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

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

My books come out every Wednesday!
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Chapter One

I’d never seen anything like gerndles in The Gloom before.

I’d fought giant spiders, pit wyrms, and carrion beetles in the Dolrath territory, but the gerndles were the creepiest. The gangly, feline-like creatures had spotted olive and tan fur with an unwholesome, oily sheen, and as they swarmed the Troll’s corpse in the Mushroom Forest, my team and a group of villagers from Bermshire fired bullets and arrows at them.

The gerndles were not about to give up the gnawed corpse without a fight. The scavengers had moved into the forest after Scourge and I killed the Troll on our way to Dermarkt. The Troll fucking stank, and the body had large sections of it chewed away. Every ecosystem has its cleanup crew, but the gerndles hadn’t just stuck to the dead Troll. The pack had staked out a new territory around their prize, for sure. but they’d also wandered close to Bermshire where they could stalk smaller cattle and even children.

No one had been hurt yet, but the skinny, long-legged scavengers took a couple of domesticated gloom hogs.

“Keep them surrounded!” I shouted as I fired at one of the bigger gerndles that had climbed on top of the Troll. “Don’t let them flank us.”

I’d organized the farmers, some of the villagers, and my wives in a circle around the dead Troll, and we’d been able to push the gerndles back to this spot so we could get the bulk of their numbers in one go. And it worked, too, for the most part.

But the green bastards were more dangerous than they looked.

One of the gerndles snarled at me as it paced around the corpse, and its proboscis-like tongue threateningly shot out of its short snout. The gerndle used that purplish-pink appendage to inject its prey with a necrotic, paralyzing substance so they could quickly consume it. Needless to say, we didn’t want to let one get too close to us.

“Fire!” Groc, the large, Orcish tavern owner, shouted to the small group of archers I had put him in charge of.

The archers let loose a volley of arrows. Some of the darts hit the pack of gerndles, while others sank into the Troll’s bloated body. These people were just farmers, after all.

Several gerndles gave a high-pitched bark and rushed at the group of archers, but the men stepped back as Amrila ran forward with four villagers armed with pitchforks and sharpened hoes.

One of the gerndles lunged at the Zencarri woman, but she reached out, took hold of its proboscis with one hand, and brought her magic sword down to sever the tube-like tongue. The horned woman was still graceful, even though she was four months pregnant, and as the creature howled, Amrila spun and used that momentum to sever the head clean off the gerndle’s shoulders.

The farmers were less graceful as they hacked at the oily animals with their tools, but the men of Bermshire were still formidable as they fought to protect their families and land from the scavengers.

“Advance!” I shouted to my team.

The villagers had stuffed their ears with little balls of cloth or cotton to protect their hearing from the sound of the rifles, so as Dirgin the Dwarven blacksmith and a few men from the village moved up a few paces, Nileme and I covered them with our firearms. The gerndles clearly didn’t like the sound of the rifles, and they shied away from us. Then Dirgin led a charge forward, and he and the men hacked at the creatures with hand axes.

Nileme and I focused on the gerndles on top of the Troll as our allies fought the ones on the ground. Meanwhile, Scourge would periodically appear in a swirl of dark smoke, stab one of the olive-colored beasts, and then disappear again.

The gerndles started to get cagey as we thinned their numbers, and I wondered how much longer it would be before what was left of the pack broke and ran.

Then the alpha appeared. This gerndle was larger than the others and was the only one of the beasts that didn’t look half-starved. The alpha made a high-pitched bark and snapped at some of the weaker gerndles to get them back in line.

“Aim for the big fucker!” I called out as I turned to get the bastard in my sights.

But then the alpha leaped off the corpse right at me.

I quickly took several steps back, and the big gerndle landed on the ground three feet away from me. The alpha had clearly intended to land right on top of me, and when he hit the forest floor, he was off-kilter.

As I shouldered my Galil, the alpha found his feet and tried to rush me, but I was ready for the fugly bastard.

Right as the alpha’s proboscis shot from his mouth like a hypodermic needle filled with poison, I fired right in his face. The gerndle’s head exploded from the close-range shot, and then his body crumpled to the ground.

As soon as the leader was dead, the last few gerndles started to bark and whine as they fell into chaos. The pack’s will broke, and they started to run in all directions.

The village men took down a few of the beasts as they fled, but without their leader, the gerndles wouldn’t be much of a threat anymore. There wasn’t much of a reason to hunt every one of the scavengers down.

And there was still the matter of the Troll’s corpse to deal with.

“Good work, Eddie.” Groc grinned as he walked up to me. “But I suppose I should call you ‘Duke’ now. Or ‘m’lord.’”

“You don’t have to,” I chuckled as I lowered my rifle. “Since you knew me before any of that.”

“Like hell we won’t call you Duke,” Dirgin snorted as the blacksmith joined us. “I tell everyone that comes to my forge that Duke Eddie of Hillshire has bought my steel. It’s good for business.”

“I’m sure you leave out the part where you nearly let the Hero of the Great Forest be captured by the Mad Chief’s soldiers,” Amrila remarked in a dry tone.

“That was back when we all thought he was a Vampire,” Dirgin said in a defensive tone.

“Don’t worry about it.” I shrugged as I looked at the Dwarven man. “You’ve more than made up for it since then.”

Dirgin had sold me swords for the resistance that formed against Ursenger months ago. He’d also paid me a fair amount of gold on several occasions that helped to build my fortune.

And I wasn’t one for grudges, unlike Amrila.

As we talked, the farmers and villagers started to clear away the dead gerndles, while a group started to tie thick ropes around the Troll corpse.

“What are they going to do with that?” I asked as I pointed at the Troll.

“Drag it to the large fissure further into the forest,” Groc replied, and he looked over at the other villagers as they lashed their ropes around the Troll’s ankles. “Then they push it over the edge, and it will be the problem of some lower cavern. That fissure is pretty deep. I hate to think of the mess it will make.”

“Then we’ll harvest all the giant toppled Gloom mushrooms,” Dirgin added as he referred to several of the tree-sized mushrooms that were knocked down by the Troll when Scourge and I had fought it. “Good fiber in them. Perfect for fencing, nets, and rope.”

“Sorry about the mess.” I watched the villagers work as a team to slowly drag the Troll away. “At the time, I didn’t realize the body would cause this much trouble.”

“The live Troll would have been far worse,” Groc replied as he shook his head. “A big bastard like that? If he’d been staking out a territory this close to the village, it was only a matter of time before he would have attacked us. Whole settlements have been lost like that in the past.”

“We’ve taken up a collection, actually,” the blacksmith added as he pulled out a heavy, jingling pouch from his pack. “We didn’t even know about the Troll yet, but you saved us a great deal of heartache.”

“I can’t take that--” I started to say before Amrila quickly snatched the coin pouch from Dirgin.

“I can.” The horned woman grinned as her greedy, dark eyes sparkled.

“Scourge should get some of that,” I said in a firm tone, even as I smiled at my Zencarri wife. “He helped kill the Troll, too.”

“He can have a quarter of it,” Amrila replied as she hefted the pouch. “I think Nileme and I should get a share, since we helped with the gerndles.”

“I don’t need a share,” Nileme said in a passive voice. “And if that’s your logic, all the farmers and villagers should get a cut, too.”

“Fine, Scourge can have a third,” the red-skinned woman scoffed and rolled her eyes.

“Do you gentlemen need anything else from us?” I asked Groc and Dirgin.

“I don’t expect so.” The tavern owner shook his head. “The gerndles will move on to easier pickings, what’s left of their pack, anyway.”

“Good.” I nodded. “Thank you for the coin, gentlemen. And please tell the villagers ‘thank you’ for me. We’ve got to get to the palace to meet with the chief.”

“Exactly what I’d expect a duke to say,” Dirgin chuckled. “Be well, m’lord.”

I shook hands with the two men and gathered up Scourge, and then we all headed north, toward the capital.

When we reached the palace, the chamberlain led us to Ondur’s ritual chamber, where the chief and Dorrem were waiting for us at a table with some food and drink.

“Brother!” the dark-haired man said in a warm tone as we came into the room. “Welcome. How did things go in Bermshire?”

“Great,” I replied as Ondur and I briefly embraced. “We cleared out the scavengers without any problem. The villagers were happy they didn’t have to deal with the Troll while it was alive.”

“I’m sure.” The chief nodded as he offered us all a seat at the circular table. “Trolls can cause a great deal of devastation if left unchecked.”

“I see you haven’t burst the seams of my armor yet,” Dorrem grumbled as Amrila took a seat next to the gray-bearded man.

“As I see you haven’t burst the seams of your trousers,” the horned woman said as she selected a piece of fruit from a bowl in the center of the table. “All the rich, palace food has done well for you. It seems we’re both getting fatter.”

Ondur shot me a quizzical look as the two of us took seats by one another.

“It’s just how they are,” I explained in a low voice. “I’m pretty sure they actually like each other.”

“Have you had any luck with the Mad Chief’s records, Your Majesty?” Nileme asked as she sat down on my other side.

“That’s why we’ve gathered here today,” Ondur replied in his quiet, deep voice. “As I have told Eddie, I found references in Ursenger’s personal writings about a man he met with.”

“The man with backwards feet,” I said as I leaned forward.

“Backwards feet?” Scourge repeated, and his forehead creased with confusion. “How does that even work?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied as I looked across the table at the thief. “But we met him in the woods between here and Hillshire.”

“What?” Amrila asked as she sat bolt upright in her chair.

“The Zencarri merchant who was being attacked by Nictors,” I said as I looked around the table. “I noticed it as he walked away from us. I didn’t make much of it at the time, but Nurchek’s feet didn’t face the right way. I’m not an expert on Zencarri anatomy, but they all seem to have unique traits. I didn’t realize that was weird.”

“So, who is Nurchek really?” Scourge asked as he poured himself a goblet of wine from a decanter on the table.

“The emissary of Belzat,” Ondur answered. “It seems Ursenger met him for the first time in those same woods. Ursenger was on a hunting trip, before he became chief.”

“This Nurchek fellow must have recognized something in Ursenger,” Dorrem remarked as he stroked his coarse, gray beard. “Perhaps his ambition and resentment at not being heir to the chiefdom.”

“Is that when the Mad Chief decided to murder your brothers?” Nileme folded her hands on the table, and the Dolrath woman’s face was thoughtful and serious.

“It took time for Nurchek to earn Ursenger’s trust,” the chief said. “My brother was always a paranoid man. But yes. Over time, Nurchek met with Ursenger and impressed him with his strange powers. Then Nurchek told Ursenger that Belzat could help him gain the Yennih throne.”

“Ibseth once told me all the sons of the Yennih chief are taught about the rituals that hold the Demons back in the Deeper Dark,” I said as I looked at my brother-in-law. “Surely Ursenger would have known better than to trust a Demon’s promises.”

“The short answer is yes, he did,” the stoic chief replied with a nod. “He was never a good student and grew bored easily in our lessons. He wasn’t stupid, but in his arrogance, Ursenger was convinced he could outsmart the Demon Lord and accepted the deal.”

“Then went on a murder spree,” Amrila added, and her tone was more sober than usual.

“Our father was a very old man by then,” Ondur sighed. “And in poor health. He wanted to be sure he was the only heir left when father died. But he kept me alive in secret, knowing I would continue to do what I could to maintain the Barrier.”

“But since you had limited resources in the Crystal Prison,” I replied as I started to put it all together in a way I hadn’t before, “Ursenger could benefit from Belzat’s power, but still maintain some control over The Gloom since the Barrier was only weakened.”

“Indeed,” Ondur said with a sad nod. “How he kept that fact from Belzat toward the end I do not know. But here we are.”

“Fuck,” I breathed as I remembered how ragged Ondur looked when I rescued him from Glecik. “Did Ursenger say how to find Nurchek? Or give any clues on how to track him down?”

“No, unfortunately,” the chief said. “But I will keep reading his accounts. There are decades’ worth of them, and there may be something else we can use.”

“There are other things you should know,” Dorrem remarked. “Things that could prove helpful.”

“Like what?” I asked the Dwarf.

“Chief Ondur has given me access to the records of the Yennih chiefs,” Dorrem replied.

“Dorrem has proven himself to be a very talented researcher.” The chief smiled. “He can do the work of ten scribes in half the time.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” The bearded man inclined his head to Ondur as his usually scowling face glowed with pride, and then he turned back to me. “I had to dig into some very old texts that were crated up in the back of the Library of the Chiefs. But I have found some accounts about the Great War and research ancient chiefs wrote about the Deeper Dark before the war.”

“Knowledge all but forgotten in The Gloom,” Ondur added. “Most works on Demons and their kingdoms were destroyed and considered too dangerous to exist. But Dorrem found them.”

“So, what was in them?” I asked as something in my stomach clenched.

I didn’t know why the topic filled me with dread. Maybe it was just the secrecy the topic was treated with in the underworld.

“I’ve learned there are five Demon Lords,” the gray-haired Dwarf explained. “Each with their own domain. Belzat is the Lord of Chaos. He seems to be the most powerful of the Demon Lords.”

“Lovely,” Scourge snorted. “At least we know what the worst of it is.”

“Then there is Gal’gon, the Lord of Rapacity,” Dorrem continued.

“Rapacity?” Amrila repeated as she crinkled her forehead.

“Think the most aggressive and violent form of greed and gluttony,” the Dwarf said. “Razoloth is the Lord of the Wastes. Then there is Trarnen, Lord of the Enigma, and Vallis, the Lord of the Scales.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “I’m probably not going to remember all those names. But how does this information help us?”

“Vallis and Trarnen seem to be more neutral forces than outright evil,” Ondur answered. “And none of the Demon Lords seem to trust or care for one another. If it ever comes to us having to face Belzat head on, it may be possible to gain their help to stop the Lord of Chaos from further mischief. But only as a last resort.”

“Well,” I replied with a heavy sigh, “it’s a start. But with any luck, if we can find Nurchek before he converts anyone else, that won’t be necessary.”

“We just have to find him,” Nileme agreed. “Is there any way to magically track down this Zencarri before he does that, Chief Ondur?”

“Not that I am aware of, Princess.” My brother-in-law shook his head. “He’s not a true Demon, so the magic I know won’t work on him. Zencarri may have Demon blood in their lineage, but they are very different from full-blooded Demons.”

“Thank you, Chief.” Scourge grinned. “I’d like to think I’m far more charming and civilized.”

“However,” Ondur continued, “I will have my soldiers search the woods around the capital and Hillshire, since he seems to frequent the area for some reason. If they turn anything up, I will send you word through the Seer Stones.”

“Alright.” I nodded as I crossed my arms and considered my next moves. “I’d really like to be a step ahead for once. I’m tired of finding a servant of Belzat at my heels every time I turn around.”

“On a more cheerful note,” the chief said as his expression brightened, “how is my sister? I believe Ibseth’s time draws near?”

“Yeah,” I replied as I grinned from ear to ear. “She’s due this month, but I guess it could be almost any day now. If I can, I plan to stick pretty close to home so I can be there when she has the baby.”

“Do you mean in the room?” Scourge asked with a shudder. “Why in the name of the gods would you want to see that?”

“I want to be there to support her and see my son when he’s born,” I chuckled as I watched the thief’s face waffle between confusion and mild disgust. “Where I’m from, dads are usually there in the room. I don’t think I’ll be any help, but there isn’t anywhere else I want to be when the time comes.”

“My sister is a lucky woman to have such a caring husband.” Ondur smiled. “Yennih men aren’t even allowed in the birthing room. It’s considered a sacred, feminine time. Though I admit that I feel the notion is old-fashioned.”

“Speaking of which,” I snorted as I started to get up from the table, “I’d like to get back home. Bolra and Pregia are with Ibseth, doting on her and making sure she has anything she could possibly need. But I’d like to do a little doting myself.”

“I think it’s driving Ibseth crazy,” Amrila snickered. “She’s much happier being the doter. It’s almost impossible to spoil Ibseth.”

“Please keep me informed,” Ondur chuckled. “All of the Yennih tribe anxiously await the arrival of my nephew. Me most of all. I have had the cradle that Ibseth was rocked in placed in your royal suites.”

The chief stood, and I shook his hand.

“You’ll be the first to know,” I promised.

“In the meantime,” Dorrem grumbled as he too got up from the table, “I’ll continue my research. There’s centuries’ worth of knowledge in that library, and I intend to read every book and scroll.”

“I will also continue to read Ursenger’s journals,” Ondur added. “If there is anything else about Nurchek, I will find it.”

“Thank you, Chief Ondur,” Nileme said as she also shook the dark-haired man’s hand.

“When do you plan to have children, sister?” the chief asked with a playful smile. “I’m sure the Dolrath--”

But Ondur was interrupted by an urgent knock on the chamber door.

“Come in,” the chief called as he raised his eyebrow at the interruption.

When the door opened, the chamberlain walked in with an anxious expression on his old face.

“My Chief!” the chamberlain said in a tight voice. “We’ve just received word that Hillshire is under attack!”


Chapter Two

As soon as the words left the chamberlain’s mouth, my mind snapped into action. I had only been a duke a few months, but while the idea was still foreign to me, I knew one thing for certain.

The villagers of Hillshire were my people to protect.

“What happened?” I demanded. “Who’s attacking?”

“The messenger said a flock of Nictors have descended on the village,” the elderly Elf explained. “The women and children were taking cover when he left the village as the men rallied with what weapons they had. Another messenger was sent to Hillshire Manor to ask for aid from your personal guard.”

Good. I knew Sharn wouldn’t hesitate to help the village with her soldiers.

“We’re leaving,” I said as I turned to Amrila, Nileme, and Scourge.

“Wait, brother!” Ondur interjected. “I can send a regiment of the army with you.”

“No disrespect, Ondur,” I answered as I shook my head, “but fuck that. It’ll take too long to gather your soldiers, and a larger unit would only slow us down. Send your soldiers behind us, but we’re leaving now.”

“Of course, Eddie,” the chief said, and he gave me a solemn nod. “The gods grant you speed. I’ll send my soldiers as soon as they can muster.”

I nodded back without another word and quickly pushed past the chamberlain.

My wives and Scourge were right behind me, and we strode through the halls of the palace while servants scrambled out of our way when they saw the look on my face. My mind raced with questions. Where had the flock of Nictors come from? Until we encountered the Nictors that attacked Nurchek, none of the bat-like creatures had been seen in The Gloom for months. Let alone a large flock of them.

Suddenly, an idea tickled at the back of my head.

Had Nurchek brought those Nictors with him? When we’d “rescued” him, the lavender-skinned Zencarri seemed fine with us taking all of the Nictors out. The whole meeting seemed too convenient to have been pure chance, but that would have meant Nurchek staged the whole thing and led his pet Nictors to slaughter just to meet me.

Why would Nurchek do that?

But the fact that another flock of Nictors had attacked my village also felt too convenient to be coincidental. This was personal. The idea that Nurchek would be aware of me wasn’t a stretch. I had a reputation in The Gloom, and it wasn’t a secret I’d killed all of Belzat’s other minions. Had the farce with the dead ox just been arranged so the ragged Zencarri man could size me up?

“We won’t bother with the road,” I said as we approached the city gates. “We’ll cut straight through the woods. It’ll be faster.”

“Agreed.” Nileme nodded. “I’m sure Sharn and her soldiers are already there, but we should move with all possible haste.”

All I could think about was Mayor Chadal and the people I’d gotten to know in Hillshire.

I was proud of the villagers and their ability to rebuild the town and farms after the devastation Ursenger caused them. I knew they were a strong people and would fight fiercely for their homes, but a white-hot rage settled in my chest at the thought that someone had dared to attack them without reason.

If it was Nurchek, I would crush every bone in his body before I killed him. I would start by sawing off his bone-colored horns and end by cutting off his backwards feet. Vengeance was a foreign notion to me. Before this moment, I’d been of the opinion if someone wronged me or those I loved, the solution was to end it in a quick, decisive manner. But if I was right, Nurchek had been at the heart of most of the suffering in both The Gloom and the Twilight Region for years.

And I intended to find an appropriate retribution for every innocent life Belzat’s servant had destroyed.

We jogged through the woods and tried to conserve as much energy as we could for the fight ahead. Scourge used his shadow powers to scout ahead, so he periodically appeared a few yards in front of us and then disappeared again in a cloud of black vapor. Time seemed to stand still as my legs pumped, and the adrenaline in my blood made my ears ring.

Then we smelled the smoke, and as the gray columns appeared above the trees, sounds of shouts and fighting filtered through the woods, and we broke into a run.

“Headphones!” I shouted to my wives as soon as I could see the flaming huts through the trees. “Amrila, help protect the villagers! Nileme, stick with me and focus your fire on anything that flies!”

“You got it, partner!” Amrila shouted back as she dashed through the tree line.

“Yes, husband!” Nileme called out as she kept pace with me.

The scene in the village was pure havoc.

Sharn and her women warriors were in the center of the village, and the Orcish woman yelled commands over the chaos. The men of Hillshire had split themselves between the fight and running buckets of water from the well to the burning houses. There were Nictors everywhere, on the ground and in the air, but there was also a small army of Lesser Demons with them.

Dust Devils burst and filled the air with clouds of dust as Sharn’s forces took them out, and a Bone Demon threw a barrel of ale at a Night Elf man as he carried a bucket of water to a burning hut. The barrel smashed into the Night Elf, and the man hit the ground hard, but several other villagers rushed in to try to pull the wounded man to safety.

“Scourge!” I shouted as I pushed down my fury to stay calm and think straight.

“Yes, Eddie?” the thief replied evenly as he appeared next to me.

“You’re on Bone Demon duty,” I growled.

“My pleasure,” Scourge replied as his lip curled in a savage grin, and then he disappeared again.

“Nileme,” I said as I whipped around to look at the muscular princess. “Change of plans. I want you to get up on a hut that isn’t on fire and start shooting down Nictors and protect the men putting out the fires.”

“On it!” My Dolrath wife nodded, and her blue eyes were filled with a soldier’s focus.

As the dark-haired Elven woman started to climb the side of a hut, I began to shoot my way to the center of the village square.

With the aid of my red dot, I used controlled bursts of fire to clear a path through Nictors and Dust Devils, but then the biggest Nictor I’d ever seen landed right in front of me.

This one didn’t look anything like the scrawny, hollow-boned bastards I usually fought. The muscle-bound bat-fucker had an eight foot wingspan and wore a metal breastplate spotted with rust. It was a wonder the swollen prick could fly at all, even with those wings.

“Kingslayer!” the massive Nictor snarled a foot from my face as he bared his two-inch-long fangs.

What the ever-loving fuck?

It was like the air was sucked out of my lungs. I had never heard a fucking Nictor speak, and there was something about it that shocked and unsettled the core of my being.

But this wasn’t the time to stop and consider the anthropology of murderous bat-people.

“Back the fuck up!” I spat, and I smashed the butt of the Galil into the Nictor’s flat, heart-shaped nose. “Your breath smells like shit.”

As the big fucker’s head snapped back from the blow, I took a step back, shouldered my rifle, and put a bullet through the bottom of his chin.

The back of the large Nictor’s head exploded, and blood and gray matter splattered the ground a few feet behind him. As I moved to step over the body to get to Sharn and her warriors, another, smaller Nictor swooped in to intercept me as it shrieked.

But before I could take aim, a sudden, powerful gust of wind kicked up and knocked the fugly bastard out of the air.

The gust was so powerful I had to plant my feet to remain standing, and when the Nictor hit the ground two yards away, its bones crunched from the impact.

I looked toward the center of the square and saw Gwen. The Spiran woman was at the center of the circle of women warriors, and our eyes met for just a moment before the pearl-skinned woman turned to blast another of the bat-like creatures from the air before they could reach some village men fighting Dust Devils with spears and short swords.

“Brother Eddie!” Sharn cackled as I finally joined my guards. “Glad to see you! We shall crush the enemy for the glory of Hillshire!”

The broad woman gleefully felled a Dust Devil that tried to rush her and then turned back to me.

“What are your orders?” Sharn asked as she grinned.

Orcs had a strange idea of a good time.

I quickly glanced around to assess the situation.

Scourge had rallied a group of villagers around the Bone Demon, and as the men took jabs at the massive, sinewy creature, the thief popped in and out of the melee and cut chunks out of the Lesser Demon’s exposed muscular system.

Meanwhile, Nileme was on the roof of the hut, and she picked off Nictors as they tried to divebomb the bucket brigade.

I saw Tauric was guiding the effort to extinguish the fire while he beat attackers back with his axe, but when Gwen used her wind powers to blast the Nictors back or clear the air of the dust cloud, the fires consuming several huts swelled and threatened to spread to other homes.

We wouldn’t make much headway unless we changed our strategy.

“You need to lead your soldiers on the offensive,” I told Sharn. “Push forward as aggressively as you can.”

“Yes, clan brother!” Sharn nodded and then turned to her soldiers. “Spear sisters! Advance!”

As the female warriors launched their attack, I ran up next to Gwen and picked off several Dust Devils and Nictors to help clear their way.

“Gwen!” I shouted to the Spiran woman over the sound of battle. “You need to control your bursts of air. Don’t worry about the Dust Devils. Just focus on the Nictors in the air. Take them down one at a time!”

Gwen’s aqua eyes looked terrified, but her jaw was set with resolve as she nodded, so I turned my focus back to our enemies and made every shot count.

With Gwen and Nileme focused on the assault from the air, I carefully aimed at the Nictors and Lesser Demons on the ground. Sharn and her warriors cut bloody paths through the attackers as they moved out from the center of the village, and Scourge and his men finally toppled the Bone Demon, while Tauric started to make headway with the fires.

Suddenly, I spotted another of the larger Nictors on the side of the hut that Nileme stood on. I got the swollen fuck in my sights and blew a hole through the center of his rusted-out breastplate. The Nictor’s body stiffened, and then his corpse fell from the side of the hut and into a pool of his own gore.

Shot after shot, I thinned the attackers numbers. Then, as I searched for my next target, I spotted a hooded figure on the northern edge of the village. Two bone-colored horns peeked out under a tattered hood, and I instantly knew who he was.

Nurchek, Belzat’s favored servant.

The Zencarri seemed to look back at me through the scope the instant I spotted him, but as my finger started to squeeze the trigger, a Nictor a few yards away from me stepped in front of the shot and fell dead as he took the bullet meant for Nurchek.

As soon as the dead Nictor dropped out of sight, Nurchek was gone.

“Damn!” I snarled as I glanced up from my scope.

But there was no sign of the hooded man.

Everything in me wanted to run after Nurchek. To hunt him down and end this now. But my village was on fire, and my friends were under attack. I needed to clean up this mess before I could go after my enemy.

But the tide had turned in our favor. Most of the fires had been extinguished, and as the villagers, Sharn’s warriors, and my team decimated the enemy, the remaining Nictors in the air fled.

As the last of the Dust Devils exploded in a puff of dirt, the men of Hillshire began to cheer.

“Good job, Gwen,” I said as I lowered the Galil.

“Thank you, Eddie,” the Spiran woman replied in a shaky voice as she leaned against a cart and trembled.

“It’s okay,” I said as I helped the exhausted woman to the ground and put a comforting arm around her shoulder. “It’s over now. Just try to breathe. You were very brave today.”

“Duke Eddie,” I heard a voice say behind me.

“Yaurle,” I said as I turned and saw my chamberlain.

The dignified man wore a suit of black, leather armor that exposed more of the extensive burn scar down his neck, and he held a bastard sword in his hand.

I hadn’t noticed Lord Yaurle in the chaos of the battle, but I could see from the dust and blood on his armor that he’d clearly participated.

“It might comfort the people of Hillshire to hear a word from you,” the stoic Elf remarked. “I can watch over Ms. Gwen for you.”

I looked up at the scene around the square.

Most of the men were celebrating, but the women and children of the village had started to come out from their hiding places. We hadn’t lost many people, but there were a few women crouched over the bodies of their fallen husbands. Some men were also still working to put out the last of the fires.

I knew Yaurle meant for me to give some kind of victorious speech to the people, but that didn’t feel appropriate to me.

“I’ll be right back,” I told Gwen, and then I stood as my Dolrath wife approached. “Yaurle, please come with me. Nileme can look after Gwen.”

As Nileme nodded and kneeled down to look after Gwen, I walked past my guard and some of the villagers, toward the body of the Night Elf man that had been crushed by the barrel.

A middle-aged Night Elf woman with dark red hair kneeled next to the body as she wept. Without a word, I crouched down next to the woman and put my arms around her.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said quietly. “What was his name?”

“Kheld, m’lord,” the red-haired woman sobbed as she leaned against me.

“Kheld was working to put the fires out,” I told the woman in a voice loud enough to carry through the square, and I held her out at arm’s length and looked into her gray-blue eyes. “He was so focused on helping to protect the village that he had no concern for himself. I’m proud to have such brave, good men under my charge. I’ll pay for his burial and put up a monument in his name, as well as others we lost today.”

Then I turned and looked around at the people of Hillshire.

“Lord Yaurle,” I continued in a loud voice, “I’ll pay for the repairs to the village out of my own coffers, and I want you to give every widow an amount of gold equal to a year’s worth of their husband’s earnings.”

“My Lord,” Mayor Chadal said in an awed tone, “that’s very generous, but--”

“It’s what’s right,” I cut the mayor off. “You pay me taxes for a reason, and this is what they’ll be used for. And, for the next month, there will be an amnesty on taxes so you all can recoup your losses. Today, Hillshire proved they are the most fierce village in the Yennih Territory. I’m also going to institute a village guard to be trained by Captain Sharn. Men, women, I don’t care. Whoever wants to protect this village is welcome, and we’ll make any dumb fuck who wants to try this again think twice!”

The people of Hillshire cheered again, and the sound was enough to trigger my Pro Xs.

But I wasn’t in the mood to stand in their praise, so I turned and walked toward the edge of the village, only stopping to shake the extended hands of the villagers as I passed. Amrila and Nileme were still with Gwen, but Scourge, Tauric, and Yaurle followed me. I stopped behind a small barn and leaned against it with my eyes closed, and I breathed through the rage that still burned in my chest.

“A very effective speech,” I heard Scourge remark in a wry tone. “I don’t think you’ll ever have to worry about your people’s loyalty. They’ll sing your praises for generations to come.”

When I opened my eyes, the flecks of red that had appeared at the edges of my vision were gone, and I saw the other men gathered in a half-circle around me.

“He is right, my Lord,” Yaurle said as he looked at me. “It’s far more than most lords would do for their people. But more than the gold, they will remember you fought with them. By my count, we lost four men. The number would have been much greater without you.”

“Thanks, Yaurle,” I replied in a low voice. “Don’t spare any expense helping the people rebuild. Where’s Sigrith?”

“Ms. Sigrith argued with a great deal of passion to come with Captain Sharn and Gwen,” my chamberlain explained. “But Lady Javanna argued that the presence of a Succubus would only cause further distress in the village, and the men of Hillshire might mistake her for one of the attackers. I have to say I agreed.”

“That’s a fair point.” I nodded as my adrenaline ebbed, and my mood started to lighten. “You’ve done good work today, Lord Yaurle. Thank you.”

“If it’s all the same to you, my Lord,” the scarred man replied with a warm smile, “I would prefer it if you called me by my name only. While propriety demands I still use your title, I would like to think we are friends and beyond such formalities.”

“Of course, Yaurle.” I smiled and nodded. “We should help put out the last of the fires and clear the bodies out of the village. You all go on ahead. I’ll join you in a moment.”

Yaurle and Scourge nodded and went to help with the clean-up efforts, but Tauric stayed behind.

The blacksmith stared at me with a light blue gaze and seemed to look right through me.

“Tell me what’s wrong, Eddie,” Tauric said in a paternal tone.

“I’m always one step behind the Demon Lord and his pathetic servants,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair.

“Alright,” the black-bearded man huffed. “Then get ahead of them. You’re clever and capable. But don’t let your frustration lead you. Rushing headlong into a fight is for foot soldiers. You’re a lord, commander of several fighting forces, and the most celebrated warrior in The Gloom. Pause. Breathe. And come up with a plan to outsmart your enemy.”

It was the most I’d ever heard the practical man ever say at one time.

But Tauric was right. If I was going to get ahead of Nurchek and Belzat, I would have to outthink them. As much as I wanted to tear these woods apart looking for the ragged Zencarri, I knew he’d be long gone by now. I wasn’t going to waste time chasing Nurchek. I had to plan a trap for him.

“Thanks, Tauric,” I said as I clapped my hand on the brawny Dwarf’s shoulder. “I needed to hear that. Let’s go help the others.”

Minutes later, Ondur’s soldiers showed up, and I was glad we hadn’t waited for them. But they helped the villagers clear the square and then scouted the farmland to search for any Nictors that might still be in the area.

Once the bodies of the Nictors had been placed on a pyre to burn, we spent some time in Hillshire to celebrate our victory with the people. The villagers showered me and my friends with small tokens of appreciation, and we had a small feast in the square. There was music and dancing, and I watched my people as they chose to enjoy life, rather than focus on tragedy.

“You’re a great leader,” Nileme said to me in a quiet voice as we sat together and ate roasted hog and a savory mash of root vegetables. “I hope to inspire my people half as much as you when my time as chief comes.”

“I’m sure you will,” I replied as we watched Scourge and Amrila dance to a lively song. “There’s a lot of your mother in you, and she’s an amazing chief.”

“I agree,” the Dolrath princess laughed. “But I’m very biased. I love my mother. Come, my husband. Let’s dance.”

Nileme and I set our plates aside and joined the other dancers.

I wasn’t much of a dancer, but I still had a hell of a good time. After I’d spun Nileme around the square a few times, some of the village girls vied for their chance to dance with me, and then I asked Gwen to dance. The Spiran woman had mostly recovered from her efforts in battle, and she giggled as I placed my hand on her waist.

“I think the strong ale of the villagers has gone to my head,” the pearl-skinned woman confessed.

“Enjoy it,” I snorted. “You’ve more than earned it.”

As the happy but slow tune played, I led Gwen in slow circles, and I thought again about bringing the Spiran woman to the surface. Maybe not this time, since Ibseth was about to have our baby, and I wouldn’t be able to focus much attention on the elemental woman. But soon.

As the last notes of the song played, I was so captured by Gwen’s beauty and gentle ways that I pulled her close and kissed her. Gwen gave a soft gasp and kissed me back with a demure kind of passion. But then the villagers, my wives, and my friends around us all applauded at the sight, and I was reminded we weren’t alone.

Gwen giggled shyly at the attention, and I gave an embarrassed grin and waved at the people of Hillshire in acknowledgement.

But then it was time to go back home. I wanted to see Ibseth, Bolra, and Pregia.

I said goodbye to Gwen and told her to give my regards to Sigrith, and Yaurle escorted her back to the manor. Sharn and Tauric stayed in the village to help with the rebuilding efforts and to train the new village guard, but Scourge walked with my wives and I to the magic circle north of Hillshire.

Before we went to the hidden circle, the four of us scouted the area to be sure Nurchek and what was left of his forces were nowhere nearby.

“Let Ondur and Dorrem know what happened,” I said to Scourge. “Ask him to have his soldiers patrol north of Hillshire. That’s the direction I think he went.”

“You can count on me, Eddie.” The thief nodded. “Give Ibseth my love. And the others of course. But I think our princess could use it more right now.”

“You could always come to the birth,” Amrila replied with a mischievous grin.

“Ugh.” The dark-skinned man shuddered. “No thank you. There are some things I can live without seeing. Good travels.”

“See you later, Scourge,” I snorted as Nileme stepped into the circle and disappeared.

And then I stepped into the circle and headed home to see my very pregnant wife.


Chapter Three

It was only two days after Christmas, and all the lights and decorations were still up around the neighborhood. The ladies liked the string lights most of all, and I didn’t know how to tell my wives that most people took down their festive displays by the first week of January. But I figured I’d give it until after the New Year.

The weather in Ohio was always a little unpredictable, but January and February tended to be a haphazard mix of icy rain and snow. The roads would freeze over, the sidewalks would turn to slush, and the sky would be a constant state of gray, so I wanted to have all the Christmas decorations packed up before that.

As we came up into the big backyard, it was late at night, and the cloud cover blocked out the stars. I kissed Amrila and Nileme goodnight as they went back to their houses, and then I went through the backdoor of Ibseth’s house. Growler lifted his head from the kitchen dog bed and gave a groggy huff of a woof to welcome me home, and I stopped long enough to pat his head before I went to the basement for a shower.

The hot water soothed my muscles after a long day of fighting and travel through the underworld, and by the time I stepped out, I felt awake and refreshed. I put on my favorite pair of joggers and an old hoodie from college that somehow still fit even though I’d filled out with muscle over the past year. The faded, black hoodie was soft from age and use. It had practically been my uniform in college when I’d worn it almost every day in the fall and winter from freshman to sophomore year.

Not that my sense of fashion had changed much from my time in art school. A lot of kids started school looking relatively normal and then got colorful hair, a few piercings, and at least one tattoo by the end of the first year. I liked a bit of self-expression, but that just never felt like me. I was always the one guy in class who wore Red Wing steel toes, bootcut jeans, and my old, black, Carhartt hoodie.

I went up into the kitchen and grabbed a beer to unwind, went into the living room to sit on the comfy couch, and then turned on For a Few Dollars More when I found it streaming on one of the many services we subscribed to. Growler came in to sit next to me and put his head on my lap, and I didn’t kick him off the couch for once.

This was the perfect end to a strange day filled with ups and downs.

I made sure to turn down the volume so I wouldn’t wake up Ibseth. The Elven woman had started to have trouble sleeping through the night lately, and she needed her rest. Bolra and Nileme had already discussed taking turns helping out with the baby, and I planned to be as involved as I could be, too. But still, I knew there were some things that would mostly fall on Ibseth, like feeding the baby.

As if my thoughts summoned her, I heard the sound of Ibseth’s delicate feet on the steps, and I craned my head around and saw my beautiful first wife half-wrapped in a plush throw blanket as she came into the living room. The violet-eyed woman’s long, white hair was up in a messy bun and tied with a silky, oversized scrunchie. Even disheveled, Ibseth was gorgeous, and there was something so endearing about her sleepy, serene smile.

“Hello, my king,” Ibseth said through a little yawn. “How was your day?”

“Good,” I replied as she curled up next to me, and I put an arm around her. “We got the gerndles cleared out, and then I went to see Ondur. He and Scourge both send their love.”

There wasn’t any reason to tell Ibseth about Nurchek and what happened in Hillshire right then. It would only keep her up longer with worry.

“That’s nice,” Ibseth sighed as she snuggled closer. “Once little Ondur is a month or so old, I’d like to take him to meet his uncle. And I miss my brother.”

“Ondur mentioned that he put your old cradle in our apartments in the palace,” I said as I rested my cheek on top of my wife’s head.

“Really?” the Elven woman giggled. “It’s very pretty. I can’t wait to rock our son in it and sing him the old lullabies my mother and governess sang to me. What are you watching?”

“It’s an old Western about two men who go to hunt down some bandits that have been robbing a small town,” I replied. “The guy in the poncho and the guy with the mustache are enemies at first, but then they decide to work together to stop the criminals.”

“That sounds like something you would do,” Ibseth replied as she yawned again. “Make a friend out of an enemy and then save a town from ruin.”

I smiled at my wife’s words.

As kids, Jay and I had always dreamed of what it would be like to live in the Wild West and what we’d have done if we were Clint Eastwood or John Wayne. The two of us always played the good guys and imagined the bandits or train robbers coming up over the ridge in the woods when we played, but I’d never thought I would ever really do anything like that.

But I guess these old movies had a bigger influence on me than I’d realized.

By the time the film was over, it was past midnight, and Ibseth had fallen asleep. Even nearly nine months pregnant, Ibseth was so tiny she didn’t weigh much, so I gathered my wife in my arms and carried her up the stairs. I won’t say it was the easiest thing, but nothing I couldn’t handle.

The next morning, I got up before Ibseth and sent out a group text to my other wives as I started some coffee and some hot water for herbal tea.

I think we should spoil Ibseth today, I typed in a new group text that didn’t include the white-haired woman. Any ideas?

If she hasn’t started breakfast, Nileme sent back immediately, we could take her out to eat.

I wasn’t surprised the Dolrath woman was already up.

Oh! Bolra added. We could take her to get her nails done. Pregia always says it’s very relaxing. That could be nice.

Pregia responded by sending the name of her favorite nail salon in Elyria and said she’d call and see about appointments for all of them today.

I was sure the Goblin woman would be able to talk the salon into fitting them in, even if they were fully booked. Pregia could be very persuasive.

I heard the shower start upstairs and knew Ibseth had gotten up, so I made myself a cup of coffee and continued to message back and forth with the other ladies as we discussed ideas to make the day special. There were still a couple of small things we needed to get for the baby, and I also researched some items that could make things easier for Ibseth.

Since this was my first child, I didn’t know much beyond the obvious. Feed them, change their diapers, and make sure they get plenty of sleep. I found out that at first, newborns want to feed every two to three hours, morning and night, which sounded wild. They were so tiny. How much milk did they drink if they needed to be fed that often?

Once the shower shut off, I started a cup of herbal tea for Ibseth and made some toast, since she’d probably want a little something before we got to Elyria.

“Hey, baby.” I grinned as the sexy, curvy Elf came into the kitchen.

“Good morning, beloved,” she replied as she smiled at me.

Ibseth had dried the wealth of her long, shiny, white hair and put it back up in a loose bun, and a few tendrils framed her face.

The Elven woman was wearing comfy leggings and a cable knit sweater that hung off one shoulder, like she was ready for a cozy day at home. When I handed Ibseth the tea and toast, a mix of emotions crossed my wife’s face. I felt a twinge of amusement as Ibseth’s eyebrows scrunched together, like she was concerned about the small amount of food, but then she smiled and seemed pleased I had at least tried to do something nice.

“Thank you, my love,” Ibseth said in a sweet voice as she took the tea and toast. “This is lovely, but… well, it takes a lot of energy to move around with this tummy.”

“I know,” I replied and was barely able to contain my excitement. “That’s just to hold you over until we get to Elyria. We’re going to have breakfast at that little cafe you like.”

“Oh,” my first wife giggled as she carefully lowered herself onto a dining room chair. “What’s the occasion?”

“You are.” I grinned as I sat down next to her. “All of us thought it would be nice to spend the day spoiling you rotten.”

“Aww,” the Elven woman sighed as she took a sip of tea. “That’s so sweet. But you don’t have to do that, really. There’s no need to make a fuss.”

“If it makes you feel better,” I said as I drank my coffee, “I’m kinda gonna be spoiling all of you a little. Pregia is working on getting all of you a nail appointment. Then we’ll go shopping or something.”

“That does sound nice,” Ibseth agreed and rubbed her rounded belly. “I’ve been staying around the house a lot lately. It’d be lovely to have a day out with all of you.”

“Sweet.” I smiled. “Once you’re done with your tea, get your jacket and your shoes on. I’ll make sure the other ladies are ready to go.”

I left my wife to eat in peace, and I did a few chores around the house while Ibseth got ready.

First, I fed Growler and Dread before I salted the walkway in front of Ibseth’s house. Then my other wives came over. Nileme was the first to show up, dressed in her usual bootcut jeans and a flannel over a tightly fitted t-shirt that showed off her firm abs. Her brown, leather jacket completed the outfit, and it gave the Dolrath woman a practical yet feminine look.

Next was Bolra who wore skinny jeans under a rust-colored sweater similar to the one Ibseth had on, with her hunter-green puffer jacket over her shoulders.

Pregia and Amrila showed up last, and from the look on my Zencarri wife’s heart-shaped face, I could tell the Goblin woman had heartlessly woken her up and forced her out of bed. Amrila wore ripped, snug jeans paired with her black, knee-high combat boots, and she hugged her black, motorcycle jacket around her against the cold.

Meanwhile, Pregia looked like she’d just stepped off a runway in her sporty, white coat with a fur-lined hood and thick, designer leggings that hugged her slender legs and peach-shaped ass.

Once we were all ready, we piled into the Rubicon and pulled out of the cul-de-sac as Ibseth’s favorite country music station played. We got to the restaurant without much fuss, and my wives and I ordered half the menu and settled into quiet conversation as we waited for our food.

“Are you nervous?” Pregia asked Ibseth as she sipped her foamy latte.

“Maybe a little,” the Elven woman admitted with a shrug. “But Nurse Ryan has walked me through it all. She’s very smart, and I like her assistant midwives.”

Mildred Ryan was a nurse practitioner and midwife Jay had turned me on to. I liked her, too, honestly. The midwife’s service was pretty expensive, but worth every penny. Especially because of the woman’s sterling reputation for discretion.

“It’s all very natural,” Bolra remarked as she cupped her hot cocoa in her hands. “There are dangers, of course. But Nurse Ryan knows what she’s doing and has lots of modern techniques and resources at her disposal. It’s interesting the advancements that have been made up here. But it’s normal to feel a little nervousness mixed with your excitement.”

I was nervous and excited, too.

Each day that passed brought me closer to being a father. Little Ondur would have a good life. I could afford to give him anything he wanted or needed, but I planned to instill in him the same sense of stewardship that my pops had given me. We had almost nothing when I was a kid, but Pop made the best of what he had.

If Pop could fix it, he would. What he couldn’t fix he’d repurpose. And when he did have to spend money, he made sure every penny counted. I had no intention to be miserly with my children, but I also didn’t want them to grow up with a sense of entitlement.

And down in The Gloom, my son would be a prince with land and titles of his own. I planned on partly raising little Ondur in Hillshire, right along with the village children so he would know what it meant to take care of his people and understand their needs.

After we’d stuffed ourselves with pastries, breakfast sandwiches filled with crispy bacon and fluffy eggs, and hot drinks, I drove the ladies to their nail appointments. It was a nice salon, which was what I expected since Pregia recommended it.

The spa chairs had massage rollers along the backs and heated tubs of water for the women to soak their feet in. My wives all picked out the colors they wanted on their fingers and toes, and then the staff whisked them off for a full service mani-pedi, leg and hand massage, and complimentary drinks.

Even Nileme and I were offered drinks as we waited. Mimosas, espresso, cappuccinos, or artisan soda in glass bottles. I got an elderberry soda, while Nileme asked for a cappuccino, and we sat in the comfortable waiting area that was filled with up-to-date fashion and ladies magazines. There were even a few Men’s Health magazines for husbands and boyfriends that came with their ladies.

“You sure you don’t want to join the others?” I asked Nileme as we waited. “I bet they could fit you in.”

“I don’t see the point, honestly,” the Dolrath woman snorted. “I’d just ruin my nails cleaning a gun or helping you shovel snow. And I don’t like the idea of anyone touching my feet.”

“Not even me?” I grinned.

“Why would you want to?” the dark-haired Elf asked with mild shock.

“I’m pretty good at foot rubs,” I replied with a smirk. “I think it’s kinda sexy and intimate. And it feels really good.”

“If you say so.” Nileme shrugged and seemed a little unsettled by the idea. “But they’re feet, that you walk on the ground with, or sweat in your boots.”

