

[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Hey you.

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

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

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

My books come out every Wednesday!


Cast of Characters from Book 15:

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gwen: Air Spiran. Another one of Eddie’s wives. Teal hair. Light blue eyes. Gwen was shunned by her people before she came to be part of Eddie’s family, and she can control the movement of air.

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

Tiana: Dryad. A mysterious huntress who wields a spear and is Eddie’s wife. Long, dark hair with flowers that never seem to wilt woven into it. Dark brown eyes. She can commune and control natural elements, like trees and plant life.  

Manon Durand: Human. The generational guardian of the Saint-Porres-sur-Mer portal and Eddie’s newest love interest. Hazel eyes. Chestnut brown hair that reaches past her shoulders. Manon is proficient with several types of firearms and is an expert in the French martial art, Savate.

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

Wrath: Zencarri. Wrath is the Regent of Dermarkt and Scourge’s brother. Wrath has light blond hair and black eyes. He might be the only honest man in Dermarkt.

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

Murdrak: Night Elf. Murdrak is the Chief of the Crardu, a scholar, and a scribe. He has iron gray hair and pale blue eyes. 

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

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

Trocs: Twilight Orc. Xuag and Tanya’s adopted son. Trocs has dark brown hair and eyes. The young Orc now lives in Tors Bane with his adopted parents.

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

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

Dorrem: Dwarf. Alchemist and Engineer of the Lost Dwarves. Gray hair. Gray eyes. Dorrem is best known for being a world class asshole, but he does have a heart under all the gruff and bluster.

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

Lord Yaurle: Night Elf. Yaurle is Eddie’s chamberlain at Hillshire Manor. He has black hair and red eyes, as well as severe scarring from a burn along the left side of his body. Yaurle manages Eddie’s extensive Yennih estate and treasury.

Duik: High Goblin. Duik is Pregia’s most trusted advisor in Glecik and acts as regent when Pregia is away. Duik had greasy, black hair, and pale blue eyes. He is an alchemist and inventor and has taken a special interest in Scourge that is not requited. 

Bill: Deep Gnome. Bill first met Eddie near the Great Barrier in the Twilight Region. Bill has large, gray eyes and dirty blond hair. Bill has strong survival skills and the seeming ability to disappear from years spent in the dangerous lands of the Twilight.

Elder Vireel: Deep Gnome. Vireel is the leader of the Masons’ Guild in Neclathan. Vireel has large, gray-green eyes and white hair. Vireel is one of many Elders among the Neclathan Gnomes.

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

Craig Swenson: Human. IT tech and Cyber Security specialist for Nathan’s Arms and Surplus. Dirty blond hair. Gray eyes. Craig takes care of his sick mom when he’s not at the shop and exclusively wears metal band t-shirts.

Freya Yoder: Human. Freya was hired to help run Nathan’s Arms and Surplus. She has brown hair and hazel eyes. Freya has lived in Westherst all her life and has no idea that her boss is anything other than a rich guy that’s invested in the surplus store.

Chuck Williams: Human. Chuck was once Eddie’s high school bully but now works as the manager of the new range. Williams has light brown hair and hazel eyes. Since being hired as the range manager, Williams has become a certified instructor in firearm safety, concealed carry, etc.

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

Travis Meyer: Human. Eddie’s highly rated CPA and lawyer. Light brown hair. Gray eyes. Meyer is known for his professionalism and almost supernatural ability to stay calm in any situation.

Kellan Grant: Human. Grant is the contractor who built the range and Eddie plans to hire to make improvements around his Westherst properties. Kellan has black hair and brown eyes. He runs his own commercial and residential contracting company.


Chapter One

The one thing about being a Lord of the Yennih tribe that I found it easy to get used to was my land itself. Hillshire forest was filled with the short, lush trees with blue and purple foliage that grew all over the Yennih territory. In between the gnarled trunks, patches of Gloom mushrooms lit the forest with their strange, blue light, which I’d grown to love. There was even plenty of game to feed my people and kept inck venison and Gloom hog on Hebulsia’s menu at the manor.

But one of the most charming new features was the Brownie village not far from the cabins of the Lost Dwarves. They weren’t the wild, fierce Brownies of the Great Forest. These were former refugees from Bermshire. Before the town to the south had been ruined, these Brownies had lived there, barely noted by the other residents and treated more as a nuisance than fellow citizens.

But, in my forest, the Bermshire Brownies had finally built a settlement of their own, and I suspected Beclin spent a fair share of his free time making tiny houses and furniture for his new neighbors. Lower Hillshire, as the place had come to be called, sported a whimsical look, like a miniature Tudor village, complete with a little water wheel along the stream that flowed from the lake.

I sat with my back to a tree and drew by the magical light of the Gloom mushrooms as some Brownie kids played on my boots. The children used my laces like climbing ropes, and they played their own version of king of the hill. I needed to be mindful not to let my feet twitch as I sketched the village, so I wouldn’t send a dozen three-inch kids tumbling to the ground.

Not far away, Scourge napped on a blanket as some of the little girls arranged delicate flowers in his dark hair to make him look like a sleeping prince from a fairy tale. The Brownie girls had even made tiny wreaths of some type of star-shaped, white blooms to twist around his horns, and I chuckled as I turned to a fresh page and started to sketch the wholesome scene.

Scourge had come with me to speak with the Dwarves about the jagged, black stone Bill found near the Great Barrier. I wanted to know what its significance was, if any, and I knew Tauric, Dorrem, and Beclin were the men for that job. I couldn’t say why, but whenever I held the stone in my hand, it gave me an uneasy feeling. And I needed answers. So, we’d started the trip with a survey of Hillshire and the surrounding land, and we had stopped here to rest.

I knew Belzat would never be content to remain trapped within the Deeper Dark. Somewhere in the lowest part of the underworld the Lord of Chaos was plotting his escape and conquest, so the sooner I found the rest of Vallis’ armor, the better.

I needed to be prepared to take the fight to Belzat before he could get his shit together.

It’d been a few days since I’d recovered the sabatons, but I’d spent a fair chunk of that time researching the Cuyahoga area to find the most likely places to start my search. I assumed it wouldn’t be anywhere near public areas of the national park and nature reserves, where someone would have stumbled onto the breastplate already. It had to be well hidden, or protected with some kind of magic.

“Alright, kids,” I said as I put the finishing touches on the sketch. “I’ve got to get up now.”

The Brownie children made a series of disappointed noises, but they climbed down off my boots. The girls that had been decorating Scourge made a high, giggling sound as they ran back to the village, and I chuckled as I looked at my flower-covered friend and then kicked his foot to wake him up.

“Come on, buddy,” I snorted as the thief started to open his eyes. “We’ve got to go see the Dwarves.”

“What the devil?” Scourge gasped as he sat up, and several flowers fell down his face from his hair. “I’ve been vandalized!”

“It’s just some flowers.” I grinned. “They kinda suit you.”

“Balderdash,” Scourge grumbled as he straightened his robes and brushed the blooms away.

“Really, check it out,” I said as I handed him the sketch I’d made.

“Ohh.” Scourge smirked as he looked at the drawing. “You’ve captured my smoldering essence even in my sleep.”

“If you say so,” I laughed. “Let’s get going.”

“I’m serious,” the Zencarri man went on while we walked. “I forget your talents as an artist, what with all the leading armies and shooting up monsters. You have a gift.”

“Thanks,” I replied and smiled. “You can keep that if you want.”

“I just might,” Scourge said as he continued to look at the drawing.

The Dwarves’ cabins weren’t far away, and we’d walked the distance in a half hour.

The Lost Dwarves’ homes were right next to the lake, and they’d built a shared workspace. After so many years with no company but their own, the Dwarves had looked forward to having their own places and a little solitude. Especially grouchy Dorrem. But, within a couple months of getting their own living arrangements, they still chose to build a place where they could be together while they worked on their many projects and experiments.

I found that kinda funny and heartwarming.

“Hello, Duke!” Hebulsia, my personal cook at Hillshire Manor, called and waved as Scourge and I approached.

“Hey, Hebulsia!” I shouted back with a grin.

The Dwarven woman stood up from the vegetable bed she’d been weeding outside of the cabin she shared with her husband, Tauric, and brushed off the front of her dress.

“Master Scourge.” The red-haired woman nodded at the thief when we walked up. “Good to see you. Though I’d say you need to have a care for yourself. Do you ever eat, sir? You’re as big around as a rake handle.”

“Thank you,” the Zencarri man replied with an impish grin. “One does one’s best.”

“And how are the ladies, m’lord?” Hebulsia asked as she rolled her eyes at Scourge and then looked at me. “Have Lady Amrila and Lady Bolra had their babies yet?”

“Not yet.” I smiled and shook my head. “Amrila has another month to go, and Bolra should have the twins in about two months.”

“Twins!” the cook giggled and gave me a sly look. “You keep going like that, and soon your family will account for half the population of Hillshire.”

I blushed a little and decided to change the subject.

“Your garden is coming in nicely,” I remarked as I looked around at orderly rows of leafy plants.

“Thank you, m’lord. The ladies from the local gardening society have been helping me. I can cook them up, but I know nothing about growing them.”

“Are Tauric and the others around?” I asked politely. “I have something I want to show them.”

“They’ll be in their shop.” The plump woman nodded. “I was about to bring in some lunch. Are you gentlemen hungry?”

“I would never say no to anything created by your capable hands, madam.” Scourge smirked and winked at the Dwarven woman.

“Don’t you try your roguish tricks with me,” Hebulsia retorted as she tried to hide a blush. “I’m a married woman now, thank you.”

“Tauric is a lucky man,” Scourge replied in a playful tone as he tucked his thumbs into his belt and struck a masculine pose. “But you’re too good for him. I’m half-tempted to prostrate myself before you now and beg you to run away with me to the exotic lands of the Twilight! Oh, beauteous Hebulsia, you could live like a princess with me in Dermarkt.”

Even though the thief had no interest in romance, he was still an outrageous flirt with older women.

“You rascal!” the cook gently chided even as she giggled. “Best not let Tauric hear you joke like that. Now go on to the shop, and I’ll make some Gloom hog sandwiches for you all.”

Scourge chuckled at Hebulsia’s girlish response, and we started to head toward the shop.

“You know Tauric can probably kick your ass,” I remarked as I knocked on the workshop door.

“Not if I climb up a medium-sized tree first,” the horned man snorted. “Besides, he knows me well enough to know I’m not a threat. If anything, my antics would encourage him to try a little harder. Keep things fresh. Hebulsia is a good woman and deserves a little romance in her life.”

“You’re a weird guy,” I chuckled as Beclin opened the door.

“Eddie!” the small, red-bearded man exclaimed as he looked up at Scourge and me. “Tauric, Dorrem! Eddie and Scourge are here!”

“Welcome!” Tauric greeted us as he looked up from the piece of metal he was filing.

“Gentlemen,” Dorrem said with a slight nod as he glanced up at us from under his bristly eyebrows.

The gray, grumpy Dwarf had a large, leather-bound book open in front of him while he took notes.

“What brings you to our humble shop today?” Tauric asked as he took off his gloves and walked up to shake Scourge and my hands.

“I have something I’d like to show you,” I replied as I pulled the dense, heavy stone out of my pocket. “Bill, that… odd Deep Gnome found it near the Barrier. I’m concerned it might be something that the Lord of Chaos is using for whatever the fuck his next scheme is going to be.”

“It just looks like a bit of volcanic glass to me,” Beclin mused as he looked at the stone in my hand. “It could be used to make a fine knife, but nothing more sinister than that.”

But, even as I held it in my hand, I could feel a wisp of dread as it tried to take hold in my gut.

“I don’t think it’s just a piece of glass,” I said as I shook my head. “Here. Try holding it.”

Tauric held out one meaty hand, and I placed the black stone in his palm.

“Oh, no,” the black-haired Dwarf breathed as the stone touched his skin. “This isn’t just glass. Dorrem, you should come look at this.”

“Is it obsidian?” the old man huffed as he got off his stool with a groan.

Why the crotchety, aging Dwarf insisted on sitting on a hard, wooden stool to work was beyond me. My Pop was pretty spry for a guy in his mid-forties, but he still needed some padding and back support when he sat for long periods. I didn’t know how old Dorrem was, but it had to be the Dwarven equivalent of eighty.

“It might be a type of obsidian,” Tauric explained as he handed Dorrem the stone. “But it has some… strange qualities as well.”

“Interesting,” the gray-bearded man rumbled as he rolled the stone around in his hand. “It seems to impart an artificial fear response on contact. Give me one of your leather gloves, Tauric. We shouldn’t handle this material directly until we know its nature.”

“Eddie’s been handling it for a few days now,” Scourge remarked. “He seems fine.”

“Eddie’s boyish sense of optimism gives him an advantage I don’t have,” the old man grunted.

It didn’t sound like a compliment.

Dorrem took the stone over to his worktable, set it on a glass dish, and turned to a cabinet. Then the old man opened the cabinet doors and revealed dozens of glass and crystal bottles, filled with various colored liquids and powders.

“That damnable woman!” Dorrem hissed as his search of the bottles became more agitated.

“Good afternoon to you too, you old goat!” Hebulsia said with good humor as she walked in with a platter of sandwiches and a sweating jug of chilled ale.

“My lady!” Scourge grinned and winked. “Have you reconsidered my offer?”

“What offer?” Tauric asked as he narrowed his eyes at the thief.

“Why, to give her a new life in the splendor of Dermarkt,” the horned man replied as he found an armchair in the corner of the workshop and lounged in it.

“He’s only teasing to get a rise out of you,” Hebulsia giggled as she set the sandwiches and ale down and gave her husband an affectionate kiss. “We both know you’re the only man foolish enough to love a fat, old cook like me.”

“A man could get lost in those dimples,” Scourge pressed, and he was barely able to contain his smirk of delight at the look the burly Dwarf shot him.

“Woman!” Dorrem cut through the playful banter as he threw his hands up in frustration. “Your meddlesome tidying has made it impossible to find anything in here.”

“I only arranged your chemicals alphabetically,” the plump cook shot back. “If I kept my spice rack like you keep your cabinets, I’d never find anything.”

“So you just mixed up all the solvents and reagents?” the gray Dwarf gasped in a scandalized tone. “Bases and acids on the same shelf? Have you no sense of decency?”

“Beclin helped me.” Hebulsia shrugged and seemed unbothered as she started to pass out the food and drink. “They’re also sorted by type.”

“Traitor,” Dorrem growled at Beclin as the young man shrank back.

“Calm down, Dorrem,” Tauric chuckled. “Now that you know, try finding what you need.”

With a face like a storm cloud, Dorrem turned, briefly paused, and then quickly selected what he needed and returned to his table without further comment.

“Well, I’m going to get a start on dinner,” Hebulsia said as she kissed Tauric on his whiskery cheek. “You boys have a good visit.”

“Thanks for the sandwiches,” I said as I took a bite of salty ham, smothered in some kind of seasoned mayo.

“You keep your honeyed words to yourself, thief,” Tauric rumbled when Hebulsia was gone. “Or I’ll saw those horns off your head.”

“You know I could never love anyone more than myself.” Scourge shrugged off the threat. “Besides, the lady only has eyes for your hairy, manly face, for whatever reason. You can count on her devotion.”

“Interesting,” Dorrem said to himself as he dropped something from a pipette onto a shaving from the black stone and watched the reaction.

“What’d you find?” I asked as I set down my sandwich and walked over to the table.

“It’s magical in nature, but not like anything I’ve seen before,” the alchemist answered. “We could potentially do something with it, though, once we learn more about the stone’s properties and how to counteract the fear response.”

“I’ve been wanting to ask you about making a new rifle for me,” I said, and I felt excited about the idea. “Something I could fire with the gauntlets on, so I can switch from firing to a sword when needed.”

“Do you have a rifle to spare?” Tauric asked as a creative glimmer sparked in his dark eyes. “We’ll need it as a template to work from.”

“I’ve still got that old Bulgarian AK.” I nodded. “I’ll bring it to you soon.”

“Meanwhile, I’ll be doing the important work of actually deciphering the nature of this stone,” Dorrem grumbled. “Whether it’s natural or manufactured. Or even stable enough to be used in a weapon that relies on explosions.”

“If anyone can figure that out, it’s you,” I chuckled. “Thanks, everyone. If there’s anything you need, let Yaurle know.”

“Or me.” Scourge grinned. “If it’s something the honorable Lord Yaurle is too honest to obtain. But I’m going to head off to the capital. I have some business to see to.”

“I should get back to my wives,” I said as I grabbed the remainder of my sandwich to finish on the road. “See all of you later.”

After I said my goodbyes to Scourge and the Dwarves, I took the teleportation circle in the manor back to the surface.

Topside, it was a warm, sunny, late spring afternoon. A few fluffy, white clouds scuttled across a light blue sky, and a warm breeze held the promise of summer as it swept across the hills. Trees all over Westherst were covered in blossoms and full crowns of leaves. I could have lived without the Bradford Pear trees that had beautiful, delicate white blooms but smelled strongly of fish, but outside of that, it was a perfect day.

As I walked in through the back door of Ibseth’s house, Growler and Dread barked once and then came up to welcome me home. After stopping to take off my boots and give my boys some ear scratches, I walked into the living room and found most of my wives gathered there.

Unfortunately, Pregia and Nileme were still in their cities, to combat the last of the fallout from Demmin’s failed plot that nearly started a war between The Gloom and the Twilight Region. But the rest of my women were arranged around the large, L-shaped couch, and there was a strange sort of silence as if my presence had interrupted a conversation.

“Hey.” I grinned as I looked around at them all. “What’s going on?”

All the women were in their spring and summer clothes. My eyes slipped over their light, flowy dresses, crop tops, and shorts, and I had to admit, they all looked sexy as hell.

“Just a family budget meeting,” Ibseth said innocently. “Now that it’s spring, we’re all planning gardens, projects, and improvements.”

Ibseth was the one who managed most of the household finances for me, and she helped Gwen and Sigrith with their budgets because they were still newer to the surface world. But I got the impression there was something more going on.

I wasn’t one to meddle, though, despite my curiosity, so I chose not to press right then.

“Okaaay,” I chuckled. “Well, I’m going to start on some yard work, so is there anything you’d like me to take care of?”

“Actually,” Bolra said, “Nate called earlier and asked if you could stop by the store.”

“Did he say what he wanted to talk about?” I asked in a surprised tone.

“No,” Ibseth answered quickly.

Now I knew they were up to something, but I could also glean that it was nothing serious. I’d let them have their secret for now, since I knew I’d eventually find out. Maybe they wanted to surprise me by taking some of the home improvement projects they were planning off my plate, and I wasn’t about to ruin that for them.

“Alright.” I nodded and tried to hide an amused grin. “I’ll go see Nate first. I’ll be back in a bit.”

I changed and got my boots back on. Then I went around and gave all my wives a kiss before I got in the Rubicon.

When I got to the shop, Nate and Freya were in the middle of changing the displays for summer. Freya was busy pinning silk hibiscus flowers to the camo netting hung all over the interior of the store, and Nate was busy changing the outfit of his favorite mannequin. Nate had the process down to a science at this point.

Nathan was the kind of guy that didn’t let anything limit him. Half the time, I forgot he was missing one arm from the elbow down, because the sandy-haired man was so deft at using what was left of his arm in day-to-day tasks. As I watched, Nate pulled a pair of olive drab swim trunks, with a white hibiscus print, onto the detached lower half of the mannequin. The top half of the mannequin was laid on the floor, with a gas mask that had a snorkel attached to it on its face.

I didn’t always understand Pearson’s artistic vision, but I had to admit, he was having fun with it.

“Hey, Eddie,” Nate greeted as he stood the legs back up on the stand and adjusted the shorts.

“Hiya, Mr. Hill.” Freya grinned over her shoulder and kept attaching the flowers to the netting.

Freya was a happy woman, maybe a year or two younger than me. She had a sturdy build and an unapologetically redneck fashion sense. I liked Freya, and according to Nate, she was a great employee.

Nate got the top half back onto the mannequin and pushed it into place, and then he stepped back to look at his work.

“I like it.” Pearson smirked.

“It’s something,” I snorted. “Ibseth said you wanted to talk to me?”

“Yeah.” Nate nodded. “Let’s go in the back. Freya, you mind watching the front?”

“It’s what you pay me for,” the curly-haired woman chuckled.

Nathan rolled his eyes at her, and then he and I walked into the back and sat down.

“I’ve been thinking about that idea we had when we were in Millersville,” Nate explained. “About opening a storefront there.”

“I’m still into that idea.” I nodded. “It could help the local economy. And there were a lot of empty storefronts, so we’d have our pick of locations, depending on zoning laws. The range is doing really well already, and we’ve been making money hand over fist here.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Nate agreed. “Maybe we could plan a trip there to check out some spots?”

“Sure, just give me a call, and we can set something up,” I said as I started to get up.

“Maybe we could do that now,” Nate said quickly as he held up his hand. “Get something on the books so we can plan around it.”

Now Pearson was being weird. Most of the time, something like this would be a couple of brief texts. I didn’t understand why he wanted me to come to the store, just to talk about something that could have been a two-minute phone call.

“Alright,” I chuckled as I sat back down. “What’s going on?”

“What’d’ya mean?” Nathan asked as he tried to look confused.

But the wild-haired man was a terrible liar, so I knew there was something up.

“First, the ladies are acting all cagey and tell me I have to come here to talk to you,” I said as I leveled a playful look at my business partner. “Now you’re trying to keep me from leaving, and I can’t help but feel like there’s something I don’t know.”

“Of course not,” Nate huffed theatrically, and he pretended to be offended. “I wouldn’t keep anything from you. We’re friends and partners. I just really want to strike while the iron’s hot. Now that the drug ring there is broken up, we can help breathe some life into the community.”

“Okay,” I snorted again. “I’ll play along. Let’s plan to go to Millersville early next week. Like, Monday or Tuesday. That’ll give you or Craig a chance to research the properties available and maybe get in touch with a realtor.”

“I’m already on it,” Nate replied as he turned to the computer on his desk and fired it up. “Check these out.”

I spent the next two hours looking at places that were open for rent or sale, and we discussed the benefits of each location. By the time Nate was finally ready to let me go, the sun had started to go down.

“I really have to go,” I finally said. “I don’t think we can make a firm choice until we see them in person next week. But I’ve already lost the light to get any yardwork done, and I’m getting kinda hungry.”

“Oh!” Nate gasped with feigned surprise. “Look at the time. That’s Midwesterners for you. We can talk your ear off all day. Have a good night, Eddie. I’ll give you a call tomorrow after I set something up with a realtor.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded but was still suspicious. “I’ll talk to you later.”

I said goodbye to Nate and Freya, and then I headed back home.

The growing suspicions I’d had all day were confirmed as I pulled into the cul-de-sac and saw several extra vehicles in the driveways. Pop’s new truck was parked in front of Ibseth’s place. Jay’s Saab was in front of Manon and Nileme’s house. Meyer’s Benz and Owen’s big, black SUV was parked in Gwen and Sigrith’s place. There were also no lights on anywhere but Ibseth’s house, which implied that everyone was there.

But why?

I parked next to Pop’s truck and saw the curtains were drawn. That was also weird, since no one but the family lived in the cul-de-sac, and the women tended to keep their windows open when the weather was nice.

Something was definitely up.

I paused at the door before I opened it, and I could hear people hushing each other inside. After I took a moment to steel myself for whatever came next, I opened the door and found everyone in the living room.

“Surprise!” dozens of familiar voices shouted.

There were balloons and streamers everywhere, and a long banner that read “Happy Birthday, Eddie” was hung on the back wall.

“Oh, shit,” I said with a hearty laugh.

Well, this was definitely a welcome surprise.


Chapter Two

With everything that had been going on, I’d forgotten about my birthday. It wasn’t something I thought much about anyway since I moved out of my parents’ house. Mom had always been big on birthdays. She’d make a cake, my favorite foods for dinner, and her and Pop would do their best with the gift, despite not having much money. But once I was in college, unless my birthday happened to fall on a weekend, I was usually just stuck at school, working on end of semester projects.

Now, my friends and family had gathered to make my twenty-second birthday special. The balloons and banners made the living room and dining room look festive, and I could smell grilled chicken, freshly made bread, and a mix of other savory scents in the air. There was even a pile of gifts in the corner near the couch.

Mom pushed to the front of the throng and threw her arms around me.

“Happy birthday, honey,” she said in my ear. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. We’re soooo proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I whispered back as I hugged her back.

The next fifteen minutes were filled with hugs and handshakes as I greeted everyone, and each of my wives gave me a kiss. Then we gathered in the dining room and kitchen to get plates and eat, and Ibseth handed me an open beer.

“Your mother called and asked what we were doing for your birthday,” the curvy Elf said as she handed me the amber-colored bottle. “I didn’t know that it was your birthday. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I forgot,” I snorted and shrugged. “It’s been a crazy year. Was the surprise party her idea?”

“It was.” Ibseth grinned and nodded. “Back home, birthdays aren’t a notable occasion. There are other life events we celebrate. But not every year. I like it, though. Taking a day every year to let someone know you’re happy they’re here.”

“I think it’s nice,” I agreed. “Thanks for setting this up with Mom. I knew everyone was acting weird today, but I never suspected this. Thank you.”

“We all helped.” Ibseth practically glowed with pride and seemed very pleased that I was happy with the surprise. “We were worried about Nate being able to distract you long enough. He’s a good man, but he’s not a subtle man.”

“You’d have been proud of him,” I chuckled. “He used looking at properties for a new shop as a cover and stayed on point.”

“That’s good.” Ibseth smiled. “I will thank him. But you should go around and greet your guests.”

