Thanks, Mrs. Hill,” Craig said respectfully as he accepted a steamy mug from the Elven woman.

“You’re welcome.” My first wife smiled. “And you may call me Ibseth. I’m going to take Wyatt upstairs and give him a bath. That way you gentlemen can talk.”

“Thanks, baby,” I said.

Ibseth gathered up the baby from his bassinet, gave me a quick smooch, and then went upstairs.

“Not to pile on, boss,” Craig said once my wife was out of the room. “But after the news report hit, I went around the forums we know Hauser uses. I’m sure he had something to do with it. He made a few jokes about how dumb that poor dead kid was. Seemed pretty flippant about the whole thing.”

“That’s not surprising,” I replied as I sipped my coffee. “It would have been weird if he hadn’t been connected to that dirty molly. I think we should...”

“Holy fuck!” Craig suddenly yelped, and he jumped out his chair so fast it fell to the ground with a clatter.

I turned around to look behind me and see what had startled the metalhead.

Scourge was standing outside of the sliding glass door with an amused smirk on his face. Thankfully, the thief must have changed before he came up through the metal door, so instead of his leather armor, or fancy silk robes, the Zencarri man wore one of his tailored suits and his wool jacket.

“It’s okay,” I snorted as I turned back to Craig. “That’s Scourge. He’s a family friend.”

“Sit down and fix your face before you offend somebody, boy,” Nate said.

I got up and let the charcoal-skinned man inside.

“I hope you’ll forgive me,” Scourge said in a sly tone. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“J-Just, uhhh, caught off guard,” Craig stuttered as he sat back down again. “Didn’t expect to see anyone out there, is all.”

I introduced Nathan and Craig to Scourge, and then I briefly explained what was going on.

“I spoke with Nileme on the… phone,” the thief said as he got himself a cup of coffee. “She said you might want my help, so I came over right away.”

“What do you do exactly?” Pearson asked as he gave Scourge a once-over with narrowed eyes.

“He’s old friends with Amrila,” I cut in quickly. “You could say he’s got special training in infiltration.”

“Like paramilitary?” Nathan pressed and was clearly suspicious of the strange newcomer.

“Something like that,” Scourge answered as he sat down at the table. “But that was back in the old country. Before I found the joys of cosplay. I’m also very talented at psychological warfare, and I like to keep my hand in from time to time so I won’t get rusty.”

“So, you were a spy?” Craig asked in a frank tone.

“I wouldn’t be a very good one if I admitted to that.” The Zencarri man shrugged as he blew on his coffee to cool it.

Scourge could be one cool customer when he wanted to be, and I wondered how many spy movies the thief had watched with my wives to learn how to talk like that.

But then there was a knock at the door, and I got up to answer it. It was Owen, dressed in jeans, a t-shirt, and a brown Carhartt jacket. The Irishman could have been mistaken for a good old boy dressed like that.

Until he opened his mouth, of course.

“Scourge is here,” I muttered as I let the Irishman in. “Maybe don’t mention some of the crazier stuff he can do. The other guys don’t know him, and I’d like to keep that stuff secret for now.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Eddie,” Owen replied with a blank face.

Scourge still freaked McElfresh out a little, and Owen liked to pretend that he’d never seen the thief vanish into a puff of black smoke. Which worked out well for everyone.

I brought the short man into the kitchen and offered him a cup of coffee, and once we were all settled, I looked around the table at my friends.

“Alright,” I said. “We need a plan.”

There would be no more dead high school kids on my watch.


Chapter Seventeen

Craig brought up the satellite view of the pot farm. The image was still from spring last year, but it was enough to give us an idea of where the exits and entrances were onto the property. The four of us gathered around the laptop and started to spitball ideas. I started to work on a hand-drawn map based on the satellite image, and then I filled in the details I remembered from the drone footage and my last two visits.

“This is where the bunker door is,” I said as I sketched it out. “The burned-out trailer is here. If there are about five men there most of the day, there has to be another trailer or a camper somewhere that we haven’t seen.”

“This is lovely, Eddie,” Owen remarked in a strangely awed tone as he pointed at the map. “You never told me you were an artist. This could go in the first few pages of a story book.”

“Thanks,” I snorted. “But let’s stay focused.”

“I think they could squeeze a couple caravans in this area,” McElfresh replied and moved his finger across the map. “Here in these dense trees to the north of the trailer. Back home I’ve seen a family of Travelers fit five or six caravans in a space that small. They’d be close enough to the road to keep an eye out, but still be hidden away from prying eyes.”

“Nah.” Nate shook his head with a thoughtful expression. “Granted I don’t know much about the customs of Irish nomads. But I think it’s more likely they’re sleeping, at least part of the time, down in the bunker.”

“That sounds like the worst,” Craig said as he scrunched up his face. “Being underground all the time. There’s only so much oxygen the weed plants could produce. Where’s the air coming from? Not to mention the bathroom situation. Five grown men can’t be using the can in that trailer, assuming it still even works.”

“I doubt they all live there full-time,” Nathan explained. “Maybe two or three of them do. But if they got some start-up money from Wallace, it’s not very expensive to outfit one of them shipping containers with a water tank, septic tank, and an air system to pull fresh air down from up top.”

“Why doesn’t it surprise me that you’ve looked into this?” I chuckled.

“I’ve been thinking about buying a piece of land and building one.” Pearson grinned. “Maybe even to live in. Finally move out from the apartment over the store. Let’s see here…”

The sandy-haired man leaned close to the laptop screen as he put on a pair of reading glasses.

“The trailer is in the same spot,” Nate said, mostly to himself, as he worked through his thoughts. “And it doesn’t look like they pulled up any trees, so I think this area is where the bunker has to be underground. Maybe two or three containers wide.”

I added a dash line around the space in the clearing in front of the trailer that Nathan pointed out.

“This means there has to be some kinda ventilation shaft that comes up outta the ground,” Nate concluded. “My guess is over here somewhere.”

“And it would pull air into the bunker?” I asked as an idea hit me.

“Yeah.” The sandy-haired man nodded. “To bring in fresh air and help regulate the temperature down there.”

“So, if we threw a smoke bomb down there, it would force anyone still in the bunker to come out?”

“Ohhhhh,” Owen snickered with a wicked grin. “That’s brilliant. So Scourge would go in first to stir up a distraction?”

“Yes,” I said in a firm tone. “Scourge will use his skills to draw away as many of the drug dealers as possible. Then we’ll go in and try to subdue any of the men who might be left near the bunker. How are we going to do that?”

“Zip ties?” Craig suggested. “I got a bunch in my trunk. I use them for cord management. Get them in bulk.”

“Awesome.” I nodded. “After that, one of us will drop the smoke bomb in and smoke whoever might be down in the bunker out. Once they’re in zip ties, we’ll go down and toss the bunker for any evidence we can find.”

“The air system may not clear out that smoke too quickly,” Nate commented. “But I can swing by the store and grab some gas masks.”

“Grab four if we have that many in stock,” I said. “We can put them on at the start and hide our identities.”

“But there’s five of us,” Craig said as he took a count around the table.

“I won’t need one.” Scourge smirked.

“If any of us do, it’s you,” the tech snorted. “No offense, but of all of us, you’d be the easiest to ID.”