“Well, the offer stands if you want to try it,” I teased as I jokingly pressed the issue. “Maybe after a bath or something so it doesn’t weird you out so much.”

“Have you thought about getting Ibseth a push present?” the princess asked as she tried to change the subject.

“A what?” I asked in confusion.

“A push present,” Nileme repeated. “It’s a human… a modern custom. I heard Enid ask if you’d gotten Ibseth one the other day when they were on a video call together.”

It took me a moment to put together what “push” meant in the phrase, and then it dawned on me.

“Oh, shit,” I snorted. “I didn’t realize people did that nowadays. But I guess it makes sense. Having a baby is a lot of work, from what I hear. What kind of thing should I get, do you think?”

“I heard Enid say one of her friends got a diamond bracelet after she had a baby,” Nileme said with a thoughtful look. “So I guess jewelry is the standard? I couldn’t say. When Enid asked about it, Ibseth said the baby was the only gift she needed. But that’s Ibseth for you.”

I thought about what I would get for my modest, selfless first wife.

Ibseth didn’t wear much jewelry, except for her wedding ring. But I wasn’t sure if that was because the white-haired woman never thought to ask for anything for herself, or if she wasn’t interested. Ibseth had liked the ring when I gave it to her, so this ‘push present’ could be a nice surprise, especially if I made it something special.

I pulled out my phone and looked up birthstones by month. The only problem was, every site seemed to have a different opinion about what gemstone went with what month. Some sites listed two or three for a given month. When had it gotten so complicated? I remembered hearing girls talk about their birthstones in grade school, and I got the distinct impression there was a consensus on the matter.

Finally, I found a site for the American Gemstone Society. If anyone was an authority on the topic, I guess it would be them. They’d made a whole society about it, after all. They gave the simple answer that garnets were the birthstone for January and even had an article about how the precious stone had come to be associated with January.

Baby Ondur was probably going to be born in early January, unless Ibseth went into labor early. I thought about searching for prices of garnets and how to pick out a good one, but Owen McElfresh owned a jewelry store, so I figured he or one of his girls could steer me in the right direction. I’d probably be up in Cleveland sometime soon to sign papers for the sale of Brock’s house anyway.

Once the other women were done, I drove us to an outlet mall so the ladies could do some shopping. I figured they’d want to split up and go to the stores of their choice, but all my wives wanted to stick with Ibseth and me as we went into what I could only call a baby supply store. The place was huge and had just about anything you could think of, and some things that felt a little unnecessary.

Like there was a warmer for baby wipes. Don’t get me wrong, it sounded kinda nice when I thought about it, but it still felt excessive.

“We’ve got all the big stuff,” I said as my wives and I started to look around the store. “But is there anything special you want?”

“I don’t know,” Ibseth said as she looked at a display of plush, cloud-soft baby blankets. “Back home, we don’t have all these options and advancements. It’s fantastic and a little overwhelming.”

“I read about a really great breast pump this morning,” I said and was surprised to hear the words come out of my mouth. “It’s got all the best features. Multiple speed settings. The reviews on the pump’s cups say they’re the most comfortable, especially for women who have bigger… uhhh…”

I paused since I was aware we were in public, and I wanted to be discreet.

“Breasts?” Bolra replied with a giggle and a warm smile. “I don’t think you’ll offend anyone in the store. They’re all here because they have babies.”

“But why would I need a pump for my breast?” Ibseth asked with wide-eyed innocence. “The milk is there for the baby.”

“Well, yeah,” I replied and tried to push down a flush in my cheeks. My Midwestern upbringing hadn’t prepared me for frank conversations about breasts in public. “But if you pump out the milk the baby doesn’t need, we can store it and then use it later. So if you’re really tired and need some sleep, one of us can get up with the baby and feed him. All you gotta do is warm up the stored milk and put it in a bottle.”

“Really?” the white-haired woman asked, and now she looked intrigued. “I’ve heard of women hiring wet nurses, or using animal milk when they have to. But this is ingenious! Yes, I would like a pump.”

I grinned and led the way over to the section where the pumps were on display.

I hadn’t known a lot about this kind of stuff, but I went at it the same way I would have to buy a new lawn mower or a power tool. Read some reviews and articles, compared features, looked up any recall or patent info I could find. In the end, I was sure we walked away with the best one.

We also looked around a little more and got some newborn boys clothes, including a onesie that said “Dad’s Hunting Partner,” with a little bloodhound on it.

“Ugh,” Nileme sighed as she picked up a tiny pair of soft baby shoes and looked at them. “How are they so small?”

“It’s sweet,” Bolra replied in a misty voice as she looked over and saw the shoes in Nileme’s strong hands. “Isn’t it? How we all come into the world small and helpless and grow to be strong and capable.”

“I’m kinda nervous about how small and delicate babies are,” I admitted to my wives. “I haven’t been around kids much since I was one. You gotta hold them in a specific way. There’s a lot to learn.”

“You’ll be an amazing father,” Ibseth said as she put her arm around me. “You’re brave, caring, and wise. All the things that make you a good leader will serve you well in fatherhood, my king.”

“I agree,” Nileme replied as she put the tiny shoes back on the shelf. “I just wish all the problems in… the old country were resolved. I want to fight next to you, but I’d also like to have a child, too. Maybe it’s just seeing all of you pregnant and this talk of babies, but I’m starting to feel impatient.”

“I support whatever you want, Nileme.” I grinned. “We’ll make it work, like we always do.”

“You’re a good husband.” The Dolrath woman smiled and glanced once more at the little shoes. “Warriors and chiefs have to be practical in all things. What I want has to come second to my duties.”

“You’re next in line for chief of the Dolrath,” Pregia remarked in a quiet voice as she looked around to make sure no one else in the store was within earshot. “It would seem to me that what you want is in line with your people and your family. Not to be morbid, but how old is your mother? It’s your duty to carry on your family line.”

“Mother is still strong and hale.” Nileme shrugged. “But you have a good point. Perhaps I could rethink my plans, especially since we’re on the trail to rid our other home of infernal influence.”

My wives and I continued our shopping trip and filled a couple carts with toys, clothes, tiny diapers, and other gifts to welcome little Ondur to the world. After we’d paid, we checked out a few of the other stores in the shopping center, grabbed some lunch, and headed home.

“What shall we do with the rest of the day?” Pregia asked from the back row of the Rubicon.

“I’d like to watch that one movie we saw streaming,” Ibseth replied as she clapped her delicate hands together. “The one about the woman who keeps forgetting everything when she falls asleep, and the funny man courts her.”

“That did look funny.” Amrila nodded as she sipped the milkshake she’d gotten to go. “I’ll watch it with you, even though it’s a silly romance.”

“I need to check on Valerie and the puppies when we get back,” Bolra said. “Then I’ll come over and watch with you.”

“I’d like to see Valerie, too,” Nileme replied. “I miss having her at my house. I can’t wait until the puppies are weaned.”

“Do you want us to wait for you to start the movie?” Ibseth asked.

“No.” Bolra shook her head. “We’ll catch up with the story when we come over later.”

After we got home, all of us helped unload the Jeep, and then I walked with Bolra and Nileme to the seer’s house to check on the garm puppies.

Valerie was nursing her puppies on a dog bed in a little penned off area of Bolra’s beachy living room. The plastic pen was my idea. As the puppies started to get more mobile, Bolra was worried about them getting lost in the house, or the other garms trying to play with them. Elvira and Freckles had been very curious about the puppies, and Valerie had become protective of them as a result.

Keeping the female garms separated for now was the easiest way to maintain the peace until the puppies were bigger.

“There’s my girl,” Nileme said as she climbed over the plastic fencing to pet Valerie. “How’ve you been?”

As protective of the puppies as Valerie was, she never seemed to mind any of us getting close to her or her babies.

“They’ve all been well,” Bolra replied. “The pups are getting a little bigger, and Valerie has been a very dutiful mother.”

“That’s good,” I said. “How much longer until they start to walk around and stuff like that?”

“About three more weeks,” Bolra guessed. “They’ve only just opened their eyes. Somewhere around eight weeks they’ll be ready to leave their mother.”

“They’re so little,” Nileme cooed as she scooped up a wrinkly, chubby puppy. “Ugh! More and more I want to be a mother.”

I grinned, but I didn’t want to press the issue.

Of course I wanted to have kids with Nileme, but I didn’t pretend to understand all the factors Nileme had to weigh. I also wanted her by my side in the coming fights. Nurchek seemed to be the last of Belzat’s servants in The Gloom, but this wasn’t the first time I had thought it was the last of the Lord of Chaos’ minions. There always seemed to be one more hiding in the shadows.

There was also the fact that Nileme would be chief one day. Pregia was fine with Duik running her kingdom when she wasn’t there, but that wasn’t Nileme’s style of leadership. I knew she’d go to live with her people when the time came, but with the teleportation circles, that wasn’t a big deal to me. We’d be able to see one another whenever we wanted, and I’d split my time between the surface and The Gloom.

We all sat down in the living room to watch Valerie and the puppies for a while, and Bolra and I sat on either side of Nileme on the couch as Valerie dozed.

“I think you’ll be a wonderful mother,” Bolra said as she leaned her head on Nileme’s shoulder. “It’s hard to know the right time for such things, but a baby is always a blessing.”

“I agree.” I smiled as I put my arm around Nileme. “You’ll know when the time is right.”

“But why wait?” the Dolrath woman asked with a mischievous sparkle in her blue eyes.

“What?” I snorted as a curl of excitement bloomed in my core.

“Why wait?” Nileme repeated, and she boldly reached for my cock over my jeans.

“I agree,” Bolra giggled as she cupped Nileme’s large breast and smiled at me.

“Don’t have to ask me twice,” I rumbled as my erection jumped in my jeans. “Let’s make a baby.”


Chapter Four

Both women giggled as I tugged Nileme’s shirt over her head. The Dolrath woman’s charcoal-colored, lace bra strained against the weight of her full breasts, and Bolra playfully got behind the dark-haired Elf and started to kiss along Nileme’s neck as they watched my reaction.

I grinned as I slipped off the couch to the ground in front of them and undid Nileme’s jeans.

“Isn’t Nileme beautiful, Eddie?” the pretty Orc sighed, and she let her hands glide over the Night Elf’s blue-toned skin.

“You’re both so fucking sexy,” I growled as I pulled Nileme’s jeans down over her round hips and ass to reveal the tiny thong that matched the warrior woman’s bra. “I can’t wait to make you cum, and I can’t wait for you both to bear me children.”

As I threw Nileme’s pants to the side, I kneeled in front of the sofa, grabbed her hips, and pulled her to the edge of the cushion.

The Dolrath woman wrapped her legs around me, and we started to kiss. While Nileme was the center of attention, I didn’t want to leave the auburn-haired woman out, so as Bolra continued to fondle and tease Nileme, I reached around the princess to touch the Orcish woman’s supple thighs.

“Ooooh, Eddie!” Bolra purred as I expertly unbuttoned her skinny jeans.

The seer pulled her rust-colored sweater over her head and flung it across the room, and then her saffron-colored, satin bra followed the sweater.

“I can feel Bolra’s bare breasts against my back,” Nileme breathed into my ear as she lightly bit my earlobe. “They’re so soft and warm. Do you like that, husband?”

“Fuck, yes,” I snarled as I pushed my hips against Nileme’s, and my cock throbbed painfully against my jeans. “Do you want to suck on them?”

“I do.” Nileme looked down at me and grinned before she turned and took hold of one of Bolra’s heavy breasts.

The mystic gasped with sudden pleasure as the Night Elf lowered her full lips around Bolra’s rosy nipple and began to gently lick and suck.

“Oooh, Nileme!” the Orcish woman breathed and tipped her head back so I could see the long green column of her neck. “Your mouth is so warm and wet!”

“Mmmm” Nileme moaned around Bolra’s nipple, but she pulled back with a sucking sound when the mystic ran her tapered fingers over the Dolrath woman’s back and unlatched her bra. Then my warrior wife turned to look at me with her eyes clouded by lust. “Come up here and join us, husband.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned as I watched the two sexy women writhe together for my enjoyment, and then I quickly stripped and got onto the couch behind my Night Elf wife.

I slipped my fingers under the lacy straps of Nileme’s thong and pulled them down over her ample ass. As I tugged the thong back and down, the princess’ hips came back toward me into just the right position. I stared at the smooth contours of the blue-skinned woman’s plump rear, and the way her ass cheeks dipped under where they met her firm thighs, and my cock throbbed again with desire.

I got onto my knees, took hold of Nileme’s hips, and smoothly pushed my cock deep inside her tight, slick pussy.

“Uhhmpht!” Nileme sputtered as she buried her face between Bolra’s breasts. The long line of her spine shuddered when I bottomed out against her cervix, but then she threw back her head and pressed back into me even harder. “Yessss! You fill me up so good, husband. I-I can feel every inch of you inside me.”

“Fuck, Nileme,” I rumbled as I started to slowly move in and out of the Dolrath woman’s exquisite channel. “You feel incredible. So wet for me.”

“All for you,” my wife sighed as she started to pepper kisses down Bolra’s chest.

“Ohhh, gods!” the mystic whined, and Nileme greedily yanked down the seer’s jeans and underwear.

“Show our husband how wet you are, too, sister,” the Dolrath princess purred.

My Orcish wife bit her lip and locked eyes with me over Nileme’s shoulder, and I couldn’t help picking up my pace and making Nileme’s fingers fumble.

“Ah!” my warrior wife gasped as I hit particularly deep inside of her, and she pitched forward a little until her forehead was pressed into Bolra’s belly.

The force of my thrusts vibrated through Nileme and into the mystic, and I stared at her jiggling, emerald-green breasts.

“Weren’t you supposed to show me something?” I grunted out as I shifted my gaze to Bolra’s face, and I slowed my pace into a deep grind that punched a squeaky moan out of Nileme.

Bolra blinked and then immediately wriggled the rest of the way out of her tight jeans as she watched me fuck Nileme, and her emerald eyes were hot with desire.

“Uhh, uhh, uhhh!” Breathy moans escaped Nileme as I started to pull back and snap my hips forward while Bolra watched, and the Dolrath woman all but collapsed into the seer’s lap. “Edddddie! I--”

Whatever she was going to say devolved into a groan as I shoved my cock deep inside her and spanked the jiggling cheeks of her ass at the same time. She was so wet by this point that I could feel it trickling down my shaft and balls, but I wasn’t satisfied yet.

“Come here,” I growled as I abruptly pulled out of Nileme.

She whined in protest at the loss and pushed her hips back to chase my cock, but I just laid back on the couch with my head on the armrest. When Nileme realized I wasn’t behind her anymore, she turned to look at me over her shoulder. Her cheeks had darkened with a flush of pleasure, and her eyes were glassy and unfocused, but they immediately latched onto my dick standing up proudly between my legs.

Nileme shakily turned around and straddled me, and the instant the head of my cock nudged between her lower lips, she shoved herself down to the root, groaned with delight, and started to grind hard against my hips.

“A-Ahhh,” she sighed as she ground her clit against my pelvic bone. Her eyes had gone half-lidded when I bottomed out inside her, but she opened them fully now and locked gazes with me. Then she reached down, dragged one of my hands off her hips and to her lower belly, and pressed down. “I can feel you here, husband. So d-deep inside me. Where our baby will soon grow.”

“Yesss!” I snarled as my senses were filled with the heady sensation of her pussy wrapped around me, plus the image of my sexy warrior wife round with my child.

But then a quiet moan drew my attention, and I looked over Nileme’s shoulder to see Bolra pressed against the opposite armrest with one hand between her legs. Her other hand was busy tugging on her nipples, but when she sensed my gaze on her, the mystic abandoned her breasts to drag her nails down my leg that was stretched out beside her.

“Does she feel good, Eddie?” Bolra sighed as the hand between her legs shifted to brush over her swollen clit. “Are you going to give her a baby?”

“Fuck, yes,” I growled, and I snapped my hips up to emphasize my point, which made Nileme cry out and grab the back of the couch for support. But my eyes were still locked on Bolra, and I directed my next sentence at her. “But first, you’re going to come over here and ride my face.”

The seer blushed, but she obediently pushed herself off the couch and came around to hover over the armrest my head was hanging off of. It took a little finesse, and it was slightly hard to concentrate since Nileme kept swirling her hips and squeezing her walls around me, but as I wrapped my arms around Bolra’s supple thighs, I pulled her hips down and licked the Orcish woman’s soft pussy.

“Oh, Eddie!” Bolra mewled as I pushed my tongue inside her to taste her sweet juices. “I-I won’t last-- ah!-- long l-like this.”

“Good,” I said as I pulled my head back long enough to nip at her inner thigh, and then I dove back in to suck her clit between my lips.

Bolra cried out wordlessly as she buried one of her hands in my hair to anchor herself, and Nileme started to bounce on my cock so hard that I could hear the wet squelching sounds even from in between Bolra’s thick thighs.

My dick throbbed with every heartbeat as the blood in my body filled my core, and the pleasure of my wives spurred me on.

“Mmmmm,” I rumbled between Bolra’s glorious legs, and I dug one of my hands into her ass cheek to pull her closer.

“Yessss, husband,” Bolra purred, and I felt her thighs tremble under my hands as I sucked her clit. “J-Just like that-- ah!”

“Fuck, I love your cocccck!” Nileme gasped out as she continued to ride me with wild abandon.

“Your tongue is magic!” Bolra yelped as I ate her out for all I was worth, moving my tongue in small circles around her clit before I dipped it into her tight pussy. “Uhh, gods! Yesss!”

“Fuck!” I snarled as I pulled back to take a breath, and I felt the pressure in my loins start to build. “I’m getting close. I need you both to cum for me. Now!

Then I dove back in, sucked the mystic’s clit between my lips, and slipped a hand between us to push a single finger into her sopping wet pussy.

“Ohhh, gods!” Bolra nearly screamed, and her walls clamped down around my finger like a vise. “Uhhh, Eddie! I’m-- I’m… cummingggggg!”

The Orcish woman came hard, and I lapped up her warm juices as she trembled with the aftershocks.

Meanwhile, Nileme continued to ride my dick like it was a bucking bronco.

“Yes, yes, yessss!” Nileme moaned as her inner muscles quivered and tightened around my cock. “I’m so close, husband, I’m going to-- to-- Ahhhh!”

Nileme shoved her hips down as she came, and as her whole body spasmed around my cock and her juices trickled down my shaft, my senses were flooded with endorphins.

I grabbed Nileme’s hip with my free hand and guided her back and forth as Bolra staggered away from me and shakily sat down next to the couch to catch her breath.

But Bolra wasn’t done yet.

“Come on, my love,” she whispered as she leaned up and feathered kisses up my neck and over my ear. “Fill her with your seed. It’s all she’s ever wanted. It’s all any of your wives want.”

“Fuck,” I said through gritted teeth, and I locked gazes with my Dolrath wife as I manhandled her over my cock. “I’m going to fill you up so good, baby. Give you exactly what you want.”

“Uhhh, yessss!” Nileme called out as she bucked her hips in time with my movements. “Give me your seeed! Fill me with your gift! I want your child!”

“Shit!” I tossed my head back and clenched my eyes closed as I teetered on the brink of climax “Yesss! Just. Like. That! Fuuuuck!”

An explosion of pleasure, just on the edge of pain, flooded my body as I came inside Nileme. Stars danced behind my closed eyelids, and I could feel my toes twitching as I planted both feet into the couch and shoved upward, until I was as deep as I could get inside my wife. What felt like a gallon of semen poured out of me and into Nileme’s womb, and she moaned and twitched with every throb of my cock deep inside her.

As we both finally slowed to a halt, Nileme collapsed on my chest, spent and satisfied, and Bolra shifted so she could stroke the side of my face and brush a strand of Nileme’s hair out of her flushed and panting face.

“That was wonderful,” Bolra purred, and she leaned up on her knees to give both of us a sweet peck.

“I agree,” Nileme panted as she snuggled her face against my chest.

“Me, too,” I sighed tiredly before I reached out a hand to the mystic. “But you’re too far away. Come up here.”

Bolra giggled, and the next couple of minutes were spent trying to figure out how to comfortably fit all three of us on the couch, but we somehow managed. It was a tight fit, but I was covered with and surrounded by my beautiful naked wives, so I wasn’t complaining.

“So… what made you change your mind?” I asked Nileme as the three of us cuddled together. “About wanting to have a baby. Not that I’m complaining.”

“I suppose I realized the world will always be filled with troubles,” the Dolrath woman replied as she repositioned herself next to me, and my cock slid out of her with a wet plop. “And there’s no reason to delay our joys because of that.”

“That’s very true.” Bolra nodded with a wise expression. “Our family will become stronger with every life added to it. And together we will face whatever comes.”

“I like that.” I smiled. “No matter what, we’ll always have each other.”

Bolra, Nileme, and I lingered for a while in our post love-making bliss, but unfortunately, I still had a list of things to do that day. After a while, we all got dressed, and then Nileme and Bolra went to join the other women at Ibseth’s house. I took a moment at Bolra’s place to clean up, but then I got ready to head into the city.

Within the hour, I hopped in the Rubicon and started my drive up to Cleveland. It was one of those winter days that gave a false hope for an early spring. It was in the high forties, and all the snow and ice had started to melt. But it was nice to have a sunny drive, after weeks of gray and overcast skies.

Crazy how a little sunshine could improve my mood.

As I drove through the sparse, midmorning traffic on I-90 off the turnpike, I blasted my favorite classic rock station out of Cleveland. The drive was exactly what I needed to clear my head and sort through all the problems that had been on my mind. I’d gotten a lot of things ticked off my to-do list. Derrick Campbell was no longer a thorn in my side, and I’d started to research costs for the renovation of the old factory into a top-notch shooting range.

Christmas had been good to the surplus store, and Nathan emailed me the numbers for both in store and online sales. Obviously, the online sales were our biggest profit, and Nate and Craig were in the middle of a restock ahead of summer. The Ohio Department of Natural Resources had raised bag limits on deer, due to population growth and other factors for the fall, so people would be excited for hunting season and would want to get a jump on prep.

Brock had also finally agreed to sell me his house, and my mind was full of plans for the cul-de-sac after I owned all the houses. A big kennel for breeding garms. Build a large greenhouse for Ibseth. Maybe join all the yards and extend the fence line back onto the empty land I owned along the southern side of the cul-de-sac. In a year or two, my wives and I could probably grow enough produce to never have to buy any from the store again, unless we wanted something that just couldn’t grow in Ohio.

That wasn’t even counting all the room I had to play with in the surface tunnels and the now abandoned citadel. This also included the Dwarven bathhouse, which I hadn’t used nearly enough.

Thankfully, only Nurchek and Belzat were left on my shit list. I just needed to figure out how to get ahead of Nurchek and stop the Zencarri in his tracks before he could stir up any more trouble.

Once I got into the city, I decided to stop by Meyer’s office and check on how things were going with the sale of Stanton’s house. I felt like Brock and I had at least reached an understanding, even if we’d never be friendly. But I still wanted to be sure the bull-necked man didn’t try to pull any last minute stunts.

I pulled into the large parking garage of the downtown building where my lawyer’s office was, found a pretty good spot that wasn’t reserved, and took the stairs up to the right floor. The elevator would have been quicker, but I felt good and wanted to get a little extra exercise in to keep the endorphins up.

When I stepped into the stylish, beige and black office, I was surprised to see it was filled with boxes. They were everywhere and marked with dates that went back twenty years from what I caught at a casual glance. Alice wasn’t at her usual place behind the front desk, either. Instead, the cheerful, middle-aged woman was swearing under her breath as she stood and sorted through the files in some of the boxes.

“Hey, Alice,” I said as I walked in and looked around. “How’s it going?”

“Mr. Hill!” the secretary replied in a bright tone, and she looked up from her task and smiled at me. “Any day you drop by is a good one, sweetheart. How can I help you?”

“I wanted to check in with Meyer about the sale of the Stanton house,” I said as the plump woman straightened her cardigan that had little flowers embroidered on it and walked behind her desk. “But if you’re all busy with a case, I can just call later.”

“Nonsense,” Alice scoffed and waved her hand. “We always have time for our clients. And I think Mr. Meyer could use a break from his current… project. You go on in. He’s in his office.”

“Thanks, Alice,” I replied, but I was a little confused by the woman’s demeanor.

Any other time I’d been to the office, Alice had called to make sure Travis was free to see me. I didn’t know what was going on, but the sweet-natured secretary seemed stressed and distracted to me. And I’d never seen a single box in the office before. The place was always scrupulously clean and free of clutter.

“Come in,” I heard Meyer say in a tight voice when I knocked on the office door.

When I stepped into the office, I was shocked.

Not only was Meyer’s personal office filled with even more boxes, but the lawyer was also in disarray. Travis never had so much as a hair out of place. The man wore tailored suits, solid ties in a sober color, and gold-rimmed glasses. But today, the sandy-haired man’s hair was tousled, his expensive suit jacket was thrown carelessly over the back of the leather sofa, and his pressed, white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar with the tie half undone.

The nice bottle of bourbon I’d gotten him for Christmas was also open and a quarter gone, next to a half-full tumbler on the desk.

“Hey, Meyer,” I said as I stepped around a box near the door. “Alice told me to come back. Hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Not at all,” Travis replied as he slapped down the file he’d been reading on his desk and reflexively straightened his tie. “Just working on a personal project. I hope you had a good holiday.”

“It was great.” I nodded as I stepped a little further into the room and found a chair that wasn’t occupied by a file box. “Are you all… moving offices?”

“No,” Meyer snorted as he smoothed his hair back. “Just going through some old records. I apologize for the mess.”

Then he glanced at the desk at the partly emptied tumbler and the open bottle of bourbon, and the CPA grimaced before he started to clear them away.

“Don’t mind me,” I said as I shot a pointed look at the glass. “Not to pry, but is everything alright?”

“Fine, thank you,” Travis replied in his usual professional tone as he drained the glass and replaced the stopper on the bottle. “Just some long nights at the office lately. I’m not one to indulge during business hours, but I thought I’d make a small exception today. This is a great gift, by the way. I assumed Alice told you this was my favorite brand?”

“She did.” I grinned as I watched Travis put the booze away. “Glad you enjoyed it. But seriously, this isn’t like you. If there’s anything I can do to help--”

“Don’t worry yourself, Mr. Hill,” Meyer interjected as he sat down behind his desk. “It’s just a small family matter I’m trying to get sorted out. I assume you came to discuss the sale of Mr. Stanton’s home?”

“Yeah.” I nodded, but I was still uneasy about the state of the office and Travis’ odd behavior. “Just wanted to be sure everything was going smoothly.”

“The offer has been accepted,” Travis said as he fired up his computer and started to type. “I would have liked to have added some sort of liability clause that would have made Stanton responsible for any outstanding repairs needed on the property before the sale completed. But your desire to push things along will mean you’re stuck with the property as is.”

“I’m not too worried about that.” I shrugged. “Brock is the kind of guy to keep his house in order. He’s too proud not to. Plus, he’s in a hurry to move, so I don’t think he’d trash the place and risk a lawsuit that could hold up the sale.”

“Well,” Meyer huffed as he buttoned his collar, fixed his tie, and looked at the screen, “the home will be in escrow now, so in a month’s time you’ll own every house in your cul-de-sac. Congratulations, Mr. Hill.”

“Thanks, Meyer,” I said, but I was still a little concerned about the man. “You sure there isn’t anything I can do to help out? I know it’s none of my business, but you’ve done a lot for me and my family. I know I pay you for your service and all, but you go above and beyond at every turn. Plus, if I’m honest, if anything happens to you, I would be shit out of luck figuring out all that fancy banking you’ve done to keep the IRS off my back.”

“That’s a fair point,” Travis mused as he leaned back in his comfortable desk chair and studied me. “Of all my clients, you’re one of the only ones I like as a person. And I’ve made sure if anything should happen to my practice, your money will be secure.”

“That’s one worry down,” I chuckled. “But come on. If it’s not going to get you in trouble to tell me, I find that it helps to talk through problems with a neutral party. Gets all your thoughts in line and keeps you from getting too far in your own head about it.”

“That’s a very folksy way to put it,” Meyer said with a small, self-conscious smile. “But you’re right, I suppose.”

The lawyer pulled out the bottle and two glasses again and poured a slug for each of us.

“I’m afraid this would fall under first-world problems,” Meyer sighed as he stepped around the desk, handed me a glass, and sat down in the chair opposite of me. “But the short version is that an old rival of mine is trying a hostile takeover of my family’s energy business.”

“What about the long version?” I asked as I sipped the bourbon.

Fuck. It was good. I’d have to pick myself up a bottle.

“It’s longer,” Travis said as he raised an eyebrow.

“Fuck.” I grinned and dramatically settled into the leather chair. “Because of you, I’m an independently wealthy man. I think I have time for a story.”

“You should have been a lawyer,” Meyer replied as he smirked back at me. “You could charm the pants off a CEO with misplaced ideas of being an ‘everyman.’ I’ve never met anyone so disarming in my life.”

“It’s a gift,” I said as I drained the glass and leaned toward Meyer. “Now spill the tea already.”

“I’m not proud of all of it,” Travis continued, and his expression grew more serious. “But when I was in prep school, there was this guy named Chase Wallace.”

“I already don’t like him,” I joked to keep things light. “Might as well have been named Chad, or Blane.”

“Wallace’s family was even wealthier than mine,” Meyer explained. “We did well, but Chase came from old money and always looked down on people like me, who had to work for their place in a private school like that. I had to be a star student to maintain my scholarship that helped pay for school.”

“So, why would this Chase guy care?” I asked.

“That’s what I’ve always asked myself.” Meyer shrugged as he sipped his bourbon. “At first, he just picked on my friends and me because we were easy targets. I drove a Saab, and he drove a Range Rover. My family took a yearly trip to Europe, and his family owned a second and third home in Greece and the South of France.”

It sounded to me like they were both pretty fucking rich.

It was weird to think Travis would have been the “poor kid” in the world he grew up in, but I guess it didn’t matter how much someone had in life. There’d always be someone else looking down in judgment.

“Toward the end of school, I started to get into more extracurriculars to pad my college resumes and look better to scholarship panels,” Travis went on. “And when I started to show Wallace up on the lacrosse field, as well as academically, he took it as personal.”

“So he started fucking with you more?” I asked with interest as I started to get invested in the story. “Again, if he came from all that money, I don’t know why he’d care.”

“Maybe his father cared that he didn’t make captain of the team.” Meyer shrugged. “Or by joining the lacrosse team, I had taken the one thing he cared about. I’ll admit that I wasn’t blameless in all of it. I was young, and I took the opportunity to gloat when I became captain.”

“Fair enough.” I nodded. “But trying to take over your family’s business still seems like an overreaction, especially all these years later.”

“Well, the story doesn’t end there,” Travis said with a grimace. “For anyone else, it would have been a minor annoyance. But for Chase Wallace, it became an obsession. I got a full ride to Harvard as an undergrad, and Chase got his father to buy his way in after he found out about it.”

“Weird,” I replied. “That’s a little creepy, actually.”

“I did what I could to avoid him,” Meyer said and shrugged again. “Switched to golf instead of lacrosse. And because I was pre-law, we didn’t have many of the same classes. But he would spread rumors about me and my family. Chase struggled to not get kicked out for his grades or showing up to class hungover. I kept my head down and my grades up. Then, during midterms one year, he accused me of copying his essay in a business class we shared.”

“Oh, shit.” I whistled as I straightened my back.

“As you can imagine, Harvard takes plagiarism very seriously.” Meyer nodded as he set down his empty glass. “But it was an ill-conceived plan. I was able to show my notes and research to prove the essay was my original work. Chase had somehow copied my paper, but the faculty looked the other way, and Wallace’s father bought new computers for the business department.”

“This is like one of those fancy period dramas Ibseth watches,” I snorted. “So, what happened then?”

“I went on to Harvard Law,” Travis replied. “The bar for entry there is much higher, and if you don’t have the GPA, it doesn’t matter how much money your family has. I didn’t see Chase again for years, until now.”

“Why do you think he’s come after your family’s business now?” I asked with a furrowed brow. “Why after all these years?”

“I’ll be honest, I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth,” the lawyer said in a dark tone. “However, my family is yacht and yearly trips to Ibiza rich. I still had to work hard to build this life for myself. I only went to Harvard Law because I earned scholarships. That’s what Wallace never understood, since his father had ‘make a sex scandal go away money.’ Chase isn’t interested in buying an energy company. He wants me to take him on as a client and hide his wealth from the government so he’ll essentially pay no taxes.”

“And you don’t want to work for him, for obvious reasons,” I surmised.

“It’s more than that,” Meyer replied with more passion than I’d seen from the man before. “I could put aside a school rivalry for business. But I make sure to do well by my clients, while still making sure they pay the minimum in taxes within the law. That’s not what Wallace is after, though.”

“And that’s when he went after your family?”

“He went after my family first,” Meyer growled, and anger flashed across his usually calm and stoic face. “To get leverage over me. Chase runs an acquisitions firm that buys up businesses, breaks them apart, and sells the pieces to the highest bidder. They’re vultures preying on the hard work of others and don’t produce anything of worth. By the time my father told me what was happening, it was too late. Otherwise, I could have gone to the board of directors and made a case against all of this. But Wallace has somehow almost gotten a controlling share of the company.”

“Okay.” I nodded as a hot coal of family pride and justice started to smolder in my chest. “What are you going to do about it?”

“That’s what all this is about,” Meyer said as he gestured toward the boxes. “My father sent over records and documents from the last thirty years. I’ve been trying to find a loophole in the company’s by-laws that would allow my father to keep control of the company. But Wallace hasn’t done anything outside of the law yet. Even though he’s a walking liability in the business world.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I leaned forward again and rested my elbows on my knees.

“The man has a love of sex workers,” Travis said in a dry tone. “Not that I care. I think it’s silly it isn’t legal. But since a lot of rich, powerful men have the same vice, people look the other way most of the time. Chase isn’t as discreet about it as most, though, and his family spends a lot of money to keep his name out of the papers.”

“So, let me just be sure I got it all,” I replied. “There isn’t anything you can do about it legally, right?”

“No.” Travis shook his head. “Other than holding things up with some red tape and trying to convince the board they can make more money in the long run than they could from the sale of the company. People need power in their homes, and we invest in promising new technologies to stay on the cutting edge.”

“So, if there’s not a legal way to get around Wallace,” I said as I carefully chose my words, “then maybe play dirty.”

“What do you mean?” Meyer replied and narrowed his eyes at me.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe hit below the belt for once. I’m not saying I like the idea, either, but Wallace started this, and now you’ve got to end it. I’m sure if some information about Wallace’s shady dealings, or after hours hobbies, fell into your lap, you could convince him to back off.”

“I’m not sure if I like where this is going.” The lawyer shook his head. “I can’t be--”

“I know,” I interrupted as I held up my hand. “You can’t be a party to anything shady. This is hypothetical. Say someone you knew and trusted came to you with a concern about the guy trying to take over your father’s business. Wouldn’t it be your responsibility to take that to the board, no matter how that information was acquired?”

“I suppose so,” Meyer replied with a shadow of a smirk after a long pause. “But, hypothetically, it would have to have no trail back to me, or it could be considered conspiracy to blackmail.”

“Well, then,” I snorted as I stood. “We’ll just have to hope some good Samaritan anonymously comes to you with such a piece of information. Maybe with pictures or hard evidence to back up the claim.”

There was no doubt in my mind that Travis knew I had offered to find him something he could use to stop Wallace in his tracks.

“We can only hope,” Meyer said as I shook his hand.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I replied with a smirk, “I have some other business while I’m in town. Thanks for the drink.”

“Have a good day, Mr. Hill,” Travis said as he went back to sit behind his desk.

I left Travis’ office, said goodbye to Alice, and then headed to see Owen McElfresh.

Corporate espionage required a sketchy friend.


Chapter Five

Half an hour later, I pulled up in front of St. Dunstan’s Fine Jewelry. Owen’s shop was fairly busy, and there was a proper security guard on duty, rather than Ricky who watched the door after hours. Most of the clerks were slim, hot brunettes dressed in all black and with a tasteful amount of jewelry to accessorize.

Maddison, McElfresh’s star saleswoman, noticed me when I came in. She was with a customer, but she held up a well-manicured finger to me and put a call into the back of the store.

I nodded my thanks and then looked around at the glass display cases. I still needed to get a push present for Ibseth, but I also didn’t know a great deal about gemstones, beyond what I’d learned from selling to Owen over the past year.

“Looking for something pretty?” Owen asked as he walked up to me.

“Actually, yeah,” I replied and shook the Irishman’s hand. “I was thinking about getting something for Ibseth. She’s getting close to having the baby, and I thought it’d be nice to get her a gift.”

“Looking for a push present, are you?” McElfresh grinned.

“How am I the only person who didn’t know that was a thing?” I chuckled.

“It’s a newer idea,” Owen replied. “I got a lot of well-to-do millennials as clients. It’s all the rage with them. Rings and tennis bracelets are popular choices.”

“I was thinking something with the baby’s birthstone,” I said, but I was a little lost at what the best option would be.

“I got the girl for you.” Owen winked and then turned to one of the brunettes at the counters. “Mia, could we have a hand, love?”

A thin woman with a sleek bun and angular features walked over with a plastered on smile.

“How can I help you?” Mia asked as she stepped behind the counter where Owen and I stood.

“This is Eddie Hill,” Owen explained. “He’s a good friend, so give him the family discount on whatever he wants.”

“Of course, Owen.” Mia nodded and then turned to me. “What are you looking for, Mr. Hill?”

“My wife is about to have a baby,” I explained. “I wanted to get her something nice, maybe with the baby’s birthstone on it.”

“How close is she?” the sleek woman asked in the same even, uninflected tone. “You wouldn’t want to buy a tanzanite or turquoise if your bundle of joy waits until January to make their debut.”

“I think January is a safe bet,” I replied, even though I was a little put off by Mia’s flat personality. “I think that’s garnet?”

“That’s correct,” Mia said with a wise nod. “Tell me a little about your wife. What does she like to wear? Does she work with her hands at all?”

“She doesn’t wear much jewelry,” I said. “And she likes to garden a lot.”

“I see.” The brunette started to pull out trays of jewelry from the case. “If I may be so bold, I’d suggest a necklace or pendant. And if you’re feeling cheeky, you could go with a tsavorite garnet.”

Mia pointed out a necklace with a bright green stone that I would have mistaken for an emerald otherwise.

It was beautiful and would stand out better on Ibseth’s blue-toned skin than a red garnet. The pendant was an oval-cut stone with a small, round diamond just above it on a white gold chain.

“That’s perfect,” I said as I leaned down to get a better look at the necklace.

“Shall I ring it up for you?” Mia asked with the air of someone sharing a secret.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Thank you.”

As Mia took my card and walked away to ring up the sale, Owen and I watched her go.

“Woman is an absolute bore,” McElfresh confided. “But she has a gift of honing in on exactly the right item for every customer. I swear, it’s like a sixth sense to her.”

“Do you have a minute?” I asked while we were relatively alone. “I brought a little gold to sell, and I had a personal matter I wanted to talk to you about.”

“I always have time for you.” Owen smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “Come on back to my office.”

McElfresh and I went back through the “Employees Only” door as Mia wrapped up Ibseth’s gift.

Owen took the bag of gold I’d brought, weighed it, and gave it over to one of his jewelry techs. We went with the usual 60/40 split on market price, and that was another million in the bank for me. Then we went back into Owen’s office to talk.

“So…” The short man grinned as he sat behind his big, wooden desk. “What’s on your mind, Eddie? About to be a father, eh? Color me jealous. I’ve yet to find a lady willing to settle down with me.”

“You’re filthy rich,” I snorted. “I’m sure you get offers to settle down all the time.”

“True.” Owen nodded and shrugged. “But I have a hard time trusting anyone with poor enough taste to be attracted to me. It’s a self-perpetuating cycle, according to my therapist. But I did find out some juicy gossip. Seems Campbell has pulled up stakes and moved on to Jersey. Ahh… a job well done warms the cockles.”

I didn’t want to ask what the fuck “cockles” were, so I breezed past that last part.

“He moved to Jersey?” I asked and felt a little surprised.

“I heard he’s trying to sell off his share of the night clubs he’s partnered in,” McElfresh replied as he put his feet up on the desk. “But he’s already long gone to the garden state. And good riddance.”

“That’s great,” I snorted. “But we have a new problem, and this one involves a mutual friend.”

“Do tell?” Owen smirked.

“Someone is fucking with Meyer.”

“What the fuck?” Owen snarled, and he was suddenly up on his feet with a murderous look in his eyes.

McElfresh had anger issues, and I saw this reaction from a mile away.

“Take a moment to breathe,” I said in a calm voice, “and I’ll explain.”

“Right,” the Irishman muttered in a tight voice as he sat down, closed his eyes, and started some meditative breathing exercise. “Go on, Eddie. I’m listening.”

I explained the situation to Owen as I watched him calm himself down.

When I was done, Owen opened his eyes and looked at me across the desk with his hands folded in front of him.

“What an absolute prick,” McElfresh remarked. “So, we need to find some dirt on this Wallace guy?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Have you ever heard of him?”

“I’m afraid not,” Owen sniffed. “I don’t have much dealings with legitimate businessmen. Especially not in that kinda tax bracket. But what I don’t know, I can find out. Shouldn’t be hard if he’s visiting the ladies of the night. I have a few connections in that area.”

“I’m sure you do,” I teased.

“A man gets lonely.” Owen shrugged with a sly grin. “And there’s a lot less fuss when it’s all business. Plus, escorts tend to be good listeners and don’t make a scene at restaurants if they see a text on your phone from another woman.”

“That’s fair, I guess,” I laughed. “We just need something that will make Wallace leave Meyer’s family alone. Something big enough that he can’t use his money to get out of it.”

“I’ll see what all Mr. Wallace is up to,” Owen promised. “Maybe I can get one of my boys in on the lower levels of one of his ventures to dig around.”

“That’s a start.” I nodded. “Let me know when you find something. Then we can figure out the best way to go forward.”

“I’m on it, Eddie,” Owen said as he stood, and we shook hands again. “And congratulations on the baby.”

“Thanks, Owen.” I grinned.

We said our goodbyes, and I went back out front to get Ibseth’s gift before I left.

Mia had carefully wrapped the box in silver papers and tied a green, satin bow around it. I thanked the sleek woman, and then I went out to the Rubicon, a few dollars richer and one problem on the way to being solved.

As I drove home, I turned my thoughts to the next big problem: how to get ahead of Nurchek. The Zencarri man had to be crafty to stay below the radar for so long, which meant he knew how to avoid detection. Nurchek also knew I was onto him now.

I suspected he was planning something, since he’d been the one to reveal himself. The attack on Hillshire wouldn’t be the end of it. And the more time I gave him, the more time he’d have to enact that plan. Nurchek likely also knew I was connected to Ondur, who had an army at his disposal. If the Zencarri stayed in the Yennih territory, he’d be smart enough to avoid towns and settlements.

How could I find someone hiding out in the wilderness? I could take some of my friends and warriors and beat the bushes until he fell out of one, but that could take weeks or months. I needed to work faster than that.

I did have one other option, but I didn’t care for it.

Bolra was a seer. It was possible the pretty Orc could use her powers to locate Nurchek. The problem was that it had gone badly once before. When Bolra previously tried to spy on Mikeil, the sorcerer had a spell in place to prevent any kind of magical spying. Bolra had almost been hurt, and I hadn’t asked her to use her abilities to see anything for me since.

I weighed the risks in my mind. I wouldn’t put my wife in danger again, but if there was a way to prevent that, it could be an option.

I drove mostly on autopilot as I sorted through my various problems and solutions, and I got home just before dinner. But before I went over to Ibseth’s place, I took the gift box over to the old trailer and hid it. No one really used the trailer much anymore, so I knew the surprise would be safe there until Ibseth went into labor.

All of my sexy, incredible wives were gathered at Ibseth’s house as they helped cook, set the table, and clean up around the place for Ibseth. The white-haired woman had found certain tasks difficult recently, with her growing belly, and all the other women pitched in so my first wife could be comfortable in her home. Nileme moved the furniture and vacuumed around the hard to reach places. Bolra dusted and cared for the hanging plants that required a step stool to reach. Pregia had offered to keep the laundry up, since it required a lot of bending over. And Amrila would load and unload the dishwasher.

“Hey, ladies,” I said as I came into the kitchen. “Smells great in here.”

The house was filled with the smell of Italian herbs, garlic, and lemon, and I knew that meant chicken pasta night.

“How was your trip, my king?” Ibseth asked as she kissed me hello and handed me a beer.

“Fine,” I replied and sat down at the table. “I’m going to help Travis with a thing. Owen is going to help me.”

I briefly went to the details as Bolra and Pregia came to sit down and each gave me a welcome home kiss.

“If anyone can find dirt on this Wallace, it’s Owen,” Amrila remarked as she also kissed me and took a seat.

“If I was Meyer,” Nileme said as she set down a heaping plate in front of me and also gave me a kiss, “I would just challenge Wallace for the right to the company and beat the shit out of him in front of the board. Show everyone involved his weakness.”

“Unfortunately, we kinda stopped doing duels about a hundred years ago or so,” I laughed. “And even when we did do them, it was more about personal insults than business management.”

“Maybe you should bring them back.” Nileme grinned as she and Ibseth took their places at the table. “People would at least be more polite.”

“Maybe,” I chuckled. “But given all the stories about famous duels, I wonder how much they acted as a deterrent when we still had them.”

“As much as problems on the surface amuse me,” Pregia said as she elegantly twirled a dainty bite of pasta onto her fork, “I think we should discuss what our next step against Nurchek should be. I don’t think we should allow him to flit around The Gloom much longer.”

“And when he’s dead, perhaps we can have a moment of peace,” Nileme agreed as she sipped her beer.

“I was thinking about that on the way home,” I replied as I picked up my fork and knife. “We could form a search party and comb the northern end of the Yennih territory, but that’s gonna be hit or miss. If Nurchek has left The Gloom, or moved into another tribe’s territory, it would take months to find him.”

“Even years.” Amrila nodded before she thoughtfully tapped at her lips. “We could mobilize every army in The Gloom and put up wanted posters.”

“That’s an expensive venture,” Nileme replied as she shook her head. “They say an army marches on its stomach. Feeding all those soldiers in the field could decimate the harvests. And it might only force Nurchek into a hostile territory in the Twilight that’s less accessible to us.”

“The other option I’d considered could be dangerous,” I said as I took a bite of juicy, savory chicken and perfectly cooked pasta. “And I wanted to talk about it as a family. But ultimately it will be up to Bolra.”

“Do you want me to scry on Nurchek?” the pretty orc asked in a calm voice as she looked across the table at me.

“Only if we can find a safe way to do it,” I replied in a firm tone. “I don’t want a repeat of the whole Mikeil thing. I think we got lucky there. Fuck knows what that spell could have done to you if you hadn’t been able to pull out of your vision as quickly as you did.”