“Yes, baby.” I grinned and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

Then I walked into the backyard where most everyone had gathered to eat the messy barbecue, and I looked for Mom and Pop. They were sitting with Bolra and Amrila, and I caught some of their conversation as I approached.

“I would have this baby tomorrow if I could,” the horned woman giggled as she rubbed the beautiful swell of her belly. “I feel like I swallowed a melon whole.”

“It’s the babies’ movements for me.” Bolra nodded. “I swear the twins are already wrestling in there. One kicks, and then the other, and for the next fifteen minutes, they both dance around until they wear themselves out again.”

“Eddie was a mover and shaker, too,” Mom snorted. “I swear he was having a party all hours of the day when I was pregnant with him.”

“You’re not going to break out embarrassing pictures next are you?” I laughed as I sat in a lawn chair next to Pop.

“I do have some cute ones on my phone,” Mom replied as her face lit up.

That was one of the problems with being raised in the digital age. Pretty much any moment of your life could be lovingly documented by an enthusiastic parent.

“How are you enjoying your new craft room, Mom?” I asked to change the subject.

“Oh, I love it,” the middle-aged woman said with relish. “I finally have all my yarn organized. There’s a place for the new sewing machine your father got me for Christmas, and I even have a little station for beading now!”

“That sounds wonderful,” Bolra replied. “A place for everything.”

“And with that big truck you got your father, we’ve been able to get everything we need from the garden center in one trip. I’ve got a little hummingbird feeder just outside the window, and we planted a butterfly bush just outside. I’ve got the best view in the county!”

The fact that Mom had gotten so much joy out of the addition I’d gotten her for the house warmed my heart. It was the best part of being independently wealthy, being able to get things for my family. Our futures were secure. When Mom and Pop retired, they’d never have to worry about money or being stuck in some shitty rest home. I already planned to find a nice retirement community for them, maybe in Florida or Arizona.

I’d also be able to leave money to all of my wives and kids to sustain a decent lifestyle for them. Ibseth and Nileme would outlive me by centuries potentially. I was also fairly sure Gwen, Sigrith, and Tiana would outlive me, too. Only Bolra, Pregia, and Manon would age at the same rate I would.

But, given our high-risk lifestyle, I accepted the need to have all the right documents in place to take care of my family financially if anything did happen to me. Meyer had made sure all of that was taken care of and would act as the executor of my estate. My loved ones would be taken care of, no matter what, and that gave me peace of mind.

I talked with Mom, Pop, Amrila, and Bolra for a while as I finished the food on my plate. Mom was thrilled she had at least four new grandbabies on the way, and she asked about color schemes for the nurseries so she could plan baby blankets.

Meanwhile, Pop and I talked a little about his work. He’d gotten a promotion recently and was a lead supervisor now. After twenty years with the same company, he was finally making good money. Then we talked about some of the home improvement projects I had planned over the course of the spring and summer before I excused myself so I could grab another beer and continue my rounds.

I found Meyer throwing a ball for Dread and Growler to chase, and to my surprise, the lawyer and CPA wasn’t dressed in his usual tailored suit and silk tie. It was actually kinda weird to see Travis in a pair of pressed khakis and a high-end polo shirt. It was maybe the first time I’d ever seen the man’s forearms. I’d always known Meyer was slim, but in his version of a casual outfit, it was clear the lawyer took good care of himself and worked out.

“Thanks for coming,” I said as I walked up and offered him a craft beer. “If you don’t like beer, I’m sure I’ve still got some wine and bourbon from my trip to Europe.”

“It might surprise you to know that I’m a connoisseur of local beer.” Travis grinned. “I might have grown up with a silver spoon in my mouth, but I’m still a Buckeye through and through.”

“I think this is a new brewery in Cleveland,” I said as I looked at the label. “It’s pretty good.”

Growler brought the ball back to Meyer and dropped it at the man’s feet while the two garms wagged their tails and waited for him to throw it again.

“Who trains your dogs?” Travis asked in an impressed tone. “I have to wrestle my wolfhound to the ground to get him to release a ball or toy.”

“It’s a group effort,” I chuckled. “Mostly Bolra and I train them. But Nileme and Manon help, too. That’s her mastiff, Jean-Thom, over there.”

“You sure he’s alive?” Meyer asked with a note of concern as he looked over at the large, lazy dog.

“Yeah.” I grinned. “That’s just Jean-Thom. He’s an old guy. So, how are the permits coming for the construction projects?”

“Slowly.” Travis rolled his eyes, and he threw the ball again. “The zoning board is dragging their feet about approving any new construction. They’re asking for environmental impact reports, surveying, and written statements from all the tenants that they’ve been informed about the changes.”

“Is there anything we could do to speed things up?” I asked.

“Alice has been researching local zoning laws,” Travis replied as Growler dropped the ball at his feet again. “I think we’ll need to put the houses in the names of some of the ladies and then form an HOA. I think I can surpass the escrow process by curing some documentation to reflect rent-to-own agreements. Push those through the office of a realtor I’m friends with.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “And that will clear the way for the permits?”

“It will cut through some red tape,” Travis replied in a tone that implied he wanted to manage my expectations. “But I’m not convinced the problem is just the legality of the permits.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think the zoning board has… reservations about you and your family,” Meyer bluntly said. “And they’re holding up the approval in hopes you’ll give up.”

“What? Why?” I frowned. “I’m part owner in two local businesses. We spend lots of money at other small businesses in town. I know the ladies look unusual, but we’ve never caused any problems for anyone.”

“This is a small town. Sure, it’s close enough to Cleveland to be a viable commute, but I’m sure you and the women’s unique living situation is the source of many rumors. The fact the ladies stand out would only further those rumors.”

“Rumors?” I repeated and was surprised by the idea. “I mean, yeah, people talk in a small town. I know that. But we keep to ourselves for the most part. Why would anyone care what we do in private?”

“I’ve only had written communication with the zoning office.” Meyer shrugged. “But that’s something you could find out. Maybe introduce yourself to some of the board and see if you pick up on anything they might not be saying out loud. If we can prove that some or all of the board is blocking the permit for any reason other than a legal concern, I can take them to task and get you the wall.”

“I’ll stop by the zoning office as soon as I can.” I nodded. “How are things going otherwise?”

Travis and I talked for a while and caught up. Things were going well for him and his family since I took care of Meyer’s former bully who’d gone after Travis’ dad and their family business last year, and I was happy for him.

Then Nate and Craig showed up, and I went over to greet them.

“Were you surprised?” Nate grinned as he handed me a box wrapped in camo wrapping paper.

“I was,” I chuckled and was ready to reassure Pearson that he’d played his part well. “You sure fooled me. Thanks. There’s plenty of beer and food in the house.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Nate replied as he headed into the kitchen.

“Did he really fool you, boss?” Craig snorted as he handed me a small gift bag.

“Well, I didn’t think he was covering for a surprise party.” I smirked. “So I guess he was successful. But I knew he was up to something. What’s this?”

“It’s a couple of new routers for your bigger places,” the IT tech replied. “When I was house sitting, I noticed the coverage got a little thin upstairs. With these, you’ll be able to use the Wi-Fi in this place over in that trailer there as long as you have the password.”

“That’s awesome.” I grinned. “And something I wouldn’t have thought of. Thanks, Craig.”

“No problem, boss. I’m gonna go grab a plate. I can smell the food from out here, and my mouth is already watering.”

I waved the IT guy off, and then I found Owen and Scourge talking in the living room. Scourge was on the floor with Wyatt. Ibseth had put the enchanted charm on our son before mixed company had shown up, so Wyatt looked like an average human baby. My parents, Jay, and Enid all knew about The Gloom and my first wife’s real heritage, but Owen, Travis, Nate, and Craig were all still in the dark about it.

Wyatt hadn’t started to crawl just yet, but he was able to roll and scoot a little now. But every time the baby tried to roll or scoot toward a toy, the horned man would gently set him back on all fours to encourage Wyatt to crawl.

The thief might not be a romantic, but I thought Scourge would be a great dad. The Zencarri man was the world’s best uncle if nothing else. I’d seen Scourge with Bhakoth’s kids a few times, and the normally aloof, poised man was very kind and attentive with the children of his friends.

I was also surprised to see Scourge and McElfresh hanging out, since the Irishman was normally freaked out by the charcoal-skinned man.

“Hey, Eddie.” Owen grinned as I sat down in the living room with them. “That’s some boy you have there.”

“Thanks.” I smiled and looked down at my son. “He’s getting big so fast.”

“That’s what they do,” Scourge laughed. “From what I understand, at least. Little Wyatt here seems to double in size every time I see him.”

“Maybe one day I’ll be lucky enough to find someone to have one or five kids with,” Owen snorted. “I don’t know how you do it, Eddie.”

I chatted for a while with McElfresh about what had been going on in his life. The jewelry store and Owen’s other business were doing well, thanks in part to the gold and jewels I’d sold to him over the last year. But the Irishman still hadn’t found a woman to settle down with. It would take a very particular kind of woman to fall in love with the short man, given the questionably legal nature of his businesses. But I was sure Owen would find someone eventually.

After a while, Ibseth came and took Wyatt up to bed, and when Owen went to refresh his drink, I turned to Scourge.

“How about you come check out the trailer?” I said in a low voice. “There’s something I’d like to talk to you about real quick.”

“Lead the way,” the horned man replied as he got up from the floor.

The two of us went over to the old mobile home, and I closed the door behind us.

“I’ve been looking into where I think the Breastplate of Vallis is,” I said while still keeping my voice down since the walls weren’t thick or well insulated. “It’s here on the surface, maybe an hour and a half drive from here.”

“That’s excellent!” The Zencarri man grinned. “We could leave after the party and have it in your hands before that blasted, burning ball you call a sun comes back up.”

“It’s not that simple.” I shook my head. “It’s in a National Park, maybe on protected land where they don’t just let anybody in.”

“Who doesn’t?” Scourge asked with a confused frown. “Why should that stop us? We snuck onto the grounds of what is now your manor when Ursenger still held it. Hell, we broke into the palace of Dermarkt! There isn’t a place above or below we can’t penetrate if we put our minds to it.”

“But it’s different,” I explained. “If we got caught in Dermarkt, we could still escape, or fight our way out and disappear before anyone was the wiser. Up here, they have CCTV, trail cameras, and helicopters. Law enforcement has all kinds of technology to catch people who break laws and find them. Plus, park rangers aren’t evil people. If they caught us, it’d be wrong to fight our way out, since they’re just regular people doing their jobs. The guards in Dermarkt were kidnapping kids to bring to Gliabdarm. They knew they were doing something terrible.”

“I see.” Scourge nodded as he rubbed his chin. “So, what do we do?”

“I’m thinking about that. But the short version is we’ll pretend to be campers, check out the public areas we think the breastplate might be, then sneak into the protected lands if we need to. But we’ll have to dodge and hide from the rangers if we come across any. No fighting.”

“We’ll need a small group then,” the thief said as he narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Three or four maybe. That way we can avoid detection more easily. I’d suggest we bring Xuag.”

“I thought I said ‘no fighting,’” I snorted. “Do you mean Bhakoth?”

“I assume we’ll also be worried about some kind of surface fauna, correct? Surface lions perhaps? Gods, they must be massive up here.”

“Maybe not lions,” I replied as I tried to suppress a chuckle. “Maybe we’d see a black bear, but they’re pretty rare even in the nature preserve. Mountain lions used to live in the area, but I don’t think anyone has seen one in decades. Maybe we’d see some coyotes or a fox, but I think they’d avoid us if anything.”

“I don’t know what a coyote or fox are,” the Zencarri man said in a disappointed tone. “But I’ve heard of a bear. Wasn’t there one in that film we watched with a man who saves his family with a lamp?”

“The Great Outdoors? Yeah, there was a bear in that. But black bears don’t get that big. Still bigger than a person and dangerous. But not as big as that bear was.”

“I would still suggest we bring Xuag,” Scourge insisted. “He’s not the most imaginative companion, but he understands nature. Since we can’t take Miss Bolra, he’d be the next best thing. Perhaps Miss Tiana too, since she can communicate with plants.”

“That’s a good point.” I nodded. “When you leave here, can you go to Tors Bane and see if Xuag would be able to take a trip in a couple weeks? I’ve got some things I need to square away before I can spend a few days searching the wilderness for a magical artifact.”

“Alright. I can do that. But we should head back to your party before we’re missed.”

The two of us rejoined the rest of the party, and it was time to cut the cake. Ibseth and Nileme carried out a large sheet cake, covered with candles, out onto the back porch, and they placed it on a glass-topped table as everyone sang. I looked around at the smiling faces of friends and family, and I couldn’t think of anything else to wish for in my life.

Still, I blew out the candles, and everyone applauded. Then I started to cut small pieces as Ibseth and Bolra plated them and handed them out. Once that was done, I was finally able to sit down with Jay as we ate cake and drank one more beer.

“Sorry I didn’t come say hi sooner,” I apologized.

“No worries.” Jay grinned. “There’s a lot of people here. I’m just glad I could make it. I’ve been working a lot lately. Trying to pay off all the wedding stuff before July.”

“That’s exciting. Man, is it almost July already? Are you nervous yet?

“Not really.” My friend shrugged. “I love Enid, and we’ve been living together for a while now. I’m sure it will feel different when we’re legally bound together. But I know she’s the girl for me.”

Jay looked over at where Enid was talking to my mom, Manon, Tiana, and Sigrith, and his smile was nothing short of smitten.

Nileme, Gwen, and Travis were talking with my pop in another corner of the yard, and Bolra, Amrila, Ibseth, and Nate were gathered on the porch. Lastly, Craig, Owen, and Scourge were joking together in the kitchen.

“We’ve come a long way since high school,” I mushed. “I’m pretty proud of us.”

“I am, too,” my best friend laughed and clinked beers with me.

“So, tell me what you’ve been up to?” I asked as I took a bite of cake. “Think everything will be ready for the wedding by July?”

Jay told me about the wedding plans, some of the big cases he’d been working on that had either been won or settled, and other life events. The dark-haired man had been doing well at work, even if he hardly had any time off. But his efforts meant he and Enid could afford to have kids whenever they decided it was the right time.

Eventually, the party wound down, and we started to say goodbye to our guests. I decided to wait to open gifts until later, since it felt weird to sit down and do it in front of everyone. I’d make sure to send “thank you” notes to let everyone know how much I appreciated them. Jay and Enid were the last to leave, and I walked them out to their car to say one last goodbye.

When I came back into Ibseth’s place, I found all my wives in the living room, stripped down to their lingerie. I paused and swung the door shut behind me, and I was very pleasantly surprised by the incredible view in front of me.

“Good evening, husband,” Sigrith purred, and her pale skin was almost glowing against the lacy, black teddy she had on. “We’ve saved the best gift for last. Now… do you want to start the fun? Or would you rather watch a little while first?”

Oh, fuck yeah. It was going to be an orgy.


Chapter Three

“I’d like to watch.” I smirked as I sat down on one of the kitchen chairs that had been brought into the living room over the course of the party. “For now, at least.”

“Very well,” Sigrith replied as she playfully raised one eyebrow and flashed me a sultry smile.

The Succubus was dressed in a strappy, black teddy, with mesh cups that showed the barest hint of her rosy nipples. As the pale woman turned to Ibseth, I could see Sigrith’s lingerie came up into a thong in the back, and the round cheeks of her creamy ass jiggled slightly with each step. Meanwhile, Ibseth was wearing a bra and panties set made from a soft, silvery blue lace that complimented the tone of her Night Elf skin, and the two women smiled at each other as Sigrith slowly pulled down one of the shoulder straps of Ibseth’s bra.

All of my wives watched for my reaction, and I could tell they were taking pleasure in my excitement toward their generous gift. As Sigrith stepped behind Ibseth, the Succubus watched me with her dark eyes while she pulled the other strap from the white-haired woman’s shoulder. Ibseth’s lacy bra could barely support the weight of her large, magnificent breasts, and the flimsy garment strained to hold in the mountains of supple flesh.

Then the Succubus pulled down the insubstantial cups, and Ibseth gasped as her pale-blue cheeks darkened with a blush. Ibseth’s tits bounced as they came free with their restraints, and her plum-colored nipples were already excited and erect.

“We are so grateful for you,” Sigrith purred, with her eyes still on me as her cool hands played across Ibseth’s blue-toned skin. “The joy you give us, and the joy you take in our pleasure.”

Sigrith took hold of one of Ibseth’s huge breasts, and then she dipped her other hand into Ibseth’s sheer panties.

“Ohhh!” Ibseth breathed as the Succubus fondled her.

Ibseth’s moan of delight was like a starting gun, and my other wives leaped into action.

Bolra, in her lacy lavender bralette and high-cut undies, ran her hand up Gwen’s pearl-colored arm. Gwen, who was wearing a gauzy, white babydoll nightgown, giggled, and the two began to kiss while throwing coy glances in my direction from time to time. Amrila had on a dangerous-looking three-piece set of red vinyl panties, brasier, and garters, and she reached for Pregia and caressed the saffron-colored silk of her designer nightie, just over the Goblin queen’s breast.

Nileme took hold of Tiana’s waist and cast one mischievous smirk at me, and then my warrior wife pulled the Dryad in as the two began to giggle and make out. Nileme’s dark blue underwear had little gold embellishments on them that somehow complimented the sage-green satin of Tiana’s tiny boy shorts and cropped tank top. The tank top was so cropped, in fact, that I could just see the undersides of the tawny woman’s breasts beneath it.

As I watched my wives put on a show for me, I could feel the blood in my veins grow hot, and it all rushed below my belt. Fuck, they were sexy, and they knew just how to catch and keep my attention. I was spoiled for choice as my eyes slowly scanned the scene before me.

Even as the women enjoyed each other, they all snuck glances at me, and they were encouraged by the wide grin on my face and my smoldering gaze as they undressed one another. Sigrith and Ibseth had now turned on Manon and started to push the French woman onto the big, L-shaped couch, and the three women fell onto the soft cushions in a tangle of sighs and kisses.

Sigrith wriggled the rest of the way out of her harness-like teddy, and then she pulled Manon’s yellow, flower-covered thong down around the chestnut-haired woman’s ankles.

“I bet no one ever says no to you,” Manon breathed as she grinned at Sigrith. “Tres sexy.”

“Eddie did once,” Sigrith purred as she looked over at me and ran her hand up Manon’s smooth thigh. “And then he made me scream with pleasure until I was the one saying yesssss!”

“Oooooh!” Manon keened as Sigrith pressed a fingertip against the French woman’s clit. “I-I would have liked to see that.”

“The night is still young,” Sigrith said with a mischievous smirk, and she swirled her finger around the human woman’s entrance.

Manon moaned and leaned against Ibseth as the Night Elf kneeled just behind her. The white-haired woman quickly unsnapped Manon’s butter-colored bra and playfully flung it at me, and as I caught the delicate garment, Ibseth started to kiss along Manon’s neck.

“Her skin is so soft and warm, Eddie,” Ibseth sighed as she gently wrapped her arms around Manon and cupped her breasts.

Meanwhile, Sigrith slowly kissed her way up Manon’s legs, until the Succubus finally reached the apex of her thighs. Then Manon worked her hand behind her, until she found that glorious gap between Ibseth’s legs.

“Oooh,” Ibseth whimpered and tossed back her head as she teased Manon’s nipples between her fingers. “Uhhh, yesssss! Just like thaaaat!”

It was hard to look away from the incredible sight, but my other wives were far from idle, and their own sighs and moans drew my eyes to them like magnets.

The first thing my gaze snagged on was Bolra and Gwen slowly removing each other’s skimpy lingerie as their full, pouty lips met with soft, wet sounds.

“Your skin is so cool,” Bolra murmured between shy kisses. “Like a breeze on a hot day.”

“And you smell like flowers,” Gwen breathed as Bolra slid her hands down the Spiran’s back and caressed her supple rear. “I can see why Eddie likes you.”

The pair giggled and toppled to the ground. Then, while they stretched out on the floor, Gwen worked one leg between Bolra’s green thighs, until their slick pussies pressed against one another.

“Ahhhh!” Bolra mewled in surprise as Gwen made a small scooping motion with her hips, and their clits rubbed against one another. “Uhhhh, gods! She’s sooooo smooth, Eddie!”

“Yessss!” Gwen whimpered and bucked against the mystic’s body. “Grind your wet quim against meeeee!”

I’d never heard the term “quim” before, but I could almost guarantee that it was one of the many archaic terms Sigrith had taught Gwen.

But it was kinda sexy and cute.

Suddenly, a loud smack and even louder groan stole my attention, and I turned to see Pregia had bent Amrila over the coffee table. The Zencarri woman braced herself against the sturdy table, even with the weight of her beautiful, swollen belly, and Pregia delivered another firm, yet playful whack on Amrila’s blush-colored rump.

“Fuck!” Amrila squealed with delight as the Goblin queen’s hand made contact. “Uhhh, yessss! Again!”

“Naughty girl!” Pregia teased as she smacked Amrila’s heart-shaped ass again, just hard enough to cause a ripple. “You’re a bad girl.”

“The baddest,” Amrila mewled, and her black eyes found mine over her shoulder as she rocked back into the Goblin queen. “I am a bad, naughty girl, and I need to be punished. Right, partner?”

“Hell yeah, you do.” I smirked and palmed my already rock-hard cock, and Pregia flashed me a sharp smile before turning back to the Zencarri woman.

Pregia traced the line of Amrila’s thigh as her hand clapped against Amrila’s rear once more, even harder this time, and then the jade-skinned woman found the little button of sensitive nerves between Amrila legs. Amrila almost screamed with excitement the next time Pregia spanked her, and I could see her soaking-wet underwear sticking to the cleft between her thighs.

As I watched my wives play together for my enjoyment, Nileme and Tiana came over to where I sat on the stiff-backed kitchen chair.

“You didn’t think we’d leave you out, did you?” Tiana smirked as she and Nileme started to gently stroke my arms and shoulders.

“I know you ladies will always look out for me.” I grinned as their hands started to seek out the hem of my shirt and my belt buckle.

The two women expertly undressed me while I caressed their silky but firm bodies. They alternated kissing me sensually, and then they pulled my pants and boxers off in one go before kneeling on the ground.

Tiana was between my legs, and Nileme got down on my right side.

“Fuck, I love you girls,” I rumbled.

“Happy birthday, husband,” Nileme purred as she stroked down my chest, across my abs, and then wrapped her hand around my throbbing cock. “You always take such good care of us. Now, let us take care of you.”

Each smooth stroke sent a wave of endorphins through me, like cool ocean waves on a hot day. Goosebumps rose on my arms and legs, and my senses all lit up at once.

“Fuck!” I groaned as the muscles in my legs tensed of their own accord. “Yeeeeaaah, just like that.”

Tiana smiled up at me, and her amber eyes were hooded with desire. As the Dryad held my gaze, Nileme pumped my cock only inches from her face. Then Tiana opened her mouth seductively and ran her bubblegum-pink tongue along the head of my pulsing erection.

The warm wetness of Tiana’s tongue felt so good that I almost felt drunk with erotic stimulation. All around me I could hear ecstatic sighs, wet slurps, and the soft patter of skin slapping against skin, and my blood was practically boiling in my veins.

“Fuck, you’re good at that,” I growled as I ran my fingers through both Nileme and Tiana’s hair and took in the different, luxurious textures.

Nileme smirked and then lowered her face over my lap, and she took my length into her warm mouth. Tiana gave way to the Night Elf woman, but she wasn’t content to remain idle. My entire body stiffened with a shock of a new sensation as Tiana started to gently suck on my balls, and she hummed in the back of her throat.

My head swam, and I fought off the urge to cum right then. I’d have to pace myself.

While Nileme and Tiana gave me the two-part blow job of my life, I watched as Amrila turned and sat on the coffee table, and then she grabbed Pregia’s hips and greedily buried her face between the slight folds of the Goblin woman’s vulva.

“Ahhhhh!” Pregia called out as her face contorted with pleasure, and she clutched a handful of Amrila’s strawberry-blonde hair. “Uhhhh, gods! Yesssss!”

“Goddamn,” I moaned as I tried to refocus through the flood of glorious stimuli. “I want one of you to sit on my cock. Now.”

Nileme pulled her head up, and my hard dick fell out of her mouth with a wet plop. Then she giggled and pushed Tiana up toward me.

“You may have the honors, sister,” the Dolrath chief said. “After all, our husband still needs to give you a baby.”

“Damn right I do.” I grabbed Tiana’s hips and guided her to face away from me, and then I pulled her down into my lap. My erection throbbed painfully as I smoothly slipped inside Tiana’s tight, slick channel, and Tiana moaned long and deep before she began rocking her hips back and forth.

“Oh, Eddieeeee,” the Dryad keened as her supple ass ground down against my thighs. “You’re soooo hard! I love how you fill me uuuuup! I can feel you so deeply. See?”

She took one of my hands off her hip and slid it to her lower belly, and she pressed my fingers against her smooth skin as she bounced on my dick.

“How does she feel on your perfect cock, my love?” Nileme asked with a wicked smile as she moved between Tiana’s long, tanned legs.

“Fucking amazing,” I groaned and bucked my hips up, which caused the Dryad to whimper.

“Hmm, perfect,” Nileme purred as her blue eyes dropped down to where Tiana and I were connected. “But… I wonder if she tastes as good as she looks.”

“Why don’t you find out?” I asked, and I felt my cock throb inside of Tiana as my Dolrath wife smirked.

Then Nileme boldly leaned forward and licked Tiana’s tawny clit, and I could feel the Dryad’s inner muscles clench in reaction to Nileme’s tongue.