“True,” the thief replied with a wolf-like smile. “But can you imagine? ‘Constable, it was a demon in the woods with rakish features and glorious horns on his head. He could disappear with a word.’ Who would believe a drug fiend with a story like that?”

“Disappear?” Craig repeated with heavy skepticism.

“I have my ways,” Scourge said. “It will be dark, and I am very good at not being seen when I wish.”

Owen had his eyes fixed on the table in front of him, but he didn’t say anything. The Irish gangster had seen exactly what the Zencarri man meant, and rather than confront the reality of Scourge’s powers, Owen just ignored them.

“Your friend is creepy, boss,” Craig said to me and didn’t bother to lower his voice.

“Flatterer,” the horned man chuckled.

“I’m going to bring Growler and Dread, too,” I said to get us back on track. “They’ll be able to help warn us if one of the dealers tries to sneak up on us. Owen, you’ll stay up top with the dogs and keep any of the men we have to zip tie quiet. And you’ll let us know if anyone else comes along while we search the bunker. Nate and I will search the bunker, and Craig will come with us to deal with any technology we might find.”

“They’ve got what looks like an internet cable leading down into the bunker,” Craig added. “They have to have some computers down there, too. I’ve got a couple of thumb drives. I can download anything useful, then upload it and send it to the police department and the DEA in Cleveland with a burner email account. Then I can call in the tip over 911 to get the local cops there after we’re gone.”

“Is there any way to trace that back to you, Craig?” I asked. “Like, to your phone or computer?”

“Not with all the encryption, firewalls, and one killer VPN I have on here,” Craig replied. “I got my shit sorted.”

“Good.” I nodded. “Nate, take Craig and go get anything you need from the store. Don’t forget the gas masks and smoke bombs. I’m going to talk to the ladies about our alibi. If anyone asks, you were all here tonight, all night, drinking and watching movies. Everyone seen the original Star Wars movies?”

“Yeah,” Owen, Nate, and Craig said at the same time.

“No.” Scourge shook his head.

“It’s got spaceships, robots, and is about rebels fighting an empire,” I explained briefly. “I don’t think it matters for you, though. If the police do come for us, you can just go, uh, home and hide out.”

“I can do that,” the Zencarri man replied.

“We’ll meet back here in an hour and get on the road,” I finished up. “We want it to be plenty dark when we go in.”

As Nate and Craig left to get what we needed from the surplus store, I went upstairs to talk to Ibseth.

Wyatt was asleep in his crib, safe and sound, but I heard the TV on in our bedroom. I gently knocked and opened the door, so I wouldn’t startle my first wife. Ibseth was snuggled up in bed as she watched some dry period drama that she loved, and the Elven woman was in one of the silky nightgowns she hadn’t been able to wear during her pregnancy. I didn’t realize how much I had missed it until I saw Ibseth laying in our bed in one.

“Hey,” I said as I sat on the edge of the bed. “We need to talk real quick.”

“Of course, my king,” Ibseth replied as she paused her show.

“I don’t want you to worry,” I said gently. “But you know what we’re going to do tonight. If anyone asks, us guys were here all night. We had a few drinks and watched three of the Star Wars movies. Don’t add any other details if you can help it. Keep it simple.”

“Alright,” the white-haired woman said with a nod. “You had some drinks and watched the Star Wars movies.”

“Tell the other women, too,” I explained. “I don’t think it will come up, but if it does, that’s what you say. To Enid, Mom, anyone. And if I’m not home by morning, call Travis Meyer.”

“Why wouldn’t you come home?” the Elven woman asked with apprehension.

“I’ll come home,” I said. “Nothing could keep me from you, Wyatt, and the others. But just in case, should there ever be a time I don’t make it home, you call Travis first. He’ll know what to do to make sure all of you are taken care of.”

“My love,” Ibseth said as she put her hand on mine. “You are the finest husband a woman could ask for. I’m glad you have planned for every eventuality, but you will come home to us. Or I will be very cross with you.”

“I couldn’t live with that,” I laughed. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Of course you will.” Ibseth smiled and leaned over to kiss me. “This is where you belong.”

I kissed Ibseth back and then got up to leave.

Ibseth turned her show back on, but I knew the Elven woman was just being brave for me. Ibseth worried every time I was away from her. It was the white-haired woman’s nature, since she found her joy fussing over me and our family.

I went back downstairs and got my firearms together. Then I took a cue from Owen and got dressed in jeans, work boots, a flannel, and my old Carhartt jacket. I’d look like any other good old boy in Ohio and would blend in to the rural area, but I also put on the Eye of Vallis and covered it with the untucked flannel.

Once Nate and Craig got back, the sun had set, and it was time to go.

“Growler! Dread!” I called and gave a whistle. “Come on, boys.”

The two garms padded into the living room, sat on their haunches, and waited for my next command.

“Let’s go for a ride,” I said as I opened the front door.

The white dogs dashed out the door and were clearly excited for the chance of a car ride, and the rest of us walked out into the cold night behind them.

“Think it’s going to be an early spring,” Nate said next to me as he looked up at the night sky. “You can already smell it in the air.”

“Really?” I asked, and I took a deep breath as we walked toward the trucks. “I don’t smell anything. What brought that on?”

“Just talking to distract myself from the nerves.” Pearson shrugged. “What vehicles are we taking?”

“Whose truck is that?” I asked.

There was an old, gray Toyota pickup from the early 90s parked in my driveway.

“Mine,” Owen said in a proud voice as he slapped the hood. “For tonight at least. I figured we’d take at least two vehicles, so we could slip in if we’re being followed. I brought some other fun surprises, too.”

The short man was almost giddy as he opened the passenger door of the Toyota and pulled out a CB radio and two license plates.

“Breaker, breaker,” the Irishman said into the handset as he imitated an American accent. “This is Smoky. Ya read me?”

“What’s all that for?” I snorted.

“So we can talk on the road,” Owen replied in his natural tone. “Don’t worry, these bad boyos frequency hop, so even if Donny-boy has a scanner, he won’t be able to catch more than bits and pieces. And the license plates are for whatever car we use. That way we can ditch them and put the real plates back on once we’re sure we got away.”

“Good work, Owen.” I nodded.

“I’ll throw these on my Explorer,” Nate said. “They’ve already seen it, but we’ll need the room. Plus it’s black, so it’ll be harder to see in the dark.”

“Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll ride with Owen. The dogs will be with us. Scourge, you ride with Nate and Craig. Get in the back and stay out of sight. Once we get to the farm, Scourge will go out first. We’ll give him a fifteen-minute head start before we sneak up to the bunker.”

The men nodded and murmured their agreement, and then we got into the vehicles and quietly pulled out of the cul-de-sac.

The drive to Millersville felt longer this time, so I went over the plan several times in my head to try and pass the time. It was simple, but most of my plans were simple by design. I didn’t like to overcomplicate things. That way, if something went wrong, I didn’t have to worry about dozens of intricate factors to account for.

The part everything else balanced on was Scourge being able to lead most of the dealers away from the bunker. But if anyone could make a scene and draw attention to himself, it was the theatrical thief. I felt pretty confident this would work.