“It would have likely blinded me,” the mystic said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“What?” I gasped and felt shocked and shaken to the core.

I fucking liked this plan less and less.

“It could have blinded me,” Bolra repeated as if it wasn’t a cause for alarm.

“Doesn’t that idea frighten you, sister?” Ibseth asked as she placed a hand over Bolra’s.

“No.” The green-eyed woman shook her head. “Many of the greatest seers throughout history have been blind. Some even chose to bind their eyes, or blind themselves to increase their gifts. As a seer for my people, I considered it as a girl, but I worried it would affect my ability to be a healer as well. I’d have to identify herbs by feel and smell alone, and I would have had to rely on the words of others to describe aliments. It would be trading one gift for another.”

Orcs never ceased to amaze me.

Of all the people in the underworld, Orcs tended to be the most practical in all things. They were brave because it didn’t make sense to them to let their fear get in the way of survival. Like the Dolrath, the Orcs saw death as just a fact of life, and if they were going out, they might as well do it in a blaze of glory. Even the way they decorated their homes and bodies was practical. You didn’t see a lot of keepsakes in an Orcish home. Instead, useful, everyday objects were embellished with designs significant to their culture. Even tattoos were less about personal expression than they were a way to identify clans or achievements in an Orc’s life.

Bolra hadn’t feared being blinded because she saw the benefit it could bring, rather than focus on the negative.

“Is there a way to prevent that kind of thing?” I asked. “Something magical, or something we could do to keep you safe when you have a vision?”

“There are a few things,” Bolra replied. “But the magical forms of protection take a great deal of material components. More practical means would be for one of you to stand next to me to stick me with a needle to end the trance.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered. “Couldn’t someone just splash you with a cup of water?”

“You could.” Bolra nodded. “But it’s less effective.”

“Alright,” I sighed. “Tell us about the magical stuff then. What would you need for something like that? We’ve got a ton of resources and favors we could call in. I’m sure we could come up with something.”

“Well…” the auburn-haired woman said as she thought about it, “there are runes of protection. Sigils. Oils infused with magical essence that I could cover my body with. Honestly, I have never learned much about them, since I was only a village healer. I didn’t need much protection to predict the success of betrothals and crop yields.”

“Who would have that kind of knowledge?” Pregia asked.

“The Crardu scribes,” Bolra answered as she sipped her water. “Maybe Ondur or Dorrem. Zinsbog is the loremaster of our clan. He might know some of the old ways of Orcish seers.”

“Duik might be able to concoct an oil infused with protection enchantments,” Pregia offered.

“And I can ask Ondur about sigils and whatever to protect against demonic magic,” I added. “His ritual chamber is filled with that stuff.”

“We could have Bhakoth ask the Dolrath Gnomes for some of the crystals they harvest,” Nileme suggested. “I’m sure if he explained to them why he wanted them, they would happily give him some.”

“Yeah,” I snorted as the thought struck me, “what do those Gnomes actually do with the crystals they harvest?”

“Sell them.” The princess shrugged. “Or sell the charms they make with the crystals. They’re very careful with how much they’ll harvest at a time. The Crystal Forest grows quickly as far as minerals go, but not as quickly as plants or mushrooms.”

“Tell Bhakoth to buy them if he has to,” I replied. “I’ll repay the cost. I’ll talk to Ondur and ask Xuag to bring Zinsbog to meet us at the manor. That is, as long as you’re comfortable with this plan, Bolra?”

“Of course,” the mystic replied without hesitation, and she cast us all a serene smile. “I’d do anything for my family and my people.”

“But we have to make sure we do everything to protect you before the ritual,” I said in a firm voice.

Bolra might have accepted the idea of being blinded as part of her gift, but I wanted to be certain that didn’t happen.

Or something far worse.

We finished dinner and used our Seer Stones to coordinate with our friends. The plan was to meet at the manor and see what we had. Pregia and Nileme would use the magic circle to travel to Glecik to get the oils from Duik and then come to the manor. Meanwhile, the rest of us would help Ondur with anything he needed to prepare for the ritual, but Amrila agreed to stay behind to take care of the dogs and in case Ibseth went into labor early.

Once the plans had all been made, I stayed with Ibseth that night. The other women agreed Ibseth should get more of my time until after the baby was born. Then we’d go back to the normal schedule, but the other wives would trade off staying the night with Ibseth to help with the baby.

I spent a blissful, dreamless night with my first wife wrapped in my arms, but all too soon the sun rose, and it was time to head for the Gloom.

“No bumpy car rides or scary movies while I’m gone,” I teased Ibseth as I affectionately rubbed her beautiful belly. “I want to be here when it’s time for the baby to come.”

“I’ll be careful, beloved,” Ibseth promised with a mysterious smile, and her cheeks flushed with a girlish blush. “No spicy foods or play wrestling with Amrila.”

“I love you so much,” I rumbled before I pulled her close and kissed her deeply.

“As I love you,” Ibseth breathed before she pulled me in for another kiss. “If anything should happen, we have the Stones. Amrila or I will let you know right away. And I should have a couple weeks before little Ondur comes.”

“I promise I’ll take good care of our Ibseth.” Amrila grinned as I hugged and kissed her, and then she looked up at me with a theatrical pout. “But I don’t like the no spicy food or scary movies rule. You’ve taken away all the best things. I can’t even drink right now. Being pregnant is so boring sometimes. I think I’ll like the being a mother part better than becoming a mother. At least then I can play with a baby.”

“I love you too, partner,” I snorted. “After you have our baby, I’ll take you to Cedar Point, and you can have all the excitement you want.”

“Cedar Point?” Amrila repeated as she made a face. “That doesn’t sound exciting.”

“You and Ibseth can look it up while we’re gone,” I chuckled. “You’ll see. It’s the best.”

Then, after all of the women had said their goodbyes, we went down into the surface tunnels.

Once we were in the citadel, Pregia and Nileme took the circle to Glecik. I knew they would be okay, with Nileme to protect them, and the area close to Glecik was reasonably safe. Meanwhile, Bolra and I appeared in the forest near Hillshire and made our way to the manor. Since we arrived ahead of our friends, we’d be able to relax a little and coordinate with each group from The Gloom.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked the pretty Orc as we walked along the road to Hillshire Manor.

“We’re taking every precaution, my love,” Bolra replied in a serene voice as she slipped her arm through mine. “Once the others arrive, and we know all that we have to work with, we can decide together if we want to do the ritual. I may not be concerned with my safety, but I’m not going to endanger our child. That I promise.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “Safety first.”

When we reached the manor house, Sharn’s guards opened the gate for us as they bowed, and I was surprised to see Javanna come out onto the steps of the manor to greet us.

“How are you, Lady Javanna?” I asked with a grin as we walked up the wide, stone steps.

“Very well, my lord,” the stern woman replied, and she respectfully inclined her head to us. “Thank you. But there is a matter I would like to discuss with you if you have the time.”

Fuck. What now?


Chapter Six

Javanna led us to the trophy room so we could speak privately, and my mind raced with possible problems that could have come up. Sigrith hadn’t tried to use her powers of seduction or compulsion on anyone the whole time she’d been at the manor. Other than the fact she was saucy, the Succubus had been the ideal guest from all I’d heard or seen. And Gwen was every bit as sweet and unassuming as Ibseth, so I couldn’t imagine she was any trouble.

“What’s up?” I asked once the older, refined Elven woman had closed the door behind us.

“Up?” Javanna repeated as her eyes glanced toward the ceiling. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Sorry,” I snorted as I sat down on one of the stone benches next to Bolra. “I meant to ask what’s on your mind?”

“I wished to speak frankly with you, my Lord, if that is permissible?” the housekeeper asked as she primly folded her hands in front of her.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I’d like you to feel you can always be honest with me.”

“I respect your privacy above all things, Duke,” Javanna replied. “As is my sworn duty. But I want you to know that I know about the rune circle in the cellar. I was taking inventory of the stores down there, grew curious, and looked into the hidden chamber. I apologize for my transgression and am prepared to accept whatever punishment you see fit. I would understand if you dismissed me here and now.”

Oh, shit.

“I’m not going to punish you,” I said as I looked at the regal woman. “Chief Ondur wouldn’t have sent you here unless he thought you were trustworthy. Have you told anyone?”

“No, my lord.” Javanna shook her head. “I considered telling Lord Yaurle. At first, I thought it was some foul marking left by… by the Mad Chief. Then I stopped to consider it. The runes looked Dwarven in nature, and I know Master Tauric was often with you not long ago. Then I thought about how you would show up in the manor and suspected the circle’s purpose.”

Damn.

Javanna was pretty sharp.

“None of the other staff know about the hidden chamber,” Javanna went on, and I could see the housekeeper clearly felt the need to explain her actions. “But Yaurle and I were here when the traitorous Ursenger owned the manor. We were well aware of the rumors. I suppose I wanted to see it for myself, even though the workmen cleared it out before you first came to Hillshire.”

“I think that’s very understandable, Lady Javanna,” Bolra replied in a gentle voice.

“I agree,” I said as I stood and looked at the housekeeper. “I know Ursenger took a great deal from you. I’m not angry. In fact, I should have probably told you sooner. Yaurle and Sharn should also know about it. Sharn’s guards can keep the cellar secure and make sure no one else goes back there. Before Ondur and the others get here later today or tomorrow, I’ll tell them both.”

“Chief Ondur is coming here?” the housekeeper repeated in a strangled tone. “To Hillshire Manor? When, my lord?”

“Probably tomorrow,” I replied and was confused by the sudden change in the reserved woman’s manner. “Bhakoth is also coming, and Captain Xuag is bringing our clan brother, Zinsbog. I’ll bet Xuag will also have Ms. Tanya with him.”

“No reason for concern, Duke,” Javanna said as she started to wring her hands. “I’ll take care of everything. If you’ll excuse me, please.”

Before Bolra or I could say anything else, the housekeeper threw open the doors of the trophy room and strode through them as her dark skirts flared out behind her.

“Arina! Calae!” Javanna shouted as she walked away. “We have work to do, ladies. The Chief is coming to Hillshire!”

“I don’t envy those poor maids,” I snickered. “I suspect Lady Javanna is going to have them scrubbing this whole place top to bottom.”

“Do you think they’d be offended if I offered to help?” Bolra asked as we listened to the sound of the housekeeper’s heels click on the flagstone on her way to the kitchen.

“You can offer.” I shrugged. “But I think Javanna would probably bite off her own tongue before she allowed one of the ladies of Hillshire to help clean. She seems very traditional. But come on. You should meet Sigrith and Gwen.”

Bolra and I found the two women in the library, and I introduced them all.

The mystic could get along with anyone, so I wasn’t surprised when the three women took to each other right away. Once the ladies were settled in quiet conversation, I excused myself and went to find Sharn and Yaurle. My chamberlain was in the kitchen eating an early lunch while Hebulsia and her kitchen assistant bustled around the scrubbed wood worktable as they started to prepare for the Chief’s arrival.

“Duke Eddie,” the Elven lord said as he stood up and greeted me. “Javanna has told me about your guests. I’ll have Quawin bring in some cut flowers and alert Sharn to double the guard while he’s with us.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded as I shook the man’s hand. “When you’re done eating, can you come meet me on the grounds? I’d like to talk to you and Sharn.”

“Hebulsia was kind enough to make me a sand-witch,” Yaurle replied as he gathered up his lunch in a cloth napkin. “They’ve become a favorite among the staff and are delightfully portable. I’ll bring it with me, if that’s alright. There’s a great deal of work to do before your guests arrive.”

“I don’t mind if you don’t,” I laughed. “Let’s go find Sharn.”

“I believe the captain is in her office at the guardhouse,” the stately man replied.

Yaurle was a treasure. The scarred man always seemed to be aware of everything that went on in the manor. I guess this could also be creepy, but the chamberlain was such an honest, serious man that it never came off that way.

I followed Yaurle out onto the grounds and across the lawn to the guardhouse.

“Duke Hill.” One of the female guards saluted me as she opened the door to the guardhouse.

I nodded toward the guardswoman and stepped into the cool, stone structure near the gate.

I smiled to myself as I walked inside and remembered I had once hid behind this building when Scourge, Amrila, and I had come to the manor to break in and find proof Ursenger had made a pact with a Demon. Somehow, that felt like a lifetime ago, and now I was the lord of the manor.

“Hey, Sharn,” I said as I stepped into the small room acting as the captain’s office.

“Duke Eddie,” the broad, Orcish woman replied as she stood up from behind the small, rustic wooden desk.

“You don’t have to stand to greet me,” I said as Yaurle came in behind me. “I just wanted to mention a couple of things to you and Lord Yaurle real quick.”

“Of course, m’lord,” the captain said and took her seat again.

“I’ll just jump to the point,” I continued as I looked back and forth between the chamberlain and the captain of my personal guard. “I’d like the hidden rooms in the cellar to be guarded from now on. Tauric placed a magical circle down there that allows me and my closest friends access to the manor. Only we know how to activate the circle, but sometimes, no matter how careful we are, secrets get out.”

“So, it wasn’t my laxity that allowed you to enter the grounds unnoticed?” Sharn asked as she tried to keep the grin off her face.

“No,” I snorted and shook my head. “Don’t get me wrong, if Scourge wanted to get into the manor without being noticed, I’d bet he could. It might be a good idea to talk with him about any potential weak points in your patrols while he’s here. But generally, I think you’re doing a great job.”

“I wish I would have known this sooner,” Yaurle said, and his tone was concerned. “But I realize I haven’t been in your service long, Duke Eddie. Is there anything I could have done to earn your trust sooner?”

“It’s not that, Yaurle,” I replied as I met the stoic Elf’s gaze. “I meant what I said back in the village. The fact Ondur hand-picked you means everything to me. I guess dealing with so many secrets for so long has made me cautious. But I’m telling you both now. I don’t want this information to become general knowledge. Sharn, I want only your best guards to have cellar duty. Keep our ring of confidants as small as possible.”

“I understand.” The captain nodded.

“That brings me to the other thing I wanted to talk to you both about,” I went on. “Chief Ondur and a few others are coming here in the next day or so. Lady Bolra is going to perform a ritual to help us find some information we need to keep The Gloom safe. Sharn, I’d like you to make sure the guards inside the manor are your most trustworthy. Yaurle, is there a healer in the village?”

“No, my lord.” The chamberlain shook his head. “But there is Lord Davhim. He’s an excellent physician. He lives on one of the country estates under your purview.”

“Davhim?” I repeated with a frown. “That doesn’t sound like a Night Elf name. Also, there are other lords on my land?”

“Indeed,” Yaurle replied. “Several of them. They’re fairly modest estates owned by minor lords, like myself. Davhim is one of the only Gnomish lords among the Yennih. Chief Ondur gave him back his family title and lands after his return.”

“Huh. I should probably meet the rest of the lords sometime.” I grinned. “Well, if you could ask Lord Davhim to come and conduct exams on the guards and household staff for me, I’d appreciate it. That way he’s close if anything should happen during the ritual. I’d also like to make sure my people are in good health, so that’s two birds with one stone.”

“Birds, m’lord?” Sharn asked as one of her eyebrows shot up.

“It’s an old saying,” I replied. “Kill two birds with one stone.”

“Why would you want to kill birds in the first place?” the captain asked with a perplexed expression.

“I don’t know,” I chuckled. “It just means get two things done at the same time.”

“I’ll send a messenger to Lord Davhim,” Yaurle said with a ghost of a smirk on his long face. “Is there anything else you need from me, my lord?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I think that covers everything for now. Thank you.”

With all that taken care of, I left the guardhouse and walked back to the manor.

I thought about going around to the front steps but went through the kitchens instead. The manor staff and I were still feeling out our relationship to each other, and I wanted to be approachable to them. Yennih culture had a lot of tiers to it, even under Ondur’s rule, but I didn’t want to be the kind of lord who saw his people as beneath him. It was my job to protect and care for them all, more so than a regular employer, and they needed to see me as someone they could come to if something went wrong.

“I need you to go to the village and bring back everything on the list,” Hebulsia said to her assistant as I quietly came in through the backdoor. “The belden fruit is the most important thing. Chief Ondur is said to love belden tart, so please make sure they are ripe, love.”

“Yes, cook,” the young Night Elf boy replied.

The boy looked like a young teenager and had an eager expression on his smooth face as he took the note from Hebulsia, and then he turned and stopped in his tracks when he saw me by the door.

“M’lord!” the boy gasped as he quickly bowed.

“Don’t let me stop you,” I replied in a kind tone and stepped to one side. “That fruit won’t buy itself.”

“Of course, m’lord.” The young Elf nodded and hurried out the door.

“Do you have everything you need, Hebulsia?” I asked as I looked around the orderly kitchen.

“I will soon, m’lord,” the red-haired cook said with a broad grin. “Jathas is a good lad. Still has some trouble with his letters, but we’re working on it.”

“He has trouble reading?” I asked in surprise.

“He’s the seventh son of a farmer,” the Dwarven woman explained as she turned to her worktable and started to rub down a large hunk of meat with herb infused butter. “Not much call for reading until he got a job at the manor of a Duke. But the boy has talent in the kitchen. His bread will bring a happy tear to your eye.”

“I can’t wait to try some,” I chuckled as I walked toward the door.

As I passed through the empty dining hall, I put another item on my mental to-do list.

The fact Jathas couldn’t read before now bothered me, so I’d talk to Yaurle about looking into starting a school for the village children and the farmers. Maybe even have Beclin or Tauric come up with a basic printing press so we could make them some books.

I knew that kind of innovation could change The Gloom in a big way. While I’d never been a great student, I paid enough attention in history class to know how much Europe had changed after the invention of the printing press. But I didn’t like the idea that most of my people were probably illiterate. It just felt elitist. I’d have to think the idea through, but a village school would be a small place to start.

I spent the evening with Bolra, Sigrith, and Gwen, and the four of us played cards and had a couple of drinks after dinner. The more time I spent with Gwen and Sigrith, the more I grew to care about them. Gwen had won my heart, there was no two ways about that, but Sigrith was still a bit of a mystery to me.

We’d slept together a few times, and I knew I was very attracted to the Succubus. But the raven-haired woman was still a little guarded, and I could understand why. The only reason she was in The Gloom was because King Gliabdarm had pulled her through the weakened Barrier, out of the Deeper Dark, when he’d bound the Succubus to his service. Sigrith was used to men who wanted something from her.

I decided to spend more time with Sigrith when the chance presented itself, but right then I had a lot on my mind to deal with.

The next day, my wives and guests started to arrive. The first to show up was Bhakoth, and I was surprised to see Third, the leader of the Grimthorn Gnomes, with the General.

“It’s good to see you,” I greeted the sandy-haired Gnome.

“Well met, High Warden,” Third replied with a curt nod as he shook my hand.

“When you asked me to gather crystals from the Gnomish villagers,” Bhakoth explained, “I thought to ask Third if Grimthorn might have any other resources that could help in your endeavors.”

“I have brought seed pods from the Spike Growth,” the strange Gnome said as he held up a large pouch. “Over time, the Growth has been infused with protection magic. I thought they might be of use.”

“Thank you,” I replied as I took the pouch. “I’m sure they will be.”

Next to arrive were Xuag, Tanya, and Zinsbog.

I hadn’t seen Zinsbog and my other clan brothers for a while, but the loremaster hadn’t changed. His brown hair was held back in tight braids, and his dark green-toned skin was covered in a mural of tattoos that told the story of the Tors Bane Orc’s history. Tanya’s hair was also braided in the Crardu style, with beaten brass bands, carved bone, and wooden beads woven through her brunette locks.

Xuag’s black hair was cut short, and his impressive tusks were capped in etched brass. The captain’s leather armor had marks that signified his position in the Crardu army, as well as his role as clan leader embossed into it. He projected strength and cunning with every fiber of his being and was one of the people I respected the most in my life.

“Sweet sister,” Xuag said as he hugged Bolra. “You glow like a Gloom hog with a belly full of mushrooms. Pregnancy looks well on you.”

“Thank you, brother,” the seer sighed as she rested her head on Xuag’s shoulder with sisterly affection. “And love looks well on you.”

“I am a fortunate man.” The captain grinned as he looked over at Tanya. “And I’m happy beyond my wildest dreams. Tors Bane prospers, I have the love of a good woman, and soon I will be an uncle. Life is sweet, and Zugorim has been generous.”

We started to gather in the dining hall since it was a good space to entertain guests. Bolra sat down with Zinsbog to discuss what they would need for the ritual, and soon Nileme and Pregia arrived from Glecik with a velvet-lined chest of oils in glass bottles.

“Duik is very confident these should help protect Bolra,” Pregia told me as she opened the chest. “He suggested Bolra cover herself in the oil, and that we should add them to any protective runes we draw in the ritual chamber.”

“He also said they should work against psychic attacks,” Nileme added. “Duik gave a whole speech about it, but the short version is Ondur would know how to guard against demonic magic, so he focused on other schools of magic that Nurchek might use.”

“That’s great.” I grinned as I hugged and kissed them both. “Thank you. I was worried going in, but I think we’ll have most of our bases covered now.”

The last guest to arrive was Ondur, and the soft-spoken chief showed up with Dorrem and a small contingent of palace guards, but no servants.

“Welcome to Hillshire Manor, Chief,” Yaurle greeted Ondur with a deep bow.

“Thank you, Lord Yaurle,” the dark-haired Elven man replied and then turned to me. “How are you, brother?”

“Great now that you’re here,” I said as we briefly embraced. “Thank you for coming.”

“It’s my pleasure.” The chief flashed me a warm smile. “I would have offered use of my ritual chamber, but I’m afraid many of the magical wards might have prevented Bolra’s visions.”

“I just appreciate the help,” I said as Ondur’s guards brought in several chests and crates and set them down in the entry hall. “Hopefully, she’ll be able to find out something we can use.”

“May the gods guide her,” Ondur murmured with a sage-like nod.

Now that everyone was here, and we had all the necessary ingredients, Bolra, Zinsbog, Dorrem, and Ondur spent most of the day preparing the large, empty chamber hidden in the cellar.

It was strange to be back in this room after all of Ursenger’s filth had been removed. The walls had been scrubbed and whitewashed over after anything of significance had been taken back to the capital, and everything else was burned.

The crystals from the Dolrath Gnomes were powdered and added to a deep blue paint the chief brought with him. Then Third ground up the seed pods he’d brought and added some of Duik’s oils to the paste he made, since the oil wouldn’t mix with the paint. Once everything was ready in the chamber, Bolra and the ladies went off by themselves to help the mystic prepare.

As the rest of the men and I waited downstairs, Bolra bathed, applied the oil with the help of the other women, and dressed. When the women finally came back down, Bolra was only dressed in white linen. A length of cloth was tied around the seer’s breasts, and another wrapped around her thin waist like a sarong.

“How are you feeling about this?” I asked Bolra as we stood at the bottom of the steps in the trophy room.

“Very well,” the auburn-haired woman replied and took a deep breath. “I just hope I can help you find Nurchek before he does any more damage.”

“Just do your best,” I said. “Also, you look sexy as hell right now.”

The oil made the pretty Orc’s skin glow, and added a lovely sheen to her long, reddish hair.

“Thank you, my love,” Bolra giggled and smiled at me.

“There should be as few people as possible in the room when Bolra begins, brother,” Zinsbog remarked as he walked up to us with a large, metal bowl filled with incense in his hands. “And while she has her vision, there should be as little conversation as possible so nothing breaks her concentration.”

“Who do you want with you?” I asked Bolra.

“I want you to be there,” the green-eyed woman replied. “Zinsbog and Ondur should also be there. One of you should be ready with the needle in case anything goes wrong.”

“I really don’t want to hurt you,” I said as I fought back a shudder at the thought of sticking my wife with anything.

“I’ll take that responsibility,” Zinsbog kindly offered. “A husband should never be asked to harm his wife, even for a good reason. You might hesitate if the moment comes.”

“Thanks,” I said to my clan brother and then turned to the others in the trophy room. “Everyone will have to wait up here. We’ll meet you in the dining hall when it’s all over.”

My other wives, Gwen, Sigrith, and Tanya all wished Bolra good luck, and then all the others left for the dining hall while the rest of us went into the cellar.

In the center of the hidden chamber, there was a rune circle with a pillow for Bolra to kneel on. Several candle stands had been placed around the room to light it, and the walls were covered with a mix of Night Elf, Dwarven, and Orcish symbols in blue paint. The paste Third made was used to ward the door, and the strangely spicy smell mixed with the strong scent of Zinsbog’s incense as the loremaster lit it.

Bolra kneeled down on the pillow in the center of the room and closed her eyes while the rest of us sat on the stone floor just outside of the rune circle. My stomach felt knotted, despite all the measures we’d taken. Then Bolra and Zinsbog started to quietly chant in a strange, growling language I couldn’t understand.

I couldn’t ask at the time, but I assumed it must have been Orcish. I got the impression that when the Elves had taken over, many of the other races had stopped speaking in their natural tongues. Something about the harsh syllables sounded sacred as the two Orcs chanted, and then Zinsbog grew silent as he sat with a long, sharp needle in one hand.

I exchanged a tense look with Ondur as Bolra started to weave her hands in the air in a series of graceful gestures before she also grew silent. The only sound in the chamber was the Orcish woman’s steady breath, and I could feel my shoulders tighten as I watched my wife.

It felt like we waited for hours for something to happen, but I was sure it was actually only minutes. Then Bolra’s eyes fluttered open, and I had to fight back a word of concern when I saw them. All I could see were the whites, but a quick look over at Zinsbog told me that was normal. The loremaster’s gaze was intense as he watched Bolra, but he didn’t look surprised or concerned.

“I see stunted trees with golden leaves surrounding what’s left of a forgotten hamlet,” Bolra intoned in a voice much deeper than her normal tone. “Creeping vines have taken over the stone walls, and the rooftops have crumbled inward… You may now ask three questions, Chief Slayer.”

I was taken aback by the sound of Bolra’s voice and the fact that she called me Chief Slayer. This wasn’t anything like my wife’s previous visions.

“Brother,” Zinsbog whispered as his head snapped in my direction. “Have a care in what you say. It’s not your wife you’ll be speaking to.”

“What?” I hissed as I tried to keep my voice low.

“Bolra has contacted something… other,” the loremaster answered in a hushed tone. “It might be a god, or some other entity sympathetic to our cause. Be respectful and ask no more than three questions.”

Double fuck on a duck’s back. What the hell was I supposed to do with that?

Questions chased each other through my head, but I could only ask three. No pressure, I guess.

“Do you see Nurchek, the servant of the Lord of Chaos?” I asked as I looked back at Bolra.

“Yes,” the pretty Orc replied in that deep, resonant voice, and her lips curled into an uncharacteristic smirk. “The Zencarri pet of Belzat searches the ruins for something forbidden. But he will not find it there.”

Shit a brick. Only two questions left, and now I had a dozen new ones.

“Where is the hamlet Nurchek is searching for?” I asked as I tried to think how to word my final question to get the most out of whatever the fuck was speaking through Bolra.

“In the northern reaches of The Gloom,” the entity said through Bolra’s mouth. “South of the abandoned lands of the Elves of old where no mortal dares to tread.”

I glanced at Ondur to see if that meant anything to him, but the dark-haired chief was staring at Bolra with a look somewhere between fear and amazement.

I took a second to consider my last question and what to prioritize. If Nurchek was looking for something, we should know what it is and why. But that information might only do so much good if we couldn’t get to Nurchek quickly. I had to decide which question would give us the most actionable information.

Fuck it.

“What is Nurchek looking for?” I asked after a deep breath.

“It is forbidden for me to say,” the voice said through Bolra, and my wife’s expression darkened. “But know if the servant of Belzat finds what he seeks, the relic will lead him on the path to release the Lord of Chaos from the Darkness. You must be brave enough to go where others will not, Chief Slayer. Rely on the gifts that have brought you to greatness, and you will succeed where all others would fail.”

Before I could say anything else, there was a sudden rush of air in the chamber that made the candles gutter.

Zinsbog, Ondur, and I looked around the room, but the door was closed, and there was no discernible source for the breeze.

“Eddie?” Bolra suddenly cried out in her sweet voice as she reached for me. “Eddie! I can’t see!”

“Bolra!” I shouted as I grabbed my wife’s outstretched hands. “What’s happening?”

Zinsbog lurched forward and jabbed Bolra’s bicep with the long needle.

Bolra screamed as she recoiled from the sharp pain, but her eyes cleared, and I could see the bright emerald color of her irises before she collapsed into my arms.

“Bolra!” I yelled as I held the willowy woman. “Bolra, are you alright?”

“I’m sorry,” she said in a weak, tired voice as she looked up at me. “I didn’t see anything, my love. I’ll try again after I rest a little while.”

“No, sweetheart,” I replied as I gathered Bolra up in my arms. “You did just fine. Come on.”

I picked the auburn-haired woman up in my arms and quickly carried her to the door.

Ondur took several quick steps and opened the door for me, and we got the seer upstairs. Yaurle was in the trophy room at the top of the stairs and took one glance at Bolra in my arms before he jumped into action.

“I’ll fetch Lord Davhim,” the chamberlain said without needing to be asked.

I nodded my thanks to the scarred Elf and bustled my Orcish wife up to the master bedroom as Ondur and Zinsbog followed.

I laid Bolra down on the large bed upstairs and watched the steady rise and fall of her chest as Ondur moved in. The chief held a small disk of greenish glass over the mystic, and he muttered something in another language.

“I do not detect any lingering presence in her, brother,” the dark-haired man said as he turned to look at me. “Or any dark magic.”

“Communing with the other being likely tired her,” Zinsbog added as he looked at me. “It would have had no reason to harm Bolra.”

“What the fuck was talking through her?” I demanded.

“It might have been Zugorim himself for all I know,” the loremaster answered. “Or one of the Elven gods, or their servants. It’s possible Bolra will remember when she wakes, though I wouldn’t count on that.”

“My lords,” a clear, professional-sounding tenor voice said behind us.

I turned and saw a Gnomish man in Yennih finery. The man looked to be middle-aged with streaks of silver in his dark blond hair and bright, curious, hazel eyes.

“Lord Davhim?” I asked.

“Yes, my lord,” the man replied with a small bow as he clutched a small carpet bag in one hand. “Lord Yaurle said one of the ladies of the manor had a spell. I’m here to assist.”

“We can discuss this later,” Ondur said as he turned to me. “I’ll let the others know what happened. Come, Friend Zinsbog. We should give them some privacy.”

“My Chief,” Davhim said with a bow as Ondur and the loremaster left the room, and then the physician walked over to the bed. “Are fainting spells common for the lady, my lord?”

“No.” I shook my head as the Gnomish man started to examine Bolra. “She’s a seer, and she had a vision. I think that exhausted her. My wife is also pregnant.”

“Is there a stool I could borrow?” Davhim asked. “I do not wish to be impertinent by getting on the bed with the lady.”

“Yeah,” I replied as I looked around the room.

I found a small stool next to the wardrobe and brought it over to the bed.

“My thanks,” Lord Davhim replied, and he hopped onto the stool and set his bag next to Bolra on the bed. “Did the lady fall when she fainted?”

“No.” I shook my head as I watched Davhim gently press on Bolra’s stomach. “She was sitting down when it happened.”

“That’s good,” the Gnomish man said in a professional tone. “Everything seems in order with your child, as far as I can tell. There’s no sign of bleeding, so there’s no cause for alarm.”

Davhim then pried Bolra’s eye open with a careful hand and looked into it with a small, golden magnifying glass he pulled from his bag. Bolra gave a groggy moan and sighed when the Gnome let her eye close again.

“Beg your pardon, madam,” the blond man said in a kind voice. “I won’t bother you for long.”

The physician must have been satisfied with what he saw, because he moved on to examine Bolra’s head, neck, and arms. Then he spotted the small droplet of blood on the seer’s arm from where Zinsbog had to prick her.

“And what happened here?” Davhim asked with professional curiosity.

“We had to use a needle to stop the vision,” I replied. “She said that was the best way to do it.”

“I don’t know much about seers and their visions,” the physician said as he placed Bolra’s arm by her side. “That’s outside of my expertise. But what I can say is your wife is responsive, and there is no physical damage. I would recommend bed rest for a day or two, as a precaution. Then no rigorous activity for a week after that. She and your child should be just fine.”

“Thank you, Lord Davhim,” I sighed as I shook the man’s hand.

“I’m always available for you and your family, Duke Hill,” Davhim replied. “The people of Hillshire sing your praises, and I’m grateful for all you’ve done for us and The Gloom. I’ll see myself out.”

The Gnomish man left, and I spent a few moments by the bed with Bolra.

My wife sighed and rolled onto her side. For a brief moment, her emerald eyes opened, and she smiled when she saw me but then fell back to sleep. That’s when I knew Bolra would be alright, but I still waited for a few moments before I went downstairs to talk to the others.

I thought about what the entity that had spoken through my wife had said.

Nurchek was looking for something, and I planned to get to him or this relic first.

And then I’d kill him.


Chapter Seven

As I walked into the dining hall, all of my friends and my wives turned to look at me. Tanya, Gwen, Pregia, and Nileme sat next to Xuag, who seemed beside himself, and Zinsbog talked quietly to the fierce, Orcish man to help calm my brother-in-law. Ondur, Bhakoth, Dorrem, and Sigrith were at the other side of the table as they spoke together, and Javanna went around the table to serve drinks and check on my guests, rather than leaving the task to one of the other maids.

“Is she alright, little brother?” Xuag asked as he hastily stood up from the table.

“Lord Davhim checked her over,” I replied in a calm voice. “She and the baby are fine. They just need some rest.”

“Thank the gods,” Bhakoth breathed. “What now, Eddie?”

Everyone stared to me as I thought about the question.

“I think dinner first,” I said as I sat down at the head of the table. “Hebulsia would be scarier than any threat to The Gloom if we spoil all her hard work over the last day. And we can talk about what we know, what we need to find out, and how we’re going to stop Nurchek.”

“I’ll let the cook know you’re ready for supper, my lord,” Javanna said as she brought me a glass of wine. “Then I’ll check on lady Bolra and bring her something to help keep her strength up.”

“Thank you, Lady Javanna.” I smiled and sipped from the goblet she had brought me.

A few moments later, Arina and Calae brought in a feast fit for a chief as the rest of us settled in to eat. The first course was bread, cheese, and a green salad tossed in a savory dressing with a citrus tang to it. The bread was delicious, soft, and moist, and I told the servants to pass on my praise to both Hebulsia and her assistant, Jathas.

“Master Zinsbog and I informed the others about Lady Bolra’s vision,” Ondur told me as the maids left the dining room to help prepare the next course.

“Does anything about the ruins she described sound familiar?” I asked.

“It was the mention of golden leaves that struck me,” Ondur replied in a grave tone. “The trees in the northern territory have striking, yellow foliage. There are a few ruins there. Small villages destroyed in the Great War. There are several of them two days travel from here.”

“That would make sense.” I nodded and popped a cube of cheese in my mouth. “I saw Nurchek for a moment in Hillshire. He seemed to head north from the village.”

“I can show you the location of the ruins on one of the maps in your study,” the chief remarked. “They may be difficult to find. The forest has likely claimed them after such a long time.”

“We’d be two days behind this Nurchek,” Xuag rumbled further down the table. “If he’s smart, he wouldn’t stay in the area long.”

“That’s true,” Bhakoth replied and thoughtfully stroked his chin. “But if he’s looking for something in the ruins, that would slow him down.”

“Even if he’s not still there, it could be worth checking out,” I agreed. “He might have left a trail we could follow or at least figure out where he’s going.”

“I would like to go with you, if you decide to chase after Nurchek,” Sigrith said in a firm voice that made everyone else stop and look at the Succubus. “I believe I’d be of more use finding Nurchek than moping around the lovely gardens here.”

“I could use all the help I can get, but…” I trailed off and glanced at Ondur, but the dark-haired Elven man’s expression was unreadable as he looked from me to Sigrith.

Ondur had never said a word about the time Pregia spent in The Gloom, even though the Night Elf tribes had banished Goblins from their lands. But Sigrith was a whole other story. A Succubus from the Deeper Dark who was only in The Gloom because I’d agreed to keep her under guard every hour of the day. The raven-haired woman hadn’t even left the manor grounds since she’d arrived.

“Ms. Sigrith has as much to lose as any of us if the Lord of Chaos finds a way through the Great Barrier,” Ondur finally said in a measured tone. “If she has earned Eddie’s trust, then I would choose to trust her as well. However, the Yennih people wouldn’t feel the same way. Demons and their ilk are the source of much anxiety in The Gloom. Even the Zencarri struggle to find a place in our societies.”

“Well, then there’s an easy solution to that,” Sigrith said before she dramatically closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

When the Succubus opened her eyes again, instead of the deep red her irises had been before, they were a rich blue color.

“Cool,” Tanya breathed with an envious expression. “I wish I could do that. What else can you change?”

“Anything I like.” Sigrith flashed the former beauty queen a pleased grin. “My hair. My face. Now, as far as anyone would know, I might be the same race as Eddie.”

“Then I only require your promise that you will help Eddie and renounce any loyalty to your former master,” the chief said in a solemn tone as he looked directly at Sigrith. “Three times, in accordance with the old laws.”

“Gladly,” the raven-haired woman replied as she daintily touched her napkin to the corners of her curved mouth and then looked into my eyes. “I am loyal to you alone, Eddie. You are my only master in this world. I place myself at your feet and swear to serve no other as long as I live.”

A strange, electric prickle washed over my skin as Sigrith restated her oath three times.

I couldn’t say what had changed, but something had happened. Some ancient magic I couldn’t begin to understand. The magnetic pull I felt toward the pale woman shifted into something much deeper I couldn’t put my finger on.

But it wasn’t a bad thing.

“Is that sufficient, my lord?” Sigrith asked Ondur with a hint of a challenge in her rich voice.

“It is.” The chief nodded.

“Should we leave after dinner then?” Xuag asked, and his expression was eager since the large Orc wasn’t one to sit around.

“I think we can get a few hours of sleep and leave early tomorrow,” I countered. “It’s going to take a couple of days to get to the ruins, and I agree with you, Xuag. Nurchek won’t stick around any longer than he has to. He’ll be gone by the time we get there anyway, so there’s no reason to exhaust ourselves.”

“I can watch over Bolra here for you, Eddie,” Gwen said as she shyly looked across the table at me. “Keep her company while you’re gone.”

“I appreciate that.” I grinned.

“I would like to go with you as well, Eddie,” Dorrem suddenly interjected.

The gray-bearded Dwarf had been unusually quiet since he’d arrived at the manor.

Dorrem could be described in three words: stubborn, opinionated, and smart as fuck. It wasn’t like the Dwarf to be so quiet, and I wondered what was on his mind. But it also wasn’t like Dorrem to want to go on a two-day hike to track a dangerous servant of a Demon Lord.

“Okay… I’m sure your wide range of expertise will come in handy,” I replied as I took a sip of wine. “If anyone can figure out what Nurchek is looking for, it’d be you.”

After dinner, my wives and I went up to check on Bolra.

The seer was awake but still tired, so Nileme, Pregia, and I all cuddled up with Bolra on the large bed and snuggled until we fell asleep. The next morning, Bolra was more alert and seemed to be herself again, so the rest of us quickly ate and dressed in our armor.

“Lord Davhim suggested you stay in bed the rest of today,” I said to the auburn-haired woman as she ate breakfast in bed. “Then take it easy for the next week.”

“I’m sorry I can’t go with you all,” Bolra sighed. “Be safe.”

“You’ll have Gwen here with you,” Pregia said as she gently hugged the mystic. “She’s nice like you and Ibseth.”

“Take care, sister,” Nileme added as she also embraced Bolra.

“I love you,” I said as I moved in for a goodbye kiss. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“I love you, too,” Bolra breathed and gently kissed me back.

Then Nileme, Pregia, and I went downstairs to join the others in the entryway.

“Make sure Trocs eats his vegetables,” Tanya said to Zinsbog as she and Xuag said goodbye before the loremaster returned to Tors Bane. “I know he hates them, but he’s still growing and needs vitamins and minerals.”

“I will do my best, Tanya,” Zinsbog replied with a sigh. “But I have never met such a willful child in my life.”

“Have him practice his spear drills, too,” Xuag added. “If he complains that he’d rather train with a warhammer, you can tell him he must move bricks and sacks of grain to grow stronger first.”

“Yes, captain.” The loremaster nodded.

“Are we ready?” I asked as my wives and I walked up to the group.

“Indeed,” Bhakoth answered as he adjusted the strap on his beetle shell gauntlet. “We’re just waiting for Master Dorrem to join us.”

“I will do what I can from the capital, brother,” Ondur said to me as we shook hands. “I’m still parsing through Ursenger’s writings. They’re very disorganized, but I will let you know if I find anything important.”

“Have a good trip home, Ondur,” I replied as the Yennih chief handed me a map from my study where he’d marked the location of the ruins. “We’ll tell you what we find in the ruins when we get there.”

“I’m here!” Dorrem huffed as he ran down the stairs on his stunted, Dwarven legs with a heavy pack on his back. “Apologies. I wanted to be sure I had all of my equipment in order.”

Dorrem’s face was already red from the effort of running down the steps, and I wondered if the man would be able to keep up with the rest of the group. The scholar was an older man, and he’d spent a century or more seated at his worktable in the citadel.

“Your face is pink, Master Dorrem,” Sigrith pointed out as she voiced my concern. “Are you sure you’re ready for a two day journey on foot?”

“What are you implying, miss?” the Dwarf asked in a heated tone. “I’ll have you know that in my day, I would scale stone pillars thirty feet tall without the use of a rope and pulley.”

“And what color was your hair the last time you climbed one of those pillars?” Pregia asked with a coy smirk.

It seemed the Goblin Queen had taken up teasing the Dwarf in Amrila’s absence.

“A glorious shade of chestnut,” Dorrem snapped. “But I’m still in my prime. Clearly Eddie isn’t worried about my constitution, are you?”

“Well…” I hesitated as I tried to think of a way to phrase it without hurting Dorrem’s ego, “Maybe we should see if we can borrow an ox or something from the village. Just to carry our supplies.”

“Perhaps an esel would serve us better,” Bhakoth offered. “Ox are slow creatures, and esels are more agile over rocky terrain.”

What the fuck was an esel? Whatever, I trusted the general’s judgment.

“That works.” I shrugged before I turned to Gwen, who had been quietly waiting off to the side. “Thank you for looking after Bolra for me.”

“I’m happy to help,” the Spiran woman replied as her aqua eyes demurely dropped to the ground. “May your journey be a successful one, Eddie.”

I grinned and then kissed Gwen lightly on her soft lips, and the pearl-skinned woman giggled but kissed me back.

With a couple last minute goodbyes to Ondur, Zinsbog, and Gwen, the party left the manor. At Hillshire village, I spoke with Mayor Chadal about buying or borrowing an esel, and Chadal took us to the farmland and helped us find a farmer willing to sell us a beast of burden.

“Oh, I couldn’t bring myself to charge you, Duke,” the wiry, Night Elf farmer said when he found out the esel was for me. “Not after you irrigated our fields at your own expense, m’lord.”

“Nonsense.” I waved my hand to dismiss the farmer’s concerns. “You pay for that with your taxes. I’m not going to take advantage of you like that.”

“I insist, m’lord,” the thin Elf replied as he stubbornly shook his head. “Your kindness and generosity save us. You lowered our taxes and gave us back our farms. Not to mention you’re the reason we don’t have to hide our wives and daughters from the Mad Chief anymore. I’ll give you Pell. He’s not too thick-headed and only a year old.”

The farmer led us to a pen behind a low, stone building, and I was shocked by what I saw.

There the creature was, with a grayish-brown coat, tall ears that stuck straight up on either side of a black mane, long face, and two button black eyes. A motherfucking donkey. The only difference between the esel and a donkey on the surface was the darker gray stripes over its body, as if its great-grandmother had fucked a zebra.

“That’s Pell?” I asked as I pointed at the animal.

“Yes, m’lord,” the farmer replied with a hint of pride in his voice. “He’ll serve you well.”

Well, I wasn’t about to insult this kind farmer, so we tied some of our heavier packs to the esel, thanked the farmer again, and started north.

It was only a couple hours before Dorrem started to huff, puff, and fall behind the rest of us. After a few cutting teasing from Pregia, the Goblin woman convinced the Dwarf to ride on Pell’s back, but neither Dorrem or Pell seemed thrilled about the arrangement.

Dorrem’s short legs stuck out at strange angles as he tried to ride the esel, and Nileme had to take Pell’s reins to lead the animal since he refused to listen to Dorrem. We started to make good time after that, and I fell in beside Xuag and Tanya.

“How’s Trocs adjusting?” I asked as I thought about the foul-mouthed, clever Orcish boy I’d rescued from Gliabdarm’s clutches.

“Oh, really well,” Tanya said in a dreamy kinda tone. “I think he’s having a hard time with country life, since he’s used to the city. But he’s so smart and funny.”

“The child is a menace.” Xuag shook his head. “Feral, disrespectful, and undisciplined. But my betrothed is right, he is very clever.”

“He just needs some love,” Tanya said with a motherly smile. “Once he learns to focus all that energy, he’ll be fine. And he just adores Xuag. He’s the only one Trocs really listens to.”

“Being headstrong isn’t a flaw in an Orc,” Xuag countered, and I had the feeling I’d stepped into the middle of an ongoing argument between the couple. “Trocs has to learn what it means to be a part of a clan. The boy has never had a real family, I know, but he will learn in time.”

“So, you three have become a little family then,” I said as I tried to change the subject. “That’s awesome. Are you planning to stay in Tors Bane then, Tanya?”

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” the former beauty queen replied as she smiled at the Orc Captain. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, Eddie. You don’t have to hold that old house for me. I’m happy where I am.”

“What about your stuff?” I asked. “Is there anything you want me to put into storage for you?”

“Nope.” The brunette shook her head. “That was my old life and good riddance.”

That meant the house was free for Pregia.

The Goblin woman and Amrila seemed pretty happy living together, but I was sure the sleek, stylish queen would like to have her own space she could arrange for her personal tastes. In a month, I would own Brock’s place, too, and I spent the next leg of our trip wondering what I should do with the empty house.

After the first day of travel, the landscape began to change. The stunted, twisted trees of the Yennih territory started to grow taller, and purple foliage gave way to pale, yellow leaves that had a slight metallic sheen to them. The gloom mushrooms that gave the caverns their dim, blue light also started to get bigger, and their color shifted from light blue to almost white.

“A small force has marched through this area recently,” Xuag remarked while we walked through the woods.

“Show me,” I said to the captain as the party came to a halt.

“Here.” The broad, Orcish man crouched down and pointed to some of the undergrowth. “The branches are broken. There are no places where the plant life has been flattened from a large animal resting, and those tracks over there were made by creatures on two legs.”

“Good.” I nodded. “We must be getting close--”

“Down!” Dorrem suddenly shouted behind us, and I turned to see the Dwarf furiously kicking the sides of the esel. “Let me down, you great, ragged beast!”