Tiana and I moved in rhythm together as Nileme teased us, and soon enough, her tongue dipped down to swipe over my shaft as it pistoned in and out of the Dryad. Tiana and I both moaned in unison, and then I could sense the huntress’ building excitement as her movements deepened and became more urgent.

My other wives’ gasps and screams of pleasure also grew more pronounced as some of them came with abandon, but I was too focused on the women in front of me to look. As Tiana got closer to her climax, I gently fondled her breasts and kissed the back of her neck, and I felt as Nileme slipped a slender finger inside the Dryad. The Dolrath woman’s digit slid against my member and made Tiana’s narrow channel that much tighter, and a deep groan was punched out of me.

“O-Oh, I’m-- Eddieeeee!” Tiana called out as she came, and her pussy locked down around my cock and Nileme’s finger. “Uhhh, yessss!”

After several moments riding out her high, Tiana shuddered to a stop, and I clenched the muscles in my legs as Nileme pulled her finger away with a wet slurp.

As Tiana lifted herself off my lap, I could feel her juices drip down my shaft. My head cleared a little, and I saw Ibseth get up from the couch and come toward me.

“My turn,” the white-haired woman breathed. “I want to feel you inside me, my king!”

“Then come here, baby,” I rumbled as I got up from the kitchen chair.

As Tiana went to the couch to take Ibseth’s place, my first wife giggled and took Nileme’s hand.

“You should have some fun too, sister,” Ibseth purred.

Then Ibseth guided Nileme to the coffee table as Pregia and Amrila went over to join Bolra and Gwen, and I grinned as I realized my wives were making sure I could see them all.

They sure knew how to put on a good show.

Ibseth sat Nileme on the table and kneeled between the Dolrath woman’s legs, and she started to kiss and suck Nileme’s pert breasts as she pushed her round hips back to be at just the right height for me. As I got down on my knees behind my first wife, I pushed my fingers inside Ibseth’s slick, hot crevice, and she moaned, bent forward further, and placed her face squarely in Nileme’s lap.

“Yesss, lick me!” Nileme keened as she threw her head back. “Lick me as Eddie fucks you! Uhhhh!”

“Mmmmmph!” Ibseth mumbled between Nileme’s thighs as I slowly entered the curvy Elf. “Mmmmmmm!”

“You’re soooo tight, baby! Fuck!” I rumbled as I pistoned my hips against Ibseth’s pillowy ass. “Make Nileme cum for me!”

I had a perfect view of the couch, where Manon had flipped Sigrith on her back so the French woman could eat the Succubus out while she fingered herself. Then, as Tiana giggled and lowered herself onto the couch, Sigrith pulled the Dryad onto her face.

Over on the floor, Amrila had pulled Bolra toward her, and the two women kneeled together as they kissed and let their hands rove one another’s bodies.

“Push your fingers inside me,” Bolra pleaded as Amrila licked her neck, and she gasped when the Zencarri woman obeyed. “Uhhh! Yessss! Faster, Amrila!”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Amrila chanted as she and Bolra finger fucked each other. “Uhhh, Eddie! She’s going to make meeeee-- Ahhhhh! Fuck, yesssss!”

As the mystic and thief shuddered through their respective orgasms, my eyes moved over to Pregia and Gwen, who had wrapped their legs together on the floor as they panted with excitement.

“This looked fun!” Pregia grinned as the two women pressed their pelvises together. “I want you to rub your sweet, wet pussy against mine so Eddie can hear us cum!”

“You’re so warm!” Gwen gasped. “A-And wet. Oh, gods!”

Soon, the four of them were in a tangle on the floor together, and it was impossible to tell where one woman ended and the next began.

“I’m soooo close!” Nileme suddenly mewled, and when my eyes snapped back to my Dolrath wife, she started to rub her own nipples. “Uhhhh, Edddieee! Ibseth’s tongue is sooo deep inside meeee!”

“Good, I want you to cum on it,” I growled as the white-haired woman pushed her hips back harder against me, and my eyes nearly rolled back into my head. “Fuck!”

“Ohhhh, Ibseth!” Nileme gasped as she placed a hand on the table behind herself and stiffened. “I’m… I’m-- cummmmming!”

“Yeeeesssss!” Ibseth cried out as she lifted her face from Nileme’s pussy and shoved herself back to meet my rapidly increasing thrusts. “Uhhhhhhh, Eddie! I-I’m close, too, my king! Please!”

“Then cum for me,” I ordered as I dug my hands into her plush hips, and when I snapped my hips forward again, my first wife came undone around me.

I could feel the slickness of her orgasm dripping out of her, and I kept thrusting until the Night Elf collapsed on Nileme with a broken moan.

I slowed my pace until the waves of endorphins ran their course, and then I pulled my still-hard cock out with a slick pop as Ibseth and Nileme giggled and held each other while they caught their breath.

I leaned over to kiss both of them before I went over to the couch, just because it was closer. Tiana, Sigrith, and Manon were also trying to catch their breath, but they all rallied when they saw me. Sigrith smirked and quickly took her opportunity to straddle me, and as the Succubus slid down on my cock, my erection jumped and caused the pale woman to shudder.

“Uhhh, I love your big, powerful sword!” Sigrith moaned as she bucked her hips in reverse cowgirl. “Come here, Tiana!”

Sigrith continued to ride me as she started to kiss Tiana and pushed one hand between the huntress’ legs.

“Fuck yeah!” I grinned as I watched them, and then I reached behind my head for Manon. “Come here, cheri!”

Manon smiled at my use of French, but the smile quickly fractured around a moan as I pulled her onto my face and lapped greedily at her soft folds. Time seemed to stop. I could hear the sounds of joy and pleasure from my many wives, and that just heightened my own pleasure. It seemed to last forever, and just a moment at the same time. Then Manon shuddered as she called out my name, followed by a string of French curse words, and her warm juices squirted into my mouth as she came.

Sigrith and Tiana came in unison a second later, and then they tumbled onto the couch with grateful giggles and sighs. As I came up for air, I looked around and saw a lot of happy, content, shiny faces. I sat up as all nine of my beautiful wives came to the couch, and they snuggled in loving piles against and on either side of me.

“Beloved!” Pregia gasped in shock after a moment. “You’re still stiff as a rock! Have you not been satisfied yet?”

“Not just yet.” I grinned. “I was going to let all of you take a little break first. You all earned it.”

“If you haven’t cum yet, we haven’t,” Sigrith said with a wicked little smirk.

“Allow me,” Pregia purred as she slipped off the couch and between my legs.

The Goblin woman kissed and teased my upper thighs and lower stomach. My cock glistened with the juices of several of her sister-wives, but Pregia just grinned up at me as she began to lick my erection clean again. My other wives giggled and spoke soft words of encouragement as she snuggled closer to me, and they let their hands glide over my body and each other’s.

Then Pregia took me fully into her mouth as she cupped my balls. To my surprise, Pregia took me deeper still, until I could feel the head of my cock rub against the back of her throat. I groaned, and as the jade-skinned woman’s head bobbed up and down, gaining speed with each pass, I could feel the tension build in my core.

“Fuuuuck!” I rumbled as Ibseth and Bolra shifted on either side of me so their full breasts were next to my face. I lifted one hand and felt the warm heft of Ibseth’s large breast, and then I turned my head so I could suck Bolra’s teardrop-shaped tits.

I came hard just like that, surrounded by my wives’ beautiful bodies, and it felt like the tide had finally rushed out to sea. Pregia slurped up every drop of my seed, and she pulled her head up with a satisfied grin before she crawled into my lap to join the cuddle pile.

“Best. Birthday. Ever!” I snorted as I enjoyed the warmth of my wives’ bodies around me.

We eventually all fell asleep there without realizing it, content and spent from the evening’s rigors.

The next few days were filled with a flurry of domestic bliss. I made a trip to Hillshire and dropped off my old Bulgarian AK with the Dwarves. I figured they could use some help with the physics and mechanics too, so I printed off several schematics for different, high-quality rifles for them to work with as the Lost Dwarves drew up plans for the new rifle.

When I returned home, my wives and I went to the hardware store and an outdoor nursery to get all the supplies we’d need to plant flower beds, hanging planters, and vegetable gardens for Ibseth and Tiana. I even got a couple of nice shrubs to spruce up the front of the old trailer.

The days were warm and sunny now, so the ladies threw on old sundresses or cut-off shorts and tank tops that were comfortable enough to get dirty in. Sigrith had to slather herself in sunscreen and put on a floppy, wide-brimmed hat to be out in the full sun, but she still joined us. Ibseth set up a Pack ’N Play in a shady spot of the yard so Wyatt could be outside with us, and Valerie, Elvira, and Growler all sat dutifully next to the little playpen to watch over the baby while we worked. Meanwhile, Buttercup, who was still a puppy, playfully chased Dread around the yard, and old Jean-Thom laid in a puddle on Manon and Nileme’s porch with Freckles cuddled up next to him most of the day.

It took a whole day, but soon we all had new flower beds planted. Beautifully arranged hanging planters adorned the porches, and the cul-de-sac looked the coziest it ever had. In Ibseth and Tiana’s backyards, there were also long rectangles of freshly tilled and sown patches of dirt that would provide more produce than even my family would likely consume.

With one project marked off my to-do list, I moved on to renovating the trailer in earnest. I’d made a couple of cheap fixes when I’d first moved into Grandpa’s old place about a year ago, but now I was in a place where I could afford the best. It wasn’t about the cost, though. I didn’t ever want to live in one of those white or beige Instagram homes that just look expensive but lacked any sense of personal flair.

I’d considered a few aesthetic options for the interior, some more practical than others. Viking lodge had leaped to mind, but while that sounded fun, I was worried it would be too restrictive, and I’d eventually get sick of it. Then there was the slick, contemporary look. Clean lines, lots of black and chrome accents. But that was also a rigid design choice, and I wanted to be able to spend time in the place without feeling like even the smallest mess I made sullied the space.

Finally, I settled on the classic study look. Warm, natural woods, deep blues and greens, and a few taxidermized animals. To accomplish my vision, Nileme and Manon helped me to move the few pieces of furniture into Ibseth’s basement, and then the three of us put on respirators and started to tear up the carpets. I also fixed any places where the subflooring had warped or began to rot away. It was an old trailer, and Grandpa wasn’t the kinda guy who did much in the way of home repair.

Most everything was original from the ‘70s, and there were several spots that needed attention as a result. We even pulled up the ugly vinyl floors in the kitchenette and bathroom. Then I took several careful measurements of all the rooms, and we took another trip to the hardware store. It took a few hours to get everything we needed, but with the back of my old truck loaded up with faux wood flooring, several gallons of paint, and all the extra tools we’d need, we headed back home.

Laying all the flooring took a couple of days, even with Nileme and Manon’s help. But once that was finished, it was already a huge improvement. The mobile home looked cleaner and more modern, and we moved on to patching up any holes in the walls and slapped on a coat of paint. A lot of people shy away from color on the walls, especially darker shades, but I was still an artist at heart, and with enough light, I knew it wouldn’t make the inside of the trailer look like a cave.

For the living room, I chose a saturated emerald green, and we did the master bedroom in a beautiful sea blue. It was a little lighter and would give the room a nice cool feeling during the humid Ohio summers. I planned to make the spare bedroom into my studio space, and I told Ibseth she could take over my workshed once I had the trailer done. I painted that room a subtle gold color, since I’d read somewhere that shades of yellow helped with creativity. I didn’t know if it was true, but it was still a nice color and reminded me of my time in Spain.

The old cabinets in the kitchen also had to go, but rather than spend days on the nitpicky task of hanging new cabinets, I hired a local guy who had really good reviews on all the local message boards on social media. Fuck it. I had the money, and I saw it as a way to support local craftsmen.

Once the new cabinets were up, I painted the walls a soft rust color to contrast the bright green in the living room, and I also updated all the appliances, since they were also from the ‘70s.

Finally, it was time to decorate the place. I got a new audio cabinet for Grandpa’s old record player, which was the nicest possession Gramps had owned. Then I got wooden blinds for the windows, a burnt orange couch, and a pricey rug to pull the room together. After that, I added a decent-sized TV, some floating shelves, and a comfy side chair.

Ibseth even gave me a few houseplants to brighten up the space, and the living room was finally done. I knocked in a few gallery hooks into the walls and hung a few of my paintings, and then I stepped back to enjoy the result.

“What do you think?” I asked Manon and Nileme.

“I really like that one,” Nileme said as we looked at the painting of Ibseth in the Great Forest.

“Yes, the ethereal blues look lovely with all the greens and oranges,” Manon agreed. “And Ibseth looks like an angel.”

“I’d like to do a portrait of each of you eventually,” I replied. “Something that reminds me of the first time I met you.”

“I like that idea.” The French woman smirked as she looked at me with smoldering eyes. “I’ve never had my portrait done before.”

“Alright,” I chuckled as I turned and sat on the new sofa. “I’m beat. Let’s take a break.”

“We still have to move your things from the shed into the new studio,” Nileme remarked, even as she sat down next to me.

“That can wait an hour or so,” I sighed and put an arm around my Dolrath wife. “Besides, I should do some more research into Cuyahoga. See if I can narrow down where the breastplate might be.”

“Are you two hungry?” Manon asked as she stepped over to the pristine kitchenette. “I can make some lunch.”

“Sounds wonderful!” the dark-haired Elf giggled.

“Yes, please!” I snorted as I pulled my laptop out from under the couch. “Would you mind grabbing me a pop out of the fridge too, since you’re up?”

I offered the hazel-eyed woman my most charming smile as I asked. Manon just giggled and rolled her eyes, but she still brought me a pop.

“What have you learned so far?” Nileme asked as she looked over my shoulder at the screen.

“Quite a bit, actually,” I said. “I figured wherever the breastplate is, it’s not going to be easily accessible to the public, or someone would have found it by now. There’s a place called Helltown that’s part of the nature preserve now. It’s got all kinds of crazy legends attached to it.”

“That would make sense,” Manon mused from the kitchen as she pulled out some lunch meat, cheese, and veggies from the fridge. “Just as the magic around my well called to the forest guardians, the breastplate would also likely do the same with spirits and mystical creatures here.”

“We have no shortage of mystical creatures in Ohio,” I chuckled. “Helltown used to be part of Boston township, but the National Park Service claimed the land in the nineteen-seventies.”

“What happened to the people who lived there?” Manon asked with concern as she stopped cutting up tomatoes for a moment.

“They were forced to move one way or another,” I said with a heavy sigh. “It’s not an uncommon kinda story around here. Usually, it’s some big company or a mining operation, but this time it was the government. Kind of a mixed bag really. Conservation can be a good thing, but the way this was handled does leave a bad taste in my mouth. But right now, it’s the stories from the area that interest me.”

“What kind of stories?” Nileme asked as she snuggled down next to me.

“It’s all over the place,” I replied. “There was this old church left over by the community. After everyone was supposed to leave, people would see candlelight in there. Some said it was satanists, but I doubt that. Probably just a few people who didn’t want to let go of their community. But there was also an old bus that was rumored to be connected with the disappearance of some kids.”

“Mon dieu,” Manon breathed from the kitchen.

“Don’t be too worried,” I said as I shook my head. “I couldn’t find a police report related to it, so that might also be a rumor. What’s interesting is both locations have had multiple reports of hauntings. And there’s the remains of an old junkyard there where someone dumped some toxic materials. There are also stories about a giant python around there that might have been someone’s pet and then got into the chemical and mutated. Honestly, this all just sounds like urban legends to me, but there’s so many stories in one place that it seems worth investigating.”

“So, that’s where you think the breastplate is?” the Elven woman asked as Manon brought us each a plate with a beautiful sandwich, some chips, and a pop.

“It’s one of the places.” I nodded. “There’s also reports of the Grassman around the Ledges, which is a hiking trail where a guy added these big stone steps all over the place.”

“Grass… man?” the French woman repeated as she wrinkled her forehead in confusion. “What on earth is a grass man?”

“It’s like a bigfoot, but all covered in grass,” I explained. “That area is pretty touristy, so I’d be surprised if the breastplate is there. But Grassman seems like the kind of forest guardian who’d be attracted to a magical object.”

“Or guarding it,” Nileme remarked as she took a bite of her sandwich. “Mmm. Thank you, Manon. This is good. But what I mean is, all the other pieces of the armor have been guarded by something. Even the Eye. But the sorceress guarding the eye died before anyone found it.”

“That is a good point,” the chestnut-haired woman agreed as she also munched on her sandwich. “What if there is a portal in Cuyahoga?”

What a hell of a suggestion.

What if there was a portal out there? The whole area was filled with wild, paranormal stories and legends of strange creatures. Maybe they showed up when anyone got too close to the Breastplate of Vallis. That didn’t seem like the whole story, since the creatures and strange stories took place over miles and miles of land, but maybe just the presence of a portal was at the heart of some of the reports.

“Fuck,” I muttered. “You might be right. There could be a portal somewhere in the park.”

But where?

And more importantly, how would we find it?


Chapter Four

It made a weird kind of sense, the idea of there being a portal in Cuyahoga. To be fair, the entire state was filled with stories of hauntings and cryptids, but there was an especially high concentration of them in the Cuyahoga area. I hadn’t even mentioned the Cry Baby Bridge, or the brief appearance of a man dressed as a white bunny rabbit who had chucked axes at cars in the ‘80s.

How much weird shit could you fit into such a small geographical area? The only two portals I knew about were the tunnel in my backyard and Manon’s well. The Falls would have countless caves, old mining shafts, and maybe even a few abandoned wells, so that didn’t help to narrow things down. When I did finally get to the Falls, I could use the Eye to help lead me to the location of the breastplate, but even that was a process of guesswork when it came to where I would start.

“The problem is these legends and stories cover a lot of ground,” I said out loud. “It’s not easy to pinpoint one location that seems to be the center of it.”

“It sounds like you have three right now,” Nileme commented as she considered the problem. “That’s at least a start.”

“Those are just three of the best known hotspots,” I explained. “There’s also the Cry Baby Bridge, stories about hauntings in local schools, churches, and community theaters all along the valley. I know the breastplate is hidden behind a waterfall, but in a place like Cuyahoga, that could still be anywhere, especially this time of year when all the streams and rivers are running strong after the winter melt-off.”

“Then there is nothing to be done but to travel to each known location and look,” Manon said in a practical tone. “You will drive yourself mad trying to know the unknowable. When you reach the first place, use the Eye. If the breastplate seems far away, cross off that location and move on to the next.”

The French woman was right.

I accepted that I wouldn’t be able to find the breastplate in one day. That’s why I needed to get some of the business I had here on the surface squared away before I started the search. Once I got to Cuyahoga, it could take days if not a week or more to locate the breastplate and claim it. I’d need to get enough camping equipment for Scourge, Xuag, Tiana, and myself at least.

I put the laptop away and decided not to obsess over it any more. Right now, I needed to focus on fixing up the trailer, getting the permits to start building the security wall around the cul-de-sac, and finding a location in Millersville to open the new store.

After that, I could start the search for the Breastplate of Vallis.

Once we finished our lunch, Manon, Nileme, and I started to move the stuff from my shed into the new studio in the trailer. There was a big window in the spare bedroom, so I placed my drawing desk there. I’d be able to take advantage of the natural light during the day, and I could use an arm lamp with a special bulb that simulated natural light in the evenings.

I debated about what to do with the master bedroom. I didn’t really need it to sleep in, since I spent every night with one of my nine wives. We had guest rooms in several of the houses, so I didn’t really need a place for Mom and Pop to stay when they visited. Nileme and Manon had a room in their basement with a workbench for working on our firearms, though. That was something to think about, but I didn’t really have to make a decision about it right then.

Instead, I made another trip to Elyria to get some of the things I’d always wanted for my art studio. A light box, an entire rainbow of oil paint colors in my favorite brand, some spare canvases, a stack of sketchbooks, some high-end drawing pencils, and organizers and shelves to help make the space as functional as possible. The works.

While I was out, my phone rang. It was Meyer’s office, so I answered it.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Eddie,” Travis’ voice came over the line. “I have those documents we discussed over the weekend ready. When would be a good time to bring them over?”

“Maybe tomorrow night?” I replied as I looked over a nice sheet rack to store my paintings on canvas. “We can have you over for dinner and then go through the paperwork.”

“I would never say no to Mrs. Hill’s cooking,” Meyer chuckled. “That should work. Would six o’clock work for you?”

“Sounds perfect.” I grinned as I picked up a sales tag for the rack to take to the cashier. “I’ll let Ibseth know we’re expecting you.”

“I’ll see you and your family then,” Travis said before he hung up.

I paid for everything and then headed back home to give my first wife the news.

Ibseth was thrilled to have a guest, and she enlisted Bolra and Gwen’s help to go grocery shopping and get everything prepared. I also sat down with Sigrith, Tiana, and Gwen to help them work on their signatures, since the three women had the least amount of experience with writing in English. Manon and Ibseth also helped, since Manon was from the surface, and my first wife had learned to read and write in English a while ago.

The next day, Travis came over for dinner. Always a class act, Meyer brought several bottles of wine and a bag from a high-end liquor store.

“Whatever you’re making smells marvelous, Mrs. Hill,” the lawyer remarked as he handed over the gifts.

“I think you can call me Ibseth now.” The curvy Elf smiled as she set the bottles and bag on the counter. “What’s all of this?”

“I brought a bottle of Glen Grant for after dinner,” Meyer replied. “But since some of you ladies are unable to drink, I also wanted to bring something nice for those who abstain. Have you ever heard of a mocktail?”

As Ibseth and Bolra put the finishing touches on supper, Travis got to work mixing up some of the fanciest, non-alcoholic beverages I’d ever seen. The cultured man cut up fruit and fresh herbs, and then he offered the product of his labors to Amrila, Bolra, and Nileme.

“Mmmmm!” Amrila moaned as she took a sip, and her dark eyes lit up. “What is this?”

“An agave mule.” Meyer grinned. “Light and refreshing for warm, spring evenings. I’m glad you like it.”

My pregnant wives praised his delicious creations, and then we all sat down around the big table and dug into the roasted chicken and vegetables, with gravy and creamy mashed potatoes.

“I’ve known four-star chefs that don’t cook this well,” Travis commented as he pushed his empty plate away. “Thank you, Ibseth.”

“You should find yourself a wife who can cook,” Ibseth giggled and blushed at the compliment. “You could eat like this every night.”

“Wouldn’t that be the dream,” the bespectacled man snorted. “I don’t really meet many women who are looking to settle down in my line of work, unfortunately. Most of them are either high-powered executives or lawyers who are already married or aren’t interested in the institution.”

“Maybe we could ask Enid if she has any single friends?” Ibseth suggested as she shot me a sly look.

“You’ll have to forgive Ibseth,” I chuckled. “Her life’s mission is to see everyone she cares about happily coupled off.”

“I’m not opposed to the idea,” Meyer replied with a self-conscious smile. “Lord knows I need help in that area. I get so consumed with work that I don’t make much time for a personal life. Alice is always trying to set me up with a friend’s daughter, but I don’t like to mix business and pleasure. Alice would never let me hear the end of it if she set me up with someone, and it worked out.”

“Then I’ll give Enid a call,” the white-haired woman said, and she seemed very pleased with herself. “I’m sure she knows plenty of suitable women.”

“We should get to business.” Travis cleared his throat to change the subject from himself.

It was funny. I’d never seen the successful CPA anything less than confident in all things, but when it came to his personal life, Meyer actually seemed a little shy.

The lawyer pulled the paperwork out of his briefcase as some of my wives cleared away the dishes from dinner. Meyer also had his notary stamp with him to make everything official.

“These are deeds of sale that note a rent-to-own agreement,” Travis explained as he laid out a stack for each property. “For the ladies who share a home, I’ve also written up palimony agreements. These will protect the interest of both parties, and in the event anything should happen to either party, the other’s interests will be protected.”

“You think of everything.” I grinned as I looked them over. “And this will clear the way for the HOA and the permits?”

“It’s the first step,” Meyer cautioned. “It shows all parties involved have come to the agreement willingly, and that you’re all in agreement about creating a gated community.”

“That sounds as if you foresee more obstacles,” Manon said as she and Nileme signed their paperwork.

“You’re very sharp, Ms. Duran.” The lawyer nodded. “After re-reading some of the correspondence between my office and the Westherst zoning board, I’ve started to suspect one or two of the board members might have other… concerns, outside of local ordinances.”

“Other concerns?” Pregia repeated as she picked up a pen. “What concerns should they have? No one is asking them to live in the cul-de-sac.”

“Zoning boards are made up of people,” Travis explained. “And people often concern themselves with things that are none of their business. Just look at the comment section of any social media site.”

“What do you think the hang-up is?” I asked the CPA.

“How do I put this…” Meyer paused and looked around the table at my wives. “This is a small community, and I wonder if your… unusual lifestyle hasn’t been the source of rumors in Westherst. While Eddie is only officially married to Ibseth, it might have raised some eyebrows that eight other beautiful, highly unique women also live in Eddie’s houses and seem quite close.”

“You think someone on the board thinks I’m a polygamist,” I said bluntly.

It wasn’t a question.

“You are a polygamist,” Meyer replied in a frank tone. “But not on paper. I agree it isn’t anyone’s business how others choose to organize their lives. But it’s not out of the realm of possibility that the board could use legal red tape to try to prevent you from getting your wall. It’s a question of optics.”

“Well, fuck,” I sighed. “What can we do about that?”

“Not much,” the lawyer answered honestly. “But… there are a few options. Nileme and Manon, and Gwen and Sigrith could legally marry each other. This would just be for looks, you understand? But if the board continued to resist the idea of a gated community, we could claim discrimination. It would also speed up Manon’s immigration process, since Nileme is an American citizen.”