The route we had planned would take us around Millersville itself. People drove through small towns all the time on their way to somewhere else, and there wasn’t anything about either vehicle to draw attention from the locals. Still, the fewer people that saw us pass through, the better. Even our escape route would take us in the opposite direction of the town.

We’d go pretty far out of our way before we picked up I-70, but it would throw off the trail if we were followed. It would also give us time to lose a tail in that event. I just hoped that wouldn’t be necessary.

We found a new backroad to park off of, just north of the farm, and I watched from Owen’s probably stolen truck as Scourge popped out of the back of the SUV. Then the Zencarri man dashed across the road and into the woods on the other side.

“That man gives me the willies,” McElfresh muttered.

“You should tell him that,” I chuckled. “He’d be thrilled. Tell Nate we’re going to move around west of the farm and find another side road to hide the trucks.”

“Bandit, this is Smoky,” Owen said into the radio in his terrible American accent. “Heading west. Requesting you follow. Over.”

“You’re having way too much fun,” I said as the Irishman turned the truck around.

“You only live once.” Owen shrugged.

“Copy,” I heard Craig reply over the CB. “Following you.”

We found another backroad not far from the pot farm. It was dark, but luckily it was a rare, clear night, and the waxing moon was out. It gave us enough light to see an old, abandoned church with a small and forgotten graveyard next to it.

“Oh, I do not like that,” McElfresh breathed as we pulled in around the side of the crumbling building.

“Don’t be superstitious,” I replied as I got out.

“That’s easy for you to say,” Owen scoffed. “You didn’t have twelve years of Catholic education to scar you for life.”

I let the garms out of the truck and quietly whistled for them to follow.

Nate and Craig pulled in and parked next to the Toyota, and then we gathered our backpacks and firearms.

“The burnt-out trailer is that way.” I pointed once I got my bearings. “By the time we get there on foot, Scourge should have had the chance to lead most of the dealers away. I’ll find the air shaft and drop the smoke bombs. Owen and Nate will watch the storm door and subdue anyone who comes out. Craig, you’re on lookout and will zip tie the hands and feet of anyone who comes out of the bunker. Okay?”

“Yeah, boss.” The tech nodded. “I’ll make sure to get them good and tight.”

“Did everyone bring ear protection?” I asked. “We should avoid a firefight for all we’re worth, but these guys might be high on God knows what. That could make them unpredictable.”

“I took the liberty of grabbing some of those Pro Xs you like so much,” Nate replied. “They should fit over the gas masks. Keep your head on a swivel, though. These were designed for combat, but they do take out a bit of your peripheral vision.”

Nathan helped all of us to make sure the gas masks were fitted properly, and then we started to head east, toward the pot farm.

I took point and cut through the woods. It took Owen a minute to figure out how to move quietly through the frozen undergrowth, but Nate and Craig had both grown up in rural Ohio, like me. Years of hunting had taught us how to be silent in the forest.

I felt strangely calm as we snuck onto Hauser’s property. My heart rate ticked up, and my palms started to sweat despite the cold air, but my head was clear and focused. Maybe it was the Eye, or the fact this wasn’t the first time I had snuck up on an enemy, but either way, I was grateful.

As the back edge of the trailer came into view, I heard voices.

“What the fuck was that?” one man asked in a startled tone.

“Shut the fuck up, Kenny,” I heard another hoarse whisper. “It’s them. They’re trying to sneak up on us. Go around and get on their other side. You too, Gideon.”

I held up my hand as the others stopped behind me. Then I motioned for the other men to crouch as I hunkered down with the Galil in my hand.

“Look!” a third, male voice hissed in the distance. “Over there.”

I looked around and noticed what seemed like a bobbing ball of light.

“There they are,” the second man’s voice drifted through the cold air. “Go after them.”

My intuition told me the bobbing light had something to do with Scourge, and it definitely led the men away from the bunker.

As I watched, I saw three silhouettes follow the light into the woods. It looked like they all had shotguns, too, and I hoped the thief wouldn’t get too cocky.

Once they were all out of sight, I motioned for the other men to follow me.

We came up behind the trailer, and fuck, did it look like ass. There were massive patches of mold and the rainbow splashes of old chemicals. I guess it really had been a meth lab once. There was no sound inside the burned-out mobile home, so I half-crouched, half-ran to the other end.

I glanced behind me to make sure we hadn’t lost anyone, but Nathan, Owen, and Craig were all still with me. Even Growler and Dread moved with their stomachs close to the ground as they followed my lead. I looked at the faces of my friends, and each of them were as calm and focused as I was. They weren’t Dolrath soldiers, or my warrior wives, but they were resolved and ready for what would come next.

I nodded at them before I crept up to the edge of the trailer and peeked around the side. There was no one in the clearing, but I could see dozens of footprints crisscrossing the snow in the open area.

“It’s clear,” I whispered to the others. “Come on.”

I carefully moved into the clearing, and my ears felt hot as blood and adrenaline started to pump faster through my veins. As I passed the storm door, I pointed at it. Nate and Owen trained their rifles on the cracked, wooden door in the ground, and Craig held the point of his pistol to the ground as he watched the wood for any surprise guests.

I searched the areas where Nate predicted the ventilation shaft would be, and within moments, I found a wide, tin pipe that stuck up through the snow. It had a metal cone over it as a cover to keep the rain and snow out.

That had to be it.

“Pssst,” I hissed. “Nate, is this it?”

Nathan looked up from the door briefly, nodded, and then looked back down.

I let the Galil hang from the shoulder strap and started to work off the metal cap from the pipe. I had to do it slowly, so it wouldn’t scrape and make a bunch of noise. Then I pulled a smoke bomb out of my pack. It was an olive drab cylinder with a pin through the top like a grenade. I pulled out the pin and let it drop down into the pipe, and a lazy curl of smoke came out the top.

Then I threw down a second one for good measure.

As the smoke bombs clattered down the shaft, I wedged a snowball into the top of the pipe, grabbed the Galil again, and ran back over to the storm door. The four of us waited in the tense silence. It felt like ages, but the smoke had to work its way through the air system below.

A minute later, we heard a rifle shoot off in the woods.

“Fuck me,” Craig breathed out a puff of steam. “They found Scourge.”

“He’ll be fine,” I said in a low voice. “They couldn’t catch him in broad daylight with a map marked with an X. Trust me.”

Then we heard some muffled shouts and heavy coughs beneath us, and the storm door flew open. A cloud of bluish smoke billowed out, and a skinny man with greasy black hair tumbled onto the snow as he tried to suck in the fresh, crisp air.

“Up you go,” Owen snarled as he reached down and dragged the man away from the opening. “Keep your head down! On your stomach!”

“Cuff him,” I ordered Craig.

My friend holstered his pistol and pulled out a couple of zip ties just as a second man came out through the storm door.

This man was young, maybe even a teenager, and had long, lank, light brown hair. As the kid with the long hair gasped and coughed, he tried to pull a cheap, beat-up gun out of his waistband.

“No you don’t!” I rumbled.

As Growler and Dread moved in to protect me, I smashed the butt of the Galil in the kid’s face.

“Fuck!” the young guy screamed as his head snapped back.

I swiftly pulled him the rest of the way out of the hole in the ground and kicked the gun out of his hand. Then I whistled and nodded toward the men on the ground. Growler and Dread dashed forward and stood over Grease Ball and the kid, and Growler’s chest rumbled with a deep, threatening growl as Craig cuffed the guy with the long hair.