Nileme gently tugged on Pell’s reins, and the esel got down on his knees to let Dorrem off his back.

The gray-haired man straightened his jerkin as he glared at Pell, and then he rummaged through his pack for something.

“This should help identify who came through the area,” Dorrem said as he pulled out an earthenware jar, unstoppered it, and sprinkled some of the powdered contents on the ground.

The brown dust settled on the forest floor, and tendrils of blue-black smoke started to rise from the ground, flecked with embers of purplish light.

“Lesser Demons,” Dorrem assessed as he watched the smoke dissipate. “Likely Swamp Imps, or shadow demons from the color.”

“What’s in the jar?” Pregia asked as she stood next to the sour-faced Dwarf and peeked over his shoulder.

“Ground Basilisk gallbladder,” Dorrem explained, “magic crystals, and a little void essence. I learned this little trick from the Yennih records which are… limited. Frustratingly so. The fools destroyed much of their research after the Demons were banished. I suppose they felt they wouldn’t need it again after the first Yennih chief raised the Great Barrier, so there’s precious little information available for any Demon above a shade.”

“That’s great, Dorrem,” I said as Xuag and I stood. “But how does it help us?”

“If they’re Swamp Imps,” Sigrith answered before Dorrem could respond, “they’ll be afraid of fire. And given the light from these glowing mushrooms, I think we can rule out shadow demons.”

“What she said,” Dorrem huffed and looked disappointed he wasn’t the one to explain it all.

“We could make some torches if we can find some deadfall,” Bhakoth said as he looked around the forest floor.

So, the party worked together to find some large branches and dry fuel that we could fashion into torches.

I wasn’t sure of what exactly a Swamp Imp was, other than some type of Demon. It sure as hell didn’t sound threatening, and I pictured a small, winged creature with slimy skin.

Armed with our torches, swords, and guns, we continued on through the woods. The map Ondur had marked for me said we were getting close to the ruins that dotted these northern, golden forests. Pregia walked next to me and glanced around at the trees every few seconds, and when I looked around at the others, everyone other than Sigrith and Dorrem seemed tense.

“You okay?” I asked my Goblin wife. “Why is everyone acting weird?”

“From what I’ve heard, people don’t come this far north,” Pregia replied in a hushed tone, as if she was concerned she’d be overheard.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I scrunched my eyebrows together. “We’ve been to the Crardu territory lots of times. That’s further north than these woods.”

“Our lands are in the northeast of The Gloom,” Xuag chimed in as he and Tanya walked just behind us. “Here, we’re only a few miles south of the northwestern caverns.”

“The Quartz Caverns,” Dorrem said in a reverent tone from the rear of the party as he awkwardly rode on Pell’s back.

“More like the Cursed Caverns,” Bhakoth snorted.

“Cursed Caverns?” I repeated as I looked to the other for an explanation.

I could hear the strange voice that had spoken through Bolra during her vision in my memory. It had said something about “the caverns of the Elves of old” and how no one would go there anymore.

“I’m assuming that’s where the High Elves used to live,” I said as I pushed through some dense undergrowth.

“And my people,” Dorrem added.

“So, why is it cursed?” I asked.

“The last battle of the Great War took place there, in the sprawling city of High Elves,” Nileme replied as she led Pell. “The first Yennih chief and his magicians used powerful spells to finally banish the Demon Lords. Some say the magic leached into the stones of the cavern and laid a curse on the land.”

“No,” Dorrem grumbled in irritation. “The Yennih chief faced the King of Demons in single combat. It was a mix of High and Night Elf sorcerers who cast the enchantment that banished the Demons and their hordes from The Gloom. I swear, your people’s recollection of history is pockmarked with holes.”

“The caverns were cursed by their magic,” Xuag scoffed. “What do the particulars matter? Cursed is cursed.”

“The details are crucial to understanding,” Dorrem snapped. “When the Yennih chief struck the killing blow on the Demon King, the army of the pit was weakened. It was only then that the sorcerers’ spell was strong enough to end the war.”

“Alright.” I nodded as we passed through the thick growth into a more open area. “But that was a good thing, right? Why do people think those caves are cursed now?”

“Once the Demons were trapped beyond the Barrier,” Bhakoth answered, “there was a brief time of peace. But strange creatures started to appear in the forests around the High Elves’ cities. Things The Gloom had never seen before.”

“Then the Night Elf tribes started to push back against High Elf rule,” Nileme added as the party stopped to rest in the clearing. “There was another war. And then one day, the High Elves and the Lost Tribe of Dwarves just disappeared.”

“The Yennih tried to sack the abandoned city,” Bhakoth finished the story. “But the monsters of the forest proved troublesome. After the Yennih destroyed any writings they could find about Demons and their magic, they left the Cursed Caverns and forbade anyone to enter them. Not that anyone wanted to. A few bold treasure hunters tried to explore the caverns, but it’s said they never returned.”

“Some believe the curse caused the Elven War,” Xuag said as he sat down on a fallen log.

“Huh,” I grunted and looked around the small clearing. “Do you think that’s why Nurchek came north--”

I stopped mid-thought as I suddenly heard a menacing clicking sound behind me.

The sound was like the rattle of a rattlesnake just before it struck.


Chapter Eight

I held up my hand for silence, and the party grew quiet.

“Put on your ear protection,” I whispered to the group.

As the others donned their Pro Xs, I listened as hard as I could to the sounds of the forest.

I heard the rattling, clicking sound again that was like a growl mixed with a hollow knock. But there was no more birdsong, or the hum of insects, so I motioned for Bhakoth to follow me while the others held back with their weapons in their hands.

The general and I moved toward the tree line on the far side of the small clearing, and we tried to be as silent as we could while we followed the periodic sound of the threatening clicks and started to hear wetter, more nauseating sounds.

The rip of flesh and the crunch of bones.

I froze when I saw movement and held up my hand again to signal for Bhakoth to stop just behind me. Through the branches of the trees in front of me, a large, awkward figure lunged forward and struck another, similar creature. There was a series of angry noises as the two figures scuffled, and then they both hunched over something large and white on the ground.

It was hard to make sense of the two forms I could see, since they were well camouflaged. Whatever they were, all I could make out was patches of gray, green, and brown and textures that blended into the forest around them. But when they moved, their muted colors would stand out against the soft, golden color of the leaves.

I pointed forward as Bhakoth and I began to inch forward again, and when we got closer, I could make out a small area that looked like it had once been the interior of a small building. Vines and plant life grew from the remains of rotted stonework, and the ruins of an ancient hearth with part of the chimney still attached rose up to the left.

Then, in the middle of the open area, there were two moving shrubs over the body of some kind of six-legged deer with a pure white coat.

The belly of the white stag had been ripped open, and the two living mounds of moss and thick, ropy vines feasted on the guts and internal organs. I could make out the lines of shoulders that turned into long arms with prehensile vines that acted as fingers, but the trunk of the creatures’ bodies split into powerful legs with no discernable joints.

Luckily, the vine monsters had their backs to us. But were these the Swamp Imps? They were crouched down over the body of the dead stag, but from the look of them, I guessed they’d be over six feet tall. That was large for the underworld, but not the largest Lesser Demons I’d ever seen.

I looked over at Bhakoth, who held his broadsword tightly in both hands. The general’s good eye was intense, and he nodded to show he was ready. I nodded back in confirmation and then turned to look at the vine creatures. The vegetation that seemed to make up their bodies looked wrong in the golden woods, and the moss, muck, and gray-brown vines definitely looked like something out of a swamp.

But as I shouldered the Galil and went to take a step forward, something caught on my ankle. I fought the urge to swear out loud and looked down as a tendril of ivy unwound from my foot. My heart hammered in my chest as the thin vine moved back on its own, and then it pointed like a finger to my right.

This was fucking magic.

I looked to my right through the scope of my rifle and saw three more of the moss and swamp vine creatures as they moved between the trees fifty yards away. Had the ivy warned me about the presence of more of the monsters? Or was there something else controlling the ivy?

“What is it?” Bhakoth whispered next to me, and his tone was tense and anxious.

“There’s three more over there,” I whispered back as I scanned the trees through my scope. “Use the Stones to tell the others.”

As Bhakoth reached into his belt pouch for his Seer Stone, I combed the tree line through my scope to look for any other creatures nearby.

I almost missed her, too.

Straight ahead of us, about a hundred yards into the woods and partly obscured by the trunk of a tree, was a woman with luminous, brown skin. The dusky woman was small with lush curves and dressed in cream-colored leathers. Her features were angular, and her chestnut-colored hair was braided with leaves and flowers woven into it.

She was also looking right at me.

With the point of the short spear she held in her long-fingered hand, the mysterious woman pointed to the monsters, and her exquisite face filled with a divine anger. Then she held up her other hand and counted off the number twelve. I didn’t know who or what the woman was, but I knew she was the one who had warned me through the ivy somehow.

I lifted my head from the scope and nodded to let her know I understood, but when I looked through the scope again, she was gone.

“They’re coming,” Bhakoth whispered.

“Good,” I breathed, and then I pointed my Galil at one of the vine monsters and squeezed the trigger.

A chunk of moss and muck was blown off the monster’s sloped shoulder, and the other Swamp Imp, if that’s what it was, jerked in surprise. There were more of the strange, clicking growls, and the two creatures rounded on the general and me. Where my bullet had ripped through the first creature, I could see something that looked like grayish, diseased flesh.

As the Imps turned toward us, I could see two gray-green faces that stuck out between the plant-like outer layer of vine. The faces were almost human, except for the rows of pointed, piranha-like teeth and the large orbs of their eyes. The vines and moss, held together by thick, black muck, weren’t their bodies. They were a living armor the Imps seemed to control through their will.

“Fuck this!” I shouted as I clicked on my red dot, aimed at the face of the Imp I’d already shot, and fired twice.

The Imp’s head exploded like a watermelon wrapped with rubber bands, and it fell back on top of the deer carcass.

The other Imp whipped its vine-wrapped arm at me, and the ropy plant life extended and grew at an alarming rate as it reached for me. I quickly tumbled out of the vine’s path, and as I jumped back onto my feet, Bhakoth swung his broadsword over his head and brought it down on the lichen covered vines.

The red-haired man’s sword severed the unnatural limb, and as it hit the forest floor, the vine immediately began to wither. Then the Imp opened its maw and growled at us, and two bone-like appendages in its mouth clicked together rapidly.

What the ever-loving fuck was that about?

Before I could put my red dot on the Imp, the sound cut off through my Pro Xs, and the Imp staggered back as several bullets ripped through its plant armor. I looked around and saw Nileme and the others behind me. The Dolrath woman had her Vector aimed at the Lesser Demon, and when she fired again, the Imp’s chest burst as Tauric’s special bullets reacted with the creature’s demonic blood.

“I’m glad you showed up,” I laughed as the vines and moss withered on the Imps’ bodies to reveal small, wiry limbs underneath. “There should be about ten more of them over that way. Pregia, Sigrith, and Dorrem stay with me. Bhakoth, you take the others and circle around to the west, and let’s see if we can surround them.”

“How do you know how many there are?” the general asked with a confused expression.

“Not now,” I replied as I waved away the question. “Just go, and we’ll talk later.”

The one-eyed man nodded and gestured for Xuag, Tanya, and Nileme to follow him to the west.

Then I led my team to the east as we picked our way around the dead Imps and through a gap in the broken wall of the ruin.

“What have you got for me, Dorrem?” I asked the Dwarf in a low voice as the old man struggled to move over the uneven ground.

“What do you mean?” the gray-bearded man grumbled.

“Do you have some bombs?” I asked as I formed a plan of attack in my mind. “More magic powders we could use? A fucking dagger?”

“I’m a scholar, not a warrior, Eddie,” Dorrem snapped.

“Then why did you come along?” Pregia asked.

“I wanted to see the lands of my people,” the Dwarf admitted in a small voice. “I thought the threat would be two days ahead of us.”

Perfect.

Now I had to focus part of my attention on protecting Dorrem for the sake of his curiosity.

“Think quick, Master Dorrem,” Sigrith said in a cool voice. “There has to be something you can do.”

“Perhaps,” the Dwarf muttered as he started to rummage through his pack. “If they’re afraid of fire, we should light our torches. But be careful! It wouldn’t do to burn down the forest. If we can back several of them into a corner, I can see if this works.”

Dorrem held up a small, round bottle wrapped in several layers of sackcloth.

“What is that?” Pregia asked as we watched the woods for any sign of movement. “I thought you said you didn’t have any bombs.”

“It’s not a bomb,” Dorrem huffed as he started to peel back the layers of fabric. “It’s a sort of potion I’ve been working on. I can’t say it will work. But my hope is that it can banish pit spawn back into the Deeper Dark on contact. You see, Demons have a particular meta-magic, vibrational frequency. If my theory is correct, the void essence, along with the augmented quicksilver should…”

Suddenly, there was a loud crack followed by the creaking protest of a branch on one of the trees next to us as the thick branch lashed out at Pregia.

“Watch out!” Sigrith yelled as she placed herself between the branch and the Goblin woman.

The tree branch smacked hard against the Succubus’ back as she protectively held Pregia. But if Sigrith hadn’t stepped in the way, the branch would have struck the Goblin Queen in her belly.

“Urgh!” the raven-haired woman hissed through gritted teeth. “I will tear them all limb from limb! Where are they?”

As she spun away from a stunned Pregia, Sigrith had murder in her eyes.

Meanwhile, the limb that swung itself at Pregia started to blacken, and the leaves dried and fell off like a timelapse video. Then I looked around the forest, with my Galil held tightly in my hands.

“I know you are here!” Sigrith called in a falsely sweet tone as her voice took on a strange echo. “Come to me.”

Pregia watched the trees with her torch in her hand, and she started to back toward me.

Dorrem stood rooted in place as he watched the now dead branch fall from the tree, so my Goblin wife reached out, grabbed the Dwarf by the collar of his shirt, and dragged him along with her.

As we got back to back in a circle, I noticed Sigrith looked livid.

“Why isn’t it working?” the Succubus growled. “I know they’re watching us. Have… have I lost my powers?”

“Of course not,” I replied as I scanned the trees around us with my rifle, but I wasn’t wholly convinced that was the truth. “Just take a deep breath and try again.”

“Come out now!” Sigrith shouted this time.

The sound through my Pro Xs suddenly cut off, and I knew Nileme and the others must have engaged with more of the Swamp Imps further into the woods.

Then I heard the clicks again and turned sharply to my left just as a Swamp Imp crashed through the undergrowth and into sight. Its limbs moved in a halting, jerky manner as if it was fighting against itself, and I wondered if that was the Succubus’ doing. A moment later, three more Imps appeared from different directions, and we were almost surrounded.

“Light the torches!” I shouted as I fired a little wide to the left to try to corral the Imps into a clump so Dorrem could try his potion.

Pregia lit her torch with a lighter from her pocket while Dorrem handed off his torch to Sigrith. As I laid down fire to keep the Lesser Demons back, the Succubus lit her torches off Pregia’s, and then the Goblin woman unsheathed her staff with her free hand.

“Behind me, Dorrem!” I yelled between shots.

I wanted to keep the Imps occupied so they wouldn’t try anything.

Not only could they control their vine armor, but I suspected they had also forced the tree branch to attack Pregia. Fuck knows how easily it was for the Imps to manipulate the plants around them, but I didn’t want to give them the chance to show me.

Sigrith and Pregia waved their torches in the air as they split apart, and I shot the Lesser Demons in their legs and arms as the women used their torches to back the Imps into a knot. The Swamp Imps seemed confused, and they shrank back from the fire as they growled and took tentative swipes at the torches.

“Almost,” Dorrem rumbled as he peeked around my hip with his potion bottle held at the ready. “Just a little closer together…”

Pregia made long, slow motions with her torch while Sigrith twirled hers through the air like a fire dancer.

Then, just as the four Imps backed into a tight knot while they clicked and growled at the ladies, Dorrem ran out from behind me.

“Baaaaack to the pitttt with youuuu!” the Dwarf screamed, and then he chucked the bottle at the Swamp Imps.

Pregia grabbed Sigrith by her arm and pulled her clear of the Imps as the bottle struck the ground by their feet. As the bottle broke, one of the Lesser Demon’s vegetative arms whipped out and struck Dorrem across the face.

“Ooof!” the Dwarf gasped as the vine stuck him hard enough to knock him back. “Son of a cheap whore!”

As Dorrem lightly touched the angry, red welt on his cheek, I was worried the plan hadn’t worked. The contents of the smashed bottle leaked onto the forest floor a foot in front of the lesser demons, but as I shouldered my Galil, the black liquid on the ground started to smoke and turned to vapor in the air.

The Imp that had struck Dorrem took a step toward the Dwarf as its mouth opened, and the bony appendages started to click together. But then it froze as the potion’s vapor cloud turned into a black plume and enveloped the Swamp Imps. Their weird growls turned into shrieks as the vapor moved, and the Imps started to glow with an eerie blue light where the vapor touched them.

As the creatures’ screams of horror continued, the blue light grew brighter, and the Imps seemed to dissolve before our eyes. Then there was silence as the vapor started to dissipate.

“Yes!” Dorrem cheered as he pumped his fist in the air. “Ha ha! It worked! Back to the pit they go!”

“Strong work, Dorrem,” I said as I passed the Dwarf to check on the women. “Are you both alright?”

“I am, thanks to Sigrith.” Pregia grinned as she looked at the raven-haired woman. “How’s your back?”

“It feels like fire,” Sigrith said as she turned to show us her back and peach-shaped posterior. “How does it look?”

“Hot.” Pregia smirked and winked at me. “Except for the branch-shaped bruise.”

Sure enough, there was already a purple bruise on the pale skin of Sigrith’s backside from where the branch had struck her.

“That’ll heal pretty quickly,” I said, even though I knew it had to hurt like a son of a bitch. “I’m sure Bolra can make a paste or something to fix it up. But we should check on…”

Just as I was about to check on the others, I heard an uncertain voice in my head.

Eddie? Hello? Is this thing working? I could hear Tanya say through one of the Stones. Are you there?

Are you all okay? I asked as I touched the stone in my pocket.

Oh, yeah, the brunette replied. But you should get over here quick. Xuag and Bhakoth managed to rip all the junk and twigs off one of the demons. They’ve got him pinned right now.

Great! Where are you? I asked.

Uhhh… in a clearing? A little east of where we split up. It looks like it used to be the main street of the town that was here.

We’ll come find you, I sent my thoughts back to Tanya. Tell them not to kill it until I get there. Maybe we can get some information out of it.

“Come on,” I said out loud as I took my hand out of my pocket. “They managed to capture one of the Imps.”

The four of us walked through the woods and retraced our steps back to where we started, and Nileme arrived at the place with the dead deer and the two dead Swamp Imps at the same time.

“I came to find you,” the Dolrath woman said. “Did you find any of them?”

“We banished four of the bastards back to the Deeper Dark,” Dorrem replied with a proud grin. “I brought a potion I’d been working on. You see, when the void essence reacted with the air, it…”

“How many did you find, sister?” Pregia asked over the Dwarf’s explanation.

“We killed five,” Nileme said as Dorrem fell into a sullen silence. “Bhakoth and the captain have the last one. Follow me.

Nileme led us to where Bhakoth and Xuag were holding the Swamp Imp captive. The clearing looked as if it had once been part of the town’s square. The crumbling remains of brick walls peeked through growths of the creeping vines, and mounds of earth and undergrowth had taken over piles of rubble that used to be structures.

But in the center of the clearing, on a flat patch of ground, the hawk-faced Night Elf and the burly Orc had the Imp pinned, with a rag stuffed in its mouth so the fucker couldn’t use its magic to control the plants around it.

As I looked at the creature without all the vines and muck that made up its protective outer layer, I saw thin arms and a hollow chest. Its skin was an unwholesome gray-green, like the scum that forms on stagnant water, and the Imp struggled between Xuag and Bhakoth in a desperate attempt to break free. But without its vegetative armor, the Imp’s strength was no match for the two warriors.

Dorrem was off to one side examining the heavy blocks underneath some vines. Meanwhile, Tanya stood close to the Dwarf and watched Xuag and Bhakoth hold down the Imp, and the human woman folded her arms with a look of disgust on her face.

As Nileme, Sigrith, Pregia, and I got closer, the Imp stopped and stared at me with unbridled hatred.

“Well…” I let out a theatrical sigh as I looked at the Lesser Demon on the ground. “Looks like you’re the only one left. If we take that cloth out of your mouth, are you gonna play nice?”

The Imp gave a muffled growl and began to thrash on the ground again. Xuag and Bhakoth tightened their grip, and the Orcish man punched the Imp in the side of the head to encourage it to stop.

“Allow me,” Sigrith purred as she stepped forward and focused on the skinny, slimy Imp. “Stop!”

The Succubus’ voice had that strange echo to it as she used her powers to compel the Swamp Imp to obey her.

Sigrith already looked tired from the fight. It seemed to take a great deal more effort to use her abilities now than it had in the Twilight Region, and I wondered if her powers had gotten weaker the further she got from the Deeper Dark.

But, thankfully, the Imp stopped and looked up at Sigrith, and its large, wet eyes were suddenly filled with admiration for the raven-haired woman.

“You will answer our questions and take no action to harm us,” Sigrith said as she lowered herself to the ground next to the Imp and looked into its eyes. “Isn’t that right, little one?”

Fear entered into the Swamp Imp’s eyes, but it nodded its head.

Nileme and I tightly gripped our guns as the Succubus reached out her graceful hand and slowly pulled the rag from its jaws.

“Please,” the Imp hissed to Sigrith in a raspy voice. “Please, my lady. Don’t make me speak to them. Kill me as you did the others.”

“Do as I told you,” Sigrith replied in her otherworldly voice, and the Imp cringed and nodded again.

“Where is Nurchek?” I demanded as I took a step closer in case I needed to shoot the Lesser Demon.

“N-North!” the Imp cried out as it struggled against the compulsion to answer me. “He-- he took his army to the dead city of the High Elves!”

“Why?” I growled as I watched the demon bite its lip in an effort to resist. “What’s he looking for?”

“The-- no! Don’t make me!” the Imp hissed as its whole body began to shake. “He seeks the-- fuck-wit shit eater! Arrrgh! He wants The Eye!”

Then the demon started to quickly chant in Enochian, and before I could raise the barrel of the Galil, or Bhakoth could stuff his fist in the Imp’s mouth to stop the creature, the Imp began to howl in pain.

A moment later, something burst through the Swamp Imp’s concave chest, and shock and horror filled me as I realized a blood-covered sapling had pushed itself through the demon’s torso. Then, as the Imp continued to scream and gurgle and choke on its own blood, the sapling rapidly grew into a young tree and split the Lesser Demon’s ribcage.

Xuag and Bhakoth had to roll out of the way as the tree shot up toward the ceiling of the cavern. The trunk of the new tree was streaked with the Imp’s blood, and branches and golden leaves began to unfurl. We all stood in stunned silence as we looked at the remains of the Imp scattered around the gnarled roots of the tree. All that was left of the demon was the gore-covered stump of a head and neck, a pair of spindly arms that had been ripped from their sockets, and two legs that had partly woven through the exposed roots of the tree.

“What the hot fuck?” Tanya gasped before she turned and threw up behind a bush.

“By the gods,” Bhakoth breathed as he got up to his feet and looked at the blood-streaked tree. “Why would the Imp do that to itself?”

“Fear.” Sigrith shrugged as she backed away from the tree and wiped a bit of blood splatter from her pale cheek. “Fanaticism? Who knows what goes on in the mind of such a wretched creature.”

“The Eye,” I repeated under my breath.

“What?” Pregia asked as she put her hand on my shoulder and cocked her head to the side.

“The Imp said Nurchek wants The Eye,” I replied as I looked around at my friends. “Not an eye. The Eye. What is that?”

“No idea.” Dorrem shrugged as he walked over for a closer look at the tree. “Perhaps that’s the name of the relic from Ms. Bolra’s vision?”

“Do you know what it was talking about?” I asked Sigrith.

“No.” The Succubus shook her head. “Over the centuries, there’s probably been hundreds of magical items called the eye of something or other. But none I’m familiar with.”

“Perhaps Ondur would know?” Nileme suggested. “We know Nurchek has gone to the Cursed Caverns. Maybe that’s a clue that can help?”

I sure as fuck hoped so.

“I’ll ask him on the way back to the manor,” I said as I looked around at the overgrown ruins. “Dorrem, do you think there’s anything useful we can find out here?”

“I doubt it,” the Dwarf replied. “Any clues that might be buried here would be like looking for a seed among pebbles. Nurchek likely came through this area on his way to the Quartz Caverns.”

“If that’s the case,” Xuag added, “then he must have left the Imps here to slow down pursuit. To me, that says he’s not confident in his mission.”

“What do you mean?” I asked the captain.

“Troops are resources to Nurchek,” Xuag explained. “If he left them here, it would be for a strategic reason. The Imps weren’t searching the village ruins or digging in the earth. They were just waiting. Nurchek wouldn’t have wasted his resources for nothing, so he must have known Eddie would follow him.”

“Well, I’m not taking the bait this time,” I snarled as I pulled my Seer Stone from my pocket. “We’re getting ahead of him this time.”

I held the smooth stone in the palm of my hand and rubbed my thumb over the stone.

Ondur, I thought in my head as I pictured the chief’s sad, violet eyes and thin, serious face.

I’m here, Eddie, Ondur’s serene voice replied in my thoughts.

We captured a Lesser Demon. It said Nurchek is looking for something called The Eye in the city of the High Elves. Does any of that sound familiar to you?

Indeed, Ondur’s voice said. But he’s going to have a hard time of it. Those caverns are filled with hostile creatures and protective magic. I wouldn’t be surprised if what’s left of the buildings still have Dwarven traps in them.

What about The Eye? I asked.

That I don’t know. Did the demon say if it was a physical object? A spell or scroll? A location?

No, I answered as I looked back at the unnatural tree growing up through the Imp’s body. It killed itself before we could ask any follow-up questions.

I’ll see what I can find. If The Eye is associated with the city of the High Elves, that narrows the search. But there were several factions in that city, and it sprawled from one side of the Quartz Caverns to the other, they say. Send Dorrem back to the capital when you can. The man has a gift for sifting through piles of manuscripts to find the information he needs.

I wasn’t surprised. I didn’t know how old Dorrem was, but it was well over a century, and he’d spent most of that time researching.

We’re headed back to the manor now, I replied. I’m not going to chase after Nurchek with limited supplies and a handful of warriors. Honestly, this whole thing feels like a trap to me. Like Nurchek is baiting me to follow him into those caverns.

It would have worked on a lesser man, the chief’s voice said with a hint of amusement. A prideful man would give chase at all costs. I will dedicate all of my time to discovering what this Eye is and why Nurchek might want it.

Thanks, Ondur, I answered and then put the stone back in my pocket.

“We’re heading back to the manor,” I said out loud. “We need to regroup and think about what we’re doing before we rush headlong into those caverns.”

“You don’t intend to go into the Cursed Caverns, do you, Eddie?” Bhakoth asked with a look of concern on his hawkish features. “It’s not like the Twilight, where you might encounter some vile beast or a pack of feral Goblins. These caverns are protected by something… otherworldly.”

“No offense, Bhakoth,” I said in an apologetic tone, “but it sounds like no one really knows what’s in those caverns. Just that they’re dangerous. So we’re all going to take a deep breath and make sure we’re prepared to face whatever lives in those caverns now.”

As we started the two day journey back to the manor, my thoughts turned back to Ibseth on the surface.

Before I did anything, I was going to check on my very pregnant wife.


Chapter Nine

“You never told us how you knew there were ten more Lesser Demons left in the woods,” Bhakoth said in a conversational tone as he stirred his famous soldier stew over the campfire.

We had stopped to rest and eat about halfway back to the manor.

Dorrem and Nileme were looking after Pell, who had been tied to a tree during the fight with the Swamp Imps. I sat on the ground as I checked over the Galil, while Xuag, Tanya, Pregia, and Sigrith sat near the fire.

“Shit,” I snorted. “I’d almost forgotten about that with the fight and all. It was really weird. There was this woman in the woods. I have no idea who she was, but she got my attention from a distance and signaled how many Imps were around. She seemed pretty pissed about the Imps.”

“A woman in the woods?” Xuag repeated as his broad forehead wrinkled. “I thought no one lived this close to the Cursed Caverns.”

“No one does to my knowledge,” Bhakoth replied and seemed intrigued. “Was she a Night Elf?”

“No.” I shook my head as I thought back. “She had dark, kinda brown skin and was dressed in this whitish leather armor. I didn’t get a good look, but she seemed pretty short. Maybe about the same height as Ibseth. She was about a hundred yards away, and then this little piece of ivy wrapped around my foot. I think she might have been controlling it?”

“A Dryad?” Dorrem blurted out as he turned to look at me.

“I have no idea.” I shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Was she beautiful and all the colors of the forest?” the Dwarf asked in a breathless voice.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Are they common around here?”

“There is nothing common about a Dryad,” Dorrem said in a reverent tone. “I wonder if they took over the woods of the Quartz Caverns. Wouldn’t that be magnificent?”

“Well, I don’t know who or what she was,” I chuckled. “But I’m glad she warned us.”

“Would have been nice if she had helped with the fight,” Pregia sighed as she studied her nails. “Not that we needed it.”

“Stew is ready,” Bhakoth announced as he took a taste test.

The party ate together, took watches, and got some sleep before we finished the last leg of our journey back to the manor.

When we arrived at Hillshire Manor, Bolra and Gwen were in the garden, and Quawin, my gnomish groundskeeper, was with the ladies. They had laid a cloth on the ground, and the two women fussed over a litter of tiny, smoke-colored creatures. The small animals were covered in downy fur and ambled around on unsteady, spindly legs.

I’d never seen anything like the creatures before. They looked vaguely feline but had little, leathery wings for their front legs that they used to awkwardly crawl around on the blanket. They were tiny, too. Almost small enough to fit into a teacup.

“What did you two find?” Tanya squealed as she rushed forward to join Gwen and Bolra. “They’re sooooo cute!”

“Seems a wyvern laid a clutch of eggs in one of my flower patches,” Quawin chuckled as the human woman scooped up one of the soft, gray animals. “I found them about a month ago. When the mother didn’t return, I took them into my cabin and tried to keep them warm. Surprised they hatched, honestly. I thought the ladies would like to give them a cuddle.”

“They’re so precious,” Bolra cooed as she held the wyvern in her hands up to me. “Look, Eddie.”

“They are pretty cute.” I smiled as I took the small animal, and it wrapped itself around my palm to playfully attack my thumb. “How big do these get, Quawin?”

“Oh, about yay big,” the ginger-haired Gnome replied as he held his hands a foot apart. “It was a lucky find. If you train them up, wyverns can be very useful, m’lord. Yennih lords use them for hunting and for security. They can bond with their masters and send telepathic messages. Just images, you see. But they can tell you where a herd of incks are, or alert you to intruders.”

The baby wyvern began to sniff my hand and lick the salt from my skin with a rough, pointed tongue as its tail wrapped around my wrist.

“Do you know how to train them?” I asked the Gnome.

“Wouldn’t be much of a groundskeeper if I wasn’t good with animals, m’lord,” Quawin answered with a note of pride in his voice.

“Then I’d like you to train them with Sharn and some of her guards,” I replied as I handed the wyvern in my hands to the ginger man. “See if we can use them to help protect Hillshire.”

“My pleasure, Duke Eddie,” Quawin said as he took the odd creature. “I’ll talk to Captain Sharn and-- Ohhh!”

The moment the wyvern was in the Gnome’s hands, it tried to unfurl its crumpled little wings and flapped with all its might to get back to me. Then the baby wyvern grabbed hold of the pouch on my belt and started to scramble its way up to my shoulder.

“Looks like that one’s made his choice, sire,” Quawin snorted as the wyvern clung to my cloak’s hood and started to chitter. “But you’ll have a friend for life.”

It was a shame I couldn’t take it back to the surface with me. Unlike the garms, I couldn’t pass the wyvern off as a new breed of cat or bat.

“We should get inside,” I said as I petted the little guy to calm him down. “We need to make some plans, and I’m famished. Maybe Hebulsia will make us some sandwiches.”

I helped Bolra up to her feet, and I noticed the pretty Orc looked much better now. The soft green tone had returned to her skin, and her emerald-green eyes were alert.

Quawin gathered the other wyvern pups up in a basket, but my new buddy hissed when the Gnome reached for him.

“I guess I’ll keep him with me for now.” I grinned.

“I don’t think you have a choice,” Bhakoth said with an amused laugh.

“Maybe you can take one back to Nemthok?” I suggested. “Would he like that?”

“I’m sure he would,” the general replied. “He’ll be the envy of all the children in the Encampment. Thank you, Eddie.”

As Quawin gathered up the blanket and his basket of wyverns, the rest of us went into the manor.

After we sat down in the dining hall, we told Bolra and Gwen what had happened in the Golden Woods. Arina the maid brought us a light wine meant for the early day and a large platter of sandwiches, and then we discussed what we would do next.

“I had another vision as I slept last night,” Bolra told us as she nibbled on a sandwich. “It was of a dark forest, and the light was pink. There were all kinds of strange creatures I’d never seen before. They were armed with rustic spears and swords, and they were hunting something.”

“What do you think it meant, sister?” Xuag asked as he took a swig from his goblet.

“I’m not sure,” the mystic replied as she cocked her head thoughtfully to one side. “It was like they were guarding their territory from something. They were led by a large man with legs like an inck. He had pale skin like Eddie and Tanya, but the lower half of his body was covered in purple fur. I don’t think it has happened yet, and something about the vision filled me with a sense of peace.”

“I guess that’s good,” I replied as I took a sandwich from the platter. “Do you think it had something to do with Nurchek?”

As I went to take a bite, an image of the meat between the slices of bread filled my mind. Then my little wyvern friend made a little whine on my shoulder.

I chuckled, broke off a tiny bit of the meat, and held it up to my buddy. The wyvern made a happy chirp and took the morsel, and he began to chew it up as he purred like a kitten.

“I believe Zugorim was telling me that Nurchek has many obstacles before him,” Bolra answered.

“Good,” Bhakoth scoffed. “Hopefully, that means we have some time.”

“While Ondur and Dorrem see what they can find out,” I said as I looked around the table, “I want the rest of us to prepare. Gather some supplies and see if we can find anything out about the Quartz Caverns. What can we expect to find there? Maybe there are maps of the High Elf city, or old descriptions that could help us narrow down what Nurchek is looking for.”

“Tanya and I can go to Khet’Eran and speak with Chief Murdrak,” Xuag offered. “The Yennih called for a purge of demonic writings and High Elf histories. But the Crardu scholars might have hidden some away.”

“The Dolrath aren’t scholars,” Bhakoth remarked. “But the Grimthorn Gnomes know about plant magic. I will speak with Third about it. Perhaps he will know ways we can better fight against Swamp Imps, if Nurchek has any more with him.”

“Good.” I nodded as I fed another piece of meat to the wyvern. “I need to see Ibseth. I want to try to stay as close to her as possible until the baby’s born. Hopefully, we have some time before Nurchek can get any closer to his goal.”

“Visions are always vague,” Bolra replied. “But I’m sure that was Zugorim’s message to me. The gods are with us, and they will do what they can to frustrate the Lord of Chaos’ plans.”

I wasn’t sure if I believed in gods, and I wasn’t a hundred percent convinced my mystic wife had just spoken to one, but it wouldn’t be the weirdest thing I’d encountered in the subterranean world.

My Orcish wife’s visions came from somewhere, and they’d never steered me wrong before. But I did wonder what it was that had spoken through Bolra during the ritual in the cellar. Could it have been Zugorim? Maybe. I didn’t know much about gods, but the harsh, growling voice hadn’t sounded like a benevolent, all-knowing force to me.

Something about that voice unsettled me in a way I couldn’t define. The voice had warned us, and I had no reason not to trust it. But I would have rather known with certainty who or what we’d spoken to that day.

After we ate, Bhakoth prepared to return to the Encampment through the magic circle, and Quawin gave the general one of the wyverns for Nemthok and instructed Bhakoth on how to care for the little creature.

Then I handed the Gnome my own little buddy. The smoke-colored pup protested and sent me images of the warm folds of my cloak where he wanted to be, but I couldn’t take him with me.

Tanya and Xuag had a lot further to go to get back to the Crardu territory, so they decided to get some rest at the manor before they left. But I was eager to get back to Ibseth and Amrila. Plus, it was almost New Years, and I wanted to be with my whole family.

“I’d like you ladies to come with us,” I said to Gwen and Sigrith.

“Really?” the Succubus asked with a surprised expression.

“Yeah.” I nodded and grinned. “You proved your loyalty when you protected Pregia back in the woods. I’m not sure what Ondur meant about ‘the old laws.’ But you only promised to be loyal to me, and yet you put yourself in harm’s way for Pregia.”

“I’m not surprised at all,” Gwen added as she smiled at the raven-haired woman. “There is a great deal of goodness in Sigrith.”

“I have been called many things,” the Succubus giggled, “but good has never been one of them. I’m not sure why, but I like it.”

“Come with us,” Nileme said with a kind smile as she placed a powerful arm around the pale woman’s shoulder. “You are one of us now.”

“Ohhhh!” Bolra gasped as she clapped her hands together. “Ibseth is going to adore you both. This will be great fun!”

“I’ve heard so much about Lady Ibseth,” Gwen breathed. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

I smiled at my wives. The way they accepted the other two women warmed my heart.

Then we gathered everything we’d brought and got ready to leave. Sharn arranged to have two of her guards escort Dorrem back to the capital, and the gray-bearded man decided to take Pell with him. Dorrem wouldn’t admit it, but I think he’d grown fond of the esel along our four-day journey.

“Be well, little sister,” Xuag rumbled, and he touched his forehead to Bolra’s as they said goodbye. “Our whole clan awaits the birth of your child. Gul is already planning his blessing for the baby.”

“Give our clan my love,” Bolra replied as her face glowed with pride. “Let them know I miss them all.”

“Of course.” The Orc captain nodded.

“Give my best to Amrila,” Tanya sighed as she hugged Pregia. “I feel like we’ve barely spoken recently. But I gotta be there when she has her baby! Oh, my God, I bet it’s gonna be so cute!”

“I’ll pass along the message,” Pregia chuckled as she hugged Tanya back. “Maybe you’ll fall pregnant next, and your babies can be the best of friends. But I don’t envy you. I bet Orc babies are huge!”

The two women giggled together, and once we’d all said goodbye, my wives, Gwen, Sigrith, and I all went to the cellar to use the circle to travel back to the citadel.

“Where are we?” Gwen asked as we appeared in the small chamber just off the Dwarves’ old workroom.

“This is the citadel of the Lost Dwarves,” I explained. “Everything you both see from this point on has to be a secret. Never talk about it when we’re in The Gloom.”

“As you wish,” Sigrith replied as she looked around at the blocky, Dwarven architecture. “But I feel strange here.”

“Are you alright?” Pregia asked.

“Yes.” The Succubus nodded, but her expression was distracted. “It’s… It’s hard to explain. I feel lighter somehow.”

Sigrith’s powers had gotten weaker since she’d been in The Gloom, and I wondered if there was something about being further away from the Deeper Dark that affected the pale woman.

We continued through the surface tunnels, and as we got close to the metal door into the backyard, I checked my phone. It was late afternoon on December thirtieth.

“Brace yourselves,” I said as I looked at Gwen and Sigrith. “It’s going to be really cold up there. It might be pretty bright, too.”

“Cold?” Gwen repeated as she raised her eyebrows and looked at the wooden stairs that led up to the metal trapdoor.

“Like you’ve never felt before,” Pregia replied in a dramatic tone. “But we’ll get inside quickly, and then you can borrow some cozy clothes.”

I went up the stairs first and opened the door.

“No!” Sigrith suddenly screamed as the bright, afternoon light filtered down into the tunnel, and the Succubus shrank back into the shadows. “No! I can’t!”

“What’s wrong?” Bolra asked in a concerned tone as she went over to Sigrith and took her hand.

“The light!” the raven-haired woman said with terror in her eyes. “It feels like needles on my skin.”

“Here,” I said as I climbed back down and took off my cloak. “Wrap up in this. We’ll get you into the house as quickly as we can. It isn’t far.”

I helped bundle the Succubus in the cloak and then led her up.

As soon as we were in the backyard, Nileme, Bolra, and Pregia rushed Sigrith into Ibseth’s house, but I looked back at the trapdoor and saw Gwen climbing up between the skeletons of the lilac bushes. The Spiran woman had a look of wonder on her innocent face as she stared at the snow and squinted up at the sky.

Gwen’s reaction to the surface couldn’t have been further from Sigrith’s, and I watched as the pearl-skinned woman touched the snow and smiled. The Spiran woman held out her hands, and a light breeze stirred the branches of the bushes and created little swirls of loose snow.

“I have never felt anything like this,” Gwen said to me as her beautiful face lit up with pure joy. “I can hear the air! It’s so full of life and strange smells.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I replied as I walked back over to her.

“But where is the ceiling?” the Spiran asked as she squinted up at the sky again. “Where does this cavern end?”

“We’re not in the caverns anymore,” I said as I took Gwen’s cool hand in mine. “This is the surface of the world. Beyond the sky, it just keeps going.”

“It’s beautiful,” Gwen breathed as she squeezed my hand. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“You can stay, if you want to,” I said as I drew the Spiran woman close. “Forever, I mean. With me.”

“Forever?” Gwen asked as she looked up at me with those deep, aqua-colored eyes, and her breasts heaved with profound emotion.

“Forever.” I nodded. “I love you, Gwen. I want you to be my wife.”

“Yes!” the pearl-skinned woman gasped as she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me.

My heart swelled in my chest as our tongues danced across each other, and the cold seemed to melt away as I held Gwen tightly. We kissed a while longer, and our passion for one another was like a cozy blanket as we shared that moment. Then, once the initial rush had run its course and settled into a quiet sense of contentment, I took Gwen by the hand and led her to the back door of Ibseth’s house.

I was surprised to find Scourge at the kitchen table with a steaming cup of tea and Buttercup curled up in his arms. The Zencarri man was also wearing a dark purple, cashmere sweater and slim cut slacks.

“Hello, Eddie.” The thief grinned as we came in. “Ms. Gwen. How was your trip?”

“Good,” I snorted. “I thought you were in Dermarkt helping your brother?”

“Alas, Wrath is a gifted bureaucrat and had little need for his ne’er-do-well brother,” Scourge sighed in a theatrical tone. “So I decided to visit my favorite friends. The ladies have spirited Sigrith into the basement. Ibseth thought the dim light there might comfort her.”

“We should go down and check,” I said as I looked at the basement door. “I had no idea she would react to sunlight like that.”

The three of us went down the basement steps and found the women in the den. Ibseth sat with Sigrith on the couch as the curvy Elf gently patted the Succubus’ hand. Pregia handed Sigrith some tea, while Bolra, Nileme, and Amrila stood around and spoke words of comfort to the pale woman.

“The sun will go down in a few hours,” the Dolrath woman said. “I think you will like night time better. And the sky is fairly clear, so you’ll be able to see the stars.”

“It’s very pretty at night,” Amrila agreed. “The stars look like the gems in the Twilight Region, only much further away.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I went over to Sigrith.

“Much better,” the raven-haired woman replied, but she sounded a little self-conscious. “There’s no need to fuss.”

“I’ll go upstairs and draw all the curtains,” Ibseth offered, and she carefully got up since her glorious belly made the action harder. “That should help… oh!”

The white-haired woman’s face broke into a wide grin when she saw Gwen standing shyly to one side.

“Who is this, my king?” Ibseth asked as she waddled over to me and gave me a kiss to welcome me home.

“This is Gwen,” I replied. “I’ve told you about her before. Gwen, this is Ibseth, my first wife. Ibseth, I’d like to introduce you to my new wife.”

“That’s wonderful!” Ibseth squealed as she made her way over to the Spiran woman as gracefully as she could and hugged Gwen. “I’m so happy to meet you! Welcome home, my dear.”

“Thank you, Lady Ibseth,” Gwen replied in a demure tone, and she hugged the Night Elf woman back. “You have a beautiful home.”

All of my wives seemed pleased as they greeted Gwen into the fold, but Sigrith seemed sad or uncertain. I sat down next to the Succubus and took her hand as I looked into her ruby-colored eyes.

“There’s no need to worry,” I said in a quiet voice. “I love you, too.”

“What?” Sigrith asked as her breath caught in her throat. “I-I… you do?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I don’t know how you feel about me. We’ve never talked about it before--”

“I’ve been in love with you since we made love the first time,” the Succubus declared. “But I never thought you might feel the same way.”

“So, you’ll stay too then?” I asked as a grin spread across my face. “As far as I’m concerned, the promise you made to me back at the manor is as good as any wedding vows.”

“I want to be wherever you are, Eddie,” the pale woman replied in her silky alto.

“Ugh!” Scourge grunted as he turned toward the stairs with the dust mop of a dog still in his arms. “I’m going back upstairs before I drown in sentimentality. Congratulations, ladies.”

I snorted at the thief’s reaction, and then we all started to laugh. After we’d all taken a moment to enjoy the newest members of our family, the ladies took Gwen and Sigrith to show them the joys of a shower and help them change into comfy clothes. I stayed in the basement and got a shower myself, and then I changed and shaved.

As I came out of the bathroom, I found Growler waiting for me.

“Hey, buddy!” I grinned and got down to pet and wrestle with the garm. “How’s fatherhood, huh? You being a good dad? I guess we’ll both be fathers soon.”

When I got upstairs, my wives and Scourge were all in the living room. Ibseth had broken out some wine to greet her new sisters and some sparkling cider for her, Amrila, and Bolra.

“I ordered Chinese, my king,” the violet-eyed woman told me as I sat next to her on the large, L-shaped couch. “I hope that’s okay?”

“That sounds amazing!” I groaned as Amrila handed me a glass of wine.

Sigrith sat on the floor in front of Bolra as the pretty Orc brushed through the pale woman’s thick, dark hair and braided it. The Succubus had borrowed some of Amrila’s loungewear, a black, cropped sweater with a large skull design made out of flowers, and a pair of blood-red leggings. Meanwhile, Ibseth had clearly lent Gwen one of her thick, cozy sweaters and a buttery pair of yoga pants.

We spent the rest of the evening with our family tradition of take-out and a movie. Gwen and Sigrith were spellbound by Krull. It was one of my favorite films as a kid, and I’d been slowly introducing my wives to all the movies I considered classics. Even Scourge enjoyed it.

“I feel bad for the one-eyed giant,” the horned man said at the end of the movie. “To know all along that he would die like that, and go with them anyway… it’s so tragic.”

“That always stuck with me as a kid,” I replied. “The idea of knowing when I’d die freaked me out. But as an adult, I think it just made him brave.”

“I liked the monster,” Amrila commented as she curled up next to Pregia. “He was really scary and mean.”