“How do you ladies feel about that?” I asked as I looked around at my wives.

“It would only be a legal formality,” Travis added. “But it could help offer all of you more legal protections, and lower your taxes for the coming year.”

“I would marry Nileme,” Manon giggled as she shot a playful look at the dark-haired Elf. “On paper, at least. Let the board clutch their pearls. If this helps, then I’m happy to sign anything that lets me stay with Eddie and my new sisters.”

“I feel the same way.” Nileme nodded. “I love Eddie, and I want this for us. It’s none of their business anyway.”

“What do you think, Eddie?” Gwen asked in a misty voice. “Are you alright with the idea?”

“I’m not worried about some paperwork,” I chuckled as I gave the Spiran woman a reassuring look. “I know how you all feel about me. So long as you’re comfortable with it, it doesn’t bother me. Let’s stick it to the board. Fuck them.”

“I’m fine with it.” Sigrith smirked as she took Gwen’s hand. “Will you marry me so we can build a life with our husband and raise children together?”

“I will,” the pearl-skinned woman giggled. “For Eddie and the family.”

“Excellent.” Meyer nodded. “The palimony agreements will stand until the four of you get to a civil court to get it on paper. I’ll have Alice send all of this to the board to show our due diligence.”

Once the papers were all signed, Travis and I took the bottle of Glen Grant to the trailer to toast to our scheme.

“I like what you’ve done in here,” Meyer said with approval as he looked around the living room. “This is the most tasteful mobile home I’ve ever been in.”

“Do you visit trailers often?” I snorted as I poured us each a glass of the aged Scotch.

“No,” Travis laughed. “But you’d be surprised. Are these your paintings?”

“Yep,” I said as I handed the lawyer a glass.

“They’re very good,” Meyer remarked before he sipped from his tumbler. “I’m not one for fantasy, but they do capture a certain something.”

“Thanks,” I replied as I took a pull from my own glass. “I set up a studio in the spare room, but I still haven’t made up my mind about what to do with the master bedroom. I can’t think of anything I need an extra room for.”

“Have you thought about a sensory deprivation room?” Meyer asked in a casual tone. “I have one in my home. Black out curtains, a little soundproofing, no phone.”

“Isn’t that kinda… boring?” I asked carefully. “Just sitting in the dark?”

“It’s good to have a place to unwind. My job can be stressful, and that room is where I go to be away from the world. Don’t let the name fool you. It doesn’t have to be a black, lightless room. It’s where I indulge in VR games, watch mindless television shows, and do some reading. But sometimes it’s nice to just sit in my antigravity chair with the curtains drawn and the lights off to meditate.”

“Hmm, that does sound nice,” I agreed as I sipped at the smoky Scotch. “I might just do that.”

Once we’d finished our Scotch, Travis left, and my wives and I gathered in Ibseth’s living room for a family movie night.

Then, the next day, Ibseth drove Manon, Nileme, Gwen, and Sigrith to Elyria to see about getting marriage licenses. I knew that wouldn’t be the end of Manon’s immigration process, though. We’d looked into several options before then, and even if she married an American citizen, there were still visits to the Immigration office and more paperwork. But Meyer could help us manage all of that.

In the meantime, Pregia left for Glecik. Duik, her advisor and acting regent when she was gone, was a capable man, but there were still lasting tensions between The Gloom and the Twilight after Demmin’s stunt. Pregia wanted to oversee the process of repairing those relationships and planned to be away for a while, so I took a little extra time to say goodbye to the jade-skinned woman and promised to come visit as often as possible. I understood when I married Pregia that she was a queen, and sometimes her duties to her people would require her to be absent.

But that’s what the magical circles were for. Even if we were apart, we could be back together in minutes.

I felt restless after several days at home, so I told my other wives I was going to check on the progress the Dwarves had made with the new rifle. I also gathered a few things, in case I was in The Gloom for a few days. I didn’t need to check in with Nate about going to Millersville for another day or two, so I could take my time, if I wanted to.

When I got to the Dwarves’ cabins, Dorrem and Tauric were standing over something on one of the worktables.

“Hey,” I said to announce my presence. “Where’s Beclin?”

“Eddie!” Tauric replied with a smile as he turned to see me. “He’s gone to one of the farms to help them plan for the planting season.”

“That’s good.” I nodded. I was the lord of the realm and felt concern for my people’s wellbeing. “What do you two have there?”

“It’s only a prototype,” Dorrem said in a needlessly defensive tone. “But I think it’s a working one.”

I walked up and looked at the rifle on the table.

It was a little rough, but like he said, it was only a prototype. The metal was finished off so it didn’t have any rough edges, but there wasn’t any of the typical Dwarven flair I’d come to expect from Tauric.

But there were some blocky runes etched into the butt and along the rail.

“I went all the way to the Capital to find high quality metal,” Tauric remarked. “It’s a composite metal that can withstand heat and friction. From the diagrams you gave us, I could see that would be important.”

It looked a little primitive, but all the parts seemed to fit together well, and the trigger was extended to accommodate the bulky fingers of the gauntlets. There was no trigger guard, but other than the unfinished look of the rifle, I couldn’t see anything that seemed out of place.

“What do the runes do?” I asked as I excitedly stared at the new firearm.

“The stone you gave us had combustible properties,” Dorrem explained. “It wasn’t flammable, you understand. But it was imbued with a type of fire magic. So, I created my own enchantments that will transfer the arcane energy into the projectiles it fires. You see, I used Jidren’s hypothesis on the nature of fire to--”

“Would you like to try it out?” Tauric asked me as he cut off the older man’s lengthy lecture on the finer points of runic magic.

“Are we sure it’s safe?” I chuckled.

The idea of using an untested weapon coupled with a new type of fire magic sounded like it might not be stable. But I was still pretty jazzed to try it out, as long as the prudent blacksmith gave his okay. Not that I didn’t trust Dorrem’s opinion, but in my experience, the thrill of discovery sometimes trumped safety concerns for the alchemist.

“I’ve tested the firing mechanism.” Tauric nodded. “But not with any live bullets yet. All of the measurements are correct, though. I triple-checked them against the Aye Kay you left with us as well as the schematics.”

“Well,” I snorted. “I guess there’s only one way to find out. You have any face protection?”

Twenty minutes later, the three of us were outside with a couple of hay bales with red targets painted on them.

Tauric lent me a thick, leather mask he used when grinding metal, and I put the gauntlets on and wore the Dwarven breastplate and my Pro Xs. I trusted the Dwarves’ craftsmanship, but I still wanted to have a few layers of protection in case of a misfire. Then I loaded some mundane bullets into a mag and clicked it into place.

It took a little more muscle to get the magazine to click into place, but it still fit snuggly and didn’t jiggle once in place.

“Alright,” I said as I checked that the barrel was clear. “I think I’m ready.”

Tauric and Dorrem stuffed some cotton batting in their ears and nodded to let me know they were ready.

Then I adjusted the leather mask to cover my chin and as much of my neck as it could, and once I took a deep breath, I shouldered the Dwarven rifle and slowly squeezed the trigger to test its sensitivity.

There was a strong recoil as the rifle fired, and one of the hay bales was suddenly on fire.

The rifle worked, but it was hard to gauge accuracy with the target engulfed in flames.

“Gods!” I heard a frightened, feminine voice scream from the cabins. “Cave-in! It’s a cave-in!”

I turned to see Hebulsia run from her and Tauric’s home with her arms over her messy, red bun. Oops. We’d forgotten to tell the cook about our target practice.

“It’s okay!” I said and tried so hard not to laugh that my ribs hurt. “I’m so sorry!”

Tauric and I went over to comfort the Dwarven woman as Dorrem doused the flames with a bucket of water.

“My darling,” Tauric said as he pulled the cotton from his ears and wrapped his arms around his wife. “It’s alright. Now, now. We were only testing the new invention.”

“By the gods!” Hebulsia sobbed as she tried to calm herself. “I-I thought for sure the cavern was about to fall in. Why is it so loud?”

“We should have let you know we were testing it,” I apologized. “Are you okay?”

“Fine, dear,” the plump woman replied after a moment. “But you have to warn a woman, m’lord! Did it work at least?”

“Seems to.” I nodded, and I looked back at Dorrem as he checked over the blacked hay. “I hit the target.”

“Well, there’s that then.” Hebulsia smiled, and her voice was a little sheepish as she brushed a trembling hand over her hair. “I’ll get back to cleaning. It’ll calm my nerves.”

Tauric took his wife back into the house, and Dorrem and I went back to the workshop.

I gave the alchemist some feedback about the mechanics, the trigger sensitivity, and the well the mag fit into. Dorrem took notes and told me that he and Tauric would work on them.

“I think I might have went too heavy with the fire enchantment,” the gray-bearded man mused as he rubbed his chin. “I’ll make some adjustments. Will you be around for a day? We might be able to make the adjustments and bring it to the Manor for you to try again. Given Miss Hebulsia’s reaction, perhaps it’s best if we test it there anyway.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “That’s a good point. I’ll stay at the manor for a day. Let me know if you and Tauric need any help.”

“We’ll speak with you soon,” the old man replied. “And next time, we hopefully won’t nearly set the forest on fire.”

“I prefer the forests not on fire.” I grinned. “I’ll see you soon.”

I left and headed for the manor, and when I arrived, Yaurle greeted me in the entryway.

“Good to see you home, my lord,” the reserved man said with a bow.

“How’s it going, Yaurle?” I asked.

“Well,” the other man said with a smile. “The village recently delivered their annual taxes, which have been counted and weighed. They were very pleased with your new tax rate. Ursenger’s rates were… unreasonable.”

“I bet they were,” I snorted. “I’m glad I could lift more of the burden the Mad Chief left. Say, what are your plans for tomorrow?”

“I was going to update the accounts,” Yaurle replied in a confused voice. “Is there another task you wish me to perform?”

“Not exactly.” I shook my head. “But the Dwarves are going to bring over a new invention, and I thought it would be fun if you came with us to test it out.”

“Oh.” Yaurle blinked and looked surprised. “Of course, sir. What did they invent?”

“A new rifle, like this… kinda.” I patted my personal rifle that was slung over my shoulder. “But it might be fun to take it out on a hunt if it works. Really give it a good test. I could show you how to fire my Galil.”

“I couldn’t handle your sacred weapon,” the lord replied in a shocked tone.

“It’s not sacred,” I snorted. “I like it. It’s served me well. But you can shoot it. I’ll show you how.”

“Well, then… I’d be honored to go hunting with you. Thank you, my lord.”

“This is going to be fun.” I grinned. “What should we hunt? You’ve been living in Hillshire a while. I’m sure you know all the local wildlife in the area.”

“There are a few cave lions,” Yaurle answered. “Incks, of course. There’s been reports of a pack of wild hogs as well.”

“Are any of those affecting the farmers?”

“Not in any significant ways. But there is a rumor of a Jeweled Troll in the northern reaches of your lands. That could become a concern if it decided to claim territory to the south where the farmlands begin.”

“Perfect!” I smirked. “We’ll take care of that then, before it becomes a problem.”

“Quawin will be happy,” Yaurle said with a serious expression. “He’s expressed concern about the Troll. Possibly because it would be his job to dispatch the creature if it became a problem. The Groundskeeper is a capable man, but he’s much more qualified to handle the lions and wild hogs.”

“Now, he won’t have to worry,” I chuckled. “Dorrem and Tauric said they should have the new rifle ready early tomorrow. Maybe we can do some shooting practice after dinner?”

“Excellent idea.” Lord Yaurle smiled as he also began to show some excitement.

“We should let Sharn know, since she’s the captain of my guard, and the house staff, too,” I said as I recalled how Hebulsia had reacted. “Just so no one is caught off guard. The Galil is pretty loud.”

“Good thinking, my lord,” Yaurle replied with a small bow. “I’ll inform them. I’ll also call Hebulsia to the manor to make supper.”

“I think we can give her the night off,” I said with an awkward snort. “I might have scared the shit out of her earlier when we were testing the new rifle. I think it’s the least I could do. I’ll just look around the kitchen later when I get hungry.”

“Lady Javanna would never stand for that,” the proper Night Elf gentleman said with a genuine laugh. “She would sooner cut off her own hand and roast it then let it get out that you had to prepare your own meal.”

“Well, let’s not let it come to that,” I agreed in an amused tone. “Just let her know it doesn’t have to be anything fancy. I’m not picky.”

“I will let her know,” the chamberlain said with one last bow.

We parted ways then, and I spent a few hours in my study, looking over maps of my land.

I’d never taken the time before to examine the borders of my holding. It was a lot bigger than I’d thought, and as I combed the maps, I saw that my territory covered miles further than I’d realized. Almost all the way to the Golden Forest to the northwest.

At some point, Calae, the Night Elf upstairs maid, came in to call me down to supper. Javanna had made a simple, but delicious stew of root vegetables and ox meat.

“This is really good,” I remarked as I dug in.

“Thank you, my lord,” the housekeeper said with a pleased smile as she placed the tureen of stew back on the sideboard. “If you don’t require anything else, I’ll take my supper in the kitchen.”

“Nonsense,” I replied as I gestured to all the empty seats at the table. “Eat here with me. I know it’s not usual, but it’s just us here right now. I wouldn’t mind the company.”

“I-- thank you, my lord,” Javanna said after a moment of hesitation.

The reserved, Night Elf woman got herself a bowl of stew while I poured her some wine, and then she sat down in a chair next to mine.

“I don’t think we’ve ever gotten a chance to talk like this.” I smiled as I ate another spoonful of the savory stew. “Tell me about yourself.”

“There isn’t much to tell,” Javanna said in a humble tone. “I was married young to a good man. Had three children that are all grown now, and one who passed during…”

Javanna faltered and seemed unable to finish her thought.

“During the Mad Chief’s reign?” I asked in a gentle voice.

“Yes.” The stern woman nodded. “Then you became a Duke, and Chief Ondur asked me to come and be your housekeeper. That’s about it really.”

“I don’t believe that for a moment.” I grinned. “I heard both you and Yaurle were part of the resistance against Ursenger. That’s not nothing. You both were right here, saw Ursenger face to face, and worked to undermine him knowing how much danger you were in as you did it. That sounds very brave to me. And bravery like that doesn’t come out of nowhere. I bet you raised some hell when you were young. Maybe before you were married and had children.”

“Well,” Javanna replied with a prim kind of giggle, “we were all young once. Maybe I had some wild ideas about living a life of adventure as a girl.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” I snorted and gave the proper, reserved woman an encouraging grin.

“As the daughter of a minor noble, I had a certain amount of freedom,” Javanna explained. “It wasn’t considered proper for a young noblewoman, but I was too strong-willed to care. Yaurle, my husband, and I used to explore the caves, hunt dangerous monsters, and look for lost treasure. I was only eighty back then. Just the spring of a girl, really.”

“Why’d you stop?” I asked as I took a sip of wine.

“Eventually, duty caught up with me,” Javanna answered with a bittersweet sigh. “My husband and I would take trips into the caves and the wilderness from time to time, and Yaurle would join us every now and then. But when I had children, that took priority. Then Ursenger came into power.”

“I see.” I nodded. “But now that your kids are grown, and I’m the lord of the manor, why not have some adventures again? I’d be happy to give you a few days off here and there if that’s something you wanted.”

“An amusing thought,” the dark-haired woman said with a half-hidden smirk. “But I’m far too old for such things now.”

Javanna seemed like a woman in her mid-forties by human standards. Her black hair was shaved on one side in a typical Night Elf fashion, but outside of that, she looked like the stereotypical housekeeper in a period show or movie. Javanna’s dress was simple, and neat, with a high collar. The woman also took her jobs very seriously. The manor was free of dust and clutter, and Javanna knew where both of the maids were at any time.

I knew I could trust and rely on her, but I also believed Javanna should get to cut loose from time to time.

“You’re not old,” I said in a firm voice. “Yaurle is about the same age as you, right? He’s going to come with me to hunt down a Troll tomorrow and test a new weapon the Dwarves have made. Why don’t you come along, too?”

“Really?” I could see the spark in the housekeeper’s eyes. “I haven’t done anything like that in decades.”

“I’m not going to pressure you. But if you’d like to come along, you’re more than welcome to. Yaurle and I are about to practice with my rifle once I’m done eating.”

“I’ll think about it.” Javanna demurely smiled. “Thank you, Duke Eddie.”

I smiled back and felt pleased to have learned something about the usually reserved maid.

Once I was finished, Javanna cleared away the dishes, and I went to look for Yaurle. Then we met in the expansive yard and gardens around the manor.

Quawin had set up several archery targets in one corner of the walled yard, and Sharn and some of her female Orcish soldiers had gathered around to watch. I only had my pair of Pro Xs with me at the time, but I’d found a bag of earplugs I kept for emergencies in my backpack. After I handed out the earplugs, I took a few moments to explain the basic safety rules of firearms, and I showed Yaurle how to operate the Galil. The chamberlain listened carefully, and he watched intently as I gave him a quick demonstration.

I shouldered the rifle, took a deep breath, and aimed for the red circle in the center of the target. As I slowly exhaled, I squeezed the trigger and watched as a clean, round hole appeared two inches from the center of the red circle. My household staff and guards applauded, and I handed the rifle to Yaurle.

“This is the proper stance, my lord?” the scarred man asked as he stood with one foot behind him.

The posh Yennih lord also automatically kept his side toward the target to present a smaller target, like someone would do on a battlefield with a line of archers on the other side.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “That’s great. Keeping one foot back a little will help you brace against the recoil from the rifle. Also, you want the butt of the rifle against the hollow of your shoulder, not tucked under it.”

Yaurle corrected where the butt of the Galil rested and then aimed at the target. I walked the scarred man through where to look in the sights and how to squeeze the trigger instead of pulling against it. Once he was set, Lord Yaurle fired and hit just outside of the red circle. Everyone cheered, and the grin on Yaurle’s face told me just how much he’d enjoyed taking his first shot.

After that, everyone wanted a turn, and I was happy to share my passion for firearms with my people. Sharn managed to hit just on the edge of the red circle the first time, but she was able to get two shots inside that four-inch dot after that. Quawin was nearly knocked off his feet when he fired the Galil, since the Gnomish man didn’t have the weight to brace against the recoil, but he was still all smiles as he handed me back the gun.

Finally, Javanna asked to try.

“Hell yeah.” I grinned. “Step on up.”

The raven-haired, prim housekeeper followed all of the instructions I’d given others. She took the proper stance, shouldered the rifle, and looked down the sights. Then Javanna breathed in and squeezed the trigger on the exhale.

The bullet hit the target just a finger’s width above my first shot, and the group erupted into raucous cheers.

“Well, then,” the housekeeper said with a slight blush from the uproarious praise, “let’s go hunt a Troll!”

Fucking right. This was going to be a great hunting trip.


Chapter Five

The start of the next day was a flurry of activity. Hebulsia had come to the manor to pack some sandwiches for Yaurle, Javanna, Sharn, and I to take on our trip, and Yaurle and Javanna switched their normal finery for more suitable clothes for an adventure. It was the first time I’d ever seen the housekeeper in pants, and I had to say, even for an older woman, Javanna had kept in good shape.

The Dwarves showed up just after we’d eaten a light breakfast that Hebulsia made, and they showed me the changes they’d made to the rifle.

“Is this even the same one?” I snorted as I looked over the rifle.

Tauric had made new guards for the outside that had the geometric design I expected from the Dwarves, and even some artistic embellishments.

It was beautiful, and a far cry from the rough-and-ready version I’d seen yesterday.

“I had Tauric fire it a few times before we brought it over,” Dorrem explained. “It no longer lights whatever it hits on fire. But it does pack quite a punch. The enchantment now increases the force of the projectiles and bolsters the effect of Tauric’s special bullets.”

“This is great.” I grinned as I looked the rifle over.

Then I grabbed one of my magazines and slipped it into the new rifle, and it smoothly clicked into place.

“So, you’re pleased, Eddie?” Tauric asked with a proud smile.

“I am.” I nodded and was excited to try it out as I popped the magazine out again. “Do you gentlemen want to join us? We’re going to hunt a Troll.”

“N-No, thank you, Eddie,” Tauric replied after Hebulsia made a terrified squeak at my suggestion.

“Absolutely not,” Dorrem huffed as he shook his head. “Last time I went on one of your misadventures, I ended up in a tree. Just bring me back notes on how well the contraption works.”

I laughed, and then the four of us said goodbye to the Dwarves and headed into the northern reaches of my holding.

The Troll have carved out its territory near a waterfall that cascaded down the wall of the main Yennih cavern. On the maps in my study, the place had been referred to as “The Haze,” and once we got near the area where the Troll had been reported, I started to see why this place had earned that moniker.

A perpetual mist hung on the ground and around the branches of the short, purple-leaved trees, and the air was humid and several degrees warmer than was common in the underground world. I had to remove my cloak, roll it up, and tie it to my backpack, but I kept on my gauntlets, sabatons, and the Eye. I was used to long walks through The Gloom, but with the sabatons on, I didn’t even feel the miles as we walked. My backpack felt like it hardly weighed an ounce, and I attributed that to the gauntlets.

Magic armor was fucking awesome.

Yaurle carried my Galil and had a short sword strapped to his hip, and the Yennih gentleman seemed to transform into a dashing warrior from the usual steady, stoic chamberlain I’d always known. Lady Javanna carried a bow and arrows, as well as several savage, serrated daggers in leather sheaths on her belt and tucked into both her boots. Meanwhile, Sharn had her giant war hammer slung on her broad back, and she used a sword to help cut through the tangle of undergrowth.

As we entered the misty territory, I paused and looked around.

“Where’s this fog coming from?” I wondered out loud.

“Hot springs,” Yaurle quickly replied. “Likely created by a stream of magma that passes under the water source feeding the waterfall. The water itself is sweet and not sulfurous. But it’s also unnaturally warm.”

“Huh,” I grunted as I looked around at the misty forest around us. “We should start to look for any signs of the Troll. This part of the forest is fairly dense, so there’s got to be evidence of a trail somewhere.”

“Most Jeweled Trolls live near a source of water,” Sharn remarked as she adjusted the strap of her massive hammer. “I think we’ll have the most luck closer to the waterfall.”

“Then that’s where we’ll head first.” I nodded as I checked over my rifle again out of habit. “Keep an eye out for any footprints or broken branches, but I’m sure I don’t have to tell any of you that.”

“My father used to take me on hunts.” The muscular Orcish woman nodded. “I’m familiar with the ways of Trolls. They’re more clever than most monsters, but that isn’t saying much.”

“Javanna and I haven’t fought a Troll in over a hundred years,” Yaurle remarked as he flashed the housekeeper a wry smile. “But I imagine it will come back to us quickly enough.”

“We should discuss strategy then,” I said as we continued through the humid forest. “I can hang back and provide covering fire at first. From what I remember, Trolls have thick hides, but Dorrem thinks his enchantments on my rifle should be able to overcome that. Still, I think we should focus our fire at the Troll’s eyes and anything else that looks squishy. Under the arms might be another weak spot in its natural defenses. What’s everyone good at?”

“Smashing things,” Sharn snorted as she jerked her thumb toward her impressive hammer.

“I’m fairly quick and agile,” Yaurle added. “And Javanna is an excellent markswoman. But she’s a devil with those daggers.”

“You flatter me,” the stately woman replied. “I haven’t done anything like this since I was under a century old.”

“Okay.” I nodded with an excited expression as I ran through different options in my head. “Yaurle and I can draw the Troll’s attention with our fire. We’re loud and will pose a big threat, so while the Troll’s focused on us, Sharn and Javanna will get into position. Sharn, I want you to try to get around behind the Troll and take out its knees. Javanna, you should find a position higher up. That way you’ll be able to fire arrows over any of our heads if we need to get in close.”

“Yes, your grace,” the Night Elf woman obediently said.

Yaurle and Sharn also agreed, and we proceeded forward.

It wasn’t long before we started to see signs of the Troll’s presence. Large, heavy footsteps in the damp ground, snapped branches where something lumbering had ripped them away from the trunk, and a distinct smell that lingered in the damp air. From the mute evidence we could see, I knew this was going to be a large Troll indeed.

As we got closer, almost all conversation stopped, since we didn’t want to alert the monster to our presence. I’d only fought alongside Sharn before now, but I was aware of Yaurle’s prowess from conversations I’d had with Ondur. The unassuming Yennih lord had been part of the resistance against the Mad Chief, even before Ursenger took control of the throne. For his efforts, Ursenger had burned Yaurle over half his body.

Javanna seemed both capable and ready to follow orders. Plus, if the Night Elf woman hung back, she wouldn’t be in as much danger if anything did happen to go wrong.

But, even with the tense knot I always got in my stomach before a confrontation with an enemy or monster, I was still excited.

Soon, we heard the sound of the waterfall as the air became more oppressively humid. There were even more signs of the Troll’s destructive presence now. Trees uprooted and on their sides, bones from small and mid-sized animals that had been picked clean, and more of the large, deep footprints.

“Your Grace,” Sharn hissed as she kneeled down to look at something on the forest floor.

“More footprints?” I murmured as I kneeled down next to the captain of my guard.

“No, my lord.” Sharn shook her head, and her long, dark braids gently swung with the motion. “Paw prints.”

“Paw prints?” I repeated as I wrinkled my forehead. “What would live anywhere near a Troll’s territory?”

“My guess is a pack of argrols,” Sharn replied in barely more than a whisper. “Swift canines covered in thick, leathery scales.”

“There are no argrols living in or near Hillshire forest,” Yaurle pointed out with a concerned frown. “I thought they lived in the southwestern reaches of the Crardu lands.”

“Maybe the pack outgrew their food source and headed south?” Javanna offered.