“Make one move, and they’ll eat your faces,” I snarled.

“Who the fuck are you?” Grease Ball whined through a racking cough.

“Let’s say a friend of a friend,” I replied as I lowered my voice an octave. “You boys fucked up.”

“W-We were going to send the money,” the kid sputtered and sounded like he was about to shit himself. “Hauser’s got it all down there. You can count it--”

“Shut the fuck up, Dave!” Grease Ball shouted. “Hauser’s gonna fucking kill you.”

“Dave, huh,?” Owen said in a deceptively friendly voice. “Well, Dave. The money should have been sent already. Now, you’re all on the hook for it.”

“Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck,” Dave started to sobbed.

I almost felt bad for the kid. Dave had clearly fallen in with the wrong crowd, but then again, the boy seemed awfully familiar with that gun.

I was also impressed at how quickly McElfresh had picked up on my game and rolled with it. If these guys thought we were with some bigger dealer, or even that we worked for Wallace, they’d be too scared to try anything.

A couple more shots sounded in the distance.

“Anyone else down there, Dave?” I asked as Growler bared his long teeth in the kid’s face.

“Keep your mouth shut,” Grease Ball snapped.

“No one asked you, hippie.” Owen smirked. Then the Irishman put his boot on the dark-haired man’s back.

“No,” Dave whimpered. “The others went to see what triggered the trail cameras.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Six,” Dave answered.

Fuck.

That was more men than we had thought. We’d seen three of them follow Scourge. The other three must have gone in a different direction, but there was a strong possibility the other three men would have gone in the direction of the first rifle shot when they heard it.

“Let’s go,” I said to Nate and Craig. “You watch these two, Smoky.”

“Copy that.” Owen nodded.

I whistled again and pointed at the zip-tied men, and Dread and Growler both snarled at the tied men and stayed with McElfresh. Then the rest of us went down into the bunker. The air down there had started to clear, but it was still hazy, so I was glad we were wearing gas masks.

The first shipping container was filled with utilities like breaker boxes, the air pump, and big tanks that I assumed were the water and septic units. There were also two heavy, metal shelves with supplies like toilet paper, some industrial cleaners, chemicals I didn’t know the purpose for, and other assorted shit like bits of PVC.

I kept the Galil against my shoulder, and we made a sweep of the bunker. I didn’t want to trust Dave’s word that there wasn’t anyone else down here. I didn’t care how scared the kid had sounded.

The next container was filled with dirty beds and sweat-covered sheets. In one corner, there was a cart with a microwave on it, a fridge, and another metal shelf with canned goods, bottled water, and other nonperishables. There were also takeout containers, pizza boxes, and empty beer cans everywhere.

Behind a crude partition, we found a disgusting toilet and a makeshift shower. There was dark green mold on the bottom of the shower, and it was a wonder none of these guys had died from some kinda fungal or bacterial infection. I wrinkled my nose in disgust, and then we moved on to the last shipping container.

That’s where all the real shit was.

There were rows of tall reefer plants with reddish grow lights over them. The lights made the room look pink and reminded me of the Quartz Cavern. The plants grew on long tables with tangles of hoses all around them. The air was warm and humid here, and it made sweat bead up on my forehead as soon as I walked in.

There was also a metal cage with stacks of cash and plastic-covered packages that I guessed were filled with drugs. But what interested me the most was a desk in another corner with a computer and two curved screens on it.

We made a final sweep to be sure no one was hidden in a dark cranny somewhere, and then I pointed at the computer.

“That’s you, Craig,” I said.

“On it, boss.”

Craig sat down at the desk and started to type like a demon. Soon, the two screens just showed lines of code as the metalhead dug through the files.

“How long do you need?” I asked as I watched the door.

“Maybe ten minutes,” Craig replied as his fingers flew over the keyboard. “I need to prioritize the shit we might be able to use. That way we’re not just turning over mountains of bullshit for a DA to comb through. The DEA won’t care what level their characters are on RuneScape.”

“Hurry,” I said out loud.

Then I reached for the Seer Stone in my pocket.

How you doing out there? I thought as I focused on Scourge.

Just a merry chase through the woods, dear Duke. I heard the thief’s voice in my mind.

I left out a relieved breath.

Good. Do you know how many of them are on your tail? I asked.

There were five or six. One broke his ankle, I think. And I knocked another out with a well-thrown rock. No time to chat. They’re shooting again, the sweet, little dears.

Give us ten minutes.

I can do five if I’m being generous. They’re very aggressive.

Then Scourge was gone.

“You gotta pick it up, Craig,” I said.

“Going as fast as I can,” the blond man muttered. “Downloading their texts, emails, and bank info now.”

“Their texts?” I asked in surprise.

“Yeah,” Craig snorted. “These guys are not smart. Pro tip, always log out of your social media accounts and shit when you’re done. Woulda taken a lot longer if I’d have had to hack their passwords.”

“Lads!” I heard Owen shout down into the bunker. “Someone’s coming!”

Double fuck.

“Come on, Nate,” I said. “Get it done, Craig. Then come up when you’re done.”

“Download is almost there,” the tech replied in a tense voice.

Nate and I made our way back to the storm door, and as we passed the supply shelves, I noticed a stack of duct tape, snagged a couple rolls, and shoved them into my pack as we got to the steps leading up.

I was sure they would come in handy.

As I came back out into the cold air, I felt my stomach tighten. There was a flashlight moving through the woods toward us. I honed in on that light, and the Eye of Vallis showed me it was someone hurt and afraid. Whoever they were, it definitely wasn’t Scourge, which meant it had to be one of the wounded dealers.

“Find some cover and keep an eye on that light,” I whispered to Nate. “Smoky, help me drag these two over next to the trailer. And if either of you boys make a sound, I’ll let my dogs have you for dinner.”

“I like it when you’re mean,” McElfresh chuckled as he grabbed Grease Ball’s legs.

“Not now,” I replied before I took hold of the back of the kid’s shirt and dragged him around to the side of the trailer.

Once we were out of sight, I quickly wrapped some of the duct tape around the two dealers’ mouths to make sure they didn’t call for help. Then I set up near the corner of the trailer so I could watch the area around the storm door, and I could feel my pulse in my neck as I waited for the flashlight wielder to come into view.

Nate hid behind a tree a short distance from the storm door, and we held our positions as the flashlight slowly bobbed toward us.

A moment later, I realized it was Beard Guy. The big, hairy man limped toward the door to the bunker as he huffed, and each breath made a puff of steam issue from the man’s open mouth. He had his rifle in the crook on one arm and the flashlight in his other hand. Then he stopped a few feet from the storm door when he noticed blood on the snow.

“What the fuck?” Beard Guy muttered as he stopped.

The hairy man shone his light on the patches of red in the white snow, and then he started to look around the clearing in front of the trailer.

“Donny!” Beardy shouted. “Don--”

I gave two short, sharp whistles, and Growler and Dread shot out from our hiding place. The garms flew through the snow, right for the big man, and they barked and snapped their jaws.

“Oh, shit!” beardy screamed as he dumbly fumbled with the rifle and the flashlight.