“And gross,” the Goblin woman giggled. “Did he have to look so wet? It made my skin crawl.”

“He was gnarly,” I chuckled, but then a thought struck me. “Hey, how do we want to ring in the New Year tomorrow? We’ve got a lot to celebrate.”

Two more wives and a baby due almost any time?

It didn’t get much better than that.


Chapter Ten

The next day, we all got up early for a day out in the city. Some places would probably close early for the holiday, so we wanted to show Sigrith and Gwen as much as we could before we came back home for a night of drinking and fireworks. There were enough of us now that we’d have to take two vehicles, but luckily, the roads were clear, and Ibseth had gotten a lot better at driving.

Our first stop was the mall in Elyria. Gwen and Sigrith would need some clothes of their own and a few other personal necessities. After we’d made love the night before, Ibseth and I had stayed up a while to talk about logistics. Gwen and Sigrith would stay with Ibseth until Brock moved out. Stanton’s place was big enough for the two women. One could have the upstairs, while the other could have the ground floor.

I’d never been in Brock’s place, but since I’d bought it, I was able to find a floor plan through Meyer. There was a kitchen, living room, full bath, and two bedrooms upstairs. Down stairs there was also a kitchen and full bath, as well as three more bedrooms. Gwen and Sigrith would be able to decorate their spaces however they liked and keep whatever sleep schedule they liked.

With Sigrith’s aversion to the sun, I figured she’d be more of a night owl.

For today, the Succubus had borrowed one of Amrila’s hoodies and covered most of her skin so she could be out in the sun. With the hood pulled up, and a spare pair of sunglasses perched on her nose, the pale woman seemed comfortable enough to walk from the house to the Jeep, and she sat in the middle seat in the back to be away from the windows. Ibseth had also given Sigrith some sunscreen left over from summer.

The back seat smelled like Coppertone, but that just made me look forward to warmer weather a few months from now. As I drove the Jeep with Scourge riding shotgun, Gwen and Bolra sat in the back with Sigrith, and Ibseth followed behind in her sedan with Amrila and Nileme. I started to make plans to take my wives on a vacation somewhere in the summer. Maybe to Europe. I’d have to ask Travis Meyer where some of his favorite spots were and look into tickets and hotels. I’d also have to look into getting my newest women some paperwork, but one problem at a time.

Once we got to the mall, everyone broke off into smaller groups. Amrila and Pregia took Sigrith off to some of their favorite stores, armed with one of my credit cards, while Ibseth, Bolra, and Gwen went off to help the Spiran woman find some clothes.

“What do we want to do?” I asked Scourge and Nileme.

“It looks like they just put in an arcade,” the princess replied as she looked up the mall’s website on her phone. “That could be fun.”

“An arcade?” Scourge asked in a curious tone. “What’s that?”

“You’re going to love this.” I grinned, and Nileme led the way.

Game Zone had taken over a large storefront and was packed wall to wall with nostalgic game cabinets, air hockey, skee-ball, and claw machines with huge stuffed animals or small electronics. There was also a prize counter with cheap, overvalued items that could be exchanged for tickets.

I was too young to remember when arcades had been everywhere, but I’d grown up watching films like The Last Starfighter and The Wizard that my pop had shown me. Besides the time I took Ibseth and Amrila on a date to a big arcade almost a year ago, I hadn’t spent much time in one since summer vacations with Jay’s family.

As we walked in, Scourge’s face lit up with a sly smile right away.

“So this is a gambling house?” the thief asked.

“No,” I snorted as I looked around at the chiming machines and the colorful lights of the many games. “Not exactly. We pay money to play, maybe win some tickets, and then exchange those tickets for prizes over there.”

“Which prize is the best?” Scourge asked as he glanced over at the prize counter where a bored attendant read a beaten-up paperback novel.

I could see baskets of candy and little, plastic toys lined up in the glass display case, but on the shelves behind the attendant were the higher level prizes. Items like lava lamps, stuffed animals, Game Zone t-shirts and caps. Then, on the very top shelf, was a PS5 with all the bells and whistles, including a gift card that could cover at least two popular games.

“The one at the top,” I replied as I pointed. “The PS5. All of that is worth more than most people make in a week. But it’s there because they know no one could win two hundred thousand tickets. They just want people to waste money trying.”

“Why couldn’t we win that many tickets?” Nileme asked in an even tone. “The others are going to be shopping for at least a few hours.”

I thought about it for a moment.

There was no way we could win that many tickets, but it might be fun to try anyway. I’d only played an arcade game a few times in my life, but if we stuck to something like skee-ball, or the basketball game, we could stand a chance. I remembered when Jay’s parents had invited me to go on vacation with them to Hilton Head or the Outer Banks throughout middle and high school. Us boys had spent a lot of time in the boardwalk arcades while the Hoffmans drank at the beach bars.

“I think we could easily win the pea-ass five.” Scourge grinned. “There is no such thing as a game of chance, and once we learn a game’s weakness, we can exploit it. Come on, Eddie. It’ll be fun.”

“You don’t even know what a PS5 is,” I chuckled.

“I don’t.” Scourge shrugged. “But I know that is the best, most valuable prize, so I want to win it.”

“Alright,” I replied and was amused by the thief’s inherent greed. “I’ll get us some tokens.”

Like the arcade I’d taken my first two wives to in Cleveland, this place had cards you could load money onto. I got one for each of us, and we headed further into the arcade. Scourge was intrigued by a round, brightly lit game with lights that chased around the top.

“This looks like a wheel of fate,” the Zencarri man muttered as he intently watched the light zoom around in a circle. “How do I play?”

“I think you’re supposed to hit this button and try to get the light to stop on one of the prizes,” I said as I read the different pie slice-shaped segments around the inner wheel. “You’ve got ten to a thousand points. And those two little ones are the jackpots.”

“Jackpot,” Scourge repeated with relish. “I like the sound of that.”

I showed the horned man how to load his card into the machine.

The game came to life as the lights flashed brighter and quicker, and it began to play low quality versions of popular songs. Scourge watched the light as it began to race around the garish display, and his expression was suddenly focused and intense. Then the Zencarri man smacked the large button with a triumphant cheer, and the light slowed and came to a stop.

The light ended in front of the hundred point slice.

“Is that good?” Scourge asked as the machine spit two tickets and played an upbeat refrain as the lights blinked in time.

“Not really,” Nileme replied.

“It was exciting,” I snorted. “Come on, we can try a few other games.”

“No, no,” Scourge said with a wave of his hand, and he bent toward the machine to study the movement of the racing light. “I’m going to figure this one out.”

“Okaaaay.” I nodded. “You have fun.”

The thief was absorbed in his task to the point that I wasn’t sure if he heard me.

Nileme smiled and shrugged at me, and then the two of us went to look for some other games to try. We spent some time at the skee-ball lanes. It was a fun, reliable source of entertainment, and my trick shot won me a fair number of tickets. Nileme watched my technique and tried to copy it with less success, but it was still a good time.

Then my Dolrath wife spotted the whack-a-mole games. But instead of moles, the creatures that popped out of the holes were little, gray aliens that peeked up through the top of a flying saucer.

“This is an easy one,” I said as I handed a foam mallet to the muscular Elven woman. “Just hit anything that comes up out of those holes. It starts going pretty fast after a while. Ready.”

“I’m ready.” Nileme grinned as she looked down at the silver panel in front of her, set her feet hip-width apart, and held the lime-green mallet in her hands.

I loaded the card into the reader in the game, and the machine came to life.

Themes from popular sci-fi movies started to play, and the aliens poked their teardrop-shaped heads through the holes and made gibbering sounds to taunt the player. Nileme gave each one a firm whack with the mallet, and the aliens made little disgruntled noises with each hit.

The Dolrath princess giggled as the next round started, and the game began to speed up. Angry chitters followed each hit, and the few that escaped Nileme’s mallet gave maniacal laughs before they disappeared below the metallic playing field. Soon, the game started to spit out long rows of tickets, and we gathered them up until we had an armful.

Nileme and I played a few more games, and then we went to check on Scourge after an hour and a half.

The Zencarri had drawn a small crowd. Whether it was the large pile of tickets at his feet, or Scourge’s wild appearance, the mix of teenagers and middle-aged men watched as the thief tracked the racing light with laser focus. Then Scourge smacked his hand down and got two jackpots in a row.

The crowd cheered, and Scourge finally looked up to see Nileme and me.

“I figured it out,” the charcoal-skinned man said as started to gather up his tickets. “The jackpots are random, I think. But if you hit the button as the light passes that blue triangle, you get the thousand point prize.”

An attendant in a red Game Zone polo hurried over and unplugged the game as one of the teenagers moved in to try Scourge’s method, and the crowd booed the employee.

“Sorry, folks,” the man in the polo shirt said. “This game is malfunctioning and needs to be reset.”

Scourge laughed lightly as we walked back to the prize counter.

The three of us handed our tickets over to the bewildered kid at the counter, and he started to feed the long strands of tickets into the machine that would count them up.

“Holy shi--” The kid stopped and looked at us apologetically. “Sorry. It’s just… I’ve never seen anyone clean up like this before, even as a group. That’s two hundred and five thousand tickets.”

“We will take the pea-ass five!” Scourge declared.

“He means the PS5,” I quickly explained to the attendant and then looked at Nileme and Scourge. “That leaves five thousand tickets, which means we could get… anything from the bottom two shelves or a few things from the case here.”

“I’d like the stuffed gremlin,” Nileme said as she pointed at a plush, bright green alien toy with large, black eyes. “It looks like the gray monsters from the game with the hammer.”

The rest of the tickets went to a bag of candy from the display case that Scourge munched on as we left the arcade.

Nileme had her alien plush tucked under one arm, and I carried the shrink-wrap sealed PS5 box out of Game Zone. My phone chimed with a text alert, and I had to juggle the heavy box a little to pull my cell out of my pocket.

“It’s Ibseth,” I told the others. “She says they’re all done and at the food court.”

“Good,” Scourge replied as he popped a sour candy in his mouth and made a face. “I’d like one of those ‘soft drinks’ and a salty bread knot.”

“Yes!” Nileme smiled. “A pretzel with some of that cheese sauce sounds divine right now.”

The three of us went to find my other wives in the food court. The ladies all had several shopping bags each and were sharing some fries, mozzarella sticks, and jalapeno poppers at a table.

Gwen was dressed in a pink, plaid miniskirt and a sheer, white blouse over a pastel camisole, and a pair of white, knitted, thigh-high socks brought the preppy look together and made me grin.

Sigrith was also wearing a new outfit. The Succubus had bought some leather cigarette pants, burgundy ankle boots, and a fuzzy, long-sleeved crop top. There was something sleek and vampy about Sigrith’s look that I liked.

We all got some more snacks and drinks and then pushed two tables together so we could all sit as a group.

“What now?” Ibseth asked in a bright tone.

“Well,” I replied as I took a sip of lemonade, “Tanya said she doesn’t want her house anymore, so we could go furniture shopping for Pregia to move in there.”

“Really?” Pregia asked with a surprised expression. “My own house?”

“Don’t you have a castle?” Bolra giggled.

“Yes,” the Goblin queen replied. “But not a house. Plus, up here I don’t have to be bothered by courtiers and advisors. It will be my own little getaway. Thank you, Eddie.”

“Of course.” I smiled.

Once we had finished our food, the group cleaned up our trash and headed out into the parking lot. My Goblin wife had rather refined tastes, so our trip to the furniture store took a little longer than usual. Both Sigrith and Gwen were impressed by the amount and variety of wares the store offered, and Pregia swept through the store as she started to pick out the things she wanted.

There was none of that eggshell and cream-colored decor rich influencers and interior designers filled their houses with. Instead, Pregia chose rich woods, brushed copper accents, and indulgent, Scandinavian florals for her home. I set the delivery time for a couple of weeks to give us time to pack up Tanya’s old stuff.

I planned to get a little storage unit to put anything that seemed of personal significance to the former beauty queen. Tanya had said she didn’t want any of it, but she was also in the throes of a new found love. I’d keep anything sentimental safe for Tanya and let her go through it the next time she came up to the surface, just in case.

By the time we were done with our shopping spree, it had started to get dark, so I stopped at a drive-thru liquor store on the way home to pick up a few things. The line was long, since it was New Year’s Eve, but I didn’t mind. I wanted to blow it out to mark my first year as a husband, adventurer, and millionaire.

The past year had been the best of my life, and I wanted to end it with a bang.

When we got back to the house, Ibseth grabbed Bolra and Gwen and headed for the kitchen to start making finger foods and various snacks, and Amrila, Pregia, Sigrith, and Scourge got the drinks ready. I’d gotten more sparkling cider for my wives who were currently pregnant, and champagne for the rest of us for when the ball dropped.

Then Nileme and I broke out any of the fireworks that were left over from the Fourth of July, and once all the preparations were done, the real party started. We drank and played games. I even broke out the new PS5 and hooked it up to Ibseth’s TV, so I could show Scourge and my wives video games for the first time. There were only two controllers, but we had fun taking turns.

I found a simple game with puzzles and colorful characters in the app store. Eventually, I’d download some hardcore games, like first-person shooters or some MMOs. But since no one else had much experience playing console games, I figured we could start easy and enjoy ourselves.

By the time midnight approached, most of us were pretty buzzed and having a blast, but even Ibseth, Amrila, and Bolra seemed to enjoy themselves while completely sober. We went outside, and I set up some of the fireworks in the center of the cul-de-sac and then responsibly handed the lighter over to Amrila, since I’d been drinking.

“I get to blow them up?” the Zencarri woman asked as her dark eyes sparkled.

“Yep.” I nodded. “Happy New Year, partner. Just wait for my signal.”

I pulled out my phone and stepped back as I watched the countdown.

In my peripherals, I saw Brock come out to watch from his porch. Stanton was in his bathrobe and sweatpants, with a bottle of Gentleman Jack in his hand. He hadn’t shaved, and he took a big pull of whiskey from the tumbler in his other hand. I kinda felt for the guy and wanted to invite him to join us, but the two of us had come to an understanding of sorts.

We’d leave each other alone, and once the New Year started, Brock would move out, and we’d never speak again.

“Get ready, partner!” I called to Amrila as I focused again on my phone. “Ten, nine, eight…”

Ibseth and Nileme started to count with me, and then the others joined in as the excitement built.

“Three, two, one, happy new year!” we all chanted in unison, and Amrila lit the fuse of the fireworks.

As the little rockets went off and exploded, we could hear horns honk, a few cheers in the neighborhood around us, and even a couple of gunshots to mark the moment.

Brock raised his glass to me, and in return, I popped open a bottle of champagne and toasted back. Then Stanton slunk back into his house.

We passed the bottle of champagne around, and I kissed every one of my wives in keeping with the old traditions. The ladies kissed each other and Scourge on the cheek, and then we went back inside to warm up.

After another few rounds of video games and a couple more drinks, Ibseth and I went upstairs to get some sleep. Sometime in the night, Amrila also came up and snuggled into the blanket with us. The next morning, I got up and found Amrila still cuddled up with me, but Ibseth had already gotten up.

I found Nileme and Scourge asleep on either end of the L-shaped couch with controllers still in their hands. Sigrith was curled up, asleep in my comfy chair, but my other wives must have gone back to their houses. Meanwhile, Ibseth and Gwen were in the kitchen making breakfast for everyone.

The rest of the day was spent recovering from the night before, cleaning up, and handling a few projects around my properties. Then, the day after, we got another visit from Mildred Ryan and her midwife assistants.

“Everything looks good,” Nurse Ryan said after she’d finished the examinations. “The babies all seem to be growing at good rates, moms are healthy. We should discuss Mrs. Hill’s birth plan.”

“I think we have it pretty much planned out,” I replied. “What else do we need to go over?”

“Well,” Ryan said as she looked over her notes and then looked up at Ibseth, “you’re due in eight days, but given your progress, it could be almost any day now.”

“What?” I blinked as the full weight of the midwife’s words hit me.


Chapter Eleven

Mildred Ryan told us to call her if anything happened, and she made it clear she didn’t care if it was false labor or prolonged indigestion, she would come back at a moment’s notice. She’d also said she would book a hotel in the area when Ibseth was two days out from her due date, so the midwife could be sure to get here within minutes when things kicked off.

After the midwife left, we gathered around Ibseth’s dining room table for a family meeting. That table had become the de facto meeting spot for us over time. Maybe it was the comforting proximity to the kitchen where my first wife lovingly prepared so many of our meals, or simply habit.

“I want to be here when Ibseth goes into labor,” I said as I looked around the table at my wives and Scourge. “But we can’t ignore that Nurchek is in The Gloom looking for whatever the fuck this eye thing is. What are everyone’s thoughts?”

“I could get Bhakoth and a unit of Dolrath soldiers and see if we can track Nurchek,” Nileme offered. “We know he was headed toward the Cursed Caverns. My people would be reluctant to go into the cavern itself, but we could see if there’s evidence that Nurchek had gotten that far.”

“I’ll go with Nileme,” Amrila added with a mischievous grin. “The Dolrath scouts are good, but I’m better. Even with a baby belly.”

“Alright.” I nodded as I rolled the idea around in my head. “Just don’t engage Nurchek if you find him. I’m not sure how big of a force he has right now, but he’s been awfully willing to sacrifice the Nictors and Lesser Demons we come across so far. Keep your distance.”

“Of course, husband.” The dark-haired Elf nodded.

“What if we just find one or two Nictors off by themselves?” my Zencarri wife asked since she was always a little bloodthirsty. “Could we kill them?”

“I expect you both to use your best judgment,” I replied in a stern tone. “But keep in mind they’re like cockroaches. Just because you only see one or two doesn’t mean there aren’t a hundred more hiding close by.”

The horned woman crossed her arms and pouted since I’d robbed her of her fun, but I knew she’d heed my warning.

“With that said,” I continued, “I still want to make sure I’m being productive, just keeping close to home. I plan to call Owen and see if he’s been able to find out anything about Chase Wallace. See if we can get Wallace off Meyer’s back.”

“Maybe I can help with that,” Scourge replied with a foxlike smile.

“Perfect.” I nodded. “I guess other than that, we’re all on baby watch. I’d like one of us to try to stick close to Ibseth since the midwife said it could be any time now. How are you feeling, baby?”

“Excited.” Ibseth smiled as she lovingly rubbed her round belly. “I can’t wait to meet our little prince.”

“Me, too,” I agreed as I smiled back at the petite woman.

As the others got up from the table to go about their daily business, and Nileme and Amrila went to prepare to go to the Encampment to gather some soldiers, Bolra stayed at the table.

“Eddie,” the pretty Orc said as she pulled out the small bag she kept her rune stones in, “I’d like to give you a reading.”

“Do you think that could help?” I asked as I sat back down. “You’ve said the stones aren’t as reliable as your visions. Could they tell us anything we don’t already know?”

“It’s hard to say.” The mystic shrugged as she handed me the bag. “Sometimes it’s about the questions you ask. We know Nurchek might be using magic to obscure his movements from scrying. But there are many other things we don’t know, and the stones might help fill in those gaps.”

“Okay,” I said as I held the bag in my hands. “I get three of them, right?”

“Three questions.” Bolra nodded and folded her hands on the table. “But nothing too specific. They probably won’t tell us what The Eye is, or where it is.”

“Alright,” I sighed as I closed my eyes and concentrated like Bolra had taught me to do. “I met a dryad in the Golden Woods, would she help us? How dangerous are the Cursed Caverns? And how close is Nurchek to his goal?”

Bolra took the bag from me and poured out the runes onto the table between us. The seer took a moment to examine the symbols on the stone tokens and how they had landed, and then she looked up at me.

“You won’t meet the dryad again until a time of her choosing,” the mystic said with confidence. “But you will meet her again.”

“Okaaay,” I snorted. “But will I meet her again before I go after Nurchek?”

“I can’t say.” Bolra shrugged and looked back down at the runes. “There is great danger in the Cursed Caverns. But I don’t sense great evil.”

“That’s a good start, I guess,” I replied as I watched the green-skinned woman’s expression. “What do you sense?”

“Pride,” Bolra answered as she cocked her head to the side. “And an ancient awareness. Suspicion of mortals.”

“Mortals?” I repeated. “So there’s Spirans, or a similar race, living in those caverns?”

“I’m not sure,” the willowy woman said as she scrunched her forehead. “Whatever it or they are, they’re very old and immortal like the Spirans. And they’re just as territorial.”

That was great news.

Mikeil, another Zencarri servant of Belzat, wouldn’t even go into the Spirans’ territory. The wizard had to find Gwen when she was alone to kidnap her, and after that, Mikeil had taken great pains to ward his ruined tower against the elemental people. If there was something like that guarding the Cursed Caverns, Nurchek would have a hell of a time getting through them.

But then, so would we.

“There’s one presence in particular,” Bolra continued. “Even older than the rest. I can hear the sound of hooves on paving stones. I also don’t think Nurchek is any closer to his goal than he was a week ago. I can feel his anger and frustration. Something holds him back.”

“Is it whatever is living in those caverns now?” I asked.

“Possibly.” Bolra shrugged again. “But you have some time.”

“Good,” I sighed as I leaned back in my chair. “Time is good. Thanks, sweetheart. I should call Owen and see what he has for me.”

I got up and kissed Bolra on the forehead as she put away her runes, and the willowy woman smiled and leaned into the affectionate gesture. Then I put on my jacket and walked out the back door to go to my workshop out back.

When Growler and Dread heard the sliding glass door, the boys dashed into the kitchen, and their claws clacked on the tile floor as they ran through the open door and out into the snow. I chuckled to myself as I watched the garms jump into a powdery snow drift, and then I walked out to my shop.

After I turned on the heaters and gave them time to warm the small space, I sat down at my draft table and looked up McElfresh’s number.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite associate,” I heard the Irishman answer in a cheery voice. “How are things?”

“Alright,” I replied with the expected answer. “How are things going for you?”

“Pretty well. I’ve been looking into our friend, Wallace.”

“Did you find out anything we could use?”

“Just your typical, corporate bastard bullshit,” Owen snorted. “Mr. Wallace is a partner in a capital interest firm with offices throughout the Midwest and along the east coast. He’s a right prick, too. Undertips, treats staff like whipping boys, and is all smiles and fancy dinner when it comes to clients. Probably uses them as an excuse to use the company card for nights out on the town. But I do have a couple of interesting morsels for you.”

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” I said in a bantering tone.

“Because Chase Wallace is such a gaping asshole, the man goes through drivers like tissue paper. That’s how I got Ricky in as Wallace’s driver.”

“Oh, shit.” I grinned. “That didn’t take you long. Aren’t you worried he’s going to just fire Ricky, too, though?”

“Nah,” Owen scoffed through the receiver. “Ricky’s a big boy. He can take whatever Wallace dishes out.”

Ricky really was a big boy. The Boston born enforcer could look me in the eye and had thirty to fifty pounds on me.

“So, what has Ricky found out so far?” I asked.

“He’s overheard a few hot tips on some stocks,” McElfresh replied with a hearty laugh. “But it also turns out that our boy, Chase, likes the ladies of the evening.”

“You mean prostitutes?”

“Indeed I do,” Owen snickered. “But that’s not anything out of the ordinary for a businessman. Hardly blackmail material.”

“Isn’t it illegal, though?” I asked with a frown.

“Sure,” the Irishman said. “But he’d likely get a slap on the wrist while the young lady got arrested and charged. I myself have paid for company from time to time. It’s not a bad deal. Pretty girl comes around, treats you nice, then doesn’t take offense when it’s time to leave. I’d rather not screw over a woman who’s just making a living.”

“I guess that’s fair.” I nodded as I tried to think of how we could use the information to our advantage. “But if Ricky is the one driving Wallace around, we could probably track his movements. Follow him until he makes a real mistake.”

“Now that’s an idea I can get behind,” Owen replied, and I could hear the grin on the short man’s face. “If you’ve got time this evening, Ricky’s supposed to drive Wallace to the Marble Room, then a show, before they head back to the Hilton where Wallace has booked a room.”

“Wait. I thought Wallace lived in Cleveland. Why did he… never mind. I assume Wallace also booked some company for the night?”

“More than likely,” McElfresh chuckled.

“How hard is it to get a table at the Marble Room?”

Over the next few minutes, Owen and I made some plans to follow Wallace and see if we could find out more about the venture capitalist.

Then I let my wives know that I would be out for the night before I turned to Sigrith.

“Did you happen to get a really nice dress while you were shopping?” I asked the Succubus.

“How nice?” the raven-haired woman asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Pretty nice.” I shrugged. “Like going out to dinner and a show nice.”

“I don’t know what that means,” the pale woman laughed.

“I’ve got you,” Amrila snickered as she took Sigrith’s hand and then looked at me. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to follow the guy who’s fucking with Meyer around Cleveland tonight,” I explained. “And Sigrith can blend in. Having a sexy woman with me could help me get into places. Also, your ability to convince people to do stuff might come in handy.”

“Just men,” Sigrith replied with a smirk. “But I’ll take any excuse to dress up and go to stylish places. I hope you plan to leave after the sun sets.”

“We’ll leave a little before that,” I replied. “But we can make sure you’re bundled up pretty well. By the time we get to the city, it should be dark. Scourge, I’d like you to come, too.”

“What fun.” The thief grinned. “I’ll dress for the occasion as well.”

“Actually,” I replied in an apologetic tone, “I’d like you to dress down a little. I need you looking around back alleys and just generally doing sneaky shit.”

“Sneaky shit?” Scourge repeated as he raised an eyebrow. “I’m pretty good at sneaky shit.”

“That’s why you’re my go-to sneaky shit guy,” I laughed.

With our plans made, Nileme and Amrila got ready to go into The Gloom, and when Amrila came back over to Ibseth’s house, she had Sigrith in tow.

The Succubus took off the heavy, hooded winter coat that protected her from the fading daylight, and I saw she was wearing Amrila’s black dress from Jay’s engagement party. Sigrith’s breasts were a little larger than Amrila’s, so the deep neckline of the dress did little to contain the raven-haired woman’s figure, but I wasn’t complaining.

“Holy shit,” I breathed as I looked at the pale woman. “You look amazing.”

I also noticed the Succubus had made her red eyes a deep blue so she looked more human.

“Thank you, Eddie.” the Succubus purred as she struck a vampy pose.

A few minutes later, Scourge came down the stairs after he’d changed into something less conspicuous. The horned man had borrowed one of my winter jackets and a dark hoodie, so he looked like the devil had become a construction worker.

“I want you both to be extra careful,” I said as I turned to Nileme and Amrila. “Make sure Chadaron is with you and Bhakoth. I’ll feel better if you have a healer with you, just in case.”

“I promised not to get us in trouble,” Amrila teased as she put her hands on her hips. “Even if that’s no fun.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Nileme said as she shot a playful glance at Amrila.

“I said I promised!” the horned woman protested. “I swear, you’d think I’m some unhinged, murderous hobo the way all of you talk.”

“Not at all,” Scourge remarked with a roguish twinkle in his dark eyes. “Marriage has matured you. Now you’re a bloodthirsty noblewoman.”

“Thank you,” Amrila giggled with a mocking curtsey.

“I love you,” I said to Amrila and Nileme as I kissed them both. “Keep me updated and tell Bhakoth I said hi.”

After a final round of goodbyes, the two women went into the backyard and then down through the metal door.

I knew they’d be gone for at least four or five days, and while I didn’t enjoy the idea of them being in The Gloom without me, both Amrila and Nileme had lived whole lives in the underworld before I met them. Both women knew how to handle themselves and were more than capable of tracking Nurchek.

I said a quick goodbye to my other wives, and then Sigrith, Scourge, and I got into the Rubicon and made our way to Cleveland. As usual, we met Owen at his jewelry store after hours, but instead of Ricky guarding the door, it was Cian.

I couldn’t put my finger on what it was about Cian that bothered me. It wasn’t my normal intuition that sent an electric charge up my spine when I thought someone was lying to me or couldn’t be trusted. The tall, gangly redhead just put off a weird energy. Cian didn’t say much, but when he did, it was almost always more intense than the situation called for, and the man didn’t blink enough.

Cian would have done well in Orc society.

“Hill.” The tall Irishman nodded as he let us in. “Mr. Scourge. Ma’am.”

“Longshanks,” the Succubus replied in a cool tone when she noted the grin on Cian’s face and looked him up and down.

Women could say so much with a glance, and the look the Succubus gave Cian was along the lines of, “don’t even bother.”

“Boss is in the back,” the freckled man said as he closed the door behind us, and he was seemingly unbothered by the raven-haired woman’s quiet rejection.

I led the others to the back of the store, and we found Owen in his office.

McElfresh had forgone his usual jeans and blazer combo. Today, the short, dark-haired man was wearing a high-end tracksuit with a plaid print and a flat driving cap. As we walked into the office, Owen looked up with a big, shit-eating grin and gestured toward his outfit.

“Thought I’d dress down,” he said. “Try to look like an Uber driver. What do you think?”

“You look like a character from a Guy Riche movie,” I snorted. “But if that’s what you’re going for, you nailed it.”

“Maybe that’s what I was going for. You don’t know.” The short man smirked. “I was thinking I could drive you and Scourge around, but I wasn’t expecting such lovely company on tonight’s excursion. I assume you’re one of Eddie’s lady friends?”

“Sigrith,” I said as I introduced the Succubus, “this is my friend, Owen. Owen, this is Sigrith.”

“Lovely to meet you,” the pale woman replied as she extended her hand to shake with McElfresh. “And you are correct. Eddie and I are lovers.”

“Ohhh,” Owen chuckled as he respectfully shook hands. “Some lads get all the luck, I guess. Pleased to meet you as well. Eddie, I brought one of the Mercedes GLEs. Figured it was nice enough to not draw attention in a ritzy part of town. I’ll drive while you two sit in the backseat. Scourge can hide himself in the hatchback.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded. “Let’s get going. Do we know where Wallace is right now?”

“Ricky said he was about to drive Wallace to the Marble House ten minutes ago. I imagine they’re about to arrive now.”

“Perfect.” I grinned.

We went out back and got in the nice SUV Owen had brought.

Personally, I preferred American made vehicles, but the Mercedes was pretty fucking nice. The backseat felt like a leather couch, and there was plenty of legroom for me. Sigrith slipped her arm through mine as she sat next to me, while Owen helped Scourge into the back. Then the low-key mobster hopped into the front seat and started to drive toward the lakefront.

“I’m sending you a link to a secure server,” Owen said when he stopped at a red light. “It’s a little something one of my boys has been putting together on Wallace.”

When my phone dinged, I pulled it out and clicked on the link from McElfresh.

There were several pages of pictures, screenshots, and written text about Chase Wallace. It started with a short, curtly written biography of where Wallace had attended school, and how he’d gotten a mid-level management position with his father’s equity firm right out of college. After several failed business ventures, all of which were funded with daddy’s money, Wallace finally started his venture capital business.

The whole thing read like a rustbelt horror story. Wallace’s company would buy small manufacturing companies, break them apart, and sell the pieces off to bigger corporations. It all reminded me of Derek Campbell’s racket of targeting family farms and small business owners to benefit off the work and dreams of others. But now Chase had a bigger target in his sites.

Travis Meyer’s family’s energy provider business.

Most of the screenshots were from Wallace’s private social media accounts. Mostly selfies of a trim, blond man in his thirties with a tasteful tan and teeth that were slightly too white and even. Every picture of Wallace in exotic locations around the world was accompanied by some bland, inspirational quote about being blessed, or living life to its fullest.

The quotes would have hit different if I didn’t know how Chase made the money that allowed him to travel to Machu Picchu, the South of France, and the Amazon. The pictures depicted a self-made, down-to-earth entrepreneur. Who wouldn’t love that guy? But in reality Wallace was a vulture who preyed on the misfortune of others and sold off the carcass to the highest bidder.

The document ended with more pictures and captions about when and how they were taken. There were numerous shots of Chase, with his wavy blond hair disheveled and his playboy face all sweaty as he danced at clubs or drank with pretty women around the world. From the captions, I saw each one was taken by someone who’d been with Wallace, posted to social media, and then deleted within hours or days. Most of the women were somehow connected with an escort service or a sugar baby website. I didn’t really care that the man liked sex workers, but I guess Chase or Chase’s father thought it was embarrassing enough to pay off the posters, or issue cease and desist orders to get them taken down and scrubbed from the internet.

“How did you get all this?” I asked Owen as we got close to the restaurant.

“I mentioned my baby cousin Sean before, yeah?” Owen said from the front seat. “Kid’s a wiz with a computer. He can find about anything on the deep web, or whatever it’s called. Put that together for me. Unfortunately, the only thing illegal he’s found so far are the girls. But we just need to keep looking. Guy like that has to have a skeleton or two tucked away.”

“Here’s hoping we can find one,” I muttered.

Just then, Owen pulled up to the front of the Marble Room and came around to the door to open it for Sigrith and me.

“I’ll try to park close,” Owen said as he closed the car door.

“Thanks,” I replied as the raven-haired woman linked her arm in mine. “I’ll let you know when we’re coming out.”

Then I led Sigrith to the restaurant.

“All the buildings are so large here,” the pale woman whispered to me. “Even larger than the ones in the Yennih capital. It’s remarkable.”

“You should see the high-rises downtown,” I chuckled. “Some go up over a dozen stories.”

“Good evening,” the well-dressed host said as we walked in. “Table for two?”

“Yes, please,” I replied as I leaned forward and held out my hand, with a hundred discreetly tucked between two fingers. “Something nice if you don’t mind. It’s a special occasion.”

“Right this way, sir.” The host grinned as he took the folded bill and grabbed a couple of menus.

As we followed the host into the dining room, I kept an eye out for blond, wavy hair and Wallace’s cheesy grin.

It wasn’t hard to spot him. Chase Wallace talked too loud, and he was gesturing grandly as he spoke to a young woman in a simmering, low-cut dress who was doing her best to look interested.

“I just think it’s important to live authentically, you know?” Chase said to his “date” as we passed their table. “Practice mindfulness and radical honesty…”

That was fucking rich coming from a man who cannibalized small businesses, was the king of the nepo-babies, and had to pay people to hang out with him.

“Can we have this one?” I asked in a quiet tone to the host as I pointed at one of the many tables open next to Wallace.

“Are you sure?” the host asked, and he shot a glance at Chase who was still talking at the woman in the glitzy dress. “There are plenty of… quieter tables open.”

“But look at that view,” I said as I gestured at the window overlooking a snowy patio area and the street outside. “This one is perfect.”

“If you’re sure, sir.” The host shrugged and then held out Sigrith’s chair for her.

The host took our drink order, and I got us a bottle of one of the more expensive wines. Not that I knew a lot about wine, but I figured anything in the higher range would be good, and as long as I didn’t just order the most expensive one, it wouldn’t seem like I was trying to show off.

Sigrith played her part by fussing over me and sharing longing looks across the table. It was hard to remember this wasn’t a normal date as I looked back at the smoking hot Succubus, but we managed to eavesdrop on Wallace’s one-sided conversation. Most of it was bullshit and borrowed personal motivational jargon I doubted Chase understood.

The young woman he was with did her best to seem interested, but I noticed she had to hit the wine pretty hard to fake it after a while.

“He seems like an absolute bore.” Sigrith smirked as she took a sip of her own wine.

“Yeah.” I nodded and kept my voice down. “But even so, I don’t understand why he pays for company. I didn’t see anything about girlfriends in the document Owen sent me. He’s rich as shit, in pretty good shape, and seems to have all his own hair. You’d think women would be lining up to get close to a guy like that.”

“I imagine they are,” the raven-haired woman said in a frank tone. “But wives get older, and lovers can become enemies when slighted. I don’t know how it is up here, but women of the night are known for keeping secrets. Their reputations depend on it. Powerful men that feel isolated by their wealth and station will confide in them and then pay to make sure their secrets are kept secret.”

“How do you know so much about that?” I asked as I teased the lushly sensual woman.

“A long time ago,” Sigrith replied with a dreamy kind of smile, “the courtesans of The Gloom used to worship Succubi and ask us for favors. It was a golden time.”

That thought hit me like a ton of bricks.

I knew that would have been before the Great War, when the Demons and their kin had been banished, and as I looked at Sigrith’s ageless face, I wondered how fucking old she was. Ibseth was well over a hundred years old. Nileme probably was, too. But if I was right, Sigrith could be over a thousand, which blew my mind.

There was another question in all that, though.

What secrets did Chase have that he wanted kept by the women he patronized?

We ordered a couple of very pricey steaks when the waiter came around, and when the plates came out, I realized the reason for the cost. The steaks and all the trimmings were cooked to perfection and melted in my mouth, and again, I had to remind myself we were there for a reason and tried to focus on Wallace’s rants.

All we overheard was more humble brags and self-help nonsense. The woman in the slinky dress would smile and nod as she drank her weight in wine, and from time to time, Wallace would even let his date ask a question.

I had to give it to the escort, she was damn good at her job.

Finally, they got the check, and I asked for ours, too. Then I texted Owen to let him know we were coming out before I left a good tip for our waiter.

I hoped this wasn’t going to be a complete waste of time.

We waited for Wallace and his date to leave, gave it a minute, and then left the Marble House as well.

“Do you want to follow him to the theater?” Owen asked as I helped Sigrith into the Mercedes.

“No,” I said as I got into the back seat. “Not unless Ricky tells us that he makes an unscheduled stop somewhere else. How are you doing back there, Scourge?”

“Have you ever tried mochi?” the thief asked in an excited tone as he popped his head up over the top of the back seat. “It’s like eating a tiny, sweet pillow, filled with ambrosia.”

“He was getting grouchy back there,” McElfresh snorted as Scourge handed Sigrith and I each a piece of the squishy, round candy and then disappeared behind the backseat again. “So I stopped at a store to get him something to bring up his blood sugar. Worked a treat. Figured with how much the rascal loves boba, mochi would be a smash hit.”

I tried to take a bite but ended up popping the whole thing in my mouth so I wouldn’t get all sticky.

It was pretty good. I couldn’t put my finger on the flavor, but the mochi was as soft as a cloud and filled with an almost chocolatey paste.

“Let’s stake out the hotel Wallace is supposed to stay at,” I said around the mouthful of chewy goodness. “Get an idea of the surrounding area and whatnot.”

“Sounds like a plan,” the Irishman replied and put the SUV into drive.

The Cleveland Hilton was a tall, glass building near FirstEnergy Stadium and overlooking Lake Erie. Next to the hotel was a stately, old, concrete building from a time before brutalism had become popular and turned urban landscapes into a series of boring, gray boxes.

“Looks like it’s time for you to shine, Scourge,” I said as Owen pulled into an alley close to the hotel to let the Zencarri man out. “Take a look around the building and make sure no one sees you.”

“I am nothing more than a shadow,” the charcoal-skinned man replied with a flourish of his hands before he disappeared in a tuft of black smoke.

“I’ll never get used to that,” Owen remarked as he shook his head.

Then McElfresh found a discreet place to park where we could see the entrance of the hotel.

“Did you find out anything at the restaurant?” the short man asked from the front seat as we settled in to wait.

“Just that Wallace is a massive douche,” I scoffed. “I hope we didn’t come out into the cold over nothing.”

“That’s the way of it sometimes,” Owen said in a philosophical tone. “You almost never get what you want on the first stakeout.”

“Sounds like you’ve been on a few,” I snorted as Sigrith cuddled up next to me in the back.

“In my younger days,” McElfresh answered as he watched out of his window. “This would have been back in the early 2000s, just as mobile phones and the internet were really taking off. My boss back then liked to keep things low tech. We still used cameras with film and the like when we followed a bloke. Good times.”

After a couple hours, Wallace’s car finally pulled up to the front of the Hilton, and we watched Ricky get out and hold the car door open for Chase and his date. They both seemed a little drunk by now, but I noted Wallace didn’t offer to help the escort get out of the car, and Ricky had to hold out a hand so she could exit the sedan in her tight dress.

Then the couple disappeared into the hotel, and Ricky pulled the sedan out of the parking lot as another car pulled in, and two men in suits left their car with the valet service.

“Ricky says he’s off for the night,” Owen said as he checked a text message.

“So that means Wallace is going to stay the night here,” I commented. “If he’s already sending Ricky home, then he must not plan to go back to his place tonight. Fuck. That’s gotta be expensive, booking a call girl for the whole night?”

“It’s not cheap,” the Irishman laughed.

“That poor girl,” Sigrith added. “I hope he doesn’t also talk all the way through sex like he did at the restaurant. What a bore.”

“Should have seen if I could have gotten a directional mic,” Owen lamented. “If we knew what room he was in, we could have listened in… Not to the first part, of course. But if he’s a talker, lord knows what he would confide after he’s blown a load.”

We settled in to wait, but it was only about thirty minutes later that the woman in the sparkly dress came back out and got into a Lyft.

“Well, that was fast,” Sigrith giggled with a wicked smirk.


Chapter Twelve

“She’s already leaving?” Owen snorted as we watched the Lyft pull away. “Hope he got his money’s worth.”

“That was super fast,” I said as I watched the door to see if Wallace would come out, too.

Given all the pills they had nowadays for men who wanted or needed a little help to get going, the only conclusion I could draw was that Chase was a little quick on the draw. But even then, why not wait a minute and go for a round two?

“Maybe we should find the poor creature so you can show her what a good time really is, Eddie.” Sigrith grinned at me. “I’m sure we could catch up to her. You and I could take turns making her cum…”

“Hey now, kids,” McElfresh said from the front seat with an embarrassed cough. “I’m still here, you know.”

“Sorry,” I chuckled as my cheeks flushed.

“No need to be sorry,” Owen replied in a lighthearted tone. “I put two and two together a long time ago. Even a man who’s rich as fuck doesn’t get… what is it? Five women to stick around, all knowing each other, unless he can keep them happy somehow. I just don’t want the details, love.”

“Seven,” Sigrith corrected as she laid her head on my shoulder.

“Seven?” the Irishman repeated, and he turned in his seat to look at me with an impressed and amused expression. “Holy shite, man. Leave some for the rest of us, will ya?”

There are two men smoking behind the large inn, Eddie. I suddenly heard Scourge say through the Seer Stones. I think they’re with Wallace. They’re making jokes about his prowess.

Keep an eye on them, I replied as I stealthily put my hand in my pocket. Where are you right now?

Between the inn and a tall, sand-colored building, up on some kind of metal balcony with ladders that lead up and down to balconies on other floors.

So Scourge was on the fire escape of the concrete building next to the hotel, looking down into the alley.

“I got a text from Scourge,” I said, so I wouldn’t have to explain anything about keeping magical stones in my pocket. “Wallace has got a couple of guys in the alley behind the hotel… what if we fucked with them? Made them think someone was after Wallace.”

“I’m listening.” Owen grinned as he craned around in the front seat again to look at me.

“We just have to be sure it won’t lead back to Meyer in any way,” I added.

“We could say we were sent by someone Wallace screwed over, there’s plenty of names on the server,” McElfresh noted.

“But those are people who already had their lives ruined,” I replied. “They’d want revenge, not for Wallace to back off.”

“Leave it to me,” Sigrith said with a mysterious smile. “I’ll get it out of them.”

I trusted the Succubus, so we all got out of the car and walked toward the alley next to the hotel.

“Evening, lad,” Owen said in a loud, hearty voice as we turned a corner into a loading dock area where two men in trench coats smoked while they talked together.

“What the fuck?” one of the men exclaimed as he reached toward his hip.

The guy was on the shorter side and broad as hell, but it was hard to tell if that bulk was fat or muscle under the suit and overcoat. The other guy was older, but he was still built like a linebacker.

“Now, now,” I chided, and I placed my hand under my jacket as if I’d reached for a shoulder holster. “We’re all packing. No need to whip them out and compare. We just want to talk.”

“Get the fuck outta here,” the shorter man said as his hand dove under his trench coat. “Mind your own business.”

I started to pull my Glock as Owen reached for the Desert Eagle hidden under his coat.

But then a slinky leg kicked out from the shadows as Scourge’s foot caught the stocky guy right under the ear. The broad man’s eyes went blank as his head jerked to the side, and he crumpled to the ground.

“Holy shit!” the older man shouted when he saw Scourge, and his eyes went wide with fear.

The beast of a man also reached into his coat as he focused on the Zencarri man.

I dashed forward and punched the man in the gut and lifted him into the raised, concrete platform behind him.

“Oomph!” the big guy groaned as the air was briefly knocked out of him.

McElfresh darted in and started to rifle around for the gun the big guy had reached for, and he came away with a Colt 45 in his hand.

Meanwhile, Scourge picked up the other pistol the stocky man had dropped before the thief knocked him out.

“Stop that,” Sigrith said in a sultry tone as her magically augmented voice filled the loading dock area.

Both the big man and Owen stopped what they were doing and looked at the Succubus for further instructions.

Scourge snorted with laughter when he realized what had happened. I guess Owen was susceptible to Sigrith’s powers, and the raven-haired woman grinned, like she was happy that her powers were still intact here on the surface.

“Owen, snap out of it,” the pale woman said, and as the Irishman blinked like a man coming out of a dream, Sigrith turned to the older man.

“Do you know who sent us?” the Succubus asked, and her eyes were red again and intense.

“No,” the big guy replied in a flat voice as he looked blankly at Sigrith.

“Care to take a guess?” the pale woman asked as she put her hands on her shapely hips.

“Probably either Cook or that William Meyer guy?” The older man shrugged.

I assumed William Meyer was Travis’ father.

“Cook,” Sigrith said firmly. “Got it on the first try. Well done.”

“Thank you, Miss.”

“You tell Wallace that Cook said to back the fuck off,” the Succubus ordered. “And not just from Cook. Any other deals Wallace is involved in, too. Don’t bother getting the authorities involved either, or else we’ll be back, and it won’t just be a few bumps on the head next time. Understood?”

“Yes, Miss.” The big guy nodded.

“Are you a hypnotist?” Owen asked in an awed tone as he waved his hand in front of the other man’s face.

“Yes,” Sigrith answered without a pause. “And I’m very good.”

“I’ll fucking say,” McElfresh scoffed.

“Wait for us to leave,” Sigrith said to the older man. “Then check on your friend. Wait until morning to tell Mr. Wallace the message. Let him sleep. I’m sure he’s exhausted after his brief excursions.”

“Yes, Miss,” the big guy said again.

“I guess we’re done here for now,” I chuckled. “Come on, everyone.”

As we walked out of the alley, Owen admired the Colt before he tucked it in the back of his track pants.

“Always wanted one of these.” The short man grinned.

“Glad you could get a souvenir,” I replied. “We’ll see if that gets him off Meyer’s back.”

“If not,” Scourge said as he handed me the other gun, “we can always sneak into Wallace’s house one night. Have a more direct chat. That worked well with the man who pissed in his pants when I threatened to cut off his ear.”

“Wasn’t it his finger you said you’d cut off?” Owen asked as we got back to the Mercedes.

“No.” Scourge shook his head and climbed into the back hatch. “I’m almost sure it was his ear. But it might have been his eye. I forget.”