“Just when a Troll moves into the same land?” I shook my head. “That sounds like a crazy coincidence. What are the chances that the Troll brought them with it?”

“That’d be most unusual,” the Orcish woman answered. “Trolls aren’t known for their nurturing skills. They abandon their young almost as soon as they give birth. How would they domesticate a pack of argrols?”

“You don’t have to tame animals to control them,” I replied in a dark tone. “Fear also works to control animals.”

“That’s more likely, yes.” Sharn nodded as she looked at the others. “How does that change our plan?”

“We’ll move forward in total silence from this point on,” I suggested. “Keep an eye out for any scaly dogs and the Troll. Watch me and each other for hand signals and keep your ear protection in. Once we find them, Yaurle and I will try to draw their attention with fire. Sharn will still try to get behind the Troll to kneecap him, while Javanna starts to pick off the dogs, assuming we’re right about them being controlled by the Troll.”

Fuck. It was always something.

We finally reached the edge of an overlook, where the basin of the waterfall and the narrow river it fed had slowly eroded the stone until the dropoff had become twenty feet deep. There was a gravelly wash on the far side of the river below us that led up to a round cave mouth, and the telltale pile of bones scattered over the gravel marked this as the likely lair of the Troll.

It reminded me of the day I first met Amrila. The Jeweled Troll we’d fought that day lived in a cave much like this one, near a stream further south, not far from where Bermshire used to be. I thought about how the confrontation had gone, and how close I needed to get to make a dent in that hide with my old Bulgarian AK. Yaurle would need to be a lot closer for the Galil to be effective.

I looked up and down the ledge to find a place where we could get down onto the wash. About ten yards down the left side of the ledge, there was a game trail animals used to get to the river to drink. I pointed the game trail out to Sharn and Yaurle and sent them that way to get around behind where the Troll would be if it came out of the cave. On the far side of the river, there was a place where the stone wall of the cavern jutted out to make the wash in front of the cave a half-moon. Sharn and Yaurle would be able to hide behind the rock horn and get a drop on the Troll and the argrols.

But a lot of our plan depended on the Troll and its pet dogs being inside the cave. If they were out on a hunt, we could be fucked. Once I fired my rifle to draw the monsters out, our location would be given away. Which meant if the Troll wasn’t home, it would know where we were, but we’d have no idea where it was in the dense, surrounding woods.

As Sharn and Yaurle quietly climbed down to the gravel-covered shore on the nearside of the river, I gestured toward my eyes so Javanna could see and then pointed at the cave mouth. The housekeeper nodded to show she understood I wanted her to watch the cave and shoot her arrows at anything that came out.

As the others got into their positions, I considered how long to wait before I literally fired the starting gun.

There were no sounds from the woods around us. No breaking branches, thundering footfalls, howls, or barks. In the caves, the beasts would have to be pretty far away for us not to hear them. This raised the likelihood that the Troll and its minions were resting up in their lair, but there was no such thing as certain in these matters.

Even the Eye wasn’t much help. If I tried to lean into its predictive powers, all it wanted to show me was the same vision of the breastplate over and over.

You’ve really lost focus since we found these gauntlets, I directed my thoughts at the magical belt. If you can understand me, we’re gonna have a talk about this later.

The Eye either didn’t understand me, or it was ignoring me. Either way, while the Eye of Vallis was hyper-focused on the rest of the armor, I knew it would still warn me if I was in immediate danger. Clearly, right then I wasn’t, so I was left to make an educated guess about my next action.

I held up one hand so Yaurle and Sharn could see it across the river, now that they were hidden behind the outcropping near the wash. Then I counted down from three on my fingers, and when I put down my last finger, I placed both hands on the powerful, new rifle and fired.

Colorful birds that had been hiding silently in the trees around us took flight at the report of the Dwarven rifle. Then there was a tense pause where I could hear my own heartbeat in my ears.

Moments later, I heard the roar of the Troll, followed by several yelps that turned into growls and barks. I held up my hand to let Javanna know to wait until the Troll came out.

Just like I knew they would, the argrols came out first. They looked to be about the same size as coyotes, but that’s where the comparison ended. The wretched things looked like they’d been struck with a bad case of mange, with hairless patches between what looked like dull, unwholesome scabs. Their snouts were a little too long and pointed, and they didn’t have visible ears. The argrols looked more like someone had glued patchy flesh and scales on the skeletons of greyhounds, or as if someone had extended the legs on monitor lizards.

The argrols slinked out of the cave, and they were hesitant at first, but another roar from the Troll drove them out onto the wash. I counted about six of the dog-like lizard creatures, and then I saw the glimmer of the jeweled body in the darkness of the cave.

The Troll was huge. Even bigger than the one Amrila and I had fought nearly a year ago.

But I needed to draw him out for our plan to work.

“If we shoot, the Troll will just go deeper into that cave,” I whispered to Javanna. “And I don’t want to go into that bastard’s turf blind.”

“I can draw him out,” the older woman replied in a quiet voice. “Let him see me, get him out onto the wash, where the others are ready to attack from behind.”

There wasn’t a lot of time to think it over.

I didn’t want to put Javanna in harm’s way, but Yaurle had vouched for the woman’s abilities and I’d learned long ago that a leader had to trust their people for the unit to function properly. So, I nodded, and Javanna gave me a fierce grin in reply. Then the Night Elf woman snuck forward to the edge of the drop-off, turned to wink at me, and threw herself off with a theatrical scream.

It was a twenty-foot drop, and I watched the prim, proper woman bounce and roll all the way down. Javanna hit the gravel on the bank below like a rag doll and held perfectly still. The scream was overdone and intentional, but the rest of the Night Elf woman’s performance made it hard for me to tell if something had gone wrong on the way down.

But I could see she was still breathing, even though Javanna was face down near the water. The argrols growled, and their hackles rose, but as the lead argrol’s haunches bunched in preparation to dash forward across the river, the Troll came out of the cave and pushed the beast to one side.

The Jeweled Troll was almost fifteen feet tall and half as broad, and its grayish skin was covered in large, sparkling opals, moonstones, and smooth star sapphires.

That hide was worth a fortune.

I had to wait in agony as the Troll lumbered forward, and Javanna remained still. Inwardly, I begged Sharn and Yaurle to wait for the Troll to stomp far enough toward the bank for them to get a successful attack from the rear.

I shouldered the Dwarven rifle and looked down the sights as I braced for the recoil. The Troll stepped up to the water’s edge on the far side of the river as it eyed Javanna, and that’s when I squeezed the trigger. My Pro Xs shut out the sound, but I watched the argrols shrink away from the noise, and the Troll staggered back as my bullet tore a large, bloody hole through its shoulder.

The bullet wound exposed tattered muscle and tendons as the Troll screamed and grabbed its ruined shoulder. It looked like a raw steak that had been half chewed up in a meat grinder. Then Javanna popped up off the ground, reached into her boot, and flung a dagger right at an argrol’s head. The serrated blade sank into the beast’s forehead as the canine’s eyes rolled back, and it dropped.

Then everything descended into mayhem.

Sharn rushed out of her hiding place with her war hammer held aloft, and she howled with glee as she swung and cracked her hammer against the Troll’s kneecap. The bejeweled fuck bellowed again but swung one huge arm behind it at the Orcish woman’s head. Sharn was agile for such a big warrior, though, and she ducked and neatly avoided the blow.

Then Yaurle charged onto the wash, took a knee, and focused his fire on the argrols to cover Sharn. But I wasn’t about to let them have all the fun. I was still uncertain about the accuracy of the rifle, so I quickly scrambled down the dropoff to get into a better position to ensure a headshot on the tiny coconut of a noggin the Troll had.

Sharn wailed on the Troll’s back as it struggled to turn to reach her, while Yaurle and Javanna picked off the argrols. Once I was on the gravel bank, I kneeled to steady my shot, and I took aim as the sparkly fuck whipped around, grabbed hold of the guardwoman’s hammer, and tried to rip it from her grip. Sharn put up a fight, but the Troll was just too strong, and the handle slipped from between her fingers.

The Troll turned then and saw Javanna and I on the other bank. My stomach dropped as soon as I realized what was about to happen, and I gripped the rifle in one hand as I dove to one side.

“Get down!” I shouted as I wrapped my other arm around Javanna’s middle.

I dragged the Night Elf woman to the gravel with me as she yelped in surprise.

The two of us hit the ground just as the hammer hit the bank behind us. As I skidded over the gravel, I tucked my arm holding the rifle beneath me, rolled, and came back up. The Troll reached for Sharn as she stood in defiance against the creature, and I quickly aimed for the small, bowling ball of a head and fired.

The recoil was so strong that I was almost knocked back, but I managed to stay upright. Then, in that same heartbeat, the Jeweled Troll’s ridiculously small head exploded. As the massive body slowly fell forward, Sharn jumped out of the way, but she was covered in blood and gray matter.

Yaurle shot the last argrol almost as an afterthought as I caught my breath, and Javanna got to her feet.

“So,” I snorted as I looked at my housekeeper, “how did you like your first adventure back?”

Javanna looked at me for a moment, then the hammer half buried in the rise of the dropoff, before she started to laugh.

“Yeah!” Sharn cheered from the other shore as she raised her gore-covered arms above her head. “Duke Eddie, Jeweled Troll slayer!”

That was another title for Bhakoth to rattle off at parties.

But at least the Troll was dead, and we’d get a fuckton for the hide in the Capital.


Chapter Six

Sharn had set to work skinning the Troll within moments. It was always good to have a Tors Bane Orc around, because they weren’t afraid of even the most disgusting jobs. While the captain of my guard took care of that, Yaurle and I skinned some of the argrols. I wasn’t sure who’d want those ugly hides, but the scales were actually pretty tough and might have a use as hardier leather armor.

Then we gathered up our plunder, washed off as much as we could in the river, and checked out the cave. There wasn’t much in there besides more bones and some rotting meat and foraged fruit. I guess Trolls were omnivores, but none of what we found looked like humanoid remains. That was good at least.

Finally, we carried the hides back to the manor so they could be cured and taken to the capital to sell.

“We’ll split the proceeds for the sale four ways,” I told Yaurle as I got ready to head to the Dwarves cabins. “I trust you to get a good price for them in the city.”

“Are you sure, my lord?” the chamberlain asked with a confused look. “It’s your coin to do with what you wish. But by all rights, the Troll and its beasts were on your land, and you already pay us all good wages to do your bidding. You would be paying us twice.”

“I do pay you.” I nodded. “But you came Troll hunting with me as my friend. Besides, I would think hunting giant monsters isn’t part of what chamberlains do. Maybe Sharn or Quwain’s jobs would entail that, but either way, I insist on splitting the money.”

“As you see best, Duke.” Yaurle smiled and nodded. “And thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I chuckled. “I want to see all of you prosper, too. It’s fun being rich, but it’s way more fun when you can share it with the people you care about. Speaking of which, I want to have five hundred gold taken to the Lost Dwarves’ cabins. For the work they’re doing for me.”

“I will see to it,” Yaurle replied as he wrote down the sum on a scrap of paper.

As I left for the Dwarves’ cabins, I passed Javanna and Sharn on my way to the gate.

“Thank you, my lord!” Javanna called out and waved from the door of the guardhouse.

I waved back, glad the lady had enjoyed the adventure, and walked on. I didn’t spend long with the Dwarves because I was eager to get back to my wives, so I just handed them back the rifle, described how well it had worked, and noted the few things that could be improved.

“The accuracy is pretty good,” I explained. “But that’s something that can always be dialed in. I can also get a scope and a red dot for it, though. The action is still a little stiff, too. That will affect the rate of fire. Obviously, the quicker I can get shots off, the better.”

“How was the kinetic force?” Dorrem asked as he crossed his arms and leaned against his worktable.

“It was okay,” I replied. “I’m not complaining, the rifle works great. But the recoil is a little intense. If you can do anything about that, I’d be thrilled.”

“We’ll look into it,” Tauric said. “It’s still only a prototype. The actual rifle will be better.”

“I can’t wait.” I grinned. “Thank you all for doing this. I asked Lord Yaurle to deliver some gold for everything you three have been doing for me.”

“Don’t thank us just yet,” Dorrem grumbled. “There isn’t much of the stone to work with, and we’ll have to be very careful with it as we make the real model. But the gold is still very appreciated.”

“I believe in you,” I chuckled. “But I need to go. Lots of things to do, and never enough time. I’ll see you gentlemen soon.”

I said goodbye to the Dwarves and headed back to the surface.

Once I was home, I spent the evening with Sigrith and Gwen at their house, since it was Sigrith’s turn to stay the night with me. The three of us had a good time hanging out, and any night with Sigrith was always memorable.

The next day, I headed to the shop to see Nate. While I was away, he’d set up an appointment with a realtor in Millersville to check out spots for our new location. I was excited to look at places and expand our business further, but I was aware Millersville likely still had a lot of problems. Taking out a handful of drug dealers wouldn’t have solved everything overnight. The real work would be the town filling the gaps that would allow some other fuckhead to come in and set up shop.

I went around to the surplus store and picked up Nate, and when I pulled up to the back of the store, Pearson was already waiting outside and bouncing on his heels with excitement. I had to work to keep a straight face when I spotted my business partner because the sandy-haired man was in his “business disguise” again.

Usually, Nathan wore flannels, camo, or cargo pants with more pockets than any human could possibly need. But if my conspiracy theorist friend wanted to put his best foot forward, he’d throw on a pair of dockers, a solid-colored polo, and pull his unkempt hair back in a ponytail. It wasn’t a look that suited him, but I wasn’t going to be the one to point that out.

“Hey, Eddie.” Nate grinned as he got into the passenger seat of the Rubicon. “You eaten breakfast yet?”

“Nope,” I said, so on the way to Millersville, we stopped at a drive-thru and got some coffee and breakfast sandwiches.

Millersville was a small town with a beautiful downtown that paid homage to the original German and Dutch settlers. Many of the shops sold trinkets for tourists, or were staffed by historical reenactors who gave visitors the feeling they were back in the early 1900s. But the rest of Millersville was much like any small town in Ohio.

They needed decent paying jobs after factories and mining had dried up decades ago. Many of the storefronts outside of the main square stood empty, likely for years. Homes had started to look run-down through much of Millersville, since repairs were put off in favor of spending that money on other necessities. Not to say the whole town looked like it was underwater, or that opening one storefront would fix everything.

But it would be a start.

Nate directed me to the realtors’ office. It was in one of the nicer neighborhoods, and the office was in an old house that had been remodeled and cut up into cubicles for different agents.

“Morning,” Pearson said as we walked up to the receptionist. “My colleague and I are here to see Brenda Dorbin. We have an appointment.”

“One moment,” the young woman at the desk said as she held up a manicured finger.

Then the receptionist picked up her phone and dialed an extension.

“Your ten o’clock is here,” the lady said and hung up the receiver without further comments. “You gentlemen can sit over there while you wait.”

“Thanks,” I said as I turned and took a seat.

Nate picked up a magazine to flip through while we waited, but Brenda showed up only moments later.

“Sorry for the wait,” the realtor said in an apologetic tone.

Brenda was a woman in her thirties with short, black hair and a nice blazer clearly meant to inspire a sense of competence and business savvy. There was something about her that reminded me of every PTA mom I’d ever met.

“That’s fine,’ I said as I stood and shook Brenda’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Eddie Hill, and I believe you’ve been speaking to Nathan.”

“How do you do?” Nate said with a friendly smile. “I’m Nate.”

“Happy to meet you both.” Brenda smiled back and shook our hands. “I’ve got a few places I think might meet your needs. Do you want to drive together or follow me?”

“We can follow you,” I replied.

I thought that’d be more comfortable and allow Nate and I to speak privately about any of the properties we saw.

The first location was right on the downtown strip that led off the main square. It wasn’t a large storefront and looked like it had once been one of those cheap cell phone stores back in the mid 2000s.

“The roof is all new,” Brenda said in an overly cheery voice as the three of us stood in the middle of the sales floor. “It’s got a stockroom and employee lounge in the back, and a studio apartment on the second floor. Kitchenette and private bathroom.”

“I don’t think this is gonna be big enough.” Nathan shook his head. “I’d like a place with a little more display space. I don’t think we could even fit a locking gun case behind that little counter. Hell, there’s barely enough room back there for a skinny teenager.”

“Gun case?” the realtor repeated with a note of surprise. “I-I’m not sure what kind of rumors you’ve heard about Millersville, but we don’t have hardly any robberies here. And our crime statistics are at an all-time low.”

I bet they were.

Brenda gave a nervous sort of laugh, and I noticed there wasn’t a qualifier at the end of her statement. All time low for how long a period? Which crime statistics? Burglaries and drug busts might be down, but I’m sure my friends and I had probably brought the “murder” rate way up for a town this size, only for it to drop sharply this quarter by comparison. Statistics were funny things like that. Leave out a key piece of relevant information, and suddenly you lose the real context of the numbers.

“The guns would really be for protection in the store,” I said. “We sell Army surplus and firearms.”

“Oh… I’m not sure how the Zoning Board is going to feel about that,” Brenda said in a delicate tone. “At least not this close to the city center. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but late January, early February there was an unfortunate event involving some criminal types on a farm outside of the city limits--”

Fucking Zoning Boards.

“We heard,” Nate said as he nervously smoothed the front of his shirt, but I stepped in before Pearson could expand on his thoughts and say something unfortunate.

“It was on the news out of Cleveland,” I remarked. “Such a tragedy. But I don’t understand what that has to do with the Zoning Board or our business plan. We already own a surplus store in Westherst, and just opened a shooting range, too.”

“Are you that Hill?” Brenda gasped as her eyes lit up. “My husband wanted to go to the opening, but he busted up his foot falling off a ladder and couldn’t make the drive. We did watch the news report, though. Ugh! Those kids who won the paintball competition were the cutest!”

“We’re very proud of them.” Nate grinned and nodded. “There are a few rounds to go before the state finals, but they’re doing great. I’d like to circle back to what some criminals on a farm have to do with our business, though?”

I could already see the beads of sweat forming on Nate’s forehead. He was a good guy, but Nathan Pearson had zero chill.

“It’s not you, gentlemen,” the realtor replied as she held her clipboard to her chest. “It’s just a PR question for Millersville. The City Council had been working up this whole campaign to revamp the image of our town and distance ourselves from the… incident.”

“Well, then we’re your guys.” I grinned boyishly as I put on my small town charm. “Two small business owners, Ohio born and raised, selling tools for hunting and home security--”

“Peace of mind really,” Nate eagerly added.

“Exactly,” I said with a good-natured smile. “And we’re more than happy to pay the fees for all the proper permits. We have the money on hand and don’t need to wait on a bank loan to buy a commercial property. Though I agree, the town center doesn’t feel like a good fit.”

“Maybe you could show us somewhere else?” Nate offered. “Maybe a place far enough from the square that it’s not in view of the tourists, but easy for the locals to find?”

“This is only the first option.” Brenda nodded as she warmed up to Nate and me. “Let’s see if we can find somewhere more fitting. And you both make a good point, this isn’t your first rodeo, and you’re well-known business owners. I’m sure these things will help grease the wheels with the council and the board.”

The next location was on the edge of a residential neighborhood. Brenda didn’t mention if it was close to a school or anything that could be a potential barrier to getting the right permits, but on the way to the next location, Nate and I agreed that we’d rather not take the risk of being denied the permits while in the escrow process. It’d be better to have a storefront squarely in a commercial neighborhood.

But none of the following places the realtor showed us seemed like a good fit. There was a decommissioned church, an old office building next to a lawyer’s office, and a defunct fast-food place.

“What about that building?” Nate asked as he pointed across the street from the old burger place.

There was a building that looked like it had once been a mom-and-pop video rental store, and I could still see the ghost of the company’s name where the old sign letters used to hang. It was kinda perfect. Close to the edge of town with a big field behind it. It screamed possibility with the field, and we could possibly open a small outdoor range with the right planning. The building had two stories, too, so there’d be room for an office.

“Oh, you don’t want that place,” Brenda said with another nervous giggle.

“Is it not for sale?” I asked as I looked across the street.

“Well… sort of?” the realtor hedged. “The owner is having a little trouble with some former residents. But the roof is old, and the interior would have to be completely redone. Plus, I think it’s zoned as both a business and residential, which I’m sure would be a nightmare--”

“Could we have a look inside?” Nate asked. “I get it might not be the prettiest building in the world, but I can see a lot of potential there. And it’s a little outside of town. I’m sure the board wouldn’t have any problem with us setting up shop out here.”

“I don’t think I have the key,” Brenda replied, and she was trying to sound casual but also clearly wanted to change the subject. “Was there anywhere else you wanted to look at again?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I think we’re good, Brenda. Nate and I will talk it over and get back to you.”

“Please do,” the realtor replied as she shook hands with Nate and I one more time.

When the realtor left, Nate and I looked at each other for a moment.

“She seem cagey to you when we asked about that building?” Nate asked me.

“A little.” I nodded. “I wonder what she’s hiding?”

“Probably crackheads. Look at how the windows are papered over. Someone doesn’t want anyone else looking in there.”

“You might be right.” I shrugged. “Let’s get some lunch. Maybe we can go to that diner we went to last time?”

“You gonna try the German potato salad this time?” Nate asked with a smirk.

“Absolutely not,” I snorted.

The two of us got back into the Rubicon and headed to the diner. I liked the place. It was the sort of greasy spoon, mom-and-pop shop you could find in any small town in Ohio, and it reminded me of summer in high school, when I would loiter too long over a cup of black coffee or a milkshake because there wasn’t anything else to do.

The two of us got a table and put in our orders. I got a soda and a bacon cheeseburger with hand-cut fries, and Nate ordered the meatloaf and potato salad with a coffee.

“If we can’t get that old video store,” Nate said as he cut into his big slice of meatloaf, “maybe we could see if the abandoned dollar store is still empty.”

“The place did seem like a good option.” I nodded as I bit into my juicy burger and wiped my chin with a paper napkin. “But it didn’t have a second floor for office space.”

“Nah,” the conspiracy theorist grunted. “Probably just a tiny closet of an office in the back of the storeroom. And it’s right in town, so we’d have to find a second location if we wanted to open up a small range.”

That would be nice. A town like this could use a range, firearms or paintball. Kids always need something to do to keep them out of trouble. A paintball range could give the youth of Millersville something to occupy their time other than drugs. Maybe even a place to work and save up a little money for a car, or college. We could run summer specials and discounts, and even if we ran at a loss, Meyer could write it off at tax time, and we’d still come out ahead.

“Well, good afternoon, gentlemen,” a serene voice said.

I looked up and saw Pastor Brown, who we’d met the last time we were in Millersville. The Lutheran pastor was tall and slim, in his mid-fifties, and he wore a pair of stylish gold-rimmed glasses.

“Reverend,” Nate said as he subconsciously sat up a little straighter and wiped his hands on a napkin.

“Pastor Brown.” I grinned as I stood up and shook the man’s hand.

“Mr. Hill and Mr. Pearson, if I remember correctly,” Brown replied. “It’s nice to see both again.”

“We were meeting with a realtor to look at locations for our business,” I said as I sat back down. “Would you care to join us?”

“Bill and Art are supposed to be joining me,” the pastor said in an apologetic tone. “But that’s very kind of you.”

“No worries.” Nate grinned as he waved down the waitress. “Miss! Would it be alright if we pushed these two tables together?”

“As long as you push them back when you’re done.” The middle-aged, redheaded waitress winked at Pearson.

“Boy.” Nathan whistled as Brown and I helped him move the tables. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

“That’s Jennifer Wharly,” the reverend said with a knowing smile. “She also volunteers as the church secretary.”

“You don’t say,” Pearson muttered in a distracted tone as he stole another glance at Jennifer. “Interesting.”

By the time we had the tables rearranged, Bill and Art showed up.

Bill was a small man who looked old enough to remember a time before televisions were in nearly every house. He had thick, coke-bottle glasses and two wiry tufts of white hair on either side of his head. But Art was one of those guys that remained vital and hardy into old age.

Art was burly and had a full head of iron-gray hair. The three men made up what was affectionately known as the “Liars Table.” The first time we’d met, the waitress had set a little plaque on their table with the nickname etched onto it. There were several other local businessmen in their little group, but Art and Bill seemed to be the main members of the unofficial club. Art and Bill also remembered us from a few months back, and the conversation around the table was pleasant but general.

“Did you gentlemen find a good location for your gun shop?” Bill asked eventually.

“Well, there’s this old video store we like, but I got the impression Brenda was trying to warn us off it,” I replied. “But I think it’d be perfect, especially with that big field out back and no houses around. We could maybe open a small shooting range connected to the surplus store.”

“The old video store?” Art repeated in a dark tone.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Just on the far edge of town. But Brenda didn’t even want to show it to us.”

“Probably on account of the squatters,” Bill huffed.

“Now, Bill,” Pastor Brown said in a reproachful tone. “All people deserve--”

“Let me pick up your tab, Reverend,” Art said quickly, and a strange look passed between the three of them. “I’m sure you have a lot of work to do back at the church.”

It wasn’t exactly a dismissal, but I glanced at Nate as the pastor nodded, got up, and left a tip on the table.

“You all have a good day,” Brown said before he turned to go.

“You too, Brown,” Bill replied, and then he looked back at Pearson and me. “This is a delicate matter, and I don’t see any reason a man of the cloth should have to listen to it.”

“Okaaay?” I said as I leaned forward with interest.

“You see,” Art continued as he glanced around at the nearly empty diner, “the men that are claiming squatters rights there are known drug dealers.”

Of fucking course they were.

Sounded like I had another knot to untangle.