Fear made it impossible for the hairy man to prioritize the firearm for a moment, but then he dropped the flashlight, and it sank into the snow to create an eerie glow in the compacted flakes.

It was already too late, though.

Dread shot around behind the hefty dealer and bit down hard on his calf. At the same instant, Growler dashed right for Beardy and leaped into the air before the man could bring up the barrel of his rifle. Growler’s front paws hit the big man’s chest and knocked him to the ground.

I ran forward as the alpha garm barked, growled, and then closed his strong jaws around the hairy man’s throat.

“Growler, hold!” I ordered as I snatched the rifle out of the startled man’s hands. “Put your hands where I can see them, asshole! One move, and you’re dead.”

Just then, Owen and Nate came back to the storm door so we could regroup.

“Smoky, you keep an eye on this guy while I bind his hands,” I said as I took out the duct tape again. “Bandit, you go down and watch the top of the steps. Make sure Sugar Bear has all the time he needs.”

We should have discussed nicknames before we left the house. I filed that away for next time.

“Why am I the Bandit?” Nate asked as he moved toward the storm door.

“Because I called Smoky,” Owen bantered. “You could have been Hot Pants.”

“If anyone is Hot Pants, it’s our creepy friend in the woods,” Nate snorted as he went down the steps.

“Enough talk,” I said in a firm tone. “Let’s get to it.”

I secured Beardy’s hands and feet with the duct tape, and then I wrapped it around his head and mouth a couple of times. With his bushy beard and unkempt hair, that would suck coming off later.

“It’s only a matter of time before the other men get tired of chasing Hot Pants in the woods,” I said as I finished with the tape. “Let’s find cover and try to get the drop on them.”

“What do we do with this one?” McElfresh asked as he pointed at Beardy with the barrel of his assault rifle.

“Leave him there,” I replied. “It’ll freak them out when they realize Hot Pants isn’t alone.”

I whistled for the garms to follow me as I found a good hiding spot in the trees just south of the trailer.

Owen went to the other side of the clearing, and the Irishman looked up at the branches of a bare acorn tree, shrugged, and then shimmied up the trunk with surprising agility. Once he’d gotten about ten feet up, McElfresh shouldered his rifle and watched the path to the north where Beardy had come into the open area.

I quickly glanced over at the side of the trailer to check that Grease Ball and the kid were still where we’d left them. The two men were huddled together for warmth, since neither had time to put on coats when they fled the smoky bunker, but I wouldn’t leave them to die of hypothermia in the woods when this was over.

We’d leave them in the bunker, gagged and bound for the cops to find like gift-wrapped boxes under a Christmas tree.

I was about to check in with Scourge when I saw several flashlights zigzagging through the woods to the north. Beardy wriggled and flopped around on the ground, and I could hear the hairy man’s muffled curses as he did so, until he finally managed to get on his knees. But there was no way the big guy could get onto his feet, since I had tightly lashed them together.

“Kenny?” a voice shouted from the trees. “Oh, fuck! Kenny!”

“Don’t!” a deeper, harsh voice warned.

But the man who had shouted first didn’t listen.

A skinny man in a ragged ball cap with some scraggly facial hair ran down the low hill into the clearing and made a beeline to Beardy. I guess he was Kenny. Kenny shook his head vigorously, but Ball Cap didn’t pay attention. Two more men followed Ball Cap, and I rolled my eyes from my hiding place.

Hauser obviously didn’t have control over his crew. They didn’t trust Hauser, even if they feared him. And fear didn’t inspire loyalty.

But I had a choice to make. There were four or five men still in the woods. Nate was down in the bunker to watch Craig’s back while he got out evidence, and I didn’t know where Scourge was. That left Owen and me here in the clearing to deal with the rest of the dealers. We were outnumbered for the moment, and the chance of us getting out of here without shooting someone was starting to dwindle.

As I was about to fire at Ball Cap’s knee to disable him, my heart hammered against my ribs, but then I caught a movement over by Kenny. A torrent of black smoke formed behind the bearded man, and then two charcoal-colored hands reached out through the roiling shadows.

Scourge manifested himself and placed his hooked, cursed dagger against Kenny’s throat.

The other men that had entered the clearing stopped and skidded in the snow, but I didn’t really blame them. The Zencarri thief was terrifying in the moonlight, and his lip curled to show sharp, elongated canines.

“Your friend is lost,” Scourge snarled at the dealers. “Your judgment has come! Fall to your knees and beg for my mercy.”

I couldn’t help but grin. Scourge was so dramatic.

Ball Cap’s face twisted with horror as he screamed and fell to his knees, and the other two men froze with primal fear. One was a guy in his late twenties, dressed in the JCPenney’s version of street fashion. But the other man was a beardless Amish man about my age. The Amish guy looked like he was going to piss himself as he looked at the devil in front of him.

But then I felt a tingle on the back of my neck, and the Eye let me know things were about to go off the rails. My eyes darted over to the tree north of the clearing, and I saw the flash of a shotgun barrel.

I knew without seeing him that it was Donny Hauser.

The thief disappeared in a swirl of black as the round Hauser had fired at him sailed through thin air and hit a tree several yards away. Then Scourge reappeared right in front of Ball Cap a second later.

“Mercy!” the man with the scraggly beard screamed as he dropped his gun.

“No.” The Zencarri man smirked before he grabbed the back of Ball Cap’s head and smashed the man’s face into his knee.

Ball Cap was knocked out cold, and Hauser fired out of the darkness again. Once more, the thief disappeared, and the shot missed.

I needed to get around behind Donny. Hauser’s focus was on the clearing, and this was my chance.

“Dread,” I said in a low growl. “Sic ‘em!”

The usually timid garm bared his teeth and took off like a shot at the other two dealers. As Streetwear got his nerve back, he tried to aim at the big, white dog, but Owen fired from his tree and caught Streetwear in the shoulder.

Hot Pants and Smoky had this, and I needed to move.

I clicked my tongue to tell Growler to follow me, and I moved around the west side of the trailer. I kept to the trees and moved swiftly as I worked my way around behind where I knew Donny was. A braver man would have moved up his position to help his men, but Hauser was a coward with delusions of being a badass.

I knew Donny would stay hidden and try to get away if things got too hot, so I ran in a crouch as Growler stuck to me like glue. A few more shots were fired, and Streetwear’s screams of pain added to the confusion. But it wasn’t long before I spotted Donny and another man hidden behind a log on the low-grade hill. Hauser was reloading his shotgun as the bald man in a leather jacket cowered behind the log next to him.

“We gotta go, Donny,” the bald man begged. “Fuck this shit. It’s not worth it.”

“It’s my land!” Hauser spat as he finished reloading the shotgun.

“But it’s not!” Baldy pleaded. “That rich punk owns it! We’ve been played!”

I got onto one knee to steady my shot as I shouldered the Galil.

Donny ignored his friend and started to aim down into the clearing again, but I was prepared. I squeezed the trigger, and my shot rang out through the woods. The bullet hit Hauser’s beefy trigger hand and blew a hole through it the size of a silver dollar.

“Fuck!” Hauser screamed as he misfired.