“Such a charmer,” the Irishman snorted as he got in the front seat.

With our business for the night taken care of, Owen drove us back to the store and promised to let me know if he heard anything about the incident from Ricky.

“Wallace is the kinda bloke who will talk about business in front of ‘the staff,’ as if they’re not important enough to worry about,” Owen explained. “So I’m sure Ricky will have something juicy for us soon.”

I thanked McElfresh for all the help, and then we got back into the Rubicon and headed home. When we arrived, Sigrith went over to Nileme’s house where she was staying in the guest bedroom, and Scourge followed me into Ibseth’s house. While the thief went up to the spare room, I went downstairs to get cleaned up before I went to bed.

Fifteen minutes later, I stepped out of the shower, toweled off, and then brushed my teeth so my breath wouldn’t smell like steak when I crawled into bed with Ibseth. My reflection stared back at me, and I was surprised by how much that reflection had changed. Still the same blue eyes, and shorty, wavy black hair. But my jawline and cheekbones were more defined.

Along with the muscle I’d built by wandering and fighting through The Gloom and the Twilight Region, I had lost that last bit of baby fat. In a few months, I’d be twenty-two, but I felt older and more mature than that. I looked at the tattoo of the Crook on my arm that marked me as part of the Orcish clan of Tors Bane. Even the bathroom I stood in represented the constant change and growth I’d been through in the last year.

I grinned, and my reflection grinned back.

“Strong work, Hill,” I snickered, and then I rinsed my toothbrush and placed it back in the holder before I went to join my wife in bed.

The next morning, I got up early to get through the little, day-to-day chores before breakfast. I fed the garms, took the trash out, and then cleaned up my workshed in the backyard. By the time I went back into the big house, Ibseth was up and had started a pot of coffee, and she was dressed in a soft, flannel nightgown that couldn’t conceal how sexy my first wife was. The warm, brushed fabric still hugged Ibseth’s curves when she moved, and it stretched across the waxing moon of her belly.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” I said in a playful tone as I watched Ibseth pull out a frying pan to start breakfast.

“What?” the white-haired woman giggled as she put the pan down on the burner.

“Sit down,” I said, and I gently pulled her away from the stove. “I’m going to make breakfast today.”

“The gods preserve us,” Scourge remarked in a dry voice as he stepped into the kitchen, and I noticed he was already dressed in his Yennih jerkin and breeches. “I’ll just have some tea then.”

“You don’t think my husband can cook?” Ibseth asked with a hint of banter.

“I think he’s had no need to with you for a wife,” Scourge replied as he sat next to Ibseth at the island. “And given how skinny he was when I met him, I would think he didn’t take much joy in food before then.”

“Are you going back to The Gloom already?” I asked the thief as I gestured to his outfit.

“Yes,” the Zencarri man sighed. “I have many irons in several fires I should get back to. But I’ve had a lovely time. The party, the slinking around alleys, the mochi… splendid.”

“But you’ll miss the birth,” Ibseth pouted.

“I’ll just have to come back and enjoy the baby some other time,” Scourge replied.

I started to pull out some bacon and eggs from the fridge and dropped a couple of slices of bread into the toaster.

I didn’t have Ibseth’s talent in the kitchen, but I knew my way around. And it was hard to go wrong with simple, diner staples. Crispy bacon, eggs over easy and seasoned with a little salt and pepper, and buttery toast.

After breakfast, we said our goodbyes to Scourge as he went back into the underworld, and I also heard from Nileme and Amrila. My wives and the Dolrath soldiers found signs that Nurchek’s army of Nictors and Lesser Demons had met with opposition in the wilderness around the Cursed Caverns. There was no clue who or what Nurchek and his forces fought, outside of the dead bodies of Nictors and a few Swamp Imps that had been left behind.

That piqued my curiosity. I wondered if the Dryad I’d seen had anything to do with it, but it was good to know we weren’t in this fight alone. Nileme and Amrila also told me they’d started the journey back to Hillshire Manor and would be home in a couple of hours.

After I chatted with my wives in the Gloom, Pregia and I started to clear out Tanya’s old house ahead of the Goblin woman’s furniture being delivered over the next few days. There were a few, minor fixes needed around the house, and a bunch of cosmetic ones. Pretty much the entire interior needed a fresh coat of paint and new carpets, and as I put out a roll of old carpet by the curb for pickup, I noticed a large moving van parked outside of Stanton’s house.

Burly men in matching blue shirts with Avery’s Moving Comp. screen printed on the front carried out boxes and furniture and put them into the back of the van. I didn’t see Brock’s car in the driveway and wondered if he’d already moved out. There was no way Stanton would have felt the need to say goodbye or shake my hand, but it did feel weird that the bald asshole would be gone just like that.

But I was also just glad I would get the keys soon.

Later that afternoon, Nileme and Amrila returned, and we all gathered at Ibseth’s house to catch up over some takeout.

“It was clear something in the northern territory attacked Nurchek’s forces,” Nileme told us over Chinese food in the living room. “It didn’t seem like a head-on confrontation. More like something or someone had picked off stragglers and harried their flanks for miles.”

“We’d find two or three bodies at a time,” Amrila added with relish in her voice as she popped some rangoon in her mouth. “It was hilarious.”

“And there wasn’t any sign of what attacked them?” I asked as I dished out some lo mein onto a plate.

“There were some footprints at one of the locations,” Nileme replied. “But they weren’t very clear. It looked like some Nictors had fought something large with hooves.”

“Hooves?” Pregia repeated with a furrowed brow. “Could a full-blooded Demon be in The Gloom?”

“Surely not.” Ibseth shook her head as she rubbed her lovely tummy and readjusted her weight on the couch. “Ondur would know if a true Demon was in The Gloom. Especially if they were that close to the capital.”

“Are there any large animals with hooves in that area?” I asked Ibseth.

The curvy Elf was the only one of us actually from the Yennih territory, and while her life there had been sheltered, she would know the most about that swath of land.

“I think the deer are the largest animals in the Golden Forest. I’m not sure, though. Do you think it might have been one of the creatures that are said to live in the Cur-- oof!”

The white-haired woman made a face as she expelled a long breath and rubbed the side of her swollen belly.

“Are you alright?” I asked, and my forehead scrunched up in concern as I watched my first wife’s physical discomfort.

“I’m fine,” Ibseth replied as she tried to smile, but then she closed her eyes and grabbed my thigh with a shockingly strong grip. “Urrrgh! No-- no, I think something is happening.”

“It’s happening?” I gasped as my heart dropped into my ass. “Oh, shit… Uhhh, Amrila, call the midwife! Someone, start boiling some water. Just breath, baby.”

My mind was racing with a thousand thoughts, but I took out my phone so I could time the length and frequencies of the contractions. I didn’t know a whole lot about labor, but I did know the longer and closer together the contractions were, the closer Ibseth was to push time.

My other wives sprang into action around us, and as Amrila called Nurse Ryan, Nileme ran upstairs to grab Ibseth a robe, slippers, and towels. Part of the birth plan included some kind of birthing pool the midwife had, and Ibseth would only be wearing a bathing suit top during the birth.

Pregia went into the kitchen to start boiling water as Bolra sat on Ibseth’s other side.

“Eddie,” the pretty Orc said to me in the calm, steady tone she used when she was in healer mode, “please get that throw pillow so we can put it behind Ibseth’s back.”

As I snatched up the pillow, Nileme came back downstairs with the robe and an armful of towels. The three of us helped Ibseth out of her clothes once the contraction had run its course, and then we helped her to get dressed in the bikini top and robe.

“Is this the first of the pains you’ve felt today?” Bolra asked the white-haired Elf as the seer laid down a few towels under Ibseth’s bottom in case her water broke.

“It’s the first one to be that strong,” Ibseth admitted. “I’ve been having similar pains for a week, but they’ve all passed. I didn’t think anything of it until now. This one was much lower and more… urgent than the ones before.”

“When you feel the next one begin,” the mystic instructed, “take a deep, slow breath in and let it out with a little moan as you squeeze Eddie’s hand. It won’t take away the pain, but it will help to lessen it. Try to keep your body as relaxed as you can. If you fight against the pain, it will only grow worse.”

“What can we do?” Gwen asked in an anxious voice as she and Sigrith watched from the other side of the couch.

“Go out and watch for the midwife’s van,” I replied as I held Ibseth’s hand. “When they show up, you can help them carry in their supplies.”

“Nurse Ryan will be here in fifteen minutes,” Amrila said as she put her phone back in her pocket, and Gwen and Sigrith put on their coats to wait outside for the nurse and her assistants. The Succubus made sure to pull up her hood and cover herself as much as possible. The sun had started to set, but even the fading light bothered Sigrith’s skin.

“I love you so much, baby,” I said to my first wife as we sat close together.

“I love you, too, my king,” Ibseth sighed. “I’m so excited. We’ll be parents soon-- ughhhh…”

As Ibseth began to breathe through the next contraction, I started the stopwatch on my alarm app.

When Mildred Ryan showed up, the nurse practitioner had her expensively bleached hair up in a sensible bun and was already dressed in scrubs, and she thankfully took command of the situation as soon as she stepped through the door.

“How are you doing, Mrs. Hill?” Nurse Ryan asked as she moved around the room so she could sit on the coffee table between Ibseth’s legs and examine the curvy Elf.

“You’re starting to dilate, but we still have lots of time, Mr. and Mrs. Hill. We’ll get you into a more comfortable place in the basement, so we can move you to the pool when it’s time. Until then, Mr. Hill, would you walk about the house with Mrs. Hill? That can help things move along.”

“Sure can,” I replied as I took Ibseth’s arm and helped her up.

As my wives helped the nurse carry in plastic totes of equipment, I walked around the living room with Ibseth.

The violet-eyed woman was surprisingly serene for a woman about to give birth for the first time. We walked back and forth at a slow pace and only paused when a contraction hit so Ibseth could breathe through it.

“Do you remember the day you first took me gigging?” the Elven princess asked when the contraction passed. “It was a warm summer night, and the frogs filled the air with their croaking song.”

“That was a great night,” I said. “You didn’t even flinch when you speared your first frog. I was impressed.”

“Did you imagine that night would lead to this?”

“Nah,” I snorted. “I had other things on my mind at the time. Even knee-deep in murky water, you were still the most beautiful woman I’d even met at the time. I wanted to be with you more than words could say.”

“I wanted you since the day we first met,” Ibseth sighed as she leaned against me. “And now I’m tied to you for the rest of our lives.”

“Pardon me,” one of Ryan’s assistants said as she came up from the basement. “We’re ready for you, Mrs. Hill.”

“Thank you, Kensi,” Ibseth replied and then looked at me. “Beloved, would you please call my brother to let him know the baby is on the way before you come down?”

“Of course.” I nodded.

Kensi helped Ibseth down the stairs as I hung back in the living room alone.

Ondur, I thought as I touched the Seer Stone in my pocket, Ibseth wanted me to tell you she’s in labor.

Is she doing well? I heard Ondur’s gentle voice ask in my mind. Is everything alright?

Yeah. She actually seems calmer than how I feel right now. I have a great midwife to look after her, and Bolra is here, too. I’ll keep you in the loop as much as I can. I don’t know how long these things take.

It’s my understanding that it’s different every time. Ondur sounded amused. Tell Ibseth that I and all of the capital anxiously await news of the young prince’s arrival.

I will, I replied. Talk to you soon.

Then I went down into the basement to see how everything was going. One of the assistants worked at inflating the large birthing pool, while the other one, Kensi, set up some monitoring equipment. Ibseth was on a collapsible exam table with a blanket and several pillows to help make her more comfortable.

I’d assumed once the contractions started, things would move pretty quickly, but we actually ended up waiting around for a while. My other wives would come in and out to check on Ibseth, but Nurse Ryan made it clear that once the labor started, it would only be her, her assistants, myself, and one other person in the room.

After a short discussion, we decided Bolra would stay for the birth, since she had helped with births before.

“Did you train as a midwife?” Nurse Ryan asked with interest.

“No,” Bolra said a little evasively. “I’m from a small village in the old country. We didn’t have a proper physician close by, so sometimes it was just up to us women to help the mother through things.”

“Fair enough.” Nurse Ryan nodded, but the professional woman looked a little scandalized by that idea. “I’m glad to have your help then.”

After a few hours, Ibseth’s water broke, and it was like a starter’s pistol kicking off a marathon.

We moved Ibseth into the warm water of the pool as one of the assistants kept an eye on the white-haired woman’s vitals. Ibseth’s breathing was less tranquil during the contractions that were back to back now, but somehow she remained calm through all of it.

“It’s time to start pushing, Mrs. Hill,” Ryan eventually said in a cool tone as she situated herself at the foot of the pool that had been designed for this exact purpose. “Mr. Hill, you’ll hold up Mrs. Hill’s right leg. Ms. Bolra, you’ll hold up her other leg. Alright, Mrs. Hill, when you feel the next contraction start, take a deep breath and hold it while you push with all you’ve got. Then sit back, breathe, and do it all again.”

Ibseth was a champ through it all.

The petite woman bore down and grunted a little as she pushed, and she rested for a couple of seconds before she pushed again. Bolra and I said words of encouragement, and Ryan directed the whole production like a conductor. Then, after what felt like hours but was only a few minutes, I heard my son’s cry for the first time.

My heart just about stopped, and it felt like the world narrowed down to my first wife and my firstborn child.

“Here you go, Mrs. Hill,” I distantly heard Nurse Ryan say as she gently laid the purple, squishy, messy little baby on Ibseth’s chest for that precious skin-to-skin contact.

“Hello, my dearest son,” Ibseth breathed as she gingerly held our child, and her face was so full of love it almost brought tears to my eyes. “I’m so glad you’re finally here.”

“Mr. Hill,” Ryan said as the assistants started cleaning things up. “You’re going to help me get the baby’s vitals.”

The midwife instructed me on how to cut the umbilical cord, and she placed a small clamp on the end.

Then Bolra and the assistants helped Ibseth back onto the exam table to get her settled and fix up after the birth. I carried my son over to another, smaller table where he was weighed, and the midwife checked all his other vitals. As Nurse Ryan worked, I could tell she was worried about something as she placed a clip on his tiny finger and looked at a monitor.

“That’s strange,” Nurse Ryan said as she double-checked the reading and adjusted the clip on little Ondur’s finger.

“Is something wrong?” I replied, and a knot clenched in my stomach.

“That’s what’s weird,” the nurse said as she shook her head. “He seems perfect. Good temperature and heartbeat. His blood oxygen levels are great. But his coloring is off.

I looked down at my son and took in his perfect, wrinkled-up face. Baby Ondur had already stopped crying, but his skin still had that purple-bluish tone, and his ears had a slight point to them. Not nearly as long and exaggerated as his mother’s ears, but still noticeable.

“I’d assumed Mrs. Hill’s… appearance was cosmetic,” Nurse Ryan said in a delicate tone. “I’ve heard stories about an Appalachian family that had been exposed to some chemical and possessed bluish toned skin, even for a few generations after the exposure. But I’ve never seen anything like this in my practice.”

“But he’s healthy otherwise?” I asked.

“From everything I can see here,” Nurse Ryan remarked with a confused expression. “Seven pounds, nine ounces. Eighteen inches long. Ten fingers and toes. Your son is healthy, and his vitals are all strong.”

“So you won’t need to… report that he was a weird color at birth, or anything?” I asked as I protectively held my boy.

“Not unless it was medically relevant or I was concerned about complications.” The nurse shook her head. “As I said before, my reputation is built on discretion. As long as the baby isn’t in danger, it is no one’s business but yours.”

“Thank you,” I sighed, and then she taught me how to swaddle the baby.

Once Ibseth had been checked, and patched up, I carried little Ondur over to her and placed him in her arms to nurse for the first time.

“We’ll let you both have a moment,” Nurse Ryan said as she smiled at us from the end of the exam table. “We’ll be back in to check up on you both, Mrs. Hill. And we’ll stay overnight to run a few tests and make sure you and your baby are doing well.”

“Thank you.” Ibseth smiled before she turned to the pretty Orc next to her. “Bolra, will you make them some tea and a bite to eat? I’m sure they’re all famished.”

“Of course,” Bolra replied.

Then Ibseth and I were left alone in the basement for a moment to enjoy our new family.

I watched as little Ondur nursed, and Ibseth gently burped him. The feeling inside of me was like an ocean of relief, joy, and something much deeper that was harder to express. Suddenly, that tiny, helpless being was the most important thing in my universe.

“Do you want to hold him again?” Ibseth asked with a tired kind of contentment.

“Fucking right, I do,” I laughed as I gathered up the baby again. “I also have something for you.”

I carried my son in the crook of one arm and was careful to support his tiny head.

Then I went through the dresser drawers we had placed down here with some of my clothes in them. I pulled out the jewelry box I’d hidden there days ago and then took it back over to Ibseth.

“What is it?” the white-haired woman asked as she took the box.

“Open it,” I snorted. “It’s just a little something to thank you for being such an amazing wife and mother.”

“Oh, Eddie,” Ibseth breathed as she pulled the pendant necklace from the box and looked at the special garnet I’d picked out. “This is lovely. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I grinned and looked back down at our son.

Ondur had already squirmed around in the blanket enough to free one of his tiny hands, and he wrapped his little fist around my finger. My chest swelled at that feeling, the trust and security of it all.

I knew right then and there that there was nothing I wouldn’t do for my children.

“Welcome to the world, tiger,” I said in a hushed voice as I looked down at my now sleeping son.

Nurse Ryan and her assistants checked on Ibseth and the baby through the night, and in the morning the midwife said they were both in perfect health. Then the nurse and her girls packed up their stuff and left after giving us some forms to fax to Nurse Ryan’s office so they could print up a birth certificate.

We spent a couple more days at home, so all of us could enjoy the new baby. He mostly just slept and nursed, but the warm feeling of holding him was intoxicating to say the least.

“I think we should give him a middle name,” I said as Ibseth and I cuddled on the couch. “I loved that we named him after Ondur, but it could get confusing after a while.”

“What did you have in mind?” the violet-eyed woman asked as she looked up from our son.

“I don’t know,” I replied as I thought about it. “What about something like Wyatt? There was a famous lawman by that name a long time ago.”

“I like that.” Ibseth smiled and looked back down at our son. “Ondur Wyatt Hill. That’s a wonderful, strong name for our prince.”

All of my other wives spent most of their time at Ibseth’s house and took turns helping with the baby. If anything, I thought Nileme got even more keen to have kids of her own, and she’d find opportunities to get me alone for a quickie whenever she could.

Then, three days after Wyatt’s birth, on a cold and rainy afternoon, Ondur senior called me through the Seer Stone.

Brother, the chief’s mild voice sounded in my head. I think Master Dorrem and I have discovered what The Eye is.


Chapter Thirteen

Really? I asked as excitement coursed through me. What is it?

That will take some time to explain fully, Ondur said. Can you come to the palace? If we’re right, time is of the essence.

Yeah, I thought back. We’ll be there as soon as we can.

I wasn’t thrilled about leaving Ibseth and the baby, but this couldn’t wait.

The safety of The Gloom and maybe the whole world might have been in the balance. The voice that had spoken through Bolra in the cellar of the manor hadn’t been able to tell me what The Eye was, but whoever the voice had been did say it could lead Nurchek to freeing the Demon Lords from the Deeper Dark. If Belzat was freed, Wyatt would grow up in a world of chaos, and I needed to do everything in my power to prevent that kind of future for him.

I called my wives together for a family meeting in Ibseth’s living room.

“We’re going back to The Gloom,” I announced as I looked around at the beautiful, sexy women I had married. “But we need to decide who is going to stay, and who is going to go.”

“I can stay,” Bolra offered. “I’m used to babies and can help Ibseth and make sure she gets enough rest.”

“Thank you, sweetheart,” I replied with a smile. “You both know how to use the Hi-point, and the pistol I brought home the other night works the same way. We’ll also leave the garms here for protection. If anything happens, call me, and I’ll come running home.”

“It will be fine, Eddie,” Ibseth assured me in her sweet voice. “I’ll have Bolra, and she’s a gifted healer. Plus, Nurse Ryan said she would check in on us. Go kill that scoundrel Nurchek.”

We packed everything we needed, though we weren’t sure how long we would be gone.

Whatever we didn’t pack, I was sure we could get from the Yennih capital. The biggest thing was making sure we had enough ammo for our firearms, so I used the Stones to ask Tauric to bring more of his special bullets to the capital and meet us at the palace. Then I asked Bhakoth and Xuag to also come join us.

Saying goodbye to Ibseth and Bolra was even harder than usual. I just wanted to stay home and play with Wyatt, but I would make sure to make up for any lost time when I got home. I knew my son wouldn’t remember that I’d been gone during his first few days of life, and most of the big milestones would be months down the line. All the same, I didn’t want to miss any more time than I had to.

At the palace, Ondur’s chamberlain met us in the entryway and led us to a large room just off the royal library that had a wooden conference table and several ancient maps hung on the walls.

“How are Ibseth and the baby?” Ondur asked as we shook hands in greeting.

“Really well,” I replied as we took our seats at the table. “We named him Ondur Wyatt Hill but call him Wyatt. Ibseth has Bolra with her to help with your nephew while Ibseth recovers. We’ll come for a visit as soon as Wyatt is big enough to travel.”

“Prince Wyatt.” Ondur smiled. “I’ve already set aside an earldom for him, which you and Ibseth will manage until he’s old enough to look after the land himself. Did you want to wait for Bhakoth and Xuag?”

“No,” I said as my wives and Dorrem also sat down at the big table. “Scourge will be coming, too, eventually. But we can catch them up later. I’m curious to know what you and Dorrem found out.”

“As I’m sure the chief has told you, we think we know what the Swamp Imp meant when it mentioned ‘The Eye,’” the gray-haired Dwarf grunted as he lowered himself onto the high-back chair.

“We think it’s a reference to something called the Eye of Vallis,” Ondur added.

“Who is Vallis and why is Nurchek looking for his eye?” Amrila asked as she poured herself a glass of water with bits of cut fruit floating around in it.

“Vallis is the Lord of Scales,” Sigrith said in a breathless voice, as if this information carried a great deal of weight with the pale woman. “But why would a demonic artifact remain in The Gloom? I thought your people purged the higher caverns of all traces of the Demon Lords.”

“It’s not a literal eye,” Ondur explained to Amrila and then turned to Sigrith. “And what we are about to discuss must not leave this circle of confidants. It brings into question all that the Yennih understand about the end of the Great War.”

“Shiiiit.” My Zencarri wife whistled as she leaned forward. “You have my full attention, m’lord.”

“Master Dorrem?” The dark-haired chief turned to the Dwarven scholar to elaborate.

“The Eye of Vallis is one artifact of many,” Dorrem said theatrically as he leaned back and stroked his wiry beard. “It’s the belt of a suit of armor that was given to the first Yennih chief before he battled the Demon King.”

“A Demon Lord gave the Yennih armor during the Great War?” Nileme remarked as she raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Why?”

“That part is partially obscured by the mists of history,” Ondur answered as he spread his hands in a mock shrug. “From what we’ve read, the Lord of Scales didn’t want Belzat and the other Demon Lords’ influence to spread unchallenged through the world. So, Vallis made a secret deal with the Yennih.”

This was huge.

The treaty the chiefs of The Gloom had signed outlawed Demon worship, and I felt that included colluding with a Demon Lord in any way. The Yennih had dominated The Gloom because their chiefs held the secrets to the Great Barrier that kept the others safe. What Ondur and Dorrem were saying implied it all began because of a deal with a Demon Lord.

What else had Vallis given the ancient chief? The knowledge required for the rituals and spells that maintained the Barrier? Why had Vallis turned against the other Demon Lords?

“The High Elves might have found out about the deal after the Great War,” Dorrem commented. “I have a theory that is what led to the War of the Elves. But I have yet to prove this theory through the texts available to us.”

“Okay,” I said as I folded my hands on the table and leaned on my elbows. “So, this Vallis gives the Yennih Chief some armor, then the chief goes on to win the war--”

“By killing the Demon King and using his blood to cast the banishing spell with the help of dozens of Elf and Dwarven magi,” Dorrem interjected.

“Sure.” I nodded. “But then what happened to the rest of the armor?”

“That isn’t clear, either,” Ondur admitted with a frown. “The best information we have is that The Eye was last known to reside in the Quartz Caverns. How it got there, or what happened to the rest of the armor, is unknown.”

“But we also believe one could use The Eye to find the other pieces of the Armor of Vallis,” Dorrem said as he scratched at his coarse beard.

“So going into the Cursed Caverns will be unavoidable,” Nileme concluded.

“How bad is it going to be?” I asked my brother-in-law.

“No one knows for certain,” Ondur replied and shook his head. “There have been none who returned to report what manner of beasts now live in those caverns. Travel in or out of the Quartz Cavern is forbidden by the treaty. Though this will be an exception as it regards the safety of The Gloom and the Twilight Region.”

“Thank you for remembering we exist, great chief.” Pregia smirked.

“I hope to soon convince my fellow chiefs of the need for diplomacy with the Twilight city states,” the mild Elven man replied. “I hope to negotiate trade agreements with Glecik and Dermarkt by the end of the year.”

“I would be open to that,” the Goblin queen said in a playful tone and flashed the chief a wink. “Just don’t expect lower rates because we are family.”

“I wouldn’t dream of such a thing,” Ondur chuckled.

“How big are the Quartz Caverns?” I asked to get us back to the topic at hand. “Do we have any idea where the Eye of Vallis is within the caverns?”

“There are three likely locations, in my opinion,” Dorrem replied as he hopped off his chair and grabbed a large roll of parchment from a side table in the corner of the room. “The Garber Tower, The Academy of the Archwizards, and the Rose Palace.”

Dorrem laid the unrolled parchment on the table in front of me and pointed to each location, and I studied the map for a moment to get an idea for the distances involved.

“Were the caverns one giant city?” I asked.

“It was several cities that slowly formed into one over centuries,” Ondur explained. “Dwarves, High Elves, and even some Night Elves called it home. One sector of the city was ruled entirely by Archwizards from every race.”

“There was even one small sector ruled by a High Elf sorceress,” Dorrem added in an awed tone.

“So, we have three possible locations we think The Eye might have been, at one point, long ago,” Sigrith remarked in a dry tone.

“Is there a magical means we could use to detect the presence of the Eye of Vallis?” Gwen asked in a voice barely more audible than a whisper.

The Spiran woman was clearly uncomfortable speaking in front of so many people.

“Maybe,” the gray Dwarf said as his eyes lit up. “I won’t have time to test it, but I could possibly enchant some sort of spyglass, or spectacles, to detect the aura of Demonic magic. I can’t guarantee how effective such a device might be in such a short timeframe.”

“I’ll take any help we can get,” I said in a firm voice. “Are there any leads on where the rest of the armor might be?”

“One scholar believed the High Elves took parts with them when they left,” Dorrem answered. “But they also asserted that other parts ended up with my tribe, and I know of no such artifacts.”

“Well,” I said as I took a deep breath and processed the new information, “we need to find the quickest route into the Quartz Caverns and check these three locations for The Eye. Try to get ahead of Nurchek.”

“Assuming he hasn’t already found The Eye,” Nileme replied in a calm, practical tone.

“We can’t get bogged down in what ifs.” I shook my head. “If he has it, he has it. But we’ll either find it first, or we’ll find evidence that Nurchek has it and where he went after. Do we know what the belt looks like?”

“There’s a detailed illustration of it here,” Ondur replied as he opened a leather-bound book on the table and turned to a marked page.

The chief handed the volume to me, and I looked down at the carefully drawn diagram.

The artist in me was momentarily distracted by the skill of the drawing. It was so precise and clean. The silver belt was made up of overlapping disks that would provide a flexible kind of protection, and each was etched with runes of some kind. And in the center was a large, polished, blue stone carved to look like an eye.

There were notations around the illustration in Elven. I couldn’t read the neatly printed words, but I could tell that some noted measurements while others noted features of the belt.

“Alright.” I nodded. “I’m going to need a pen and paper and someone to help me translate what this says.”

I spent the next few hours with Ondur in the conference room as I did my best to recreate the drawing.

Mine wasn’t as good, since I wasn’t used to working with a quill and inkwell, but it got the general idea. The notations were largely speculation, according to Ondur, about what the Eye of Vallis might do. Every piece of the armor was supposed to provide the wearer with a different benefit that would work with the other pieces, but no one really seemed to know what those benefits were.

Whoever had made this diagram suspected The Eye could do anything from granting the ability to see into the future, to allowing the wearer to read minds. The only thing the belt could do for certain was reveal where the rest of the armor was, but how it did that was also a mystery.

While I worked with Ondur, my wives gathered the extra supplies we would need in the city, and Nileme took the time to double-check all of our firearms. When Scourge, Bhakoth, Xuag, and Tanya all finally arrived, we caught them up on our plans, and then it was time to make our way to the forbidden caverns.

“There are several ways into the Quartz Caverns,” Ondur said as we all gathered in the room off the library one last time, and he showed us a few maps. “The topography of the caverns has likely changed since these were made, but the major landmarks will hopefully be the same. This tunnel is the most direct, but it was caved in by one of my ancestors long ago.”

“Nurchek reportedly has a whole army with him,” Bhakoth commented as he looked at the maps. “He could have had them clear the rubble away and reopen that tunnel.”

“That’s a good point.” I nodded. “But if we go that way and it’s still closed, how long would it take us to get to the next closest access point?”

“There’s a river that flows into the cavern close by,” Scourge said as he pointed at one of the maps. “We might be able to swim into the cavern. It doesn’t look far.”

“I guess that’s a plan B.” I shrugged, but I wasn’t thrilled at the potential of swimming through a flooded tunnel.

I pictured all the hours I’d spent playing games like Tomb Raider as a kid and Lara Croft’s grizzly drowning scenes.

But it would make sense Nurchek would have tried to clear the first tunnel. It was near the Golden Woods where the servant of Belzat had last been seen. The next closest tunnel was miles away, through winding tunnels and treacherous caverns of wilderness that were likely filled with monsters.

We were well stocked with rations for the journey, and Tauric had a fresh batch of bullets delivered to the palace. Pell, the esel Dorrem had ridden to the Golden Woods, was in the palace stables, so we used him as a pack animal to carry the extra supplies.

Our party gathered in the courtyard outside of the stables, where the palace guards practiced drills, and as we strapped the packs onto Pell, Dorrem and Ondur came out to wish us luck on the journey.

“Here,” the gray Dwarf said in a curt tone as he handed me a stone with a perfect hole in the center. “It’s called a witch stone. The hole is natural, and some believe a stone like this can show you hidden things when you look through it. I’ve treated it with some of the powder I used in the woods, so it will show you traces of Demonic magic. The Eye of Vallis should light up like a beacon when you look through it.”

“You never cease to impress, you wrinkled, old fool.” Amrila grinned.

“I know,” Dorrem replied with a smug expression.

I held the stone up and looked through the hole in the center out of curiosity.

The cursed dagger on Scourge’s belt glowed with a sulfur yellow tone, and Amrila’s enchanted sword gave off a purplish light with a black aura in the center.

“It works,” I snorted as Dorrem’s face lit up, and the Dwarf greedily reached for the stone to see for himself.

“I’ll be damned,” the old man laughed. “I’m a genius.”

“Geniuses often say that.” The horned woman smirked.

“Let’s get on the road,” I said as I checked the straps on Pell’s harness one last time. “We’ve given Nurchek enough of a head start.”

“May the gods be with you!” Ondur called as he waved.

It was a little more than three days to the tunnel that led into the Cursed Caverns, but our spirits were high as we traveled. It wasn’t a large party, so we made good time and camped at regular intervals. Once we got to the Golden Forest, the mood shifted slightly. Scourge acted as our scout, and we all kept a watchful eye for signs of Nictors and Lesser Demons. I also looked for the Dryad I’d seen the last time I was in the woods, but I saw no sign of her.

The gloom mushrooms changed from the soft, blue light to a more clear and brighter white, and then they started to thin as we got closer to the tunnel entrance. By the time we reached the cave mouth that fed into the tunnel, the light was dim enough that we had to use Dolrath lanterns.

“It looks a little narrow in there,” I said as I shone my flashlight on the Galil into the cave. “I’ll go in first with Bhakoth. Nileme and Xuag will bring up the rear and watch our backs. Gwen, you lead Pell and try to keep him calm. I don’t want him to get spooked and bolt into the tunnels. He’s carrying most of our food.”

“Try not to trip on any bottles, friend.” Scourge smirked at Bhakoth.

“That was one time,” the general retorted. “And I was rather distracted by the clutch of sleeping sewer monsters at the time.”

“Is everyone ready?” I asked.

“Yes, little brother,” Xuag replied in a hearty tone. “Let’s hunt down this coward!”

The tunnels were dark, and we had to stop several times to check the maps Ondur had given us to be sure we were on course, but Scourge was a master of tunnel travel, since he’d lived half his life in the thieves’ tunnels in the south. As we got further in, we spotted a patch of shimmering, pink light up ahead. It got brighter as we forged ahead, and then I realized the source of the mysterious light.

Huge veins of rose quartz criss-crossed the ceiling of the tunnels and carried pink light from somewhere else or generated it magically, like the gems of the Twilight Region.

It was a stunning sight to see. The veins of quartz cut through the dark stone of the tunnel walls and ceiling in marble patterns and nearly took my breath away. For all its dangers, The Gloom was filled with such unexpected beauty.

Soon, the light was bright enough that Bhakoth and Xuag struggled to keep their eyes open. My wives, Scourge, and Tanya had all been exposed to sunlight on the surface, so their eyes had an easier time adjusting. In the end, Amrila and Nileme offered the captain and the general their rhinestone covered sunglasses to help make the light more bearable for them.

Seeing Bhakoth in Amrila’s huge, black-rimmed, cat’s eye sunglasses was about the funniest thing I could imagine. But then Xuag put on Nileme’s blue-rimmed glasses with iridescent lenses and pink jewels on the sides, and I about lost it trying not to laugh.

“These seem rather… feminine,” Xuag remarked in a dubious voice as he looked around the tunnel.

“Can you see without squinting?” Scourge asked, and his voice was carefully neutral.

“Yes.” The Orc captain nodded.

“Then they’ve done their job,” the thief snorted. “Plus, I think they suit you, in a strange kind of way. If anything, they make you more intimidating. Any man who would wear bejeweled spectacles must have a great deal of confidence.”

“If you say so,” Xuag replied but sounded unconvinced. “I’m just glad none of my clan brothers are here to see this.”

Suddenly, we heard the crash of heavy rocks, followed by a low growl from somewhere in the tunnels.

“What was that?” Tanya whispered as we all froze and placed our hands on our weapons.

“It could be a Pit Wyrm,” Nileme answered in a low tone.

“Or a Troll,” Amrila added.

“Let’s not stick around and find out,” I said as I started to lead the way forward. “Try to be as quiet as you can, and no unnecessary talking until we’re out of this cave.”

The party fell silent and forged ahead.

I was suddenly very aware of the clop of Pell’s hooves on the stone floor, but there wasn’t a lot to be done about that now. The tunnel narrowed as we kept going, until Bhakoth and I were almost shoulder to shoulder. Then the tunnel suddenly opened into a cavern beyond, and sitting in the middle of the cavern was a large, fat Troll with jewels embedded into his grayish, stone-colored skin.

The party watched in horror as the Troll picked up the body of a dead Nictor, lifted it to his mouth, and bit off the bat-like creature’s head.

Well, shit.


Chapter Fourteen
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The Cave Troll looked even bigger than the one I’d fought with Amrila when we first met. The big, dumb bastard sat on the cave floor with his legs splayed out in front of him like an overgrown toddler while he ground the Nictor’s skull between his broken teeth. Then the Troll ripped the Nictor carcass in two, so he could easily pull the breastplate off the body and continue to eat.

There were several other half-eaten bodies on the cave floor too, as well as haphazard piles of stones and boulders around the edge of the chamber.

“Is there a way around him?” I asked Scourge in a hushed tone as we hid in the tunnel outside of the cave.

“No,” the Zencarri man whispered back and shook his head. “The passage we passed back there just leads to the western territory near the Great Forest. The tunnel we want is on the other side of this cavern. But the bodies of the Nictors is a good sign that Nurchek came this way.”

“So, we fight the Troll?” Xuag asked in a hopeful undertone.

“Looks like it.” I nodded. “Nileme and I will fire from the opening of the cave while the rest of you try to circle around the sides and surround him. If the rifle fire seems like it’s going to cause a cave-in, we’ll all fight with swords. With any luck, we’ll at least get a few rounds off before we need to do that.”

“It looks pretty solid here,” Scourge said as he looked around at the walls and ceiling with a critical eye. “No cracks or fissures that I can see.”

“Alright,” I snorted, and I started to hype myself up internally. “Everyone, put on your ear protection. On the count of three. One…Two…Three!”

Nileme and I posted up at the cave mouth and started to rain down bullets on the Troll.

As the big fucker howled and lifted his arms to protect his face from the slugs, the others ran into the cavern along the edges to keep out of the line of fire. By the time the Troll realized what was happening, the party had neatly surrounded him.

But then Pell startled at the gunfire, reared, and broke free from Gwen’s grasp before he bolted across the room and through to the other side.

Fuck.

“Move up!” I shouted to Nileme.

As soon as the gunfire stopped, the others rushed the Troll and started to hack at his trunk with swords, great axes, and daggers.

The Dolrath princess and I got closer to take more precise shots, and the Troll started to rage. His hide was thick, but the steady blows of my companions cut chunks from his flesh. Then the ugly monster leaped to his feet with surprising speed as he roared.

“Regroup!” I called to my friends as they scurried away from the Troll.

The huge bastard howled again and stomped his massive tree trunk legs on the cavern floor, and streams of dust and pebbles rained down from the ceiling as the Troll continued to stomp his feet and tried to crush us underfoot. Everyone in the party was too fast for the ponderous movements of the Troll, but every thud of the beast’s feet brought down more rubble from the ceiling, and I realized my concern about a cave-in was well founded.

Scourge tried to use his blood magic, but the Troll’s gray skin was so thick that none of us had managed to make him bleed yet. I took aim at the Troll’s head, but it was hard to get a clean shot as I dodged the monster’s flailing limbs.

Then I noticed the crack in the ceiling that ran along a vein of glowing quartz.

“Run to the exit!” I shouted to my friends as an idea formed in my head. “Get to the other side!”

“But the opening is large enough for him to follow!” Pregia called out as she ran.

“Just go!” I yelled and then turned to Nileme. “You run too, I’ll draw his attention.”

“What about you?” the dark-haired Elf shouted back.

“I’ve got a plan!”

Nileme hesitated for only a moment before she ran between the Troll’s legs, and I lit up his chest and face with the Galil.

The Troll jumped with rage, and when his head hit the roof, the crack became longer and deeper.

“Cover me, Nileme!” I snarled to the warrior woman.

Nileme had reached the exit, and she spun around, raised her Kriss Vector, and started to shoot at the back of the Troll’s head.

While the stupid fuck slowly turned to look at Nileme, I ran full tilt across the chamber and got to my friends before the Troll could advance on them. Then I whipped around, shouldered the Galil, and started to fire at the widest point in the crack on the ceiling. It only took two well-placed shots before a massive chunk of quartz dislodged from the cavern roof and crashed down on the Troll’s head.

The four-foot-long section of crystal shattered as it hit the top of the fugly creature’s noggin and sent glittering shards everywhere, and the Troll’s eyes rolled back in his head as he teetered on his muscular legs. Then the huge bastard toppled to one side, and his head snapped to the side with a horrific crunching sound as he hit the far wall.

As the monster’s body went limp and he slid to the ground, we held our breath and watched the fissure that had formed in the roof above us. There was a steady stream of dust, pebbles, and fist-sized chunks of quartz, but the rumbling subsided, and the ceiling didn’t fall in completely.

I let out a sigh of relief and looked at the still body of the Troll.

The jewels dotting the creature’s skin reflected the light from what was left of the quartz vein, but he’d stopped breathing or moving.

“Well,” Scourge remarked in a dry tone, “that was thrilling.”

“Yeah,” I snorted. “I’m just glad I didn’t bring the whole ceiling down. We should be able to come back this way if we need to. At least now we have a reason to hope Nurchek’s already cleared the way for us. Let’s see if we can find Pell.”

The party continued through the tunnels, but other than a pile of shit here and there, there was no sign of the frightened esel.

As we neared the end of the tunnel, I could smell fresh, nutrient rich dirt and the humid air of a forest, and there were piles of rocks everywhere, perhaps left by Nurchek’s army when they cleared the passage. Then we stepped out into the Quartz Caverns for the first time. The light was tinged pink by the thick ropes of crystals in the stone overhead, and the trees were the largest I’d seen in The Gloom and grew as tall as oaks. Flowering plants and massive, moss-covered vines festooned the trees, and if any place looked like an enchanted woods, it was this place. Birds sang, and glow bugs added their pale, green light to the splendor around us. But there was still no trace of Pell.

“That damned esel could be anywhere by now,” Pregia complained with a pout.

“We can always hunt game,” Nileme said. “It’s not ideal, but we won’t starve.”

“I wonder if there are more incks in these woods,” Bhakoth said in a hopeful tone. “Inck meat is very good in a stew.”

“Let’s keep going and pray Pell turns up,” I said. “I don’t mind hunting, but that will only slow us down. Where do we go from here, Scourge?”

“Let’s see,” the thief replied like we were just tourists as he unfurled a map. “We’re in the Maldece Forest. The closest of the locations Dorrem gave us is the Rose Palace northwest of here. We’ll have to go through the ruins of the Quartz City.”

All of that sounded like something out of an old fairytale. But then, I guess The Gloom was basically my Oz in a lot of ways.

“Let’s get moving then,” I said.

As we walked, I tested the witch stone a few times, but no auras revealed themselves.

Maybe it worked by proximity to Demonic magic?

The party had grown quiet while we were in the forest, and I could feel the tension in the air. Everyone but Gwen and Sigrith had grown up with stories about this place, and it must have felt like boogeymen were hidden behind every tree to them. Even I felt it a little. A small knot had steadily tightened in my stomach as we got closer to the caverns, but this forest was so much like something out of a Tolkien novel that it was hard for me to feel completely fearful.

Despite the clear dangers, I felt at home in this beautiful forest.

Finally, we topped a rise where the trees thinned a little and looked down on the valley below. Before us stood the ruins of the Quartz City, and even half tumbled down and wildly overgrown, it was incredible. The outer wall was covered in a riot of flowering vines and ivy. Towers made from dusty pink blocks of stone reached up above the trees, and their tops were designed to resemble flowers.

A massive structure stood in the center of the maze of greenery and brick, and I could tell it had once been a sprawling palace, with hanging gardens and courtyards. The architecture of the High Elves had been far more advanced than the rest of The Gloom, and it was a sight to behold. Even in this state.

Two rivers embraced the ruined city on either side, before they joined together just to the north. It was hard to see anything beyond that through the dense forest beyond, but from what I’d seen on the old maps, it would be more ruins.

“It’s lovely,” Gwen breathed as she looked down at the city.

“It sure is.” Tanya nodded as she stood next to the Spiran woman. “Why would they abandon something like this?”

No one could answer that question. All the people of The Gloom had were guesses and half-remembered events. I imagined Dorrem would have a few opinions, though.

“Let’s take a rest before we head down there,” I said. “Eat some rations from our packs. We should think about hunting before long… I hope Pell is okay. Lord knows what’s in these woods.”

As the others sat down in a circle, I looked back to check no one was looking and snuck my phone out of my pocket to take a sneaky picture.

I wanted to be able to draw all of this later.

I managed to take a couple of shots, and there was enough light to get some good detail. The rest I would have to try to commit to memory, but that was fine, so I eventually went and sat down with my friends.

“Is it strange to anyone else that we haven’t seen any sign of Nurchek, or the fabulous monsters that are supposed to live in this cavern?” Scourge asked in a conversational tone.

“Now you’ve done it,” Xuag scoffed as he threw his large hands in the air. “You’ve jinxed us. Mark my words, now that you’ve said that, we will be beset with troubles. Has no one ever told you not to tempt the gods?”

“The gods don’t need our help, my superstitious friend,” Bhakoth snorted as he nibbled on some cheese from his pack. “Have you ever read a sacred text? They are very good at tempting themselves. Always chasing one another, or the odd mortal.”

“Elven gods, perhaps,” Xuag sniffed.

“Ugh!” Amrila groaned as she dramatically rolled her eyes. “Please, not a theological debate. I can’t imagine anything more boring.”

“What was that?” Nileme suddenly asked as her back straightened to a rigid line, and her graceful ears tilted upward.

We all stopped to listen.

I hadn’t noticed it at first, because to me it was the most normal sound in the world. It was like the creak of trees in the wind, something I’d heard all my life. But in the breezeless world of The Gloom, it was unnatural, and the sound was steady and grew louder by the second.

“Be ready,” I said as we all quickly got to our feet, with hands on our weapons. “No guns until we’re sure it’s Nurchek’s full force. I don’t want to give away our position too soon.”

“Where’s it coming from?” Sigrith asked as she and the others warily watched the forest around us.

“From all over,” I replied as I noted the perfectly still trees. “The birds stopped singing, too.”

What was that sound?

Suddenly, I caught a flash of movement. The trees filtered the pink light of the cavern, and something crossed through the dappled shadows a hundred yards away. At first, I almost thought it was a sapling being rustled by an animal, but it had two thick legs. The Swamp Imps in their vegetation armor came to mind, but what I saw was deep green and a healthy gray-brown, like a young apple tree.

“Who’s there?” I called out.

But there was no reply.

Triple fuck-a-latte.

“My gods!” Bhakoth abruptly shouted, and I turned to see what had startled the brave general.

It was a large form, covered in emerald leaves and with bark for skin, and it looked like something between a man and a tree.

It was over six feet tall and had a long, broad face distorted in a primal snarl. The sound that escaped the tree-man’s throat was hollow and filled with rage, like a gale-force wind ripping through a fallen log.

And it was running full tilt at us.

The general lofted his sword above his head and brought it down on the tree-man’s shoulder with a mighty force. The blow severed the forest monster’s right arm, but the tree-man quickly bent and picked it up like a cudgel. Then the woods were alive with the tree-creatures.

There were dozens of them, each with a unique face and features.

Bhakoth dodged out of the way as the first tree-man swung his severed arm at the general, and then Xuag stepped in and headbutted the leafy creature. I wasn’t sure if the headbutt had hurt the tree-man, but it did knock him back a few steps.

“Circle up!” I shouted to the party. “They’re everywhere!”

We formed a tight circle with our backs together as we braced for the attack.

The tree-men surrounded us as they gave off their hollow battle cry, but they stopped short and bashed their trunk-like arms against their chests.

“What are they waiting for?” Sigrith yelled in a tense voice.

“I don’t know,” I replied as I kept my eyes trained on our enemies.

Then the first of the creatures swung his club of an arm again at Xuag.