Chapter Seven

The revelation that the squatters in the building Nate and I were interested in were also drug dealers wasn’t a surprise. What I didn’t understand was why Art and Bill had sent Pastor Brown away before they told us. The Lutheran minister was empathetic and tried to see the best in everyone, but it wasn’t as if he condoned allowing the drug dealers to stay in Millersville.

“Why don’t the cops do something about it?” I asked out of genuine curiosity.

“They’ve tried,” Art replied with a shrug. “Conducted a few raids but didn’t turn up any drugs or evidence of a crime so they could arrest them. These guys are at least smart enough not to shit where they eat.”

“Sure.” I nodded. “But just living in a storefront, especially one they don’t own, seems like enough of a reason to at least remove them from the property.”

“Squatters rights.” Nate shook his head. “I got mixed feelings about those laws. Not all landlords are decent people, and I’m for a little civil disobedience when there’s call for it. But some people like to abuse laws meant to protect regular folk.”

“It’s not like it’s a house, though,” I remarked as I tried to understand the complicated situation. “Or an apartment they were renting and the landlord jacked up the rent price suddenly. What kind of claim could they even have?”

“The property is zoned as a business and a residence,” Bill explained as he took a sip of his steaming coffee. “I’m not a lawyer, but I guess it makes the law murky. The company that bought the building isn’t even in Ohio, and they seem happy to let it sit empty, rather than go through the expense of evicting the squatters. They’d rather let it rot or sell it and let the next guy deal with it.”

“And how the hell is this legal?” I asked as I popped the last bite of my burger in my mouth. “Shit. I really like that spot, too.”

“Why doesn’t anyone else in the town take care of it?” Nathan asked in a low voice. “Since all the official channels are… tied up.”

“One,” Bill said as he held up three fingers to tick off points, “that would be illegal. Two, most folks around here are good, normal people who would never hurt a fly. And three, these men might be very dangerous. A few months back, three other scumbags were killed out on a farm. There’s word going around that the boys in the old video store were somehow connected to that.”

“But no hard evidence connecting the two groups, I assume,” I said.

I was sure there wasn’t any evidence connecting us to the incident, either. We’d been very careful to cover our tracks, and there wasn’t a direct connection between my family and the men who had run a pot farm while selling hard drugs to high school kids.

“That’s a very good question.” Art nodded as he looked over at Bill. “Maybe we should introduce them to Russel?”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Bill said in a conspiratorial tone. “You boys have a little time?”

Nate and I exchanged a look that was both confused and intrigued.

“We’ve got a little time,” I said as I turned back to the men.

“Good.” Bill grinned and then paid for all our meals. “You can follow Art and I in your vehicle.”

As Nate and I got into the Rubicon, we watched Art and Bill get into a green Saab.

“You think this is a good idea?” Nate asked as he buckled in.

“I guess that depends on who Russel is,” I snorted. “But I don’t think Bill or Art are leading us to a dark alley to rob us or anything.”

“If they are, then you’re taking on Art,” Pearson chuckled. “But seriously, where do you think they’re taking us?”

“To meet Russel.” I shrugged as I pulled out of the diner parking lot to follow Art’s car. “I assume he’s the leader of their octogenarian street gang, and we’re about to be initiated in to help with their turf war against the drug dealers.”

“Smartass,” Nate snorted.

“I think they’re concerned citizens who want their town back,” I said in a more earnest tone. “Russel is likely another business owner, or official here in Millersville that’s either going to encourage us to buy the building and start the legal process to kick the squatters out, or warn us off opening up shop here.”

“That’s probably right,” the sandy-haired man replied with a disappointed sigh. “But could you imagine a bunch of old guys in a vigilante gang? It’d be like a Clint Eastwood movie.”

“Hell yeah,” I chuckled as we pulled onto a street just off the square behind the Saab. “With Danny Glover and Tommy Lee jones. I’d watch that.”

“You could get that one young guy as the lead drug dealer.” Nate grinned. “What’s his name? The one who played the spaceman all alone on the moon.”

“Sam Rockwell? He’s older than you.”

“Really? I still think he’d be good for the part.”

“I’ll get Hollywood on the phone,” I said in a bantering tone.

A few moments later, Art pulled his car up in front of a building labeled ‘Sheriff’s Office,’ so I pulled the Jeep in behind him.

“Not a fan of this,” Nate said in a low voice as he unbuckled.

“Just be cool. I’ll do most of the talking. There isn’t anything that would connect us to the pot farm. Even if anyone made the connection between us and Meyer, it’s circumstantial at best, and we have the ladies as alibis that night. Let’s just see where this goes.”

“You must really like that building,” Pearson replied.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And I’m sick of watching small towns be ruined because no one cares enough to do anything about it.”

“I think Tommy Lee Jones should play you,” Nate said with a smirk.

“Fuck off,” I snorted and opened the driver’s side door. “Come on.”

Art and Bill waited for us on the curb, and then we all walked into the sheriff’s office together.

It looked like any law enforcement office inside. A bullpen filled with beaten-up desks and outdated computers, manned by tired-looking deputies. A front desk behind glass with a little window where small items and papers could be passed through. There were also several small offices with large windows, covered with blinds, so the occupants could keep an eye on the bullpen.

Art and Bill led us back to the biggest office, and the handful of deputies at the desks barely looked up at us as we walked by.

“Sheriff?” Bill said as he knocked on the partly open door.

“Seiver,” a rugged voice from inside the office replied.

Bill turned and gestured for Nate and I to come into the office.

Everything about this felt weird. Bill and Art’s furtive looks, their secretive nature, and the fact this was the first sheriff’s office I’d ever had cause to step foot in. I wasn’t worried, but the whole thing was pretty surreal.

As I passed Art, the older man gave me a reassuring nod, but I noticed he stayed outside.

“What do we have here?” the sheriff asked in a genial voice as he leaned back in his leather desk chair.

The sheriff was a man in his mid-fifties, with a lined, clean-shaven face, and blue, hound dog eyes.

“This is Eddie and Nathan,” Bill replied. “And these young men are thinking about opening up a business here.”

“Nice to meet you both,” Sheriff Russel replied with a slightly confused expression. “But I don’t understand what this has to do with me. Maybe you want to talk to someone on the city council?”

“All in good time,” Bill said as he directed Nate and I to the two chairs in front of the large, wooden desk. “These young men have been looking at some real estate in town and have some concerns.”

The old man put a heavy emphasis on the word “concerns,” and I got the impression the word had a special meaning between the two men.

“Do they now?” Russel gave Nate and I a friendly smile, but the sheriff’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Go ahead and have a seat then.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” Bill said as he turned to go. “Good luck, boys. Sure hope you decide to open your… what was it? A gun store?”

“And Army surplus,” Nate added quickly as he shot a nervous glance at the sheriff. “Army surplus and firearms.”

As Bill closed the door, Sheriff Russel leveled his steely eyes at the two of us and didn’t say anything right away. The rugged man’s expression wasn’t hostile, but this was clearly a law enforcement tactic to size Nathan and I up. I remained comfortably still and held the sheriff’s gaze, but Nate fidgeted a little and was clearly ill at ease in the presence of an authority figure.

“So… you’re looking to open a gun store in our sleepy little burg, is that right?” Russel drawled as he picked up a coffee mug that read “Papaw, the man, the myth, the legend,” and took a pull of cold coffee.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. “I’m Eddie Hill, and this is my business partner, Nathan Pearson. We run Nathan’s Surplus and Arms, and Hill’s Firing Range and Paintball.”

“Is that the new one with the pretty… what is she? A Nymph or a Fairy for the spokesmodel?”

“Sure is.” Nate grinned. “That’s Nileme. She’s one of them cosplayers and a good friend of ours.”

“I saw some ads for it on Facebook,” Russel said as he took another drink of coffee. “I think the department even gave it a like and a follow, or whatever the kids call it.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “We’re looking to expand, starting with a surplus store and then a small range if things go well. Maybe even another paintball range for the kids down the line.”

“That’s nice.” Russel grinned as he leaned forward with his elbows on the desk. “I know my kids would like to have somewhere to take the grandkids on the weekend. But I still don’t see what this has to do with me. If you’re looking for investors, I’m afraid all my money is tied up in a retirement account. But I’d be happy to endorse your new business with the council. I’m sure my deputies would, too. They’re all a little tired of having to go to Zanesville for their firearms training.”

“I think Bill and Art wanted us to talk to you because we’re thinking about buying the old video store,” I replied as I settled back to my chair. “Seems like there are some stubborn tenants who won’t leave?”

“That’s true.” The man, myth, and legend nodded as he got up and started to rifle through a filing cabinet. “Might be easier to rent out the old dollar store, or that defunct church on Maple Avenue. The law has my hands tied at the moment. If you got a crackerjack lawyer, you could buy Ray’s Video and press your case, but it’d likely be months before you could clear out the scumbags living there.”

“We do have a crackerjack lawyer,” I said as the sheriff returned to his desk with three thick folders. “Travis Meyer. Have you heard of him?”

“I have.” Russel nodded, but his face was neutral. “Big shot out of Cleveland. Supposed to be one of the best at keeping his clients’ money in their pockets. I’m not a businessman, so far be it from me to tell you what to do. But this is what you’re up against.”

The stalwart man handed me the folders, and I opened them on my lap.

They were rap sheets and police reports about three men. Douglas McDougal, Lenard Minsk, and Trent Kerns. I briefly glanced through the folders and picked up the highlights. Robbery, assault and battery, some DUIs, and one account of rape and kidnapping. These were some unsavory characters to say the least, but I didn’t see any drug charges.

“Is it legal for us to see these?” Nate asked as I handed him the folders and he began to flip through them.

“Nothing in there that isn’t a matter of public record.” Russel shrugged. “They came down here out of Columbus about five or six years ago. Raised a little hell, were arrested a few times. I imagine that’s why they chose to squat at Ray’s old place. It’s not easy to rent when you’re a felon several times over.”

“I bet,” I snorted. “But this isn’t going to deter us from trying to open a store here. Nate and I strongly believe in using our good fortune to make things better for everyone. We’re well aware of the problems here in Millersville and feel that bringing in legitimate businesses, that provide fair-paying jobs, is the best way to combat trash like that.”

“I’d tend to agree,” Russel replied in a sage tone. “And I believe strongly in people’s second amendment rights. Twenty years ago, this was a good place to raise a family, now people are leaving in droves, and those who are replacing them are less than desirable. Now everyone locks their doors, the young people are leaving to seek out better opportunities, and those that stay don’t have much hope.”

“I’ll be honest,” I said as Nate handed the sheriff the folders back. “I don’t know why exactly Art and Bill wanted us to meet with you.”

“I do,” Sheriff Russel said in a cryptic voice. “Making an introduction and building relationships. This is just one conversation of many. You talk to your big city lawyer and heed his advice. Maybe come back and talk again soon. See where we land on things?”

“Okaaaay,” I replied, but I was still deeply confused. “Thanks for your time, Sheriff.”

“Take one of my cards,” Russel said as he stood to shake Nate and my hands. “We’ll be having the annual arts and crafts fair soon. Might be a good time to come and meet all the movers and shakers in town. Grease some wheels.”

“Thanks again.” I nodded as I accepted the card. “Talk to you soon, sir.”

Nate and I left the sheriff’s office and got back into the Rubicon.

“Did you get the impression that a lot was being left unsaid back there?” I asked Nathan as I buckled into the driver’s seat.

“What?” Pearson replied as he looked up from his own belt buckle. “What do you mean? Do you think he was onto us?”

“No,” I chuckled, and I put the Jeep in reverse to back out onto the street. “I don’t think we’re even on the sheriff’s radar for what happened on that farm in February. But all those old guys seemed to be saying a lot without saying anything.”

“That doesn’t even make sense, Eddie.”

“I know. It’s just that… I don’t know, like they were sizing us up for something. Not in a bad way. More like the old guard testing the waters before they bring in the new guard, or something like that.”

“Could be.” Nate nodded, and then his eyes grew distant for a moment. “I think I changed my mind. Tommy Lee Jones can play Sheriff Russel. Maybe we could get that new kid, Timothy Shamalama-what’s-it, to play you.”

“You’re a dick,” I snorted, and I took the road out of Millersville and headed toward the highway as the two of us laughed together.

When we got back into Westherst, I dropped Nate back off at the shop and then headed home. My mind turned to all the things that still needed to be done. I wanted to start on renovating the master bedroom in the trailer. I liked the idea Travis had given me to make a decompression space for myself. Somewhere I could meditate and relax.

Then there were all the big projects I wanted Grant to handle, but they were being held up by the Zoning Board. Meyer had submitted the paperwork for the HOA, and hopefully that would clear the way for the wall, then a greenhouse, training yard, and kennel.

I went into Ibseth’s place, since that was the general hub for our large family. As I stepped into the living room, I found Ibseth and Bolra on the couch with Amrila. The Zencarri woman leaned back on the cushions, and she breathed deeply and rubbed her beach ball-sized belly.

“That’s right,” Ibseth said in a soothing voice as she hovered over the horned woman. “Slowly in and out. Relax and let it pass--”

“Oh, shit!” I gasped as I took in the scene. “Is it time?”

“Wha--” Amrila looked up in surprise at the sound of voice, winced, then lowered her head again. “Ow, ow, ow!”

“Breathe, sister,” Bolra coached as Amrila rubbed the sides of her belly again.

“False contractions,” Ibseth explained as she looked at me and gave a sympathetic smile. “Nurse Ryan says she’s still a few weeks away from her time.”

“I wish it was my time yesterday,” Amrila grumbled between breaths. “Ibseth made this all look sooo easy.”

“It’s different for everyone, sister,” Bolra replied in a calm voice. “You’re almost there, and the days will pass by quickly.”

“You okay, partner?” I asked gently as I sat down on the coffee table and took Amrila’s hand.

“Yes,” the Zencarri woman answered with a brave nod. “Our daughter is just getting ready to come out and meet us. I always thought I was tough, but these pains are no joke.”

“Would a warm bath or something like that help?” I asked, since I wanted to do something that could be useful in this decidedly feminine situation.

“No,” Amrila replied with a theatrical little pout. “But maybe some ice cream would. I’m always so hot these days.”

“Yeah, you are,” I playfully teased and then kissed Amrila’s hand. “I’ll get you that ice cream. Ibseth, baby, do we have any in the freezer?”

“Yes.” The curvy Elf nodded. “We have cookies and cream and the chocolate chunk one you like… oh, and there’s some mail on the kitchen counter for you.”

“I’ll be right back,” I said as a fresh wave of Braxton Hicks pains started.

I went into the kitchen and got out a bowl and the carton of cookies and cream, and then I set it on the counter to let it soften a moment while I thumbed through the mail.

Most of it was bills or ads. The bills I set aside for Ibseth, since she was the one who handled the day-to-day expenses for me. But then I saw a letter addressed from the Zoning Board, and I ripped open the envelope with a mix of excitement and dread. Maybe it was the reply about the HOA and approving my security wall.

I slowly read it over and felt the back of my neck grow hot as I got to the end. The wording was all very polite and professional, but the message amounted to “go fuck your wall.” The board claimed we hadn’t provided enough information to prove that all the people who would be affected by a “cosmetic wall” had been properly informed and consulted.

There was more nonsense about possible environmental impact, obstructed views of neighbors, “eyesores,” and questions around where the property line actually landed. The letter ended by saying a town hall meeting would need to be held to allow other members of the community to express their concerns. Then it was signed by someone named Jared Casey.

For every knot I thought I had untangled, another one formed when I wasn’t looking.

I took Amrila her ice cream, which she gratefully took, and then I went back into the kitchen to put the ice cream back. I stared at the letter on the counter for a few minutes as I considered my options, but there was only one thing to do really.

I took the best picture I could of the letter with my phone and then emailed it to Meyer with the caption, what now? With that done, I poked my head into the living room one last time to make sure everything was okay. The worst of the false contractions had seemed to pass, and the three women talked quietly together as Amrila ate her ice cream.

Since I was reasonably sure there wasn’t going to be an impending emergency, I headed over to the trailer and started the work of tearing up the old carpet in the master bedroom. While I worked, I thought about what to put into the room to help me unwind after adventures with monsters and Demons. Maybe a big TV and a couple of zero gravity gaming chairs. I could get a few of the gaming consoles I’d always wanted and never been able to afford before. A mini fridge for cold drinks and snacks, too. Maybe a fully stocked bar with some high-end whiskies and a little humidor.

Since this was a mancave, the kids wouldn’t be hanging out in this room, so if I added the proper ventilation, me and Jay could smoke cigars in that one room. I could also add some floating shelves for items that I collected along my various adventures. The room wouldn’t match the aesthetic of the rest of the refurbished trailer, but that was fine with me. I’d make it look nice, sure, but not every room needed to look like an Instagram post.

As I was rolling up the carpet and getting ready to carry it to the curb for pickup, my phone rang. It was Meyer’s office.

“Hello?” I answered my cell phone.

“Excuse my language, but this is bullshit, Eddie,” Travis said in an uncharacteristically harsh voice. “We’ve met all the legal criteria. Alice looked up every city ordinance, and we’ve complied. There’s no reason to call a town hall, since the wooded area surrounding your properties would block any neighbors’ view anyway.”

“Nice to hear from you, too,” I snorted as I kicked the rolled carpet toward the door. “If they want to call the town hall, then it’s whatever. Who even shows up to those things?”

“Almost exclusively busybodies and aggrieved citizens who want to discuss anything other than the matter at hand,” Meyer replied. “But I’ll have Alice set up the meeting with the Zoning Board on an evening where I can be in attendance. Just having your lawyer there will send a message to the board that you mean business. The ladies will all need to be there, too.”

“Okay,” I sighed, but I wasn’t excited about having to jump through extra hoops to build something on my own land. “I’ll make sure Nate and some of the guys from the range are there, too. They all live in town and could help act as a counterbalance to any cranks that might show up.”

“I hate to bring this up,” Travis said in a delicate voice. “But maybe you should ask the ladies to dress down a little. I know some of their… cosmetic changes are permanent, but it’s a small town, and their unique appearances might ruffle feathers. I don’t think they should have to act or dress out of character for themselves, but it could help to tone things down a little.”

“I’m not going to ask any of them to be anything other than who they are,” I replied in a firm voice. “Obviously, our living arrangements don’t need to be brought into it. But nothing we’re doing is illegal or anyone’s business. Being different isn’t a crime.”

“I agree,” the lawyer said, though I could hear the reservation in his voice. “And that will be our argument. You’ve complied with the law and requirements, thus there is no reason to deny you the permits for the wall or the HOA. I’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks, Travis,” I said as I wiped some sweat from my forehead with my forearm. “I know if anyone can sort this out, it’s you.”

“I’ll do my best. I’ll let you know as soon as Alice has set up the meeting.”

As I hung up the phone, I felt restless.

I wanted to get to Cuyahoga already, but I had to sort out this Zoning Board thing first. I’d also like to make headway on the new location for the shop, because I knew my trip to Cuyahoga could take several days or even a couple weeks. I didn’t want to be stuck in the backwoods without cell service and miss an important call or text.

I grabbed the carpet roll and carried it to the curb, and then I went back into Ibseth’s place.

“Who feels like getting out of the house?” I asked as Ibseth, Bolra, and Amrila looked over at me.

“What did you have in mind?” Bolra let out an excited giggle.

“Let’s go out in nature,” I said as I came up with a plan. “Fuck society right now.”


Chapter Eight

There were a couple of logistical concerns to cover as I quickly planned our camping trip. I couldn’t get too far out of civilization so we’d have cell coverage. That meant sticking close to campgrounds close to home so we could get back home quickly if we needed to. I also borrowed the camper from my pop, that way Amrila, Bolra, and Nileme could be comfortable out in the woods.

I’d gotten a bunch of camping equipment for the trip to Cuyahoga, and this would give me a chance to test it all out before we were stuck in the wilderness for a few days. All of the women were excited about the trip, especially Manon, Tiana, and Gwen. Once Pop dropped off the camper, my family packed it up, as well as the van and the Rubicon.

We made sure we had everything we needed to look after Wyatt, too. Plenty of diapers, the Pack ‘N Play, and lots of onesies, because we’d found out you can never have too many of those. For a little guy who couldn’t even crawl just yet, he sure had a way of soiling his clothes. We also brought Growler and Dread along and had Craig look after the rest of our dogs.

Then we set off.

As the family arrived at the campsite, we looked around at the amenities. The site was far enough away from other campsites that it gave the feeling of being out in the woods by ourselves, but there was a porta-potty and a little outdoor shower. The spot was along a clear, fresh spring too, so we didn’t have to worry too much about water to wash dishes or cook with. But we did make sure to have plenty of bottled water for drinking, just in case.

“This is beautiful,” Manon said as she helped me and Nileme put up one of the tents. “I am really starting to love Ohio.”

“It’s pretty great,” I agreed with a broad grin. “Maybe we’ll even get to see Bigfoot.”

“Bigfoot?” Tiana asked as she and Sigrith worked on getting the smaller tent put together while Ibseth read the instructions to them.

“He’s a legendary monster that is supposed to be found all over America, but especially in Ohio,” I explained. “They describe him as a big, ape-like man who lives in forests. A lot of the stories make it sound like there’s more than one of them.”

“Who’s ‘they?’” Pregia asked as she and Bolra set up the camping chairs. “Scholars?”

“I thought there weren’t really monsters on the surface,” Amrila remarked as she filled one of the coolers of ice with sodas, beer, and bottled water.

“There was a time when I would have laughed at anyone who claimed Bigfoot was real.” I shrugged as I hammered a tent spike into place. “But after everything I’ve seen, who knows? Maybe Bigfoots aren’t real. No one has ever captured one, or found bones in the woods. He could be a spirit, like one of Manon’s forest guardians. But to answer Pregia, a few scholars have tried to find Bigfoot, but mostly it’s just dudes out in the woods with shaky cameras.”

“I can’t blame him for wanting to live in this forest,” Tiana remarked with a happy sigh. “It’s wonderful here. The trees and shrubs are so happy.”

“Happy?” Pregia giggled as she looked up from her work. “Plants can feel happy?”

“Plants feel all kinds of things,” the Dryad answered as she slid two poles together before she fed them through the pocket in the tent. “Haven’t you ever been in a forest and felt like you were being watched? The plants have many secrets.”

“Did you bring the gigging spears, my king?” Ibseth asked as she came out of the camper. “Frog legs sound sooo good right now.”

“Frog legs?” Manon asked in an incredulous voice. “I thought Americans made fun of such foods.”

“Not us.” I grinned before I turned to my first wife. “And yeah, baby. They’re in the back of the Jeep. Once it starts to get dark, we’ll look around and see if we can find a marshy pound. I think I saw one on the way to the campsite.”

“You are serious,” the French woman said as her hazel eyes lit up. “How do you cook them?”

“Same way my pop always does,” I said. “Soak them in buttermilk, roll them in flour with salt, pepper, and some Cajun seasoning, then dip them in eggs that’s been mixed with a little dark beer, Dijon mustard, and some more seasoning. Then into some cornmeal and fry them up until they’re golden brown.”

“Putain!” Manon exclaimed as she smacked her lips. “That sounds heavenly. I can show you an easy way to remove the membrane.”

“Thank fuck,” I snorted. “That’s my least favorite part.”

After we got the campsite ready, we relaxed and waited for evening as our portable radio played oldies from a station out of Cleveland. Growler and Dread entertained themselves by running around the perimeter of the campsite and marking the trees. Little Wyatt played and giggled as he sat in his portable playpen. Ibseth lit a few citronella candles to keep away the worst of the bugs, and the campsite was pleasant and calm.

When evening came, we got out the gigging spears and some flashlights. Bolra and Gwen stayed at the campsite with Wyatt, since both of them were too soft-hearted to enjoy spearing frogs, but I made sure the Glock was loaded and left it with them, just in case. There were coyotes, bobcats, and even the occasional bear to worry about. The Glock wouldn’t do much against a bear unless one of them got in a lucky shot, but bears tended to avoid people, and the load bang would be enough to scare one off in the very unlikely event one wandered into the campground.

Plus, Growler and Dread stayed at the campsite, since they’d scare off the frogs, and I’d rather have them watching over Bolra, Gwen, and baby Wyatt.

As we quietly crept up to the pound, Ibseth explained how gigging worked to Manon in an excited whisper.

“We must be very quiet and still,” the curvy Elf said in a low voice. “One person holds a spear, while the other holds a flashlight and scans the water for the bullfrog. When we spot a frog, the person with the flashlight holds the beam on the frog to blind it, and then the other spears it. It’s pretty simple.”

“You want to spear it closer to the head,” I added. “That way you don’t accidentally puncture the gallbladder and ruin the meat. I think we’re allowed to catch fifteen from a single location. Only green and bullfrogs.”

“Are bullfrogs as ugly as they sound?” Manon asked as we crept up on the spot.

“Yep,” I chuckled. “But they sure are delicious.”

The women and I had a riot as we got calf deep into the water, but we probably weren’t as quiet as we should have been. Pregia squealed the first time she speared a frog, and Manon about lost her mind when she saw a bullfrog for the first time.

“It is soooo big!” the chestnut-haired woman gasped as she held up a solid six-incher.

Thirty frog legs between ten adults, several of whom were pregnant, wasn’t much. But we’d brought plenty of food that we could cook over a campfire or the small grill that was provided with the campsite. I cooked up some sausages and hotdogs, while Manon and Ibseth fried up the frog legs over the grill. Then we sat down for our feast.

“Mon Dieu!” Manon moaned and rolled her eyes back as she took her first bite of American frog legs. “This is divine! So juicy and succulent.”

“I knew you would love it,” Ibseth giggled. “Eddie took me gigging on one of our first dates. It was a wonderful night.”