Baldy jumped to his feet and tried to book it, but I whistled twice, and Growler dashed forward and chased down the man in the leather jacket. Meanwhile, Donny rolled behind the log and cradled the wreckage of his ruined hand. I moved up and tried to get the drop on Hauser, but as I got close, Donny noticed me. A warning sounded in my head, and I darted behind a tree as Hauser whipped out a handgun from his side holster.

The tatted-up bastard had to fire with his off hand and only managed to blow a chunk of bark off the tree trunk.

“Give it up, Donny!” I called from behind the tree.

There was a scream in the woods as Growler caught up with Baldy.

“Fuck you,” Hauser hissed. “I’m gonna piss on your dead body!”

For a brief second, the Eye showed me Donny’s thoughts.

The drug dealing piece of shit wanted to run. He was terrified, but at the same time, he was more scared of going back to jail than of me. There was no way Hauser was going to surrender. I knew without a doubt that the man would rather die than get caught.

There was only one way for this to end. Hauser was ready with his next shot, but he had to use his off hand. It would just come down to who was faster, so I took a deep breath as my ears rang with adrenaline, and then I stepped out from around the tree.

Donny Hauser was only ten feet from me, and he was slumped against the log with his pistol aimed where he thought my head would be. As the world seemed to move in slow motion, I brought my Galil to my shoulder, squeezed the trigger, and allowed my momentum to carry me to the side in a controlled fall.

Our guns both fired.

But my bullet drilled its way right into Donny Hauser’s black heart, while his bullet barely grazed my shoulder before I hit the cold ground. I rolled back onto my feet and trained my rifle at Hauser’s head, but the tattooed man was slumped forward and still.

Hauser wouldn’t ever be able to poison another kid again with his dirty drugs.


Chapter Eighteen

I fished through Hauser’s pockets, took his cell phone, and left him against that log. It seemed a fitting final resting place for a piece of shit like that. Then I followed the sounds of deep, threatening growls to where my dog had Baldy pinned to the ground.

“Get him off!” the bald man wailed.

“I don’t know,” I replied as I let the Galil rest on my forearm. “He’s mighty hungry. Are you gonna play nice?”

“Yes!” Badly half-pleaded and half-sobbed. “Just please, get him off me.”

I duct taped the man’s hands together before I called Growler off, and then I frog-marched Baldy down the hill.

When we got down to the clearing, the gunfire had stopped. Owen and Scourge had the last of the dealers on the ground with their hands behind their heads, and the Amish guy cried openly as he refused to look at the Zencarri man.

“Here,” I said as I tossed the duct tape to McElfresh. “You and Hot Pants get these guys bound and then start carrying them down into the bunker. Don’t want them to freeze to death before they have to answer for what they’ve done. Don’t forget the two next to the trailer.”

“Who is Hot Pants?” Scourge asked in confusion.

“You are,” Owen snorted.

“Oh, I like that name.” The demon man smiled as he glanced down at his pants.

I pushed Baldy toward the stairs down into the bunker, and once we were in the supply area, I taped the man’s feet together and sat him down in the dirty shower. After Baldy was secured, I went into the hydroponics area, and Craig triumphantly held up a thumb drive and grinned at me.

“I think we got it,” the tech said. “I’ll have to go through it in the truck, but from what I saw, Hauser was messaging back and forth with someone about business. I just have to trace the IP address to a phone or a Wi-Fi router, and we’ll have Wallace dead to rights.”

“Good.” I nodded as I left Hauser’s cell on the computer desk. “Let’s help get the rest of these guys down in the bunker and get out of here.”

“What’s that?” Craig asked as he looked at the smartphone.

“Donny’s cell,” I replied. “We’ll leave it here for the cops to back up the evidence we’re about to send to them.”

“That’s smart,” the tech agreed.

It took a minute to get Kenny down the steps because he was heavy as shit, but soon we had all of the dealers duct taped to metal chairs or each other. Then I put on a pair of gloves, gathered up their firearms, emptied out the ammo, and left the guns in a pile in the snow. I did have to wipe down any of the guns we’d handled, but there should have been enough of the dealers’ prints left on the other guns for any law enforcement that was interested.

Finally, we ran back to our vehicles that were parked next to the abandoned church. On the way home, Craig worked on putting together the data we’d found on the drug dealers’ computer and arranged it in a file for the cops and DEA. Then we pulled into a busy truck stop and switched the plates on the trucks, and Craig sent the files to the respective law enforcement agencies.

The tech called in an anonymous tip on his burner phone to the Millersville police department, and once the call was over, Craig took out the SD card from the phone and smashed it on the ground.

All that was left after that was to go home and get some sleep.

We pulled into the cul-de-sac around three in the morning, and I led the guys to my old trailer so they could stay the night and give some validity to our alibi.

“There’s beer and probably some snacks,” I said as I let everyone in. “Help yourselves. Remember, our cover story is that we all watched a Star Wars marathon with the ladies. Just the three original movies. There’s two bedrooms and the couch.”

“I think I’ll go back home,” Scourge replied. “I hate to turn down your hospitality, but I have many errands to run and people to fleece. It was quite fun, though. The looks of those men’s faces. Ahhh. I’ll be smiling for weeks at that memory.”

“Take care, Scourge,” I snorted as I shook the Zencarri man’s hand.

“You all as well.” The thief grinned. “Until next time, gentlemen.”

I didn’t want any of the guys to see Scourge sneak down into the metal door through the back windows, so I kept the other men busy as we worked out sleeping arrangements and got the couch set up for Craig.

But after that, I said goodnight and went over to Ibseth’s house, and my first wife was still awake in the bedroom when I came in.

“Eddie,” Ibseth breathed with a sense of relief.

“Hey, baby,” I rumbled as I went over and kissed her. “I’m home.”

“But you’re hurt,” the curvy Elf said, and she frowned as she noticed the tear on my sleeve.

“It’s only a scratch.” I shrugged. “I’ll get cleaned up and then come back to bed.”

“You are free to do as you like,” Ibseth replied. “But it’s Pregia’s night. None of us are jealous of the others, but that’s because we respect each other. I wouldn’t want anyone to think there are favorites.”

“That’s a fair point.” I grinned as I kissed the beautiful Elf again. “But I didn’t want you to be up all night worrying.”

“I think all of us have been waiting for you to get home,” Ibseth said. “But I’ll send my sisters a group text to let them know everything is fine. That way you can give Pregia all of your wonderful attention.”

“You’re amazing,” I sighed.

“As are you,” the white-haired woman purred. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

After I said goodnight to my first wife, I walked over to Pregia’s house. The Goblin Queen was in her living room when I came in, and she was dressed in an angel soft cashmere sweater and a pair of high-end yoga pants as she lounged on her suede couch. Pregia had her phone in her hand and was staring at it with a perplexed expression.

“You’re home!” the queen said when she saw me come in. “That must be what Ibseth’s text is about. I swear, I’ll never understand these blocky, human letters. Did it go well?”

“As close to perfect as we could get it,” I chuckled as I took off my boots. “I think Meyer will be okay now. And that was the main goal.”

“But what have those monsters done to you?” the jade-skinned woman demanded with a flash of rage.

Pregia jumped off the couch and walked over to me as she gently touched my bloody sleeve.

The wound hadn’t even bled too much, but it was enough to turn the tear around the graze red. Without a word, the Goblin woman unbuttoned my shirt to get a better look, and her amber eyes were on fire. I grinned and let the blonde woman have her way, but I wasn’t that hurt.