The Orc captain caught the blow with one hand, and he swung his war axe with the other. The axe bit deep into the tree-man’s side as a thick, reddish sap eked from the wound, and suddenly, the rest of the creatures broke rank and rushed us again.

A tree-man with a round face appeared before me and reached out with long branch-like fingers.

“Back the fuck off!” I snarled and lifted my broadsword to block him.

Chubby Cheeks howled in frustration and brought up his knotted knee. The hard limb hit me solidly in the stomach and almost knocked the wind out of me. These fuckers were strong as shit. I used my sword to push the cherub-faced asshole away, and Chubby Cheeks stumbled back on his ponderous legs as he struggled to keep his balance.

I realized the tree-men were strong and fast when they ran in a straight line, but they weren’t very agile otherwise. I stepped out with my left foot as I twisted at the waist, and then I brought my sword around in a powerful swing. My blade sank into the bark of Chubs’ quickly uplifted arms. The gashes I left filled with more of that blood-like sap, and I used my follow-through to turn and bring my broadsword around again.

This time, I was able to cut through one of the tree-man’s arms, just above the elbow, and as Chubs wailed in pain with his creepy, hollow voice, I checked on my friends and wives who were fighting the other forest monsters.

Pregia used her extendable quarterstaff to keep the tree-men back. The creatures were powerful, but they couldn’t balance for shit, and the slim, Goblin woman was able to knock them off-kilter.

Then Tanya and Amrila sprang into action, and the two women worked together to cut chunks of wood-like skin from the bastards as leaves flew everywhere. Meanwhile, Nileme and Sigrith fought against one of the tree-men with gold and rust-colored leaves. The Dolrath woman used her greatsword to chop halfway through the monster’s leg, and when it fell to one knee, the Succubus grabbed the sides of the tree-man’s face with her tapered hands.

As the raven-haired woman’s eyes went flat, and her face took on a look of supreme pleasure, the gold and rust leaves turned brown and fell from the tree-man’s body. Then Sigrith let go of the tree-man, and after he fell dead to the forest floor, I realized the Succubus’ skin took on a slightly more golden tone as she absorbed the life essence of the creature.

Motion in my peripherals caught my attention, and I watched Scourge dart in and out of the fight as he easily outmaneuvered the enemy. The thief used his dagger to slice through the bark of the tree-men, but their sap seemed immune to his blood magic.

My opponent was still reeling from the blow I’d dealt him, so I rushed at Chubs and shoulder-checked him as hard as I could. As the round-faced bastard toppled backward, he tried to grasp my clothes with his remaining hand, but I smacked the limb away before he could get purchase.

Suddenly, a loud voice cut through the clamor of the fights. It was deep and resonant, as if the forest itself had spoken. My chest vibrated with the sounds as I turned, and I saw a seven-foot-tall being on two legs lope into the fray. The being was covered in sage-green fur, dappled with silver from the waist down, and had legs like a deer.

His skin was like polished bronze, and his face was a mix of human and animal features with two ram’s horns that grew from his forehead. I didn’t need anyone to tell me what the man was. This was a creature from human folklore that dated back centuries.

I was looking at a Satyr.

The Satyr commanded the tree-folk in a strange, fluid language I’d never heard before as he wielded a heavy greatsword with runes etched into the blade. I stepped around Chubby Cheeks to meet the Satyr, and I lifted my sword to block his swing. The man’s heavy blow sent a shockwave up my arms and into my shoulders as I blocked, but I gathered my strength and pushed the hairy man back.

“Thrall of a Demon!” the Satyr growled as his liquid, black eyes bored into mine. “Get out of my forest!”

At that moment, I realized the reason for this attack. They thought we were with Nurchek.

“I’m here to hunt Demons!” I shouted back as my lip curled. “But I’ll be happy to leave after I kill him.”

A flood of emotions washed across the Satyr’s strange face.

Hatred, confusion, and then curiosity.

“Hold your weapons!” I called to my party over my shoulder.

“It’s a little hard to do that when you’re being bludgeoned!” Scourge hollered back as he dodged out of the way of a tree-man’s wild blow.

The Satyr regarded me for a moment, but when I didn’t continue to attack, he said something in that other language, and the sound of fighting stopped around me.

“So, we’re not killing the plant-men?” Xuag asked, and he held his war axe threateningly as he stared down one of the bark-skinned men.

“I hope not.” I shrugged as I held the Satyr’s gaze.

“You are brave,” the Satyr rumbled with a throaty chuckle. “But why should I trust you?”

“Let’s start with an introduction,” I replied in a friendly tone. “What’s your name, if that’s not rude to ask?”

“You may call me Shumnath,” the Satyr said with a smirk. “And who are you to invade my forest for any reason?”

“Bhakoth, would you like to do the honors?” I asked the hawk-faced Elf.

“Master Shumnath of the Maldece Forest,” the general said in a ringing voice, “it is my honor to present to you Duke Eddie Hill, Hero of the Great Forest, Liberator of The Gloom, Lord of Hillshire, High Warden of the Grimthorn Gnomes, Shield Brother of the Dolrath, Clan Brother of Tors Bane, King Consort of Glecik, slayer of Pit Wyrms, Basilisks, Cave Trolls, and the tyrant Chief Ursenger, tamer of garms, and friend to Brownies everywhere.”

“That is… a very long name,” Shumnath replied without a change in tone or expression.

“I think you missed a few,” Scourge drawled as he looked at the red-haired Elf.

“He collects titles like Nemthok collects river stones.” Bhakoth grinned. “Who can keep up?”

“You can call me Eddie,” I said to the Satyr. “But you get the idea, I’m sure.”

“Indeed.” Shumnath nodded. “But why are you here?”

“I told you,” I replied with an easy smile, “I’m here to hunt down the servant of the Lord of Chaos. He would have come through here in the last week or so with an army of Nictors and Lesser Demons. They’re looking for something called the Eye of Vallis. If you can tell me where he or The Eye is, I’ll be on my way and leave as soon as they’re all dead.”

“I know not of this eye,” the Satyr remarked as he leaned on his huge sword. “But the pit spawn you seek did pass this way a day ago. His force was great, and they managed to slip past my forest guardians. But not before we culled their numbers.”

A day ago?

Fucking A. I wasn’t as far behind as I thought. I just needed to convince Shumnath to let us follow Nurchek.

“Thank you,” I said as I sheathed my sword. “May we have your permission to travel through your forest to the city below? Think of it as mutually beneficial. I get what I want, and you’ll have a few less Demons to worry about.”

“You speak like an ancient,” the Satyr laughed, and I felt that chortle in my bones. “Strange for a mortal…Very well. I will send word to the other guardians and ask that you be allowed to pass freely. But know this: if you harm any creature of the forest, our deal is void, and you will be the one who is hunted.”

“Ask him if that includes regular animals,” Amrila whispered to me as she shot a fearful glance at Shumnath. “We still haven’t found the esel with our food supplies.”

“Is Pell your beast of burden?” the Satyr asked with a wry grin, which looked unsettling on his alien face.

“Yeah.” I nodded slowly as I tried to remember if I had mentioned the name at some point. “He got spooked in the tunnels on the way here. We haven’t been able to find him.”

“Pell?” Shumnath called over his shoulder, into the forest.

I heard the bray of a mule, and then Pell sauntered into view through the trees, still loaded down with our packs.

“Hey, buddy!” I snorted and walked over to the esel. “Sure glad you didn’t get eaten.”

Pell brayed again, and the Satyr cocked his head toward the sound as if he were listening to a conversation.

“Pell thanks you for being a kind master and not making him plow anymore fields,” Shumnath explained. “But I’m afraid you’ll have to carry your own packs from here. Pell is under my protection now and will live out his days enjoying the bounty of this forest without harnesses, saddles, or masters.”

“Okaaaay.” I frowned and felt terribly confused by the exchange, but I didn’t want to offend the Satyr by arguing. “Then I guess I should take this off.”

I started to remove the harness and packs from Pell, and Bhakoth and Nileme came over to help.

Once Pell had been unburdened, the party redistributed the supplies into our packs to make them easier to carry. But as we did that, Pell the esel clomped over to Shumnath, and I watched out of the corner of my eye as the Satyr bent down and laid a long-fingered hand on the animal.

“Check it out,” I whispered to the others, and we watched as Pell’s eyes cleared from the dull, glassy look of an animal, to something much sharper and more aware.

Then Pell looked over at us, bowed his head, and trotted off into the forest again.

“I’m really starting to hate this place,” Scourge sighed as he hefted his now heavier pack back onto his shoulder.

“Thanks again, Shumnath,” I said as we got ready to make our way further into the cavern. “I promise we won’t hurt any creature of the forest. But if we’re attacked, we will defend ourselves. Deal?”

“I suppose that is fair.” the Satyr nodded as his forest guardians started to slink back into the woods. “Be well, Eddie. May the forest reveal to you that which you seek.”

“I’m sorry about your… guardians,” I said as I looked back at the dead, leafless tree-man on the ground.

“It is the way of nature,” Shumnath replied in a tone of profound sadness. “His body will decay and feed the forest. Such is the fate of all living things.”

“I’m still sorry all the same,” I remarked.

I nodded one last time to the Satyr, who regarded me with an unreadable expression, and I then led my friends down the hill toward the Quartz City.

We were so close to that bastard Nurchek. I wasn’t going to let him slip through my fingers this time.


Chapter Fifteen

The former city of the High Elves must have been spectacular once. Even overgrown with vines and the encroaching forest, it had the air of magic and hidden knowledge. The muted pink stones that had been carved into impossibly large blocks were a wonder. Where had they been mined? How did the High Elves get them here? Some of the towers were ten or more stories high. What methods had the ancient Elves known to make such fantastical structures so high off the cavern floor?

As the party walked through the ruins, the ethereal light from the veins of crystal overhead made the rose quartz stones glitter as we passed them. The avenues and streets had been overtaken by grass and brambles that slowed our progress through the city, but we could see a large force recently passed this way from the trampled path they left behind.

“Keep your eyes on the buildings,” I said in a low voice to the others as we walked through an old market square. “In case Nurchek left anyone behind to watch for us. Gwen, be ready to knock any Nictors out of the air if we see one.”

“Of course, Eddie.” The pearl-skinned woman nodded as a ghostly, unfelt breeze stirred her long blue-toned hair.

Nileme and I kept our firearms in our hands as we walked, and Scourge scouted ahead and used his shadow teleportation to dart in and out of buildings and alleys as he looked for enemy patrols. As we forged ahead on high alert, I noticed some of the market stalls still had items on display. The cavern was somewhat of a controlled environment and kept most things preserved, but the moisture from the rivers that criss-crossed the cavern had taken its toll over time, however slowly.

Still, it looked like the people of the city just picked up and left one day, leaving their possessions behind.

It made me think of the Aztecs and the Mayans and how people said their civilization had just disappeared one day. I was sure the explanation was more complicated than that, but it was still eerie to see firsthand. The abandoned city seemed to watch us with some unearthly intention while we moved through it.

I didn’t see any signs of animals within the city walls, either, as if only the plants had dared to cross the boundary of the city walls. Not even the glow bugs ventured into the Quartz City. I had to wonder why.

“The palace gates are open,” Scourge said as he suddenly appeared in the street before us.

“Holy fuck!” I gasped as my heart skipped a beat, and I lowered the barrel of my Galil. “You can’t do that, dude. I’m armed, and there could be enemies around. That’s how accidents happen.”

“Noted.” The thief nodded. “But that still leaves the fact that the palace gate has been partly ripped off its hinges.”

Weird.

I looked around at the bigger, more residential buildings in the part of the city we’d entered. Outside of the damage that had been done by nature, there was no sign of the kind of destruction I would expect from siege engines or battle.

“Are you sure the gate didn’t just rust?” Bhakoth asked. “The palace is close to the rivers. The hinges might have given way to corrosion.”

“Come look,” the horned man said as he beckoned for us to follow.

When we reached the grand, iron gates to the Rose Palace, there were signs of rust, but one side of the ten-foot-tall gate had been bent, and the hinges had been pulled from their anchors in the stone wall.

“Son of a Crook,” Xuag swore under his breath as he examined the gate with me. “They must have a battering ram.”

“I don’t think so.” Nileme shook her head. “The bend in the gate is too high up. Plus, when you use a ram, you focus the force on the center point where the gates meet. The other side isn’t bent.”

Oh, fuck a broomstick.

“So this had to be something big,” I said as a chill ran up my spin. “Like, Pit Wyrm or Basilisk big. If it grabbed the top and wrenched it open, the gate might bend like that.”

“I fucking hate this cavern,” Scourge sighed. “Let’s see what new horrors await us in this cursed castle, I guess.”

“Let’s try to be as quiet as we can,” I reminded my friends and wives. “Scourge is right. There’s no telling what we’ll find.”

My companions nodded in agreement, and I led the party into the palace itself.

It was like the rest of the city. There were signs that people had just up and left one day. Trays with goblets and decanters sat on them, covered in a layer of dust. Carts that held platters of petrified food that had collapsed into gray blobs. None of the furniture was overturned or broken for the most part, but a path of petty vandalism followed the line of footprints in the dust.

I assumed that was the work of Nurchek’s Lesser Demons and Nictors. Statues were smashed on the ground, delicately embroidered tapestries had been ripped or pulled down, and a rank smell in the air suggested a few of them had pissed or shit in the halls.

We followed the path of chaos to all the expected locations. The throne room, royal apartments, and even an almost bare treasury and armory.

“Looks like their wealth was the only thing they took with them,” Amrila pouted as she looked around at the open and emptied chests in the treasury. “Greedy bastards.”

“You’re just mad they didn’t leave you anything to loot,” Tanya teased her best friend. “It’s good to know they took something, in a way. This whole place has been a creep fest. Like everyone just vanished in the middle of the day.”

“I’ll still find something to loot,” the Zencarri woman said with determination, and then she looked through an open, ornate chest on the floor next to her. “Look! They left this ring. There. Now it’s my ring.”

The horned woman held up a heavy, gold ring with a star sapphire mounted in the center and popped it on her finger.

“Careful,” Pregia giggled. “They might have left it because it’s cursed. I’d be careful about touching anything here. The High Elves clearly had powerful magic.”

“The ancient Dwarves lived here, too,” I said as I cautiously poked around. “So I’m surprised there haven’t been any traps. From what I’ve seen, the Lost Dwarves fucking loved booby traps.”

“They’ve all been inert,” Scourge casually remarked as he examined a pedestal with a dusty, velvet pillow set on top. “We’ve passed one or two.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked in shock.

“Because I didn’t notice the first one until half of us had walked through it.” The horned man shrugged. “And when it didn’t go off, I assumed they must have been deactivated.”

“Nurchek’s forces would have set them off before us anyway.” Bhakoth nodded.

“Actually, they avoided them.” Scourge grinned. “Look here. There are footprints in the dust on the ground everywhere in here, but they skirt around this pedestal. Nurchek must have been watching for traps and directed his followers around them. There’s a trigger here that should activate barbs or spikes from the holes in the floor around it.”

Then the thief deliberately stepped on a flagstone that sunk an inch down under his weight.

“See?” Scourge pointed out. “Nothing happened. The traps have been disabled.”

“I don’t think that’s right,” I said as I looked down at the ring Saggor, the former leader of the Lost Dwarves, had given me. “I got this from the Lost Dwarves. It’s supposed to let me and those with me pass through their traps unharmed. Maybe no one should go exploring on their own, just in case.”

Scourge gently picked his foot up off the flagstone and stepped away from the pedestal.

We continued to explore the palace, but as we reached a long, dark corridor near the center of the castle, all signs of Nurchek’s forces disappeared.

“I wonder why they didn’t come this way?” Sigrith mused as she searched the floor for any footprints.

“Perhaps the pit spawn was in a rush,” Xuag replied as he thoughtfully stroked his short, dark beard. “He seemed to focus on the obvious places. This Nurchek is either short-sighted or has a lack of imagination.”

“That’s very astute of you, Captain,” Scourge snorted and seemed impressed.

“People underestimate warriors because we are big and fierce.” The Orc grinned. “But a wise warrior learns to study the patterns of his enemy to gain insight into his thinking.”

“Well said, Xuag.” Bhakoth nodded with approval.

“So, what is this place?” I asked to get us back on track.

I opened a door on the left side of the corridor and found an office filled with books and a large desk.

As we opened more doors, we saw most of the rooms were the same. Bookshelves and desks, with only the personal touches like paintings and fabric choice changing.

“My guess would be that this is where clerks or scholars worked,” Amrila said as we looked through one of the rooms. “Boring.”

“Not necessarily,” Pregia countered. “If we’re looking for secrets, this is where to find them. Administration may seem dull, but they’re the ones who know everything about a city.”

“Let’s keep looking,” I said as I turned for the door and back into the corridor. “I’m sure we could find out a lot here, but it would take ages to sift through. We don’t have that kind of time.”

We continued on, and I saw there was a large pair of doors at the end of the corridor.

As Xuag and I opened them, we found a massive library with two stories of bookshelves, and dozens of desks and tables were arranged around the first floor.

“Greaaaat,” Amrila moaned. “More books.”

“Let’s take a rest,” I said as I walked up and put my pack on a long, white table. “Then we’ll go on to one of the other locations Dorrem mentioned.”

We all sat down around the table and ate a little of our rations, or drank from our canteens and water skins.

Nileme toyed with a book that had been left on the table centuries ago, but there was very little dust anywhere in the library. Maybe because it was so far into the palace, and the doors had been closed to keep out the elements.

“I’ve never seen a High Elf book before,” the Dolrath woman remarked as she started to thumb through the pages.

“Few have,” Bhakoth said as he curiously glanced at the text. “There are only a handful of copies and even more forgeries. Can you read it?”

“A little.” Nileme nodded. “My High Elf isn’t very good. But Mother wanted me to learn it. This is about some theory of transmutation. Even if it was in Night Elf, I doubt I would understand it. But I wonder…”

The dark-haired woman got up from the table and started to look around at some of the shelves, so I took my bag of jerky and followed her.

“What’re you thinking, my love?” I asked the princess as she read a little brass plate that was affixed to the shelf.

“I know we don’t have much time,” Nileme said as she moved to the next set of shelves. “But it might be worth looking through some of these while we rest. The High Elves supposedly studied everything. And if they had the Eye of Vallis in their possession, some scholar must have written a book on it.”

“That’s a good point,” I agreed as I glanced around the massive library. “But where do we even start in here?”

“Maybe in the newest section,” Scourge’s voice came from right behind me.”

“For fuck sake,” I huffed and caught myself before I elbowed the horned man in the nose. “You gotta stop sneaking up on people.”

“I wouldn’t be your ‘go-to guy for sneaky shit’ if I did.” Scourge grinned. “But my point is that such a book would have been written after the Great War, but before the Elven Wars. That’s a fairly narrow window of time, so I would look in the section that seemed newest, or maybe a restricted section. Since they likely didn’t want the Night Elves to know they somehow had a piece of the Yennih chief’s armor.”

“Okaaay.” I nodded as I popped a bit of jerky in my mouth. “We’ll look for that then.”

As the others rested, the three of us explored the library. On the first floor, there was a side room that was closed off by a locked iron gate, but this didn’t stop Scourge. With a foxlike grin, the thief pulled out two long, thin tools, and I saw one was hooked at the end. Then the Zencarri man went to work on the lock.

“The trick is to have sensitive fingers,” Scourge explained as he worked his tools into the lock and carefully moved them in small motions. “That way, you can feel when you hit the catch… There we are… then I just lift…”

There was a little click, and Scourge gave a self-satisfied chuckle as he opened the gate.

Nileme looked around at the titles in the small side room and selected a few, and then we headed back to the table. I’d never known the Dolrath woman to be studious, but she pored over the books while the rest of us put away the uneaten portion of our rations.

“Finally!” Nileme cheered as she looked up at the rest of us. “Listen to this: ‘Though the school of magic that… enchants the Eye of Vallis is yet to be… determined?’ I’m not sure what that word is… ‘it has been decided the artifact is too dangerous to remain in the city. Therefore, the Eye of Vallis has been’... I think this means transported or given to… ‘the sorceress Ilsevel for safekeeping.’”

“Why does that name sound familiar?” I asked with a frown.

“It’s on the map,” Scourge interjected as he pulled the rolled parchment from his pack. “Here! Ilsevel’s tower. It’s west of here. There’s a road that leads to it through the Villefee Forest. It would be quicker to cut through the river land, but it looks like we would have to find our way over a delta. I think the road’s the best bet.”

“What are the chances Nurchek would know about Ilsevel’s Tower?” I asked the others. “I think if he spent so much time in the palace, he’s just guessing like we were.”

“Then I should think Nurchek would have headed east,” Bhakoth replied as he looked over Scourge’s shoulder at the map. “Toward the City of the Archwizards. That’s where I would have assumed The Eye would be.”

“So do we go east or west?” I thought out loud.

“East,” Xuag said in a firm tone. “Toward the fight.”

“I say west,” Sigrith asserted. “The Eye is a powerful artifact, and we could potentially use it against Nurchek.”

“I agree with her,” Scourge added. “You all should head west to the tower.”

“What are you going to do?” Gwen asked the thief as she noted the horned man’s wording.

“I will go east to check on our Demon-loving friend,” the Zencarri man stated. “Once I’ve spotted his forces, I can report back to Eddie through the stones.”

“I’ll go with him,” the Orc captain said a little too quickly. “In case there’s trouble.”

“My dear captain,” Scourge replied in a delicate tone. “I mean no offense, but you are not made for scouting. I would also worry about the temptation of all those Lesser Demons and whatnot. You’d surely have to fight the urge to kill on sight. I can move quicker and more quietly alone.”

“Just be careful, Scourge,” I said. “It’d be good to keep an eye on Nurchek’s army so we can plan our attack once we have The Eye. But I don’t want you to take any unnecessary risks.”

“Of course not.” The thief nodded. “I’ll be as careful as a new mother with her swaddling babe.”

“Alright,” I replied as I stood. “Let’s get out of here.”

With our next steps in mind, we left the palace and went to the west gate while Scourge headed east.

It took a minute to find the mechanism to open the heavy gate, but Amrila found the wheel in the guardhouse. Then it took Xuag, Bhakoth, and I all to finally get the wheel to turn after centuries of being in the same position, but once the gate was open, we were able to travel into the river land beyond.

There was evidence that there had once been farms here, not far from the delta, but the houses had not been so well built as the Quartz City. Only a few short walls, or the remains of houses, could be seen through the vegetation, and before long, we crossed a bridge over one of the rivers and entered another forest.

It looked like the Maldece Forest, with its tall oaks and colorful wildflowers, and the glow bugs lazily wove through the air as they lit up their phosphorous abdomens.

“Remember our promise to Shumnath,” I said to the party. “Don’t hurt any of the forest creatures. I’m not really sure what he meant by that. But let’s play it safe. Try not to step on so much as a bug while we’re in here.”

“I’ll do my best,” Xuag grumbled as he walked just behind me. “But I have very large feet.”

“Yeah, you do,” Tanya giggled and fluttered her eyelashes at him.

As the road through the forest turned north toward the tower, we entered a clearing with a small spring. Tiny, neat houses were built onto the trunks and lower branches of the trees. At first, they reminded me of birdhouses, but a closer look showed crude, little round doors on each one.

“Awwww,” Tanya sighed as she examined one of the houses. “They’re soooo cute! Like teeny fairy houses.”

“They don’t look old,” Amrila mused. “Do you think anything lives here?”

“If they do, then no one is home,” I said as I looked around for signs of life besides us. “Weird. Let’s keep--”

“Kill the longshanks! Stop the pit spawn lovers!” a tiny, high-pitched voice suddenly screamed from somewhere in the tree.

Out of nowhere, a swarm of huge bugs flooded the clearing. Their wings were twice as loud as an angry junebug caught in a window screen, and the whole party had to throw up their hands to ward the insects away from our faces.

“Damnedable flies!” Xuag roared as he batted one of the palm-sized bugs away.

The insect hit my foot when it fell from the air, and I caught a glimpse through the gap between my arms as I covered my face.

On my boot was a tiny, naked form only six inches long. Two crumpled, iridescent wings fluttered weakly, and the thing tried to lift itself up with spindly arms. Their skin was a pale shade of blue, and as it slid from my boot, the little creature tried desperately to take flight again.

“Don’t hurt them!” I shouted. “They’re people! We promised Shumnath we wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Then we should run!” Bhakoth snapped, his voice more annoyed than afraid.

“Do you surrender then?” that same high, authoritative voice demanded as a fuchsia-colored, winged man pushed my arms apart with incredible strength for his size.

The naked man fluttered inches from my face as he held my arms apart, and he looked me in the eye with a smug expression.

Fuck, he was ugly. The eyes were too big for his face, and the tiny man had no nose. Just two slits for nostrils.

“I’m Eddie Hill,” I said to the brash, winged man as I tried not to look at his miniscule dick and balls. “Shumnath said he’d send word to all the forest guardians to let us pass. We’re here to hunt down the Zencarri man that’s invaded this cavern.”

“I’ve heard nothing from the emissaries of the Lord of Trees,” the small man retorted. “How do I know this is not a deception?”

“I can’t prove a negative,” I replied as I lowered the arm the winged man held up. “You either believe me or you don’t, sir.”

“That’s a fair point, I suppose,” the fuchsia man said as he narrowed his eyes at me. “But why should we trust you?”

That was a good question.

But this wasn’t the first time I’d been attacked by a group of tiny, rabid creatures, and I had managed to befriend the Brownies, despite a huge language barrier.

“I could give you a peace offering,” I suggested.

“Very well,” the little man relented after a short pause.

I lowered my other arm, and the brightly colored man effortlessly fluttered his wings to remain in the same exact position.

Then I took off my backpack and rummaged around for my trail mix.

“Here you go,” I said as I offered the man the bag. “It’s food.”

Several of the other flying beings came forward and grabbed the bag from me, and as they held it in the air, their leader flew into the open bag to investigate.

“Try the colorful bits,” Bhakoth suggested in a mild tone, as if he were at a dinner party. “They’re the best part.”

The leader came back out of the cellophane bag with an M&M in his hands. It was so big compared to him that the fuchsia man had to gnaw at it a moment before he got through the candy shell.

“Tis ambrosia!” the leader cried out as he held the candy up for his people to see. “No Demon thrall would know of such wondrous flavor! I will choose to believe you for now, Eddie Hill. I am Sprig, King of the Pixies. And you may pass through our forest.”

The other Pixies slowly lowered the bag of trail mix to the ground, so all of them could try some. But King Sprig stayed in the air to be eye level with me as he munched on the candy and got chocolate all over his pug-like face.

“I’m afraid the Demon horde has not come this way, Eddie Hill,” Sprig said as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and mostly just smeared more chocolate across his face. “Reports from the Dryad Queen to the east say that is where they went.”

Good to know.

“We’re actually looking for something to help us fight them,” I explained. “We believe the Eye of Vallis is in a tower not far from here. Have you heard of it?”

“Ah, the Eye of Vallis,” Sprig repeated with a sage-like nod. “No, I’ve never heard of such a thing. But we don’t care for Demons or their thralls in our forest.”

I noticed the king looked over my shoulder to glare suspiciously at Amrila.

“We don’t want Demons in your forest, either,” I said to bring his attention back to me. “A man named Nurchek brought the horde here to look for The Eye. It could help him release the Demons from the Deeper Dark. That’s why we want to get to it first. Do you know where the tower north of here is?”

“That I do.” Sprig smirked with a mouthful of chocolate. “But you shouldn’t go there. The things guarding the tower are the most dangerous of all the monsters in this cavern. And they hate mortals.”

Of fucking course they do.

“Do you know a way around them?” I asked as politely as I could.

“Around the horrible, nameless things that guard the Sorceress’ Tower?” the king of the Pixies scoffed. “Certainly not. But for your generosity, I will send my emissaries to parlay with them on your behalf. But those things are not like us. They aren’t Fey, and therefore they are not bound by the same laws we are to keep a promise. You’ll have to go there at your own risk, Eddie Hill.”

I agreed with Scourge, this place sucked.

“I’ll take what I can get right now, your majesty,” I replied with a heavy sigh.

“Then go with the blessing of the Pixies!” King Sprig called out in a theatrical voice as he held the half-eaten M&M over his head.

Suddenly, the Pixies all lifted off into the air again while carrying the trail mix with them.

The colorful, winged men and women swarmed around us once again, but less aggressively this time. Then the swarm shifted and headed north through the woods to speak with whatever-the-fuck guarded the tower.

“Son of a Crook!” Xuag rumbled. “I’m covered in this filth!”

I turned to see what was wrong, and all of my friends and wives were dusted with a light, glittering sheen where the Pixies had touched them.

Then I looked down at my arms and saw bright fuchsia dust that sparkled in the dappled, pink light of the clearing.

“This place if the fucking worst,” I sighed.

But we were one step closer to the Eye of Vallis.

And one step closer to beating Nurchek to his prize.


Chapter Sixteen

The Pixies disappeared into the Villefee Forest as they flew off to speak to whatever these “horrible, nameless things” that guarded the tower were. I was excited to see what kind of creatures were so terrifying even the denizens of the Cursed Caverns didn’t want to give them a name. King Sprig had said the monsters near the tower weren’t Fey. I made the leap that Shumnath, the Pixies, and the tree guardians were all Fey, but that had to be a pretty broad distinction to fit in all of them.

What the fuck was guarding the towers?

“We’re getting pretty close,” I said to the others as I tried to brush the Pixie dust off my clothes. “I wonder why we haven’t heard from Scourge yet.”

The harder I beat my arms, chest, and shoulders, the further the fine, iridescent powder traveled. It was like middle school all over again, where every school dance, the girls would cover themselves in body glitter. It would take days’ worth of showers to get it all off me afterward.

“From the maps, it looked like quite a lot of ground to cover,” Nileme said as she watched everyone but Tanya struggle to wipe off the shimmery dust with an amused expression. “It’s hard to say how large a force Nurchek commands now. He seemed ready to sacrifice them along the way, and a smaller force would take longer to find.”

“Let’s hope that’s the reason then,” I snorted as I gave up trying to get the Pixie dust off. “We’ve given Sprig and his people enough of a head start. Let’s take this road north. It shouldn’t be much further to the tower. If we haven’t heard from Scourge by the time we get there, I’ll check in with him.”

“It won’t come off!” Amrila complained as she smacked her arms in an effort to get rid of the glitter.

“I kinda like it,” Tanya giggled. “This stuff would make a great highlighter. It would last all day I bet.”

“I just hope it doesn’t have some sinister purpose,” Xuag grumbled. “Like how a stinger fly will raise an itchy bump on the skin.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” I laughed. “Move out, everyone.”

“The Pixies left you a gift,” Gwen said in her demure voice as she walked beside me.

“What?” I asked, and then I looked down at my chest where she was staring and saw a piece of amber on a leather thong around my neck.

How had I missed that happening?

“They must have slipped it over my head as they swarmed us the second time,” I mused as I held up the amber stone to examine it. “What’s this?”

I showed the Spiran woman the polished amber and pointed to a beetle suspended in the middle.

The stone was about the size of a slightly flattened golf ball, and the beetle in the center was only slightly smaller. The insect carapace was smooth with no ridges or bumps and looked to be a uniform color, but it was hard to tell what color it was through the amber and the pink light of the cavern.

“It looks like a beetle,” Gwen replied with simple honesty.

“I know that,” I chuckled. “But what kind of beetle?”

“Not one that we have in the Twilight Region.” The pearl-skinned woman shrugged. “It’s very lovely, though.”

“Too bad they didn’t give you another title to add to the list,” Bhakoth said in a bantering tone. “We’re the first to survive this long in the Cursed Cavern, as far as anyone knows. It would have been quite an honor.”

“Day’s not over.” I smirked.

The Villefee Forest was quiet, save for the birdsong and the gentle buzz of the glow bugs. It was easy to feel a false sense of calm in the peaceful woods, but we kept our guard up as we walked up the road. Soon, we heard the sound of another river, and as the trees started to thin, we saw a bridge. It was made from heavy, dark stones and was ten feet wide and four yards across. I half-expected to see three goats arguing with a Troll after all the crazy shit I’d seen today. But the strangest thing about the bridge were the two, foot-tall statues that sat like sentinels on the wide, stone rails on either side.

The statues reminded me of the gargoyles on the eaves of old churches, since they depicted squat, winged monsters with horns and exaggerated features. Beyond the bridge, it was like someone had drawn an imaginary boundary where the landscape changed. The tall, oak-like trees disappeared and were replaced by mossy willows with black bark and gray-blue foliage.

As we neared the foot of the bridge, the two gargoyles on either side that had been perfectly still slowly turned their heads to look at us.

“Oh,” Bhakoth breathed as we came to an abrupt stop. “I don’t care for that one bit.”

“Don’t make any sudden moves,” I said to the others. “Just wait here while I check it out.”

“Be careful, partner,” Amrila whispered and seemed visibly disturbed by the stone creatures.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I lied with bravado before I walked up to the bridge and looked back and forth between the two gargoyles. “How’s it going, gentlemen?”

Neither of the bat-winged figures answered me. They just blinked their granite eyes and watched me.

The one on the left had a long, lined face and an unchanging sad expression, but the one on the right had a heavy lower jaw and narrowed its eyes at me. The scene was creepy enough, but the fact that every part of the creatures seemed to be made of living stone just felt like a hat on a hat.

“Sooo,” I continued as I casually bounced on my heels, “is it okay if we cross your bridge?”

The one with the square jaw looked at his companion and motioned to me with his thumb as if to say, “this fucking guy.”

Then the sad gargoyle looked at me for a long moment. I stared back at him, resisted the urge to reach for my Galil, and tried not to blink. I’d gotten very good at not blinking since I started hanging out with Orcs, and after a few moments, Sad Boy held out his stony hand toward me with the palm up.

“Oh!” I started to dig through my pockets. “This is a toll situation, huh? Let’s see what I got.”

I took a step closer to the long faced creature and pulled out the contents of my pants’ pocket, and the gargoyle craned his head with interest to see what I had.

“I’ve got some coins,” I said. “A Leatherman. It’s got a bunch of little tools in it. That’s kinda cool, right?”

Sad Boy shook his head and then pointed at my open hand.

“The only other thing is this old guitar pick,” I replied as I scrunched my forehead. “I’ve had it since college. I never learned to play or anything, but I thought it would impress girls and just kept it as a good luck charm. You sure you want that?”

Sad Boy nodded and pointed again.

The pick wasn’t anything special. Just an old, tortoise shell, Fender brand pick that had never been used, so I shrugged and placed the pick in the gargoyle’s hand. Sad Boy took it, and he turned it over in his long-fingered hand as if it were some kind of treasure.

“Is that enough to cross?” I asked as I looked back and forth between Jaws and Sad Boy.

The long-faced guy seemed absorbed in looking at the pick, but Jaws nodded, settled back into his original position, and sat motionless again.

This place made no fucking sense.

“We’re good!” I called to the others as I motioned them forward.

As we crossed the stone bridge, Sad Boy clutched the pick to his chest and froze in place. I guess it meant a lot to him.

On the other side, there were two other gargoyles, but they didn’t move as we passed them. The ground on the other side of the bridge was marshy and squelched with every step, and everything about this side of the river felt different. It wasn’t just the swamp we found ourselves in. The trees, the moss and fungus-covered boulders, and the reeds all seemed to watch us.

Even the light didn’t seem as bright. But that was probably my imagination.

“Why would anyone build a tower in this mess?” Amrila asked as she looked around with a frown.

“You would think a tower would sink into the soft ground,” Bhakoth noted. “It doesn’t seem very wise.”

“It would be good if you wanted to discourage visitors,” Xuag said as he wrinkled his nose. “The smell alone would keep them away.”

Xuag wasn’t wrong.

The further we got into the swamp, the more I noticed the smell of decay and rotting vegetation, but we kept to the road and followed it until the tall, dark silhouette of Ilsevel’s Tower came into view over the top of the willows.

Unlike the Quartz City, the tower seemed untouched by the nature around it. The trees had been cleared for several yards around the base, and a huge, black boulder stood just to the left of the stone steps that led up to the iron-barred door.

“Where are the unspeakable monsters?” Sigrith asked in a hushed tone. “I thought they were supposed to be guarding this tower.”

“Maybe the Pixies spoke to them, and they cleared out?” I suggested. “Either way, I’ll take the win.”

Still, the party proceeded slowly.

Something felt off, like this was a little too easy, and as we crept forward, everyone kept their eyes on the trees and the air above the tower. The tower itself was something else, too. I counted thirteen stories of black, slick-looking stones. The roof was peaked like a witch’s hat, and all the windows had panes of multi-colored glass in the shape of diamonds.

The dirt road turned into a stone path, lined with thorny bushes that had small, mauve, star-shaped blooms, which faded to a buttery yellow in the center.

Someone had maintained the grounds around the sorceress’ tower. But who?

“What are the chances this Ilsevel is still alive?” I asked the others as we made our way up the stone path.

“Impossible,” Nileme replied, but her voice sounded tense. “She would be eons old by now. Even the High Elves didn’t live that long.”

“Are we sure?” I pressed. “Because someone had been cutting these bushes back.”

“And keeping the trees at bay,” Bhakoth agreed.

“There isn’t even moss growing on that huge boulder--” Tanya started to say, but then she let out a startled scream.

There was a sound of rock grinding against rock. It was like that deafening, deep screech of protest when a construction crew pulled up a large section of sidewalk.

I snapped my head toward the black boulder as a pair of wide, stone wings unfurled from their balled-up shape. Then an animalistic face and body was revealed. The face was like a panther with its upper lip removed, and long, sharp, white teeth flashed as the thing roared. Even ten yards away, I could feel the heat of the beast’s foul breath.

“What the fuck?” I growled as I took hold of the Galil to defend myself and the others from the stone thing.

Then the creatures held its wings aloft, and we could see its body.

Its arms and torso were carved to look like a man, but the legs were like a big cat. There were runes inlaid in rose quartz all over the thing’s chest in swirling patterns that lit up from within, and the stone bastard threw out its two swollen arms and dug its hands into the dirt as it reared back to roar again.

But the creature’s eyes weren’t made of stone, like the gargoyles. They looked almost human, with gray-blue irises. And the beast’s tongue was made of flesh.

“Circle up!” I shouted to the others. “Be ready to strike if it attacks! Nileme, aim for the eyes and mouth. They look vulnerable.”

The black, stone creature stared at us as it bared its dagger-like teeth, but we held our position. I needed to get into that tower, and I would kill whatever stood in my way to do so.

Then a light appeared in my peripheral vision. I glanced in that direction and saw a Pixie fly into the clearing. They were a silvery blue, and the Pixie darted around on an erratic trajectory as it zoomed toward the stone monster. As the bluish Pixie flew at the panther-like face of the monster, the stone beast shook its head to shoo the tiny being away.

But the Pixie must not have been scared, because it flew right up to the monster and landed on its snout. The stone creature had to cross its eyes to look at the winged person as they gestured wildly, and I couldn’t hear what was said, but the stone beast narrowed its eyes and growled.

“I don’t think it cares for what the Pixie is saying,” Bhakoth whispered to me with his bastard sword in his hands.

“Just give them a second,” I said. “I’m not sure how useful any of our weapons will be against stone.”

The Pixie stomped their tiny foot on the beast’s nose and dusted the snout with a rainbow-colored sheen.

The stone monster huffed in reply, and steam issued from its nostrils. I wondered if this meant it could breathe fire, which would explain the molten breath. Then the black creature finally nodded, and the Pixie nodded back before it flew away, back into the swamp.

“Does that mean it’s safe now?” Pregia asked as she looked around with apprehension.

“I sure fucking hope so,” I snorted. “Come on.”

When I took a step toward the tower, the monster didn’t move or roar again. The stone creature just sat there and watched us with the eyes of a predator.

“Thank you,” I said to the huge, winged thing as I started up the steps.

The stone creature huffed again, and more steam poured out of its nose.

I took that as a kind of warning to either be quick or not fuck around, and honestly, I wanted to be out of there as soon as possible anyway. But then, as I was about to open the door, Gwen stepped right up to the winged thing and delicately held up a silk handkerchief.

“You nose,” the Spiran woman said as she pointed at her own nose in case the beast didn’t understand.

Without a change in its fierce expression, the stone monster lowered its head, and it pushed its wings and shoulders back to be eye to eye with the pearl-skinned woman. I held my breath as Gwen reached out, but she just gently wiped the Pixie dust off the monster’s snout.

“There.” Gwen smiled as she caressed the stone beast’s snout, and it closed its eyes like a house cat getting scritches. “Now you are perfect again.”

A rumble that was half-growl, half-purr issued from the monster’s chest, and Gwen patted it one last time before she turned and walked up the steps.

“Are you mad?” Amrila asked as the Spiran woman joined us.

“No, dear,” Sigrith replied, and she placed her hand on my Zencarri wife’s shoulder. “She’s just too pure to see a monster for what it is.”

“I agree.” I grinned and then looked at Gwen. “But maybe let’s not go petting every freaky rock monster we meet? Just for safety.”

“He’s just doing what he was created to do,” Gwen said as she looked back at the beast. “It’s hardly his fault.”

“Created,” Pregia repeated in a thoughtful voice, and she also looked at the stone creature as it silently watched us. “Yes. That’s brilliant. The sorceress must have made servants from stone. This thing, the creatures on the bridge. I’d even guess that it’s them who have kept up the tower.”

“Huh,” I grunted. “Maybe I should get a couple for yardwork. It’d save a lot of time.”

I tested the handle of the door, but it didn’t budge.

“Dang,” I breathed. “Of course it’s locked. Hey, Xuag! Do you think you can break this down?”

“I don’t think our big friend over there would care for that,” Nileme remarked and gestured back to the stone panther monster.

“Well, we need to get inside,” I pointed out.

“Move aside,” Amrila said with a dramatic sigh. “I’ll get it open.”

The Zencarri woman dug through her pack and pulled out a rolled cloth, and inside the cloth were a set of tools similar to the ones Scourge had used in the library. Amrila selected two and pushed them into the large keyhole.

“I didn’t know you could do that,” I said in an impressed tone.

“I was a thief before we met, remember?” The red-skinned woman smirked. “And an accomplished one at that, partner.”

A moment later, there was a click, and the door swung open with a loud creak as the hinges moved for the first time in who knows how long.

“Good work, partner.” I smiled at my Zencarri wife and then stepped inside.

The room was dark, with only a little of the outside light filtering through the colored windows, so I clicked on the flashlight on my Galil and looked around. There was a scrubbed wood table with two chairs to one side, a pot-bellied stove next to a washbasin, and a fireplace with a cauldron set inside. Bunches of dried herbs and flowers hung from the ceiling, and blown glass figurines decorated the table and shelves.

“This is actually quite cozy,” Bhakoth said with a note of surprise as he followed me in. “Hardly what I expected from a powerful sorceress in possession of a Demon relic, really.”

“Everyone, start looking around,” I said as I moved toward the stone staircase at the back of the room. “Xuag and Tanya, you look down here. Try not to make a mess though, if you can. I’d hate to upset our big friend outside.”

As the captain and the former Miss Sandusky searched the first floor, the rest of us started up the stairs.

The next floor was a bedroom, and a four-poster bed with green, velvet curtains sat against the back wall. There was also a matching wardrobe and vanity, and a beautifully woven rug covered the floor. The only thing that took away from the feminine room was the skeleton tucked under the covers.

“By the gods,” Nileme said as she came up the stairs behind me. “Is that Ilsevel?”

“That’d be my guess,” I replied as I walked up to the side of the bed.

Dried flowers were arranged around the skull, and the linens all looked fresh. I guess the sorceress’ creations had continued to take care of her, even after her death.

“Let’s not disturb the body,” I said. “Amrila and Pregia, you ladies take this room. If we don’t find The Eye in the rest of the tower, we’ll check under the covers. But that should be the last place we look. I’d bet my fortune there are more of those stone creatures around. The big’en outside certainly couldn’t get in here to change the sheets. And I don’t want to piss them off.”

“We’ll be careful,” Amrila promised as she looked at the skeleton.

We searched room by room up the tower, and as one group finished a floor, they’d head up to the next.

We found rooms filled with alchemy equipment, a small library, and glassblower’s tools, and finally, Sigrith and I reached the top floor. As I opened the creaky, wooden door, three pairs of reflective eyes turned toward us inside the dark chamber.

Three, foot-tall gargoyles stared at the pale woman and I from the table, chair, and large chest in the room.

The one on the chest hissed at us.

“It’s alright,” I said to the creatures as I carefully stepped into the room, and Sigrith sidled in behind me. “We don’t want to hurt any of you. We’re just here for one thing, and then we’ll leave.”

As I walked further into the room, the gargoyles on the table and chair scurried into the shadows and seemed to disappear. But the guy on the chest just hissed again and protectively put his hands on the top of the container he was perched on.

“Get down from there,” Sigrith commanded, and her voice took on that strange, echoing tone it did whenever she used powers.

The gargoyle just growled at the Succubus.

“Worth a try,” the raven-haired woman said to me with a shrug. “I guess they don’t have a sex drive. That makes them a little less creepy.”

“A little,” I snorted, and then I looked back at the creature on the chest. “I think the thing I need is in there, buddy. But I’ll trade you for it.”

I got down on one knee and took off my pack while I kept an eye on the gargoyle, in case he decided to attack me.

Sad Boy at the bridge hadn’t been impressed with gold, or my Leatherman, but he’d liked the sentimental pick. I wondered if this guy would be the same. The angry gargoyle obviously felt whatever was in that chest was important, so I’d need something he’d really like.

As I looked through my pack, the little creature gave a curious chitter and tried to peek inside the backpack. Then I found the ring Ondur had given me when the Yennih chief named me a duke. It was supposed to be a symbol of my station, but I wasn’t really one to wear jewelry. However, the ring still meant a lot to me.

“What about this, buddy?” I asked as I held up the ring.

I didn’t move any closer to the chest. I wanted the gargoyle to come to me.

The gargoyle made another curious noise in the back of his stone throat as he craned his neck to get a better look. Then, slowly, the little guy crawled down from the chest on all fours and inched his way toward me. I kept my hand out and let him come to me, and the gargoyle snatched the ring from my hand and held it close to his body.

I got up and walked over to the chest as Sigrith followed me, and then I undid the latch. The lid groaned as I opened it, and I looked down to see nothing but a chest full of sand.

“Dammit,” the pale woman swore, and she slapped her thigh in frustration. “Who in the seven hells keeps sand?”

“Hold up,” I said as I pulled out the witch stone.

The Cursed Caverns had been such a barrage of constant weirdness, I’d almost forgotten I had it.

As I looked through the hole in the center, something under the sand lit up like a yellow-green beacon, so I put the stone back in my pocket and pushed my hands through the smooth surface of the sand. I wrapped my fingers around a cold, metal object and lifted it out, and as sand poured down in streams, a large, polished stone eye looked up at me from where it sat in the middle of a belt.