That led to a long, nostalgic conversation about the first time I’d met all of my wives, and our early courtships.

It was exactly what I’d needed. Just time with my family, remembering everything that had gone right for us and brought us to this moment. All other problems seemed to fade away into the background. They weren’t gone, but they certainly were not as important as how happy we all were together. Eventually, Ibseth took Wyatt into the camper to put him down for the night, so he’d be away from the bugs and temperature swings between dusk and dawn.

Bolra and Amrila shared the big bed in the back of the camper, and Nileme took the smaller bed in the little loft space, since she wasn’t as far along in her pregnancy and could safely climb the short ladder. The rest of us all curled up in the two tents, warm and cozy, and I fell asleep surrounded by all the people I loved.

The next few days were variations of the first, and we felt rested and recharged by the end.

On the beginning of the fourth day, I got a message from Meyer that a date had been set for the town hall.

Someone on the Zoning Board has it out for you, Travis’ ominous opening text read.

What makes you think that? I typed back.

The meeting is set for the day after tomorrow, and I only just got the notification. They probably want to catch us unprepared and not give us time to organize support for the HOA. Call a meeting last minute, that way most working adults don’t have time to ask off work or plan a babysitter.

Okay. I’ll text Nate and Craig and tell them to close the range early, so anyone who wants to come to the meeting can. And I’m sure they won’t be expecting you to be there.

Even if they are, they won’t be ready for me. I’m having Alice print out all the zoning regulations that are relevant so you can read them out during the meeting if needed. Just check with me before making any public statements.

Alright. I’ll see you in two days then. You and Alice are welcome to come over to dinner afterward.

Alice’s grandson has a recital that night, but I’d be happy to have dinner with your family.

Once I got off the phone with Meyer, I told the ladies we had to pack up and go home. It sucked the fun had to come to an end, but the women were as eager as I was to build our privacy/security wall, as well as the other home projects that would come after.

When we got home, the family got ready for the meeting, and Travis sent over a couple of emails to coach us on what to expect from the town hall and things we should avoid.

Nate and Craig both called to tell me that all the employees from the range would come to the meeting as well, and I felt pretty confident about our chances. I even found a post about the town hall on a local social media page. The statement was released from the office of Jared Casey, and I immediately recognized the name. It looked like all the official statements had come from the same guy.

Terms like “community,” “family values,” and “the real citizens of Westherst” were all over each statement, and a picture started to form in my mind. Whoever this Jared guy was, he had it out for my family and didn’t like the “new element” that had come to settle in town. I wondered if Casey planned to run for mayor or some other higher office locally and was trying to use this as a political stepping stone toward that goal.

I fucking hated politics.

On the night of the town hall, we all got dressed in nice clothes and made sure to take separate vehicles to the meeting. We’d still arrive together, but Travis said it would look better if we didn’t all come in one van. I already knew there were rumors in town about us, and that was one point I was willing to bend on. It wasn’t anyone’s business how we lived, but most regular people wouldn’t understand our way of life.

Until about a year ago, I would have thought having nine wives was weird too, but at least I would have had the decency to not give a fuck about what other people did in their private lives.

When we got to the town hall, the ladies and I sat together while we waited for Meyer to show up. Everyone from the range, Nate, Craig, and Freya all sat with us as well.

The room was about what I’d expected for a small town. The seal of Westherst was mounted on the back wall, behind three folding tables all shoved together and covered with mics, papers, and bottles of water, where the Zoning Board and members of the city council would sit. The tables were flanked by an American flag and the state flag of Ohio, and the rest of the room was filled with rows of metal chairs.

There weren’t a whole lot of other people when we arrived, but within a few minutes, the meeting room filled up. I suppose I should have expected that. Once word got around what the town hall was about, a lot of curious people came for no other reason than to watch the drama unfold, or get a look at my wives.

My wives sat in groups of two or three and not in a clump around me. That was another of Travis’ suggestions to avoid bad optics. If there were rumors about me and the ladies going around town, it would look better if we weren’t seated all in a row.

“I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” I said to Ibseth as I got up. “Save my seat will you?”

“Of course, my love,” the white-haired woman said as she gently bounced Wyatt on her lap.

Our son was wearing the charm Scourge had given us, so he looked like any extra cute, human child. His fair, blue skin looked healthy and pink, and his elongated ears were as round at the tips as mine.

I got up and headed toward the rest rooms.

When I found the men’s room in the hall outside of the meeting room, there was only one other occupant. A sort of doughy man a few years older than myself, in a cheap suit and a tie that looked like it had come off the sales table at Walmart. I sidled up to the urinal two spaces down from the man, did my business, and then went to the sink to wash my hands.

“You know what you’re doing is wrong, don’t you?” I heard a reedy voice ask next to me at the sinks.

I looked up and saw the doughy man. He had light blond hair that was thinning a little in front, and his pale haze of a beard seemingly refused to come in properly.

“I beg your pardon?” I replied as I rubbed the suds over my hands.

“I don’t know what your deal is, Hill,” the blond man sneered, and his voice was very self-righteous. “If you’re one of those polygamous perverts, or some kinda wacko cult leader. But this is a decent town, and we’re not going to let you set up shop here.”

“I take it you’re Jared Casey,” I said in a resigned tone.

“I’m your worst nightmare, is what I am,” Casey growled as he pointed aggressively at me and splattered my dress shirt with suds and water droplets.

I just looked down at my shirt sleeve and back up at the smug man.

“I’m going to do everything in my power to stop your little wall,” Jared went on as he violently pulled out several paper towels from the dispenser to punctuate his words. “Do those poor women even have a choice? Or do you have them so wrapped around your finger that they can’t see you for what you are?”

“You don’t know anything about me,” I replied as I kept my cool and grabbed a few towels from the other dispenser.

“I know that you’re disgusting,” Jared snarled as he threw the wadded up paper toward the trash can and missed.

I pointedly looked at the used paper towels on the ground and then back at Casey with a smirk on my face.

Jared’s round face turned pink with either embarrassment or frustration, and he took a step toward me.

“Whatever weird sex cult you’re trying to start, take your filth somewhere else,” the doughy man croaked through gritted teeth.

But he didn’t dare to take another step when I didn’t back up. There was so much I wanted to say in that moment, but I kept my mouth shut and simply wadded up my paper towel and cleanly tossed it into the trash can. Then I turned and left without a word.

My blood was still hot as I came back into the meeting hall and took my seat again. Meyer had shown up while I was gone and sat on my other side from Ibseth. The hall had also filled up with more people. Most just seemed like curious spectators, while a handful of them cast furtive, even hostile glances toward myself and the women.

“You’re upset, Eddie,” Ibseth murmured to me.

It wasn’t a question. My first wife knew me very well and could tell just by proximity to me if something was off, even if I didn’t show any outward signs.

“I met Jared Casey in the bathroom,” I said in a low voice. “He’s a fucking piece of work.”

Travis perked up next to me as he honed in on my remark.

“What did he say?” the lawyer asked in a cool, professional voice.

I knew that tone. It was a sign Meyer had switched on and become laser focused on a problem.

“He was just talking shit,” I replied as I tried to dismiss the prick’s comments. “I guess he thinks we’re some kind of sex cult or something.”

“Were those his exact words?” Meyer pressed. “That he believes you’re a cult leader?”

“Basically.” I nodded as I looked over at my lawyer. “He also said he’d do everything he can to prevent us from forming an HOA and getting the wall.”

“What did you say?”

“Not much.” I shrugged as I tried to remember what had been said word for word. “I said he didn’t know anything about me. That’s about all I said. I didn’t want to rise to his bait.”

“That’s good,” Travis replied. “Smart. Try not to show any reactions, no matter what’s said. If you choose to speak, keep it brief and to the point. Avoid emotional language.”

I nodded and sat back while the members of the board and council filed in and took their seats.

A prim, middle-aged woman with bleach-blonde hair, thick glasses, and a tan pantsuit hit a gavel to bring the meeting to order. The crowd quieted down, and the blonde woman propped up a tablet in front of herself.

“We call this meeting to order,” the lady in the tan suit said into her mic as her eyes scanned her tablet. “I call this meeting of the Westherst Zoning Board to order on this day, the fifteenth of June, two thousand twenty-four. Several members of the city council are present to mediate public comments. On the agenda are questions around the building of a security wall and whether the residents of Lafayette Circle will be approved to form a Home Owner’s Association and gated community. We open the floor to public comment… please remember to stay on topic, folks.”

The blonde woman delivered all this in a monotone, as if it were the most mundane and boring event of her day.

The first three people who got up did not stay on topic at all. One woman in a t-shirt with a cartoon character on the front stood before the microphone between the aisle of metal chairs to complain about the bathing suit situation at the municipal pool. The woman was very concerned about how skimpy some bikinis had become and felt that it wasn’t fair to the young men of Westherst for young ladies to “flaunt their goods.”

“Linda,” an older man on the board sighed as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “The city pool has plenty of rules around what is considered appropriate swimwear. This isn’t what we’ve come here to discuss today. Do you have any comments about the proposed wall and HOA on Lafayette?”

“No,” Linda scoffed as she tugged on the hem of her t-shirt. “Who cares about that?”

The next man was very upset about a pothole the city needed to fill in front of his favorite restaurant, and the third guy was there to protest the fact that he’d been banned from the public library.

“Mr. Bailey, you’ll have to take that up with the Library Director,” the blonde council member said with a long-suffering huff. “But it’s my understanding that the ban happened when you refused to stop looking up… adult materials on library computers.”

“Whatever happened to freedom of expression?” Bailey demanded.

“That doesn’t extend to looking up nude scenes of famous actresses on a public computer where children might be present,” the woman in the tan suit explained in a patient voice.

The next woman who got up was one of the people who’d been shooting me dirty looks. She seemed like she was in her mid-thirties, had dark brown hair that was gently curled, and the expression of someone trying to guess the source of an unpleasant smell.

“This should be good,” Nate muttered behind me with a suppressed snort of laughter.

“Who’s that?” I heard Craig whisper to Nate.

“She runs the fancy candle store no one goes into,” Pearson replied.

“My name is Cindy Kent,” the brunette woman said in a shaking voice as she cast significant looks around the room to no one in particular. “I am a business owner, a community leader, and a mother of four beautiful children.”

This was something people did all the time that I never understood. Social media was filled with clips of people delivering speeches before various boards and councils, and so many of them would list a series of facts about themselves that had nothing to do with the matter at hand. If this had been a school board meeting, the fact Cindy was a mother would be relevant.

The meeting also had nothing to do with a levy on beeswax, or regulations on boutique businesses on the square. The fact she owned a business had nothing to do with my wall or HOAs. To me, it just sounded like a way to say, “I’m a good and normal person and therefore you should listen to me.”

But then again, the whole point of a town hall meeting was to give everyone a voice, no matter who they were.

“I’m here today to stand against the abuse of our municipal system to hide the unethical exploitation of women,” Cindy went on in a grandiose tone. “This wall’s only purpose is to act as a drawn curtain between Mr. Hill’s unnatural desires and the community of Westherst. How has one man attracted so many women to his properties? What is it they want to do that can’t be done out in the open? I’m asking the Zoning Board to deny the permits for this unsightly eyesore and keep our city safe for both women and children.”

As Cindy wrapped up her rant, there was a smattering of applause until the blonde board member struck her gavel again.

I looked over at Travis and saw his smug expression was still firmly in place, so I took a steadying breath and trusted the process. Four more people, mostly women, stood up to the mic and gave variations on the same speech. The wording of each person’s complaints was so similar in fact that I wondered if Jared Casey or someone in his circle had coordinated this little show for the rest of the town.

“Mr. Hill,” Jared Casey said into his mic as he gave me a premature look of triumph. “As the charter member of the proposed HOA, would you like to make a statement at this time?”

I looked over at Meyer, and the lawyer gave me a wink as he stood and walked up to the mic.

“I’m sorry,” Jared said with a look of surprise as he looked at the CPA who wore a high-end suit and held a leather briefcase. “Who are you?”

“I’m Travis Meyer,” the lawyer said into the mic as he set down his briefcase and pulled out several papers. “Mr. Hill’s lawyer, as legal counsel for the proposed HOA--”

“This isn’t a court hearing, Mr. Meyer,” Casey said quickly, and he was clearly unnerved by the presence of the slim, professional man. “Why are you speaking on their behalf?”

“Because they’ve asked me to,” Travis said with a calm, disarming smile. “I’d like to start with city ordinance sixteen, paragraph four, which states that, ‘a coalition of citizens may form a Home Owner’s Association under the following requirements…”

Meyer went through codes, regulations, laws, all of which stated our right to form an HOA and that large structures could be built with the full agreement of an HOA so long as they would not impact any neighboring homeowners, public lands, or the environment.

By the time Travis was done, Jared Casey was so red he looked like his head was going to explode.

“Now…” Meyer smirked as that classic smugness returned. “If the board could tell me what requirements my clients have not met, according to your own city regulations, we’d be happy to rectify it.”

“We have to consider the impact on the surrounding community,” Jared retorted. “You heard several people express concerns about how this security wall would affect their property values and the view from their homes.”

“And which of the speakers today live adjacent to Lafayette Circle?” Meyer asked as he pulled out his pocket square and cleaned his gold-framed glasses. “I’m curious, since we’re establishing who has standing to raise such an objection.”

“May we have a show of hands?” the blonde councilwoman asked as she leaned toward her mic. “Who here has a view of Lafayette circle from their home, or a property that abuts one of the houses in question?”

Six people raised their hands, none of whom had gotten up to speak that day. The councilwoman wrote something down and then looked back up at the audience.

“And how many of you would object to the residents of Lafayette circle forming a gated community?”

All six raised hands went back down, but Cindy and her cohorts raised their hands.

“Mrs. Kent, do you have a property near Lafayette?” the councilwoman asked in a pointed tone.

“I live out on county road three o’ nine,” Kent replied as she stood. “But I think the board should seriously consider what kind of people we’re going to allow into this town. It’s my understanding that Hill moved here a year ago, started buying up properties, and pushing his neighbors out. Then filled those houses with these… women.”

Cindy’s voice oozed with contempt as she gestured at my wives, who did stand out in this small town crowd.

“Funny,” Travis replied as he replaced his glasses on his face. “Just moments ago, you seemed very concerned about the well-being of those same women.”

Several people chuckled in the audience, and I had to fight back a smile as the blonde woman hit her gavel again to regain order.

“Since there is no one with reasonable standing to object to my clients--” Travis started to say when Jared Casey cut in.

“Everyone in this town has standing to remark on what happens in their community. I, for one, would like to know how far Mr. Hill plans to take this little ‘gated community?’ He claims all his tenants have been informed about the security wall, but how does the board know they didn’t agree to it under fear of eviction?”

“He’s a cult leader!” a woman next to Cindy Kent suddenly shouted.

“Order!” the councilwoman’s voice rang out of the following din, and people broke into murmurs or outright laughter. “This meeting will come to order! Mr. Meyer, do you have anything to add?”

“Only that I’m shocked and dismayed to hear such defamatory remarks leveled against my clients,” Travis replied in a neutral tone that neither conveyed shock or dismay. His moment had finally come. “I don’t know what some of those here today are trying to imply about my clients’ private affairs, but there are some misunderstandings I would like to correct. First, the ladies residing in Lafayette square are not tenants, they’re homeowners on equal footing with Mr. Hill who wish to protect their properties and privacy by agreeing together to form a gated community.”

“I have it documented that they rent from Mr. Hill,” Jared said as he scrambled through the papers in front of him to find the information.

“They did,” Travis said as he toyed with Casey like a cat toys with a mouse. “But through hard work, Ms. Sidorov, Ms. Zelensky, and the other ladies have been able to purchase their homes. You are free to ask them how they feel about the security wall.”

Jared just glared at Meyer as the lawyer danced rhetorical circles around the politician, and I grinned from the sidelines.

Travis was worth every penny I paid him.

“Furthermore,” Travis went on as he opened his briefcase to take one last document out, “as to the obstructed views and property claims, I would like to submit this surveyor’s map. May I approach the council?”

“Once again, Mr. Meyer, this is not a court,” the blonde councilwoman said with an amused smile. “But I would like to see your map.”

Ibseth elbowed me in the ribs when she saw the reaction of the woman in the tan suit to Travis’ impressive tactics.

Meyer walked up to the council and board members and laid the large map on the table in front of the blonde woman.

“Pardon me, Missus…” Travis let the unfinished question hang in the air.

“It’s Miss,” the blonde woman replied. “Ms. Elsie Jessup.”

“Ms. Jessup.” Meyer nodded, but there was a slight change in the set of the lawyer’s eyes.

Ibseth elbowed me again, and I turned to look at her.

They like each other, my first wife mouthed to me.

I chuckled to myself. Ibseth saw romance everywhere.

“As you can see,” Travis continued, “the properties in question are surrounded by a treeline. Only the homes of the street leading into the cul-de-sac would even be able to see the wall, and none of those individuals have expressed a concern. And to address the broader claim that my clients are part of some kind of cult… well, I almost wish that were true, because I’d be able to pursue a claim of religious freedom and designate some or all of the houses as churches. But clearly that’s absurd. My clients are only asking for their right to privacy and safety.”

“I think that’s all I need to hear,” Elsie Jessup replied. “The board will take a moment to confer, and then we’ll take a vote.”

“Thank you,” Meyer said with a suave grin, and then he folded his map and went to pick up his briefcase.

As Meyer came back to sit down next to me, the lawyer looked very pleased with himself. The Zoning Board members talked among themselves, and Casey seemed to be arguing hotly with several of them. Then the board returned to their seats.

“Now,” Jessup said as she looked up and down the tables, “does the board agree to take a verbal vote? All in favor of approving the Lafayette security wall and the forming of the HOA say aye.”

Everyone except for Casey said “aye” in unison.

“Those opposed, say nay,” Elsie said as she marked down the votes on a piece of paper.

“Nay,” Jared Casey said with his arms crossed like a toddler in time out.

“The ayes have it,” Jessup declared.

And just like that, my wall was approved.


Chapter Nine

Following Meyer’s instructions, my wives and I contained our excitement until we got out to the parking lot.

“Congratulations!” Nathan grinned as he slapped me on the back. “Good to see the system working for the little guy for once!”

“I’ve got Travis here to thank,” I snorted as I turned and shook Meyer’s hand. “You were great in there.”

“All I did was my job,” Travis humbly replied.

“It was like watching a Jedi mind trick,” Craig chuckled. “You wrecked that guy.”

“Let’s go back home and celebrate,” I said, and I was thrilled to finally have that mess behind us.

Travis, Nate, and Craig came over for dinner and a few drinks, and we toasted to our win.

A couple days later, Kellan Grant and his crew were over to begin work on the security wall and the kennel, since Elvira would be having a litter in a few months. Ibseth also helped Bolra to sign up for some online classes to get her breeder’s license. The mystic would need a few in-person classes to get her certificate, but that was something else the curvy Elf was happy to help with.

Now that Travis had gotten the way cleared for our security wall, the only outstanding problem I had before I could go spend a few days down in Cuyahoga was the squatters. I met Nate at the shop early one day, and the sandy-haired man had Craig bring out a plastic tote and put it into the back of the Jeep.

“What’s all this?” I asked as I pointed at the tote.

“Spy stuff.” Nathan grinned.

“Spy stuff?” I repeated and chuckled. “Who are we spying on?”

“The squatters, of course,” Pearson replied as he took the lid off the tote.

“I got some AirTags, a directional mic, a drone, some drug testing kits, and a couple of trail cams,” Craig said as he went over the contents of our ‘spy kit.’

“I just figured we’d talk to Sheriff Russel again,” I snorted. “He seemed like a reasonable guy. If we bought the property for cheap, we could sic Meyer on them.”

“You heard the sheriff last time,” Nate countered as he closed the back of the Rubicon. “That shit could take months. But if we can get some evidence on these shitheads, it would free up Russel to take care of them for us. This’ll be way quicker.”

“And more fun.” Craig nodded.

“Is that even legal?” I asked

“I’d put it in a gray area.” Nate shrugged. “But if someone turns it in anonymously, it’d at least be probable cause.”

“Alright,” I relented. “Let’s get on the road.”

Nate and I got into the Jeep, and I started to head out of town.

The radio played the lilting melody of Johnny Cash’s “Long Black Veil” as a misty spring rain started to fall. It made the late morning feel moody and ominous as I drove, and I thought about what we should do about the squatters in the video store. There were other storefronts open to us, after all, but none of them suited our needs the way the property on the edge of Millersville did.

The rest of the available spaces were either too small, too close to areas where a firearm and surplus store might not work as well, or were only for rent, rather than sale. We might be able to buy a plot of land and build to our needs, but that would be a lot more expensive.

But what I was really wrestling with was whether or not it was our responsibility to do anything about the three scumbags who’d found a legal loophole?

“Why do we want this property so much?” I asked Nate as I turned onto the off-ramp.

“It’s outside of town,” Pearson replied after a short pause where he cocked his head to one side in thought. “The field next to it will give us room to expand when the time comes. And running those sons of bitches out of town will feel good and help the community.”

“It would feel pretty good,” I replied as I smirked at Nate’s simple breakdown. “But is it our job? We could buy the place and let Travis handle the rest.”

“Ohio has some pretty tight laws about evicting people,” Nate explained as he looked out the window where the rain had picked up. “It’s not impossible, but it isn’t easy, either. We’d waste months and money in court before anything was done. We’d also stand the risk of looking like assholes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you’ll notice that every time we brought up the range people said, ‘oh, shit, is that you? I saw that on TV!’ We’re known quantities now, at least on a small scale. And getting into a lengthy legal battle where some fresh reporter could spin it like we’re picking on the little guy could kill our business.”

Pearson had a mind for conspiracies, and usually I would roll my eyes and change the subject. But this time, he had a point. We had the money to endure a legal battle, or even just say “fuck it” and build a storefront on an empty lot near the outskirts of Millersville. But the whole reason we were opening a shop here in the first place was because we wanted to help a town we’d come to give a shit about.

“I still think we should speak to the sheriff before we do anything else,” I said in a firm tone. “I got the impression he was feeling us out last time and wanted to help. Or maybe he wanted us to help him. Either way, I think that’s where we should start.”

“Sure.” The sandy-haired man nodded. “He seemed like a decent enough guy… for a cop.”

I chuckled as I got onto highway 70 and headed south.

We got into Millersville around lunchtime and stopped at the diner again, and then we went to the sheriff’s office to see Russel.

“You’ll have to excuse me, gentlemen,” the rugged sheriff said in an apologetic tone as he gestured toward the leftovers in a Tupperware on his desk. “I’m a busy man, and it’s hard to find time to eat. Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” I replied as Nathan and I sat down in the two chairs in front of the man’s desk. “We’re here on your time. Do what you gotta do.”

“Hope you don’t mind, but I looked you both up after our last conversation,” Russel continued as he speared a fried potato with his fork. “Mr. Hill, you seem like a bit of a boy scout. Young man who worked his way through college, mostly construction. Then you inherited a home from your grandfather and came into a little money. Mr. Pearson, on the other hand…”

Russel grinned as he popped the potato into his mouth and let the implication hang in the air for a moment. Nate, to his credit, sat there with an impassive expression on his face and let the sheriff chew. I glanced over at my business partner, and I wondered what in his past could have raised Russel’s interest.

“Seems like you’ve been arrested a couple times,” the sheriff finally said. “Disturbing the peace on a few occasions.”

“We were all young once,” Nate replied in a philosophical voice.

“Protesting the building of a Walmart Supercenter?” Russel asked with an amused expression.

“Shop local,” was Nate’s simple reply.

“And the second arrest was a couple years later in Columbus during an anti-war protest,” the sheriff continued as he took a bite of what looked like Salisbury steak.

“I reserve my opinion about the second Gulf War,” the one-armed man explained in a matter-of-fact tone. “I wasn’t a part of the protest, but I saw some guy getting handsy with a young lady who was there to exercise her First Amendment rights. Felt like my civic duty to stand up for her.”

“By punching a man in his particulars?” Russel retorted.

“Seemed appropriate.” Nate shrugged. “He was thinking with his dick, so what use would it have been to punch him in the face?”

“I guess that stands to reason,” the older man conceded. “I assume you boys are here because you’re still considering opening up a surplus store?”

“We are.” I nodded as I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “Nathan here and I have been weighing our options, and we kinda have our hearts set on buying that old video store. But there’s still the problem of those squatters.”

“It’s a shame,” Russel sighed as he shook his head. “We’ve started the process to go through the proper channels to evict them. But without the current owner pressing charges, it makes the wheels of justice turn even slower. Hell, even if the holding company that owns it were to get involved, it’d be two or three months before we could go in and kick them out.”

“There’s got to be something that can be done,” Nate pressed as he cast a sidelong glance at me.

“Not without evidence of a crime,” Russel huffed as he sat back in his leather chair and delicately put down his fork. “I’m sure they’re running drugs, just not out of that building. And they know all my deputies by sight, so when we try to follow them, they just lay low. The DEA’s help would be welcome, but those boys are busy with this fentanyl crisis and have bigger fish to fry. But I’m not too proud to admit that some outside help is what I need.”

The sheriff gave us a very direct look, but he didn’t elaborate. This was something I had some experiences with. Jay could never give me legal advice unless I was paying him, so we played the ‘hypothetical’ game to keep my friend out of trouble.

“That’s a tough spot to be in,” I said in a sympathetic tone. “Not so much because of the squatting thing, but knowing these men are up to no good and having your hands tied about it. But if they know all your deputies on sight, why not hire a few new guys to handle it?”