“What happened to the one who did this?” Pregia asked in a firm tone.

“He got what was coming to him,” I said evenly.

I didn’t take joy in killing anyone, but I didn’t feel remorse that a man like Hauser was dead, either.

“Good.” Pregia nodded in satisfaction. “Sit down, my husband. I will fetch the kit of aid and tend to your wound.”

“It’s not that bad,” I tried to argue.

“Would you deny me my wifely right to clean your wounds after battle?” the Goblin woman asked with an arched eyebrow.

Then she sensually ran her delicate fingers down my bare chest as she looked up at me with playful defiance.

“Of course not,” I snorted. “Who am I to turn down the Queen of Glecik?”

“The king consort.” Pregia smirked. “Now, go sit.”

As the jade-skinned woman went to get the first aid kit from the bathroom, I sat down on the cream-colored couch, and I tried to be careful not to get any blood on it, since suede was impossible to clean.

A minute later, Pregia came back with the first aid box in her hands, and the Goblin woman made a big show of dabbing at the graze mark with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball. Then she wrapped my bicep with the roll of gauze. A large band-aid would have been enough, but I let the Goblin woman have her moment.

“My sweet love,” Pregia purred as she tied off the gauze. “Does it hurt?”

“Not really,” I said. “But I appreciate the attention.”

“My brave warrior,” the jade-skinned woman went on, and she was clearly playing out a nurse fantasy in her head. “Back from war. Let me heal you with kisses.”

Pregia wrapped her slender arms around my neck and pulled me toward her. The Goblin woman’s soft lips brushed against mine, and then our tongues danced against each other. I wasn’t going to say no to my reward, but I was still covered with sweat and grime from the woods.

“Should I get a shower real quick?” I asked between the deluge of kisses.

“No,” Pregia giggled, and she climbed onto my lap. “I like the smell of gunpowder and violence on your skin and hair.”

“If you say so,” I chuckled, but I could already feel my cock taking interest.

“Ohh, Eddie,” Pregia purred in my ear, and the blonde writhed with desire as I started to kiss her neck.

The feeling of her breath made my body buzz, and the blood rushed into my boxers.

“Pregia,” I growled as I pulled her luxurious sweater off.

The Goblin woman’s pert, slight breasts were bare underneath, and her nipples stood to attention.

I slid my hands down the slim line of her glorious back, and I worked my way down her neck as I stroked her smooth skin. Then I sucked and licked the sensitive buds of her breasts as she moved her hips against me.

“Your mouth is magic!” Pregia moaned softly. “But give it to me harder, use your teeth… yes! Just like that, Eddie!”

“Fuck!” I snarled as my cock throbbed against the prison of my jeans. “You’re so goddamn sexy!”

I took hold of Pregia’s hips, lifted her up, and then laid her down on the couch.

I undid my belt, and I was filled with a sudden need to be inside of the Goblin Queen as I wrestled my way out of my jeans and boxers. Underneath me, Pregia slipped out of her tight leggings, and judging by her hooded eyes, she was seized by the same passion that was burning through my blood.

“Fuck me, lover!” the jade-skinned woman begged. “Let me feeeel your strength!”

She didn’t need to tell me twice.

I pushed my rock-hard erection against the entrance of the gorgeous blonde’s tight pussy, and she was already so wet that my tip slipped right in. I immediately pushed deeper until I bottomed out, and as I began to piston my hips against hers, waves of endorphins washed through me.

The Goblin woman felt amazing after a long, cold night.

“Ohhhhh!” Pregia keened as she lifted her pelvis to push me further inside of her hot channel. “Uhhhh, gods! Yessss!”

As we fucked hard on the suede sofa, I lost myself in Pregia.

The delicious smell of her hair filled my nose, and it was a welcome change after the funk of the gas mask. Then she raked her nails down my back and wrapped her legs around me, and my hips slammed into hers with a resounding clap.

“You’re so fucking tight!” I snarled. “How do you still feel like a virgin?”

In response, Pregia clenched down around me, and my vision tunneled as I felt her hot walls massage the head of my dick.

“Fill me with your huuuuge cock, husband!” my Goblin wife begged and began to bear down on me. “Right there! Harder, yes! Ooooh, you’re splitting me in half so good. You’re going to make meee-- ahhhhh!”

Pregia came so hard that I could feel her spray my cock with her hot climax, and when I looked down between us, I could see her creamy orgasm encircling the base of my shaft. The sight made me throb inside her, and the Goblin queen writhed at the sensation and shoved her pussy down until it had swallowed my whole member again.

But I was so worked up that there was no stopping, so I slid off the couch, got on my knees, and pulled Pregia to the edge of the cushion.

As the Goblin woman swiftly wrapped her velvety legs around me again, I pounded deep into her sopping wet pussy, and more of her arousal squirted out of her.

“Fuck, yesss,” I rumbled. “God, I love your pussy!”

I firmly put my hand on the back of Pregia’s neck as I pushed deeper inside her, and I tangled my fingers in her long, golden hair as I jostled her with each thrust.

“Ohhhh, you… yeeeesss!” Pregia mewled with her face against mine. “Fuck, Eddie, you fuck me soooo gooood! No other man can compare!”

Pregia used her legs to push and pull my hips, and as I slid in and out of the queen, I could feel a pressure like a bomb about to go off in my core. I picked up the pace until I was slamming into her with reckless abandon, and each thrust pushed a high-pitched moan out of her throat. I could see the Goblin queen’s amber eyes going glassy, and when her pussy started fluttering around me, I knew she was close.

“Cum for me again!” I commanded, and I used my hand in her hair to yank her head back until she was staring directly into my eyes. “Cum for your husband, for your king!”

“Yessssss!” Pregia practically screamed as she tightly gripped my shoulders, and I could feel pinpricks of pain as her nails broke my skin, but it only made the pleasure coursing through my veins that much more potent. “Eddieeeee!”

Her pussy clamped down around me like it was trying to keep me locked in place, and when I felt the warm gush of the jade-skinned woman’s juices, it threw me over the edge.

“Fuck!” I growled as my vision nearly whited out, and I swooped down to seize Pregia’s open mouth in a passionate kiss.

An instant later, I could feel my orgasm erupt out of the tip of my cock, and I pushed my seed into the Goblin woman’s pink pussy. The wet sound of my thrusts sent a shudder down my spine, and my wife pitched headfirst into another, albeit smaller, climax.

I continued to thrust into her to make sure she took every last drop, but my pace slowed until I was just barely rocking into her. I could feel my pelvis rubbing against her swollen clit, and the Goblin queen whimpered with sensitivity, so I finally came to a stop.

“Oh, Eddie,” Pregia panted as she held me against her. “I’ll never tire of this, you magnificent man!”

“Good,” I chuckled tiredly, and I bent down to press a kiss to the tip of her nose and then her kiss-swollen lips. “Because I plan to keep you and keep doing this for a long, long time.”

After we eventually caught our breath, the two of us crawled back onto the couch in a tangle of sweaty limbs and snuggled. We were cozy and warm under a furry, white throw blanket, and we fell asleep like that without realizing it. The suede would be ruined, but neither of us cared.