The eye was made from moonstone, with a sapphire iris and an onyx pupil in the middle. It looked surprisingly realistic, and even though it kinda grossed me out, I was still impressed with the craftsmanship. The belt was made from overlapping silver disks, just like the illustration had shown.

I’d found the Eye of Vallis.

But the elation I felt was short-lived when the beast outside roared again.

Someone else was here.


Chapter Seventeen

I put the belt over my shoulder, like a WWE champion, and moved to the window. The gargoyle on the floor made a nervous, rhythmic sound in the back of his throat as he hunched his back and clutched his new ring, and as the beast outside roared again, other sounds came up from the base of the tower.

Growls, snarls, and the shrieks of Nictors.

“What is going on down there?” Sigrith asked as I opened the window.

The gargoyle scurried up the stone wall next to me and perched on the window sill to see why his fellow construct had roared.

“Oh, shit,” I breathed as I looked down and saw Nurchek’s horde swarm the clearing around the tower.

The panther-like monster outside reared back as the attackers rushed him, and sparks went off in its mouth as the stone construct sucked in air.

Then a plume of fire erupted from the winged creature’s maw, and its fists hit the ground hard enough to shake the tower. The stone golem breathed fire at the Lesser Demons and Nictors, but the Nictors launched themselves into the air to avoid the firestorm, while the Lesser Demons pushed one another out of the way to escape the torrent.

Suddenly, a huge Bone Demon near the back of the onslaught hefted a large, earthenware jar with an overhand throw and hit the winged panther right in the face. The stone beast’s head snapped back as it howled, and its fire was extinguished. A viscous, gray liquid covered the golem’s snout, and when it tried to breath fire a second time, all that came out was smoke and a few impotent sparks.

The winged creature roared with frustration and backed up as the horde surrounded it, but before the stone monster could take flight, Swamp Imps and Dust Devils swarmed over it. With their combined strength, the enemy took down the golem. The Swamp Imps summoned vines from the ground to lash the stone beast in place while the Dust Devils tried to chip away at it with their swords, spears, and war picks, and the golem’s mournful cry echoed through the air and reached the tower window.

It all happened in the blink of an eye. Nurchek’s force was at least a hundred strong, plus two Bone Demons, and there were only nine of us in the tower.

The gargoyle next to me let out a high-pitched, angry scream as he watched what had happened to the golem, but as the gargoyle protested, a Nictor in the air spotted us and dove. The bat-like fucker grabbed onto the tower wall just outside the window and shrieked in my face with his needle-sharp teeth bared.

I reeled back my right fist and punched him in his flat nose as hard as I could, and the stunned Nictor fell and flailed to his death on the cavern floor. Then I scooped up the little gargoyle, shut the window, and ran for the door.

“Nurchek is here!” I shouted to Sigrith. “Come on!”

The Succubus and I went down floor by floor as the gargoyle clung to me like a baby chimp, and we gathered the party.

“They’ve surrounded us,” Bhakoth said as we congregated on the seventh floor.

“I know.” I nodded, and sweat prickled my forehead. “But I have a plan. We don’t have much time before they try to get in. Bhakoth, you and Xuag go barricade the door.”

The two warrior men rushed down the stairs as I looked at the women and hoped that my wild scheme would work.

“Pregia,” I said as my mind kicked into high gear, and I handed the Goblin woman my Seer Stone. “Try to get ahold of Scourge. See why he didn’t warn us. Nileme and Amrila, you’ll both take the Galil and the Vector and post up on the fifth floor. When I give the signal, start firing and don’t stop until they’re all dead or you run out of rounds.”

“Yes, partner,” the horned woman replied as I handed off my rifle and all my spare mags to her.

“I want the rest of you to find a way out of the tower,” I continued. “Try to get around behind the horde to attack their flanks once the shooting stops.”

“Scourge won’t answer, Eddie,” Pregia said with a concerned look on her oval face.

Fuck. Where was he?

“We’ll figure that out when we get out of this,” I said as my heart started to pound, and I could feel my pulse in my neck. Then I looked at the gargoyle in my arm. “Do you know a way out of here, buddy?”

The little creature looked up at me and nodded his ape-like face.

“Great,” I said with slight relief. “Then help my friends get out of here so we can get these Demons off your lawn. Okay, buddy?”

The gargoyle climbed down off me, scampered across the floor, and took Sigrith’s hand.

“Tell Bhakoth and Xuag the plan,” I said to the raven-haired woman.

Then Buddy led Sigrith to the stairs as Tanya, Gwen, and Pregia followed them.

“What are you going to do?” Nileme asked as she held her Kriss Vector in her hands.

“I’m going to buy the others enough time to flank Nurchek,” I said. “Remember, hold your fire until I give the signal, then give them everything you got.”

As Amrila and Nileme took up their positions on the fifth floor, I went down to the first floor.

When I hit the landing on the ground floor, I saw Buddy direct the others down through a trapdoor in the floor that had been covered with a rug when we’d first entered, and Xuag nodded at me with a fierce grin on his face before he went through the trap door and closed it behind him.

I looked over at the front door and saw Bhakoth and the captain had pushed the tables and a China hutch in front of it. As I started to push the table out of the way, I heard a familiar voice outside.

“Eddie Hill!” Nurchek bellowed. “Demon slayer! I have your pet spy. Come out, and we’ll talk.”

The edges of my vision went red with rage.

If that misshapen bastard had hurt one hair on Scourge’s head, I would tear him limb from limb.

I tried to breathe as I pushed the hutch out of the way. My plan required me to be calm. One rash move, and we’d be swarmed before we could enact our offense. I also still had the Eye of Vallis over my shoulder.

“Eddddieeee!” Nurchek goaded. “If you don’t come out, I’ll have to come inside.”

I lifted my Yennih shirt and buckled The Eye around my waist, just under my Dwarven breastplate. Then I lowered my shirt and made sure it was covered. I’d half-expected something magical to happen as soon as I put The Eye on, but it just felt like the heaviest belt I’d ever worn.

Suddenly, I heard a chitter behind me and saw three more of the small gargoyles huddled in the shadows under the stairs.

“I know you’re scared,” I said in a low voice. “But this is your home, and you have to protect it. Don’t let anyone come through this door.”

One of the gargoyles, who had a face like a bird, clicked his stone beak and then scurried out from under the stairs. Bird Boy scurried up the wall and took a heavy, iron skillet off a hook anchored into the stones, and then the gargoyle fluttered back to the ground and took a few test swings.

I nodded my approval and turned toward the door.

“I’m coming out to talk!” I shouted as I put my hand on the latch. “Don’t attack! I’m sure we can talk this through.”

I hated that I had to act like I was at the disadvantage, but my ruse required Nurchek to think he was in charge for now.

“You have my word,” Nurchek replied.

I didn’t put a lot of faith in those words.

As I stepped through the door, I saw that the first ten yards in front of the tower were clear. The panther golem was bound nearby with thick ropes of vines, one of its wings was badly damaged, and its face was still covered in that gray sludge. The horde of Demons had made a half-circle around the base, and Nurchek was several feet in front of them on the stone path. Next to the robed man, Scourge knelt on the ground, with his hands bound in front of him. The thief’s face was badly bruised, and one eye was almost swollen shut.

I stood on the steps and took it all in as rage pulsed through me like a war drum.

“Here he is!” Nurchek announced with a flourish. “The hero of The Gloom, caught flatfooted. Where are the others?”

“They’re in the tower,” I said as I suppressed the white-hot rage I felt and kept my mind clear. “What’s it gonna take for us to walk away, Nurchek?”

“You won’t walk away from this,” the lavender-skinned prick replied with a smug sneer. “But you could save your friends’ lives. Give me the Eye of Vallis, and I swear to let them go unmolested. But my master has called for your blood, my dear Duke.”

“And if I didn’t find The Eye?” I asked to stall a little longer.

“Come now,” Nurchek said as his eyes narrowed. “Because of your little thief here, I know that’s what you came here to fetch. Give it to me, or he’ll be the first to die.”

“Don’t give it to him, Eddie!” Scourge shouted and tried to struggle to his feet.

“Silence!” the servant of Belzat shrieked as he kicked Scourge’s legs out from under him again, and the charcoal-skinned man crumpled back to the ground.

“Urrrgh!” Scourge grunted when he hit the ground, and my hand instinctively went to my Glock.

But I stopped myself. I had to trust my plan.

I needed to piss Nurchek off. Get him so mad that he wouldn’t be able to effectively command his horde.

“Alright,” I said as I took my hand off the butt of my gun. “If you want The Eye, here it is!”

I lifted my shirt to show Nurchek the armored belt around my waist.

The wrong-footed Zencarri’s eyes bulged with rage when he saw that I wore the Eye of Vallis, and I knew I had hit a nerve.

“Get me The Eye!” Nurchek commanded, and the army of Lesser Demons and Nictors surged forward.

“Fire!” I shouted as I pulled on my Pro Xs and reached for my Glock. “Fire!”

From up in the tower, Nileme and Amrila lit up the front row of attackers.

The army became confused and immediately fell into chaos, and like the coward he was, Nurchek ducked behind his minions as the Lesser Demons and Nictors tried to break through the suppressing fire.

As my wives rained down bullets on the enemy, I stepped down from the steps and fired at any monster that broke through.

I could just barely see Scourge through the chaos, and the badly beaten man was trying to get up again. As a Swamp Imp came up behind the thief and lifted its oozing, viny limb to strike, I fired twice at the imp’s chest. The Swamp Imp reeled back, and when its chest exploded with magical light from the enchanted bullets, I rushed in and lifted the thief over my shoulder.

Then I fireman-carried Scourge as I moved backward toward the tower while shooting at the enemy to keep them away. When I was three feet from the tower steps, a Nictor dive-bombed us and tried to grab Scourge’s cloak to pull him off my shoulder, but I held on to my friend with all my strength and was almost knocked off my feet.

Then a hollow screech issued from the open door of the tower, and Bird Boy flew out like a holy terror as he brandished the iron skillet. The gargoyle smacked the Nictor upside the head, and the skillet rang with a musical tone from the force. The Nictor fell in a heap and got tangled up in his own wings while I ran into the tower.

As I set Scourge down on the ground, the horned man groaned in pain, and Bird Boy flew back through the door with a wicked cackle of delight. I slammed the door closed behind me, and I could hear Amrila and Nileme continuing to fire round after round to keep the enemy back.

While the death cries of demons and devils echoed through the tower, I went back over to Scourge and started to untie his hands.

“I… I didn’t betray you,” the thief said in a hoarse voice. “Nurchek had to use magic to pull it from my mind.”

“You can tell me all about it later if you want,” I said as I threw the rope that had bound my friend’s hands to one side. “But I know you wouldn’t betray us like that. Right now we just need to survive this. Are you up for a fight?”

“Yes.” Scourge nodded as he stood and rubbed his wrists where the rope had cut into his dark skin. “They took my mother’s dagger. I intend to get it back.”

“Good,” I replied as I looked around and tried to figure out what to do next.

Bird Boy was chirping and chittering at the other two gargoyles, and he demonstrated how he’d hit the Nictor over the head.

The other stone creatures started to chitter back and hop up and down, and then they scaled the wall to get pots and pans of their own.

That gave me an idea.

“Hey,” I said to the small creatures, “I know how you can help. The big guy out there, with the wings. We need to get those vines off him. Can you do that?”

The foot-tall gargoyles jumped up and down, and I took that for a yes.

“Great!” I grinned. “Let’s go!”

My wives were still firing, but there were pauses as they had to reload, and I wasn’t sure how much longer the ammo would last.

I opened the door a crack and looked outside. The grounds in front of the tower were littered with dead Nictors and Lesser Demons, but there was still a little more than a third of the force left.

“Get The Eye!” Nurchek screamed from the back of the fight. “Get The Eye of the traitorous lord for King Belzat!”

Belzat thought he was a king now, huh? What a fun development.

Then I saw the two Bone Demons. Each of the bone and muscle fucks had a large boulder in their hands, and as I watched, one of them chucked their huge stone at the tower.

I quickly closed the door and dove away from the outer wall, and when the boulder hit, the whole tower shook. I heard Amrila’s shout of surprise from upstairs.

“Amrila! Nileme!” I hollered at the top of my lungs. “Get down here!”

As my wives ran down the stairs, the gargoyles went wild.

The stone constructs stamped their feet and made angry noises, and they were clearly offended by the attack on their mistress’ tower. As the ladies reached the first floor, the second boulder hit, and the tower floor heaved with the impact.

I was sure there’d be more.

“We’re going to free the big guy!” I said to my wives as I went for the door. “Cover us!”

As I opened the door, Nileme stepped forward and laid down a round of suppressing fire to clear a path. Three of the Dust Devils exploded into whirlwinds of dirt as the Dolrath woman shot them dead, and as we ran for the golem, Amrila covered our backs. The gargoyles reached the big guy first and set their improvised weapons down so they could tear at the vines with their stone claws. Meanwhile, I pulled my broadsword and hacked away at the vines.

The golem growled and started to struggle against its restraints when it realized what we were doing.

Then I heard Nurchek’s voice start to chant in Enochian.

Double goat fuck.

I turned to see the robed Zencarri half-hidden behind the Bone Demons, with his hands in the air. The Nictors and Lesser Demons all started to scream and howl in pain as their bodies suddenly began to swell and transform. It happened in almost no time, when it took Ursenger and Mikeil twice as long, and suddenly, the clearing was filled with deformed, enraged abominations.

“Cover the gargoyles,” I said to my wives as I walked toward the horde. “Make sure they get the big guy free.”

“Where are you going?” Nileme asked, and her usually calm voice was tight with emotion.

“I’m going to fucking kill him,” I growled without a glance back.

One of the big boy Nictors landed right in front of me, and his brown, furry flesh had split from how quickly he’d been transformed. The straps on the flat-nosed bastard’s breastplate had snapped, and now the armor hung loose and swung to one side as he pulled back his sword to strike me.

With a clarity I’d never known before, I could see exactly where he would try to hit and his intention to behead me, but I also honed in on the Nictor’s most vulnerable point. Without thinking, I smoothly drove my sword point right between his exposed ribs and twisted the blade.

It was the kind of precision strike that I wouldn’t normally attempt, since I was still relatively new to sword fighting. But I’d struck right between the beast’s ribs without hitting bone and apparently hit something vital, because the Nictor gave a gurgle of a shriek before it fell to the ground.

I didn’t have time to wonder how I’d pulled that move off, and I continued my purposeful walk across the clearing. As I stepped over the trampled thorn bushes, I spotted two Swamp Imps in my peripheral vision, and again, I could picture their next move in my head as clear as if it had already happened.

I lifted my sword and swung as I turned. My blade sliced through the body of the first Lesser Demon like a hot knife through butter as I struck the perfect spot between its lump of a head and where its shoulders should have been. Then, in my mind, I envisioned the other Swamp Imp putting its viny arms together and bringing them down on my head.

As I used the momentum of my follow-through, I turned to see the Imp raise its arms over its head and lace its finger-like vines together, just like I’d seen. I brought my sword up at an angle and cut through the Swamp Imp’s interlaced hands, and then I sliced the Lesser Demon across its body hard enough to make it stumble back.

The gash in the Imp’s chest tried to close itself again as the vines and moss that made its armor tried to knit back together. But the pathetic, fugly thing inside the vegetative armor was exposed, so I grabbed my Glock with my free hand and fired at the exposed Lesser Demon.

The magic bullet exploded right away and showered the stone path and the crushed thorn bushes with flesh and ichor.

It had to be The Eye. Back at the Yennih capital, Ondur and Dorrem had said the Eye of Vallis might give the person wearing it the ability to read an enemy’s mind, and now I was able to see every move before any of the horde made them.

I intended to press that advantage, and I turned and looked toward Nurchek.

There were still dozens of Imps, Devils, and Nictors between us, but the servant of Belzat looked back at me with horror. Then I heard Xuag’s moose howl of a battle cry, and a moment later, the others ran out of the woods behind Nurchek and his Bone Demons.

Nurchek bolted away from the Orc captain as he ran forward with his war axe over his head, and the robed Zencarri tried to hide among his force as Xuag hamstrung one of the enlarged Bone Demons. Bhakoth also struck the Bone Demon in the same spot, as if he wanted to sever the limb entirely.

Sigrith, Pregia, and Tanya screamed like banshees as they joined the fight, while Gwen hung back and called up a gale to knock any of the Nictors still in the air to the ground.

I grinned and ran forward to meet the horde.

With The Eye, I hacked and slashed my way through Nurchek’s abominations. It was incredible. I blocked or countered every blow with my sword, and I saw exactly where to fire at point-blank range to bring down my enemies.

Then there was a loud, hollow roar, and I felt the ground rumble beneath my feet.

The panther golem had been freed, and it ran up the field of battle to inflict maximum damage. Nictors and Lesser Demons were crushed beneath the stone beast’s feet, and it crashed into the second Bone Demon with unimaginable force. As I fought my way through the horde, Xuag and Bhakoth chopped away at the first Bone Demon until it stopped moving.

A Dust Devil stepped in my way, and I kicked it in the center of its chest to push it back several feet before I shot it with my Glock. When the Devil exploded into dust, the whirl of sand and dirt was far enough away from me that it wasn’t a problem, so I continued my search for Nurchek.

There was more gunfire as Amrila and Nileme rejoined the fight, and the remaining Bone Demon roared in pain as the golem ripped its arms from their sockets. Then another horn sounded from somewhere in the swamp, and colorful Pixies were suddenly everywhere. The bright creatures were armed with pebbles that they threw at the faces of the enemy, and with every hit, the pebbles exploded, which caused more confusion in the enemy ranks than anything.

I also saw the tree guardians and Shumnath, as well as beautiful women with skin the color of every sort of tree bark who were armed with spears. As the people of the Quartz Caverns came to fight for their lands, it was the horde that was suddenly outnumbered.

I fought my way past a swollen, bloodied Nictor, and I caught a glimpse of a red robe. It was Nurchek. I ran the Nictor in front of me through and didn’t wait for him to fall dead before I ran past him.

Nurchek flailed his arms as he started to chant in Enochian again, but I wouldn’t give him the chance.

“Belzat can’t help you now!” I snarled as Nurchek reeled around at the sound of my voice.

Then I raised my Glock, took aim, and shot the servant of the Lord of Chaos right between the eyes.

As the bullet struck and drove into the pale Zencarri’s skull, Nurchek stared at me with a dumbfounded expression, and a small trickle of dark blood wound down his forehead.

A moment later, Nurchek’s head exploded in a burst of light, as brain and bone fragments rained down. The headless body stood for a moment on its own, as if it didn’t realize just yet that it was dead, but then it crumbled to the blood-soaked ground as its robe came up to expose the backwards feet.

My wives, friends, and the people in the cavern sent up a deafening cheer at Nurchek’s death.

I had saved The Gloom once again.


Chapter Eighteen

The last few moments of the battle were complete devastation for the horde. Between the strange creatures and people of the Quartz Caverns and my team, the remaining Lesser Demons and Nictors were caught in a meat grinder. The panther golem tore one Bone Demon to pieces and then stomped what was left into the marshy ground.

After Bhakoth and Xuag had killed the other Bone Demon, the two warriors joined with the Dryad to form a defensive flank and pushed the horde toward Amrila, Nileme, and I as we fought side by side with Shumnath and his tree guardians. Even King Sprig led his Pixies and the gargoyles in a campaign of shock and awe against any of the Nictors that tried to escape through the air.

Bird Boy, Buddy, and the other gargoyles used pots and frying pans to knock the bat-people senseless, while the Pixies used their firecracker pebbles to throw off the Nictors’ echolocation and sent them zigzagging into trees or the ground.

It was all over pretty quickly, and once the last enemy fell, a resounding cheer of triumph echoed through the cavern. I did a quick headcount to make sure my party was okay, and I saw everyone congratulating each other with barely an injury among them.

“Well done, Eddie Hill,” Shumnath said as he inclined his head toward me. “We are not accustomed to mortals in our forests, but your actions and deeds have proven your worth.”

“Thanks.” I grinned as I sheathed my sword and holstered the Glock. “I appreciate the help at the end. It would have probably taken us a few hours to hunt down the rest of them if you all hadn’t shown up.”

“Indeed.” The Satyr nodded. “We thank you for ridding our lands of the pit spawn plague. Though it is a shame about the Nictors.”

“What do you mean, my lord?” Nileme asked as she stepped up beside me. “They were working for Nurchek. I would think that you’d be happy to see them dead.”

“I take no pleasure in death,” Shumnath replied in an enigmatic tone, and he stared off into the middle distance. “It is a function of nature, neither good nor evil. But the Nictors were not always half-feral beasts. Once, long ago, they were like us, but something about The Gloom corrupted them.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise, and I wondered what had happened over the centuries to make the Nictors change, or what they were like before. “That’s wild. But I guess I still have one promise to keep. I said we’d leave your caverns as soon as Nurchek was dead. If we could rest a little first, we’ll go back to the Yennih lands and leave you and your people in peace.”

“Rest as long as you wish,” the Lord of the Maldece Forest said as he inclined his head again. “I release you from your promise and name you Conservator of Ilsevel’s Swamp. You and your friends will be welcomed in these caverns as long as you live.”

“Does that mean we can loot the cities?” Amrila leaned in and whispered to me, and there was a spark of excitement in her black eyes.

“We’ll clear that up some other time,” I chuckled to my greedy wife.

As I talked to Shumnath a little more, the tree guardians helped the golem and the gargoyles clean the dead enemies out of their clearing. The large, panther-like construct seemed most upset about the trampled thorn bushes and tried to right them, but the bushes had been destroyed beyond repair. While the golem fussed over the ruined shrubs, Gwen led a Dryad over to the black, stone beast.

After a short interaction, the dusky Dryad walked down the center of the stone path with her hands held out over the broken branches and crushed, star-shaped flowers. As I watched, the bushes started to grow like a time-lapse video, and new shoots and branches formed one after another. Then green leaves sprouted from the barbed branches, followed by pink and yellow flowers. By the time the Dryad reached the end of the stone path, the bushes looked new, with twice as many blooms as before.

As I stared at the mysterious Dryad, I realized she was the woman I’d seen in the Golden Woods. She had luminous, brown skin and chestnut-colored hair with flowers woven into her long braid. Her cream-colored, leather armor hugged her hourglass figure, and she suddenly turned and looked right at me, as if she’d sensed my eyes on her.

Part of me wanted to apologize for staring, but the Dryad just winked at me and sauntered off into the woods, which gave me a long look at her swiveling hips and heart-shaped ass.

Damn. I hoped I would see her again.

I turned my attention back to Shumnath, and after he said goodbye and went to lead his tree guardians back to their forest, I walked over to where Gwen sat next to the golem while they both admired the new flowers.

“Eddie, my love,” the Spiran woman greeted me with an affectionate smile, but it was tinged with sadness as she glanced over at the panther golem. “Is there anything we could do to help him? His poor wing is broken. I’m not sure if he heals, since he’s made from stone.”

I wasn’t sure if the golem was a “he,” being made from stone with the purpose of protecting the tower, but I guess “he” sounded more personal than “it.”

“I don’t know,” I said as I looked at the limp, busted-up wing. “None of us really know any magic. Not like the sorceress who made them seemed to study, at least. Did you ask that Dryad you were talking to?”

“She said it was beyond her or the other forest lords’ ability, since he isn’t a natural creature,” Gwen sighed as she patted the golem’s knee. “I feel bad leaving him this way.”

“I don’t suppose you got her name?” I asked as curiosity sparked in me. “The Dryad, I mean.”

“No.” Gwen shook her head. “Just that she was the lady of another forest. Many immortal beings have beliefs about sharing their names, so I thought it might be rude to ask directly.”

I guess it wasn’t just Demons who were weird about their names.

“I’m sorry your wing got fucked up,” I said to the golem as he looked at me with his sad, blue eyes. “I don’t know any magic, but I have some friends who do. I’ll ask them if they can help.”

The stone creature made a sound somewhere between a resigned grumble and a sigh. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure how much he understood me.

“Master Dorrem would help, I’m sure,” Gwen said, half to me and half to the construct. “He has a very agile and fertile mind that understands the ways of magic. I’m sure he could fix it.”

“I’m sure, too.” I nodded. “He’d love to take a look at you.”

After I patted the golem on the head, I decided to go check on my other friends. Scourge was sitting on the stone steps of the tower as Tanya did her best to clean up his wounds with a first aid kit from Amrila’s pack. The thief had gotten his dagger back from Nurchek’s body, and he loosely held it in his hand and winced when the human woman dabbed at his cuts with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball.

Pregia, Xuag, and Sigrith sat close by, and they were chatting away as they passed a small flask between them. Bhakoth was sprawled on the grass next to them and watched the gargoyles have a mock battle with their pots and pans. It was strange how peaceful the tower seemed now, after the battle.

Once we had rested and ate some of our rations, it was time to head back to the Yennih territory. I promised the golem and the gargoyles we would be back soon, and I wondered if I could get the Dwarves to make a traveling circle down here. I was the Conservator of this swamp after all, and Shumnath made it seem like an important title. I was sure Bhakoth would be pleased to add yet another moniker to my long established list, but I wanted to take the responsibility seriously. The gargoyles and golem might not be flesh and blood creatures, but they were still ‘living’ in a way. And loyal, judging from how long they’d protected their mistress even after she was gone. I didn’t want to just abandon them.

Plus, if I could travel down here with ease, I might have more of an opportunity to run into that sexy Dryad again.

But that was a problem for later. For now, I just wanted to get home to my family. We had a long walk ahead of us, and as we traveled, I checked in with Ibseth and Bolra through the stones. Wyatt and Ibseth were doing well, and both my wives at home were eager to see us.

The party stayed one night at Hillshire Manor. I just wanted to be home with my son, but I still had something to do before I could go back to the surface. We didn’t know much about the Eye of Vallis. It had been amazing to use it in battle, since I’d been able to predict my opponents’ next moves. But it was still a Demon artifact.

Vallis had betrayed the other Demon Lords when he’d given the first Yennih chief the armor that helped win The Great War, but I knew enough about Demons to know they didn’t usually help anyone unless there was something in it for them. Vallis could have cursed the armor, or imbued it with some sinister effect.

I thought it would be wise to let Dorrem and Ondur study The Eye before I used it again, just to be sure. I was also certain this wasn’t the last trick that Belzat had up his sleeve. Sooner or later, I would have to face the Lord of Chaos. Studying The Eye could give us insight into Vallis’ intention when he made the armor in the first place and let us know if we had a potential ally in the Deeper Dark, or not.

When we reached the Yennih Palace, Ondur was tied up with matters of state, but Dorrem met me in my royal suite.

“Where are the others?” the gray dwarf grumbled by way of greeting when we sat down in my comfortable sitting room.

“They’re blowing off some steam in the city,” I snorted. “It’s been a long trip, and they earned it. But I wanted to show you this.”

I set The Eye on the coffee table between us, and the jeweled eye and silver disks glittered in the light from the lanterns around the room.

“By the gods,” Dorrem breathed as he slid from his chair and kneeled next to the short table. He reached for the belt but stopped at the last second and just let his fingers hover over the metal. “This is magnificent. It will take some work to decipher these runes. They’re a mix between Enochian and High Elven, from what I can tell.”

“It’s all French to me,” I joked, but the Dwarf didn’t even look up at me. He was too enthralled by the belt.

“Where did you end up finding it?” he asked as he cocked his head to study the object from a different angle.

“Well, it was a bitch and a half, let me tell ya,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.

I took some time to fill Dorrem in on what had happened in the Quartz Caverns. Then I explained what had happened after I’d worn the belt for a few minutes. How I had been able to see my enemy’s next actions and find their weak spots in an instant.

“Interesting,” Dorrem murmured as he absently nodded. “The Eye might require its owner to attune to its magic. The longer one wears it, the more of its power they can utilize.”

“That’s my question,” I replied as I leaned forward with keen interest. “If I kept wearing it, would that activate a curse or something? Like a trap that gives someone a false sense of security before it’s sprung?”

“That’s a very good question,” the Dwarf said, and his eyes lit up with the love of a good mystery. “That’s very possible. Leave this here with me. I’ll wring every secret from this masterpiece of craftsmanship.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” I grinned as I leaned back in my chair. “Oh! And one more thing. At the tower, there were these stone constructs. I don’t know what he’d be called here, but there was this huge golem with wings. He got pretty damaged during the fight. Maybe sometime you could come with me and check him out? See if you can use the sorceress’ notes to fix him?”

“You want to take me to the Quartz City?” the gray-bearded Dwarf breathed with a look of wonder on his face. “Yes! Of course. I could leave now if you--”

“I’ve got to go home first,” I chuckled, and I held up my hand to stop the scholar. “Spend some time with my wives and the baby. But after that, sure. I’ll take you to see the cavern. The tower is in a swamp northwest of the city. I was thinking we could maybe even add a traveling circle somewhere in the area, since I’m supposed to be the Conservator.”

“I would love nothing more,” Dorrem said in a grateful voice as tears welled up in his gray eyes. “I’ve always wanted to see the city of my ancestors.”

“It was pretty grand, even after being abandoned for so long,” I said as I recalled the pink-stoned city. “I think you’d like the library, it was in surprisingly amazing condition.”

“The library?” the Dwarf gasped, and after I described it a little more to him, I was worried that he would start to openly weep.

I spent some more time just chatting with Dorrem and answering his millions of questions. Eventually, the others got back to the palace, and we shared a meal with Ondur and Dorrem. Bhakoth gave another of his grand retellings of our exploits, and since the rest of us helped to fill in some of the details, the general managed not to embellish too much this time.

“And then the scoundrel’s head popped like an overripe dew melon and splattered all around him with his corrupted brains,” the hawk-faced man concluded his story.

“Gross!” Tanya giggled, and judging by the pink flush to her face, she was a little tipsy on the wine. “We’re eating, Bhakoth.”

“My apologies, ladies,” the general replied as he respectfully inclined his head. “But a good tale requires rich descriptions.”

“I don’t think the gore traveled that far,” Xuag chuckled and wrapped an arm around Tanya, who leaned into his shoulder. “But it did make a very satisfying sound.”

“I only wish I could have made him suffer a little longer,” Scourge interjected with a scowl. He still bore some slight swelling and small cuts on his face, but satisfaction glinted in his eyes when he turned to me. “But watching Eddie kill him in such a gruesome manner was good enough I suppose.”

“Well, I wasn’t about to let him get away after what he did to your money maker,” I joked.

“Money maker?” Scourge repeated, and when I snorted and gestured to my face, he clicked his tongue in understanding. “Ah, yes, because I am so devilishly handsome that people should pay me money to look upon my visage.”

“Careful there, Scourge,” Amrila snickered. “Your head won’t fit through the palace gates if it grows much larger.”

“I’m impressed, brother,” Ondur said, and he smiled at me as the two Zencarri continued to playfully bicker. “At every turn, you find unlikely allies. Your prowess in battle is now the stuff of legends. But I hope history will remember you for your discernment and open nature as well. That is what makes you a fine leader on and off the battlefield.”

“Thank you, Ondur.” I smiled back and raised my glass to him. “That means a lot coming from a distinguished leader such as yourself.”

After we finished our dinner and drinks, we spent one last night in The Gloom, and in the morning we said goodbye to our friends.

Everyone but Ondur gathered in our suite to eat breakfast together. The chief had duties to attend to, but it was still nice to spend some time with my friends when there wasn’t a crisis to solve.

“The chilled ale is doing well for us,” Bhakoth said as we chatted and ate fresh bread, cheese, and fruit. “Talia’s father has retired, so she runs the tavern now. Outside of Chief Ekneme, we’re the richest family among the Dolrath. I’ve gotten offers from many fathers to marry their daughters.”

“Any good ones?” Amrila asked with a sly smile.

“A few.” The mohawked man nodded. “But I’m happy with three wives. I’ll be able to spoil my wives rotten and leave all my children a fortune of their own. What more could a man ask for?”

“I’ll second that.” I grinned as I glanced at all my beautiful wives who were present.

“As will I,” Xuag agreed, and he placed a loving arm around Tanya. “But I will stick with one wife and strive to be worthy of her.”

“You don’t have to try, dear,” Tanya cooed as she gave the brawny Orc a peck on the cheek.

It warmed my heart to see everyone I cared about happy and content.

“Now we just need to find this old goat a wife,” Amrila teased as she looked sideways at Dorrem.

“Whatever for?” the grouchy Dwarf scoffed and crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “So she can ask me endless questions while I try to read? I’d be a terrible husband, and you know it.”

“You would be,” the horned woman said with a wicked grin on her heart-shaped face. “But maybe there’s some Dwarven lady out there who loves bracing insults, waspish remarks, and dusty old books.”

“You can make the introductions if you should meet such a creature,” Dorrem shot back with a dark chuckle. “But I’m too old and set in my ways. I married myself to reason and study long, long ago.”

“You could add a few more longs onto that.” Nileme smirked as she sipped her tea.

“Madam!” Dorrem’s bushy eyebrows shot up his forehead as he looked at the Dolrath woman, but then a small smirk tugged at his lips. “There is fire hidden in you. I approve.”

Banter continued to be lobbied back and forth as we finished breakfast, but soon it came time for my wives and I to leave the palace. We promised to visit our friends and to bring Wyatt to the palace when he was a month or two older, and we wished everyone a safe journey to their respective homes. Then we returned to the surface world, and I realized with all the travel, it had been almost two weeks since we’d been home.

It was gray and overcast when we came up into the backyard. The yard was covered in that half-wet, half-icy snow that came near the peak of winter in Ohio, but the cold air felt good. As a kid, I hated Midwestern winters and the fact the sky was overcast for more than half the year, but now those things just reminded me that I was home.

Ibseth and Bolra were in the living room of the big house when we came in, with little Wyatt asleep in a bassinet next to the large couch.

“My king!” Ibseth cheered in a hushed, but excited tone so she wouldn’t wake the baby. “You’re home.”

The white-haired woman threw her arms around my neck, pulled my face toward hers, and kissed me deeply. For a moment, I was lost in that warm, familiar passion of her wet mouth, but then she giggled, pulled away, and gently pushed me toward Bolra.

“I guess it’s your turn,” I chuckled to the pretty Orc as I wrapped my arms around her waist.

“Good, I missed you,” the mystic purred, and she lightly touched my face before she kissed me with a quieter, but still powerful affection.

“I missed you, too,” I rumbled when I pulled back. “I missed both of you. And I missed this guy.”

I sat down on the couch, with Ibseth and Bolra on either side of me, and we all just stared down at little Wyatt, all cozy and swaddled in a soft blanket.

“Oh, no,” I muttered as I lifted the little bundle and brought my son to my chest. “You got so much bigger while daddy was gone.”

“They grow a great deal at this stage,” Bolra replied.

Wyatt stirred, made the cutest grunt I’d ever heard, and opened his eyes for the briefest moment.

My son had his mother’s violet eyes, but I could see myself in him, too. Now that he was a little bigger, I noticed he had my nose, mouth, and wisps of black hair. My heart felt so full I was afraid it would burst, and I smiled down at my firstborn son.

“Hey there, tiger,” I whispered and kissed his little, blue-tinged forehead. “What do you think of the world so far?”

“He’s such a good boy,” Ibseth remarked, and she smiled at the sight of me holding our child. “He hardly ever cries. But when he does, it never lasts long.”

“You should get a shower, husband,” Bolra teased. “He will be here when you are done.”

“Just a moment longer,” I said, even though I was aware that I probably smelled like a hippy several days into a music festival. “I don’t want to put him down yet.”

My wives chuckled and relented, and I spent the next few minutes telling my son a watered-down version of our adventures over the last couple of weeks. Eventually, though, I did go shower.

When I came out, Growler greeted me at the door to the basement bathroom.

“There he is.” I grinned as I ruffled his ears. “Bet you’re lonesome for attention with the new baby around.”

Growler huffed in reply and followed me up the stairs.

Once I was dressed, we ordered enough takeout for a small army and sat together in the living room. The ladies were all in their favorite loungewear, so they looked sexy and comfortable as we caught up on our favorite shows. I refused to put Wyatt down most of the night, and I just soaked up the heady feeling of fatherhood.

That night, I stayed with Ibseth. We put the baby to bed relatively early and then took our time as we made love several times over. When our heads finally hit the pillows, my first wife smiled at me with a look of complete contentment.

“I forgot to tell you,” Ibseth said through a little yawn. “Brock’s gone. He brought over the key to the house before he left.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked as I wrapped my arms around the curvy Elf and snuggled with her. “Good. I was thinking we’d give that house to Gwen and Sigrith. Unless you want to move in there, and they could have this place. Brock’s old place is bigger.”

“No.” Ibseth shook her head as she started to doze off. “I like it here. I’m not one of those first wives who thinks she has to have more than the others to prove her station. And since they’ll both be living there, they should have the extra space.”

“If you’re cool with it, then I am.” I grinned as I pulled her tighter against me, and I inhaled the sweet scent of her long white hair. “I love you. More now than ever.”

“I love you, too, Eddie,” the Elven woman replied in a sleepy murmur, and she snuggled into the crook of my neck. “More than words could say.”

I kissed Ibseth on the cheek and fell asleep feeling like the luckiest man in the world.

I wasn’t sure how long I was out before a small cry woke me up. It wasn’t a loud cry, more just a sound of discontent. I was surprised that it had even woken me up, since I was a pretty sound sleeper.

Ibseth stirred and started to get up, but I put my hand on her arm.

“No, no,” I said in a hushed tone. “I’ll take care of him.”

“You must be tired from your journey,” Ibseth argued in a groggy voice. “I can look after Wyatt. He just wants to be fed and changed.”

“Are there bottles in the fridge?” I asked.

“Yes.” The violet-eyed woman nodded and blinked sleepily at me. “And more in the freezer. Are you sure?”

“Yep,” I insisted as I got out of bed. “You get some more sleep. We’ll be back.”

Ibseth murmured a quiet ‘thank you’ as she flopped back down on the bed, and I went over to the crib and gathered up my son.

Wyatt had partly wriggled out of his nighttime snuggie that was meant to keep him bundled up and comfortable, but judging by the smell of him, I could see why he’d woken up.

“Come on, Mr. Stinky,” I chuckled as I carried the baby into the nursery and changed a diaper for the first time. It took me a minute to figure out which way the diaper was supposed to go on, but I got it in the end.

Once Wyatt was clean and dry, he was a lot less fussy, but I knew he still needed to eat, so we went downstairs. The house was quiet and dark, but I found it all very soothing in a way. The normalcy of it all. There was a bottle in the fridge, so I took it out and closed the door, and I was surprised how natural it felt to do everything with one hand as I held my son.

Growler woke up when I put the bottle in the microwave, and the large garm watched us from his big dog bed. I put the bottle in for just a few seconds and then tested the temperature on my wrist to make sure it was right. It was perfect, so I took Wyatt into the living room and sat down in my comfy chair.

Growler came in, huffed, and then laid down next to my chair, and I smiled at the sight. There we were, just us boys in a world of hot, amazing women. I looked out the window while I fed my first child. It had started to snow outside, and the cul-de-sac looked like something out of an old postcard.

“What a life you’re going to have,” I whispered to Wyatt. “Just a few weeks old, and already you’re a prince and an earl with land of your own. There’s nothing that you’ll ever want for. I’m going to have trouble not spoiling the shit out of you.”

Ondur Wyatt Hill looked up at me from over his bottle, and his violet eyes were very serious as he suckled.

“Aunt Nileme will teach you how to fight with a sword,” I continued as I smiled down at him. “Aunt Amrila and Uncle Scourge will teach you how to pick a lock. Aunt Bolra will show you all you want to know about plants and animals. Aunt Pregia can tell you about the finest things in life. And Mom and Uncle Ondur will teach you how to be kind and generous, even after you’ve known nothing but hardship and betrayal.”

Wyatt’s eyes started to get heavy as I spoke, and then the nipple of the bottle slipped out of his mouth as he fell back to sleep.

I put the bottle to the side and lifted my boy onto my shoulder to burp him.

“I’ll teach you all the best things, though,” I said in a gentle tone. “Hunting, gigging, how to fix your own truck. We’ll go out shooting together. All the money is great, don’t get me wrong, but the very best things aren’t about that. And that’s what I hope you’ll learn from me.”

I sat there for a few more minutes just rocking my son to sleep, but eventually, I took Wyatt back upstairs and got back into bed with Ibseth.

As I fell back to sleep, I realized that I’d ticked one of the boxes off my to-do list. I owned every house on this cul-de-sac, so this was now my little kingdom in northern Ohio. I could start a kennel and breed garms. Make one big circle of a backyard and set up a little playground for when the kids get bigger.

Pretty much anything I wanted to do.

The next few days went by in a blur. It was almost February already, so I got a truck with a plow on the front, to make clearing the cul-de-sac after a big snowfall easier. I also treated myself to a snowblower, but Nileme ended up enjoying it as much as I did.

Then, one day, most of the ladies decided to go out, but I stayed behind with Sigrith. The Succubus had started to adjust to being out in the sunlight, but it still hurt her skin on sunny days. Still, she didn’t want to be cooped up inside all day, so we went over to take a look at our new house and get an idea of how we wanted to set it up. I took the keys and opened the door for the first time, and I was a little excited to finally see inside.

The entrance had a landing to a staircase that led up to the top floor and a raised basement. I’d never seen a design like it before, but it made things convenient for Gwen and Sigrith. They could each take a floor and pretty much have their own house.

“Well,” I said as we stepped down into the lower level and looked around at the white walls and beige carpet, “at least you have a blank slate.”

“It’s very… clean,” the pale woman said as she glanced at the pristine walls and carpet. “Like no one ever really lived here.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Nothing but potential. I’m sure you can fill this place with some life.”

“We will fill it with life,” the raven-haired woman purred as she put her arms around me and pressed her body close to mine. “And claim this place as our own.”

The Succubus looked at me with hooded red eyes that spoke of untold pleasure, and I could feel my pants getting tighter.

“What did you have in mind,” I rumbled as I looked back at Sigrith, “to claim this house as our own?”

The pale woman smirked and then enthusiastically yanked me in for a kiss.

I brushed my tongue against the soft curve of her full lips and felt them part, and our tongues met in a hot, wet dance as I ran my hands up the sinuous line of her back. As we made out in the empty living room, the Succubus started to tug on my shirt to untuck it.

My pulse began to race as my desire for Sigrith took hold, and I ripped off my shirt and threw it on the floor.

“You are the most magnificent man I have ever seen,” Sigrith breathed as she ran her hands along my pecs and six-pack. “Take me, Eddie. Make me scream your name!”

I grabbed the pale woman and started to kiss her again. Then I moved down the long line of her porcelain neck and gently bit the raven-haired woman’s velvet skin.

“Yes!” the Succubus keened as she raked her fingers through my hair. “Oh, Eddie.”

We both kicked off our boots as we kissed and fondled one another, and I moved my hands down her waist, along the top of her tight, black jeans, and started to unbutton them. Then I pushed Sigrith up against a wall and slowly pulled down her pants, and I kissed my way down her chest and navel, to the top of her sheer, red panties.

“I’ll make you scream my name,” I growled as I took hold of the thin strap of her underwear and removed them as well.

With the pale woman’s sweet, pink, smooth pussy less than an inch from my face, I could feel my cock start to swell in my jeans, so I took one of Sigrith’s thighs, threw it on my shoulder, and buried my face between her soft folds.

“Uhh!” Sigrith keened as I flicked my tongue against her clit. “Uhhh, yessss! Whisper your dark secrets into my womanhood!”

I grabbed handfuls of the pale woman’s supple ass as I reveled in her unique taste. Sigrith’s cries of pleasure and her trembling body turned me on even more, and my erection throbbed painfully against my restrictive jeans. As I slowly pushed my fingers into the Succubus’ tight, slick channel, I could feel her shudder with joy.

“Eddddiiieee!” Sigrith screamed as she writhed against the wall, and her leg almost buckled. “Ohhh! Fuck, yessss! I’m sooo close!”

“Cum for me,” I snarled and then quickened the pace of my hand and tongue. “Cum!”

“Ahhh!” the raven-haired woman mewled as she grabbed the back of my head and got lost in the moment. “I’m-- I’m-- yessssss!”

There was a hot, tangy squirt of juices as the Succubus came, and I quickly got back to my feet.

“Fuck me, Eddie!” Sigrith moaned as she ripped off her cropped sweater and threw it down. Her red eyes were wild with lust, and she wrapped her soft yet strong hand around my dick. “Fill me with your powerful cock!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I growled as I pulled the pale woman to the floor, and we made quick work of the rest of our clothes.

When we were naked before each other, Sigrith looked at me with hooded crimson eyes as she crawled between my legs on her hands and knees.

“I love your huge cock,” the Succubus sighed as she started to stroke her hand up and down my throbbing erection. “Maybe I could just have a little taste?”

“Next time,” I said as I impatiently pulled the pale woman onto my lap. “I want to be inside you now.”

“Oh!” Sigrith gasped as she lowered herself onto my impressive member, and she threw back her head as her mouth dropped open. “Uhhh, gods, Eddie! You stallion! You sorcerer!”

As the Succubus rocked her hips back and forth, her tight, warm pussy encased me and sent jolts of endorphins racing through my veins.

“Fuck!” I growled and tugged my fingers into her curvy hips. “You feel so fuckinnng good!”

“Uhhh! You’re sooo far insiiiide me!” Sigrith cried out as she dropped her hips and ground against the base of my shaft. “Yeeeessss!”

The pale woman’s large breasts bounced as she bucked harder, and I guided her hips with my hands.

“Shit!” I groaned as a tingle started at the base of my spine. “I’m not going to last much longer.”

“Yes, fill me with your seeeed!” the raven-haired woman begged and dug her nails into my shoulders. “Uh, gods! Cum inside me, Edddiiiee! I’m going to-- ahhhh!”

As Sigrith came again, the pressure in my core exploded, and I pushed my seed deep inside the beautiful Succubus. Sparks danced in front of my vision, and I could feel my lover’s juices dripping into my lap. I mentally snickered at the thought of ruining Brock’s carpets with our lovemaking, but hell, it was my house now. I could ruin all the carpets if I wanted to.

“Ohh!” Sigrith panted as she pulled my head to her naked breasts, and she continued to shudder through the aftershocks. “You’re amazing.”

“You’re something yourself,” I snorted as I tried to catch my breath.

The raven-haired woman and I held one another as we recovered from our exertions, and while we were warm and safe in each other’s arms, the rest of the world disappeared for a little while.

Then I heard my phone’s text message alert go off.

“I’ll be right back,” I mumbled, and I kissed the top of Sigrith’s breast before she climbed off me. “It might be the other ladies.”

I walked over to where I had left my pants and fished my phone out of my pocket, but when I checked the message, I felt an instant sense of rage.

Please call at your earliest convenience, Travis Meyer wrote. New threats from Wallace. If I don’t represent him in a harassment lawsuit, he will frame me for fraud.

What the actual fuck now?

End of Book 11


Cast of Characters from Book 11:

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