In fact, Pregia and I made love again when we woke up in the morning, since the damage to the couch had already been done.

“I love to wake up like this,” the queen purred as she stretched like a cat afterwards. “Good morning, husband.”

“Good morning, gorgeous.” I smirked and peppered kisses across her perfect breasts.

“I’m sure I’m a mess,” Pregia giggled, and she tried to smooth the tousled coils of her platinum hair.

“You’re beautiful,” I countered and then leaned up to kiss her properly again. Her tongue tangled with mine and made my semi-flaccid cock twitch with interest, but I pulled back before we got sucked into round three. “Do you want to eat breakfast here? Or go over to Ibseth’s place?”

“Ibseth is the superior cook,” Pregia admitted. “And I’m sure the others are eager to see you. I can’t keep you to myself forever.”

“Who knew the Queen of Glecik could be so compassionate?” I teased.

“That stays between our family,” the Goblin woman said as she narrowed her amber eyes and lifted her nose into the air. “I can’t have my reputation tarnished in such a way.”

“Your secret’s safe with me,” I laughed.

After a few more chaste kisses and not so chaste groping, we took a shower together, got dressed, and headed over for breakfast.

Nate, Owen, and Craig were all over at Ibseth’s place too, along with my other wives. The kitchen was filled with the rich smells of coffee, bacon, and sausage, and I realized I was fucking famished after all the exercise of the previous night.

“This is so good, Mrs. Hill,” Craig said as he munched on a freshly made muffin. “Might be even better than my mom’s baking. When she was well, that is.”

“You have to give me your address,” Ibseth replied in a motherly tone. “That way we can go over and keep your mother company while you’re at work sometimes.”

“Oh, you don’t have to go to that kinda trouble,” the tech said. “But it’s very kind of you.”

“Nonsense.” My first wife waved away the remark with a flip of her hand. “Women need the company of other women. I can take her to the salon and have her hair done. How long has it been since she’s had something like that done?”

“Uhhh, I dunno, ages?” Craig shrugged.

“There you have it,” Ibseth said as if that settled the matter.

“Don’t try to argue with her, Craig,” I laughed as I sat down at the table. “Ibseth is happiest when she gets to take care of people. She won’t let it go until you let her.”

“Well, I’m sure mom would love to go to the salon with you, ma’am.” Craig relented.

“Your wives put out a hell of a spread,” Owen complimented as Pregia and I sat down at the full table. “I was full two servings ago, but Bolra and Ibseth just keep piling on more. Me ma would roll over in her grave if I refused them. God rest her.”

“You need a wife to look after you, Owen,” Bolra mused as she brought over coffee and plates for Pregia and me.

“I’ll get around to that, love,” the Irishman snorted. “When I find the woman who can tame me.”

The pretty Orc giggled and playfully rolled her eyes, and then she graciously filled Nate’s coffee cup, too.

“Thank you,” Pearson said. “You ladies are something else. Your husband is a lucky man.”

“We’re the lucky ones,” Pregia replied, and she flashed me a sultry smile.

“Any news yet?” I asked as I focused on the men, so I wouldn’t pop a boner under the table.

“Just a local news story out of Cleveland about a big drug bust,” Craig replied as he checked his phone. “They haven’t given any details yet, but it’s only been a few hours. It’ll probably be a few days before anything juicy comes out, since they won’t want to spoil the investigation.”

“The wheels of justice move slowly,” Nate remarked in a philosophical tone.

“I just hope it worked,” I sighed as I started to load up my plate.

“Don’t you worry, boss,” the IT tech mumbled around a mouthful of muffin. “I found a shit ton on that computer. Transfers to Hauser’s account from Wallace’s shell company. Plans for the bunker and the grow operation between the dealers and an account on a messaging app from Wallace’s phone. The law might ignore some white collar crime, but there was even proof that Wallace knew about the harder drugs. There’s no way the DEA will ignore that.”

Fucking good.

After breakfast, our friends left, and the next few days were peaceful. I spent time with my family and started to plan for something romantic I could do for my wives on Valentine’s Day. The weather got wetter, and muddier, and I wondered if Nate had been right when he predicted an early spring.

Then, one day as I was rocking Wyatt before I put him down for a nap, I got a text from Meyer. It was just a link to a news story, but the article was about Chase Wallace, disgraced CEO turned drug kingpin. There was even a very satisfying picture of the millionaire being pulled out of his Cleveland penthouse in handcuffs.

No accounting for class anymore, Travis followed the link with.

A damn shame, I texted back as I grinned. He just had everything to lose.

You should come by my office soon. I think we have some things to discuss, and I owe you a drink.

I’ll be up in the next day or two. But you don’t owe me anything.

All the same.

I knew Travis wouldn’t let it go. He’d think of some way to repay me for taking down his rival, so I might as well just let him.

I put Wyatt down, and then I headed out to the trailer so I could be alone with my thoughts. Ibseth and Gwen were at the big house and could look after the baby if he woke up. I wasn’t even sure why I had gone into the trailer. Maybe it was just that the place was so special to me.

I sat on the couch and turned on the TV, but after I flipped through all the streaming services and didn’t find anything I wanted to watch, I still felt restless. On a whim, I went into the master bedroom and opened the safe, and the Eye of Vallis stared up at me from the top of the pile.

I picked up the armored belt and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment. Then I closed my eyes and cleared my head. It got easier every time I tried to quiet my inner self, and as I settled into the meditation, I heard a deep, musical thrum in my head.

The sound almost snapped me out of the trance-like state, but I held onto it, and as I focused on my breath, I heard the thrum again, like the distant sound of a war horn. An image started to form in my mind, and I knew the belt wanted to show me something. I relaxed into the pull and saw myself as I sat on the bed, but it was like I was floating above myself.

That was a wild sensation.

Then I watched as my body stayed on the bed, but my consciousness rose up to the ceiling, then through the roof. I flew above the cul-de-sac, then higher still. Suddenly, I started to fly east at an incredible speed. Over forests, towns, and cities. Soon, I was over the ocean, and the blue-gray water sped past beneath me.

I couldn’t feel anything, but the vision made me dizzy. I moved so fast that I wasn’t sure where I was on Earth anymore. Eventually, I flew over another landmass, but the landscape went by too fast for me to make out any details.

I started to slow down and found myself over a small town. The houses and buildings looked old, all the roofs were covered in a pinkish-orange tile, and the streets were narrow and cobbled.

Maybe somewhere in Europe?

I gently glided over the village and then over an old growth forest.

It was beautiful and kinda restive, but I didn’t understand why the Eye of Vallis wanted me to see this. Then I was suddenly drawn down into the canopy for the forest, past branches and leaves. Wherever I was, it must have still been warm there, or else I was seeing into the future or the past.

Then, on the forest floor, I saw an old well, overgrown with vines. As I was propelled into the dark depths of the well, the vision cleared, and I was back on the bed in my grandpa’s old trailer.

But something else became clear in my mind.

I had just seen the location of part of the Armor of Vallis. A pair of bracers. I hadn’t seen the bracers, but I knew they’d be there. The Eye had shown me where to find them.

But I also knew through some magical means that the well was another portal into the underworld. There was a second entrance out there in the world.

What should I do about that?

End of Book 12


Cast of Characters from Book 12:

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.
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