“It’s not in the budget for one,” Russel answered as he gave me a speculative look with those sharp, blue eyes of his. “And it’s also not the kinda job most folks would sign up for. I’ve just been waiting for them to screw up. Shortchange the wrong person so they rat on McDougal, Minsk, and Kerns. Or someone posts a video online that implicates these dirtbags in a crime. Just a kernel of evidence could go a long way. All I need is to be able to arrest and hold them for a few days, and we could clear them out of that building.”

“And just a cell phone video could do that, hypothetically?” I asked as I kept my expression neutral.

“Hypothetically.” Russel grinned. “Once they don’t have a squatter’s claim to the video store, they’d have no reason to stay in town, the way I see it. They’d move on and be someone else’s problem, and that’s a win in my books. Obviously, I’d love nothing more than to put them away, but I’d take what I could get.”

“In this theoretical scenario, what if they just left town?” Nate asked.

I was kinda proud of Pearson for that question. One of the best things about the wild-haired man was how direct and honest he was. Being subtle wasn’t his strong suit usually.

“I guess that would depend on the circumstances,” Russel replied after he considered it for a moment. “If they left of their own volition, under their own power, then it wouldn’t be the concern of the sheriff’s department. But if someone ended up in the hospital, or worse, then that would be a concern.”

“Sounds like a fine line to walk,” I said.

“I guarantee it would be,” Russel replied with a very serious expression.

“Well, we’ve taken enough of your time.” I cleared my throat and stood to convey I’d taken the hint. “Thanks for seeing us on such short notice.”

“Anytime,” the sheriff replied in a lazy drawl that belied his sharp mind and speculative nature.

Nate and I took our leave from the rugged man’s office and headed back to the Rubicon.

I took a moment to text the ladies to let them know we might be back later than we’d planned, while Nate messaged Freya to let her know she’d be closing the shop by herself that day.

“We need a plan,” I said as I looked at the interior of the Rubicon. “We can’t really stake anyone out in a giant, bright orange Jeep.”

“I got an idea.” Nate grinned as he pulled out his phone. “I fucking love being rich as shit.”

I wasn’t the only one doing well because of the range and the shop’s success.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“It’s summer,” Nate chuckled as he scrolled. “That means everyone got their tax returns not long ago, and some of them folks got new cars, which means there’s a lot of cheap beaters for sale.”

“You’re going to buy a beat-up old car just to tail some fuckhead drug dealers?”

“Yeah,” Pearson snorted, “and it’s fucking smart, too. Worse comes to worst, I can ditch it, and nothing is officially in my name if I pay in cash.”

“Don’t you sign the title when you buy a car off someone?”

“Sure do. But I never sign my name the same way twice. Anyone in the diner might have overheard the name and signed it to the title.”

“Even a used car is going to be at least three grand if it runs. Don’t you think it’ll look suspicious if you pull out three thousand dollars anywhere around here, and someone signs your name on a title of a car that’s around that same amount?”

“You’re a good boy, and it shows, Eddie. I always carry an amount of cash on me for just such emergencies. Any other objections?”

“Just one,” I snorted. “You’re not the most inconspicuous person. Don’t you think someone will remember selling a car to a guy with only one arm?”

“That’s why you’re going to hand over the money and sign the title in my name.” Nathan threw me a smirk. “You got a baseball cap or something in here?”

And so, a very simple plan that was probably super illegal was formed. I had a change of clothes in the back of the Jeep. It was an old habit from when I worked construction. You never knew when you’d have to look respectable after a long day on a job site, so I always had a change at the ready. I also had an old Browns cap for when I needed to keep the sun off my face.

We drove to a small park with a bathroom so I could switch outfits.

“How’s this?” I asked as I came out of the very unhygienic men’s room.

“Perfect.” Nate grinned as he looked over my costume change. “But you should untuck your shirt and stoop a little. Why do you have to be so fucking tall?”

“It just happened over time,” I said in a flat voice, and I pulled my shirt out of my jeans. “How’s this?”

“Good enough,” my business partner replied. “You should wear my aviators, too. That way they’ll only remember a kinda tall guy. Not a very tall guy with black hair and blue eyes wearing what you had on at the sheriff’s office.”

“Do you think we’ve maybe overcomplicated this plan?”

“Not at all,” Nathan chuckled as he handed over his sunglasses. “Be wily and convoluted in all things. Makes you harder to pin down. Come on, I’ll drive you close to where we’re meeting the seller, and you can walk the rest of the way so they don’t notice your Jeep.”

Pearson drove the Rubicon to the parking lot of a local grocery store and dropped me off. Then I walked a block to the house that Nate gave me the address of.

I went through the show of talking through the problems the bright blue, 1993 Ford Ranger had. It was all the stuff one would expect. High mileage, the brakes were fine but due for a change, and the alignment would need to be seen too because it pulled to the right a little. I talked over the price and got them to come down a couple hundred bucks, and then I handed over part of the wad of cash Nate had given me.

I did my best to make the signature look believable and sloppy enough to seem as though I’d signed it a million times, and I drove the truck back to where Nate had parked. Then we got some lunch from a fast-food place and found somewhere out of the way to make our final plan to stake out the squatters.

“As you mentioned, I’m a pretty distinctive-looking man,” Nate said as he munched on his burger. “So anything that requires us to be in line of sight of the building should be handled by you. I can run the cameras and the drone from the laptop Craig sent along in the Jeep.”

“Okay. We got a directional mic, some trail cameras, a couple of AirTags, and a drone. Obviously, we want to use the AirTags on one of their vehicles so we can follow them if they leave the old video store.”

“Sounds reasonable.” Nate nodded as he started to get excited.

“The directional mic could tell us if anyone is in the building and what rooms they’re in, right?”

“Kinda. It won’t be exact, but it would tell us if they’re home and about where they are.”

“So, I could take that with me as it starts to get dark, and I can sneak around the building and figure out where they are, where their cars are parked,” I mused as the plan started to form in my head. “If I find their vehicles, I’ll place the AirTags. Then I can set up the cameras outside the building to watch for them to come in or out.”

“I’d bet they’re using some back entrance that can’t be seen from the street.” The sandy-haired man nodded. “Someplace that wouldn’t make their movements obvious, since they know the sheriff is onto them. You got your Glock on you?”

“Of course,” I grinned. “Just in case. Obviously, I’ll try not to pull it out unless necessary. Do you have your Desert Eagle on you?”

“Cleaned and serviced it last night,” my partner in various crimes said as he patted his side. “Just in case.”

With satellite images from the internet, Nate and I planned out where he would sit in the Rubicon with the laptop. We chose a place only a few blocks away with some tree cover. I decided I would park around the back of the old restaurant so no one in the old video store would see the Ford pull up. I could come up from behind the abandoned fast-food restaurant, park, and wait for dark to make my way across the street to place the cameras.

The two of us got into the vehicles and made our way to our respective hiding spots. Once I parked, I put my phone on silent, grabbed the directional mic, and slinked around to the side of the building where the drive-thru used to be so I could see the front of the old video stone. The directional mic looked almost like a mid-sized water-gun with a clear, plastic collar around the small boom where the barrel would normally be. A set of headphones were attached to it by a cord, and there was even a recording feature.

Unfortunately, even if I did capture an incriminating conversation and recorded it, Ohio was a one-party consent state. That meant at least one party being recorded had to consent to the recording for it to be admissible as legal evidence. But the mic still had value to me, since I could gauge where the squatters were and how many were home.

I turned the listening device on and fiddled with the volume until I started to hone in on the sound of voices.

“Is Mac back yet?” I heard a masculine voice ask. “I’m fucking hungry.”

“He’s still out,” I heard a younger-sounding male voice respond. “He said he was going to try to get a hold of the hookup to make sure we’re still on for tonight.”

Fuck me in a snowstorm in June. I wished the audio wouldn’t be useless in court, but at least I knew we’d have some action tonight. It also sounded like the two speaking were near the front of the building, on the second floor where the windows were papered over.

So, I picked up my backpack filled with spy gear, and I snuck across that fucking street as the sun dipped below the horizon.


Chapter Ten

As I crept up to the old video store, my heart pounded in my chest. The windows both upstairs and downstairs had been papered over, but as a dim light upstairs clicked on, I could see small breaks in the newspaper where someone could easily look out. As I rushed across the street and the open area at the edge of the side parking lot, I kept an eye on the window to watch for the outline of figures, but thankfully I saw none.

The building had an open field on one side, with a parking lot on the other. On the edge of the parking lot was a line of trees that formed half a mile of suburban wilderness, and when I crossed into the tree line, I took a deep breath and looked back at the building. There were still no figures in the window, so I took a moment to listen in with the mic to make sure I hadn’t been spotted.

“...drank all the fucking booze,” the older male voice said mid-sentence.

“Go fuck yourself!” the younger voice shouted back.

Yeah, they didn’t seem worried about me.

I moved back through the trees until I could see the back of the building. The back half looked much more like a home than the front. There was a patio surrounded by an overgrown patch of yard, and scattered around were a couple of beat-up camping chairs, a rusted-out grill, and an old couch that was covered in mold from being out in the damp Ohio weather. The couch was broken down in the middle and looked like it was still in use, given the beer cans and cigarette butts all around it.

The patio wasn’t visible from the road, so it was a safe bet that the back door here was the squatters’ main way in and out. But there weren’t any vehicles parked within sight of the building.

I found an inconspicuous spot to place the first trail camera and faced it toward the back door, and once I had it set up, I texted Nate to make sure it worked.

Camera ready. Do you have video?

Confirm. Have video. Please adjust upward slightly.

Better? I typed back once I’d made a minor adjustment.

Perfect, Nate replied.

I started to pick my way back to the road when I heard the sound of a car, and I crouched down as a pair of headlights filtered through the leaves and branches.

The sun was setting, but I could see fairly well in the last of the pink, early evening light. From the cover of the trees and some underbrush, I could hear the crunch of gravel under tires, followed by a car door opening and shutting. Then a voice cut through the following silence.

“Cool your tits,” a gruff voice said and then paused as though they were listening to another half of the conversation. “Yeah. He’s going to meet us by the bridge… Yes, I got you’re fucking milkshake! I swear to fucking God, I’ll pour it out on the ground if you ask again.”

After a moment, I saw the speaker through the trees.

I stayed as low and still as I could. It felt like my heart had leaped into my throat and refused to go back to where it belonged when I swallowed, and I prayed the man didn’t spot me. If they were going to a location outside of town, that’s where I wanted to confront them. It was reasonable to think if these men were dealing hard drugs they’d also be armed. Shots fired at the city limits would definitely be one of those thing that would fall under Russel’s “concerns.”

The man passed between two trees about ten yards away from me. He was a medium-sized man with an almost invisible sprinkle of short hairs on his head, and he was wearing an oversized t-shirt and a wrinkled pair of joggers. As the man spoke on the phone, he walked through a haphazard path that had been cleared through the underbrush.

I barely breathed as I watched the man pass, and once he was headed for the backdoor of the video store, I crouch-walked back along the path he’d come.

Found where they’re parking. I grinned as I typed out my message to Nate.

There was a grassy patch surrounded by trees that was at the end of an old access road where two of the shittiest cars I’d ever seen were parked. One was a boat of a rusted-out Buick. I hadn’t even seen an early 90’s Buick in ten years. The other car was a scratched-up Honda Civic with a bashed in front bumper. I quickly placed the AirTags on both vehicles and made my way back to the Ford through a roundabout route to avoid walking past the papered windows.

Then there was nothing to do but wait. Trent, McDougal, and Minsk spent several hours either arguing over petty shit or cracking lame jokes. As the night wore on, and they waited to hear from their connection, their conversation became more manic. Clearly, they were getting high on their own supply.

Fuck man. When do these assholes sleep? Nate texted, and I knew he was equally bored out of his mind.

I don’t think they’ll be sleeping anytime soon, I typed back as I listened to their amphetamine-fueled conversation. They said their connection was supposed to call two hours ago. What’s taking so long?

Who the fuck knows? No telling what compels these people to do anything.

Maybe we should think about getting a hotel room… I started to type before I got the next excited message from Nate.

GOT MOVEMENT ON THE BACK PORCH!!! ALL THREE OF THEM ARE LEAVING! THIS IS NOT A DRILL!!!

I started the Ford and kept the headlights off, and then I checked the tracker app on my phone. Sure enough, a few moments later, one of the dots started to move up the access road. I pulled out and started to follow the dot on the map, and thankfully the winding back roads made it easy for me to keep a safe distance.

I stopped when I saw the Honda parked near a bridge with the lights on. Three men loitered on the bridge, partially lit by the headlights, so I quietly slowed to a stop and turned off the engine.

Where are you? I texted Nate.

Found a backroad that brought me around to the hill just above the bridge. I gotta bird’s-eye view.

I grinned, put my phone back in my pocket, and waited.

Eventually, a couple men in dark clothes showed up with a gym bag and made the trade-off. The gruff guy with the nearly bald head took the bag, handed it to a scrawny kid, and then handed one of the new men a wad of cash. I was about to step out and say something, but suddenly, I heard a gunshot ring out of nowhere.

The men on the bridge scattered. I hopped out of the truck and ran through the shadows to the back of the Honda, and the squatters made a mad dash for it. The men in the dark clothes ran the other way as another shot was fired.

“Fucking Nate,” I hissed under my breath as I dashed through some brush.

As a big, linebacker-looking bastard came around the side of the car and tried to get into the back, I stepped out of the shadows.

“Going somewhere?” I smirked as I cocked back my fist.

The big guy looked up and saw me a half second before I drove my fist in his face and knocked him to the ground.

“What the fuck!” the bald man snarled as he reached the driver’s side door and saw me knock his associate to the dirt.

The bald man reached for his beltline, and I caught a glimpse of the matte black metal of a gun.

Of course this guy was dumb enough to shove an unholstered gun down the front of his pants.

I shot my hand out and wrapped it around the bald man’s hand so he couldn’t pull his gun. Then I brought my other arm around and punched him hard in his temple. The man crashed into the side of the car as another shot rang out, but not from the hill behind us this time.

The third man, a short of pseudo-hippy type, had some shitty, off-brand handgun pointed at me and the bald man. But even a shitty gun could be deadly, which wasn’t lost on the bald guy.

“Trying to kill me, Lenny?” the bald man screamed as he tried to fight me off.

The bald man tried to grab hold of my shirt and headbutt me, but I shifted my head to one side, and his forehead came down hard on my shoulder and collarbone. While he was dazed, I wrapped my hand around the butt of his gun, ripped it free, and then dropped the mag in one motion. Given these guys’ loosey-goosey attitude for gun safety, though, I couldn’t assume there wasn’t still one in the chamber.

Lenny swore as his janky pistol jammed, and as the long-haired man tried to fix it, he didn’t see Nate come up behind him. The one-armed man crept up behind Lenny with his big Desert Eagle in his hand, and then Nate pistol whipped the man in the back of the head. Lenny’s eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the ground like a deck of cards.

The bald man made another desperate attempt to fend me off as he reached for his pistol, but as he lunged forward, I grabbed the back of his head and used his momentum to smash his face into the side of the Honda. The man’s head snapped back, and then he too hit the dirt.

“Fuck!” the bald man growled while he writhed on the ground. “Where’d you come from?”

“Your mom’s house,” Nate snorted as he dragged Lenny’s unconscious body over.

I handed the pistol over to Nathan, and then I picked the bald man up by the front of his shirt and slammed him against the side of the Honda.

“I’m going to assume you’re Doug,” I rumbled in the bald man’s face. “You look like a Doug. Doug, I’d really like you and your boys here to fuck off anywhere but Millersville.”

“What are you, cops?” Presumably Doug wheezed.

“Nope.” I grinned. “Not cops, not feds. Not anyone with obligations to protect or respect your rights. Just two regular guys who want you to get the fuck out of Millersville and go anywhere else.”

“What if I say no?” Probably Doug asked as he tried to sound tough, but he just looked scared, especially with the blood trickling out of his nose.

“Then we’ll have to make sure you never set foot in Millersville again,” I replied with a snarl.

“Like cut their feet off?” Nate asked. “Or just shoot them in the head and bury them in a shallow grave?”

“I was thinking ‘shoot them in the head,’” I said, but then I thought about what Scourge might say to make his point. “But maybe we keep a few toes as souvenirs.”

“We could take a few toes now.” Nate shrugged. “Just to help them remember not to come back.”

“Fuck! Fuck, man!” Most Likely Doug whined as he started to squirm.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, and I tried not to laugh as Nate picked up on the bit. “I’ll let you guys go with all your fingers and toes. But if you come back… we’ll take four toes from each of you.”

“I don’t know,” Nate replied with a theatrical huff. “I think we should take one big toe from each of them now. That’ll make them easier to catch later.”

“What the hell is wrong with you two?” the bald man almost whimpered as I held him against the side of the Honda.

“We don’t have time to go down the whole list,” Nate said in a cold voice as he opened the passenger door of the car and started to shove Lenny’s limp body into the seat. “But you boys are going to find somewhere else to peddle your poison… if you like your digits, that is.”

“Are you going to leave? Or do we have to convince you more? Because we have friends who are even scarier than us, and I’d be happy to introduce you.” I tightened my grip on Doug’s now stretched out shirt and started to lift him off his feet.

“We’ll go!” the bald man bleated out. “You’ll never see us again, I swear!”

“Good,” I rumbled. “We’re going to be nice and let you keep whatever money you have on you. But anything in the old video store or that gym bag you left on the bridge is ours. Now, fuck off!”

I let go of the man I assumed was Doug, and he scrambled into the driver’s seat.

I opened the back, driver’s side door and roughly crammed the big linebacker guy into the backseat, and then I slammed the door shut again. The second I’d shut the back door, the bald guy had started the engine and was peeling out and onto the dirt road.

“Let’s make sure they’re not just headed back to the video store,” I said as I fetched the gym bag and then watched the Honda’s tail lights disappear.

Nate and I ran back to our vehicles and tore ass back to the empty storefront.

We parked at the old fast-food joint across the street. Nate parked the Rubicon behind the building so it wouldn’t be obvious from the street, but I parked the Ford in plain view so the drug dealers would be able to see it and know we were watching them, if they decided to come back.

“You think they’re really gone?” Nate asked as we sat on the back of the truck and kept an eye on the empty video store.

“I don’t think it’s worth their time to stay,” I replied after I thought about it for a minute. “They’re not mobsters. They don’t care about respect or territory. These guys are low-rung criminals. They only care about the next score. Now that we’ve made it too risky for them to find that here, they’ll move on.”

“What about those other guys on the bridge?” Nate asked. “Should we be worried about them?”

“Probably,” I snorted. “But that’s tomorrow Nate and Eddie’s problem. For right now, let’s just enjoy the win and move on.”

“We should let the sheriff know,” Nate said as he pulled out his phone and dialed a number.

“You have the number saved?” I chuckled in surprise.

“Fuck no I don’t have it saved,” Pearson replied as he held his cell to his ear. “I swear. I remember a time when we had to have dozens of numbers memorized. If you lost your phone right now, how would you call and tell someone?”

“I don’t know, I wouldn’t have a phone in that scenario.”

“Smartass… Hold up, it’s the answering machine… This is a message for Mr. Russel. Our records show you still have some movies out and request you return them at your earliest convenience.”

“Do you think he’ll understand that?” I grinned as he hung up, and I handed Nate the keys to his new truck.

“If he doesn’t, he’s a terrible sheriff.” The sandy-haired man shrugged. “We’ve been talking to him about renting the old video store. Given that there’s almost nowhere to rent DVDs or Blu-Rays anymore, I’m sure he can put two and two together.”

“But can they track that number back to you?”

“Nah. I had Craig download one of those apps that hide your name and number. We’re good. Come on, I’m hungry.”

It was late when I got home, and I slipped into bed with Bolra. The beautiful mystic sighed and rolled over to wrap her arms around me, and I held my amber-haired wife close as I breathed in her soft, clean scent. Everything about Bolra and her home was warm and inviting, and I fell asleep with my hand on her round belly where our twins grew.

In the morning, Bolra and I made love and lingered in bed for a while before we got up, showered, and headed over to Ibseth’s for breakfast. Now that the weather was warmer, all of my wives had returned to their signature looks. Ibseth and Bolra loved flowy dresses, and Gwen had started to wear the same kind of light, floaty garments. Amrila and Nileme liked tank tops and shorts, but Amrila preferred blacks and reds, with the logos of metal bands emblazoned on them, while Nileme liked more of a tomboy kinda look.

Manon also wore cutoff shorts, a red, cropped tank top, and a light flannel shirt over her freckled shoulders. Tiana dressed somewhere between my gentler wives and my warrior women, in a woven halter top and tiny cotton shorts. Sigrith lived in slinky, black dresses and always had a light sweater close at hand in case she had to go outside. Lastly, Pregia was always dressed to impress in a designer jumpsuit like something a socialite might wear to Coachella.

There was already a spread on the table, since Bolra and I had lingered in bed, and breakfast was well on its way. Platters of eggs, bacon, and sausage links covered the kitchen counters, and there were also muffins, a coffee cake, and handmade donuts with just a hint of nutmeg in them. I loaded up a plate for myself as Ibseth brought me a cup of black coffee and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

Life was good on Lafayette circle, and even the sound of the security wall being built outside couldn’t bring down the mood.

“So, what’s everyone’s plans for the day?” I asked.

“I have a dog training class in Elyria today,” Bolra informed me in an excited voice. “Ibseth is going to take me.”

“That’s great!” I grinned as I took a bite of crispy bacon.

The ladies went around the table and shared their plans. Nileme and Pregia had to go back to their kingdoms for a while, to lead their people. Manon had some online classes she’d signed up for and promised to watch Wyatt while Ibseth took Bolra to the city. Meanwhile, Amrila had an appointment with Nurse Ryan. Now that she was getting closer to her due date, Mildred Ryan and her assistants had rented out some motel rooms in town so they could be close when the Zencarri woman went into labor.

Sigrith promised to hang out with Amrila and be there for her check-up, and I appreciated that. The fierce, horned woman would sooner bite off her own tongue than admit that she was nervous about the birth. Even though it was a natural process, I couldn’t blame her for having some nerves about it. I’d watched Ibseth give birth to Wyatt, and it was an intense process.

“I’m going to go to The Gloom and get Xuag and Scourge,” I said as I finished my food and coffee. “Maybe while you two are in Elyria, you can get Xuag some clothes? I think all my clothes will be too long, and he’d rip out of anything Scourge owns like the Hulk if he so much as sneezed.”

“I think we can find him some clothes.” Ibseth nodded as she started to clear away the dishes.

“We’ll be camping out, so some rugged clothes would be good,” I explained. “Maybe a jacket too, since it still gets cool in the evenings.”

After I took the time to kiss all my wives and give Wyatt a cuddle, I let Gwen and Tiana know I wanted them to come with Scourge, Xuag, and I to Cuyahoga and to pack whatever they needed. Then I headed to The Gloom to get my friends.

I met Scourge outside of Khet’Eran, and together we headed to Tors Bane. Xuag was ready to go and said his goodbyes to Tanya and Trocs, and then we headed back to the magical circle outside of Khet’Eran.

When we got up to the surface a few days later, Xuag squinted in the afternoon sunlight.

“By the gods it’s bright,” the big man complained as he came out of the metal door.

Even with the shade of the lilac bushes, it was considerably brighter up here than it was in the Gloom, so Scourge and I hustled Xuag into the house where the light wouldn’t be as strong. Once the Orcish general was inside, he stopped in his tracks as he looked around.

“Eddie,” Xuag breathed with wide eyes. “I always knew you were wealthy, but this is extravagant!”

“Brother!” Bolra giggled as she came into the kitchen from the living room.

The two siblings hugged, and then Xuag held Bolra out at arm’s length to look at her.

“Your time must be close, sister. Your belly is as round as a dew melon!”

“I still have a few months,” Bolra replied with a slight blush. “But you should come upstairs. We got you human style clothes!”

Bolra whisked her brother away upstairs, and several minutes later they returned.

Ibseth and Bolra had taken my suggestion for “rugged” clothing very seriously. When Xuag appeared at the base of the stairs, he was dressed in a pair of Wranglers, a plaid shirt, a huge belt buckle, and a pair of cowboy boots. The Orcish man looked like an extra from some weird, fantasy themed, John Wayne film.

“I must confess…” The muscular man grinned as he tucked his thumbs into his beltline. “These are the best boots I’ve ever worn. I think I prefer them. When do we leave for this Guy-a-hoke-a?”

This was going to be an interesting camping trip.


Chapter Eleven

Despite the odds, the cowboy-look weirdly suited Xuag. The big Orc even walked with a slightly bow-legged stride that I’d never picked up on before until I saw him walk in cowboy boots.

“I got you this as well,” Bolra said with pride as she brought out a round box from next to the L-shaped couch. “The man at the store said it will help keep the sun off your face.

“But will it help his manhood breathe through those pants?” Scourge remarked in an undertone next to me as he looked Xuag up and down with a disapproving smirk.

“Just wait,” I muttered as I eyed the box and guessed what was in it. “This is going to be good.”

Sure enough, Xuag opened the box and pulled out a fine, black Stetson hat. He turned it in his hands for a moment before he put it on, and the look was complete.

The Outlaw Orcy Wales.

“By the gods,” Scourge snorted as he tried to stifle a grin. “He looks like a character from that one film about the three men after the same cache of gold. Except none of them were green.”

“I think it suits you,” I said loud enough for Xuag and Bolra to hear. “I bet Tanya will love it, too.”

“Very dashing,” Ibseth kindly agreed.

Xuag grinned and puffed out his chest, and in my head I heard a western-style stinger, like a new sheriff had just come into town.

We ordered food and stayed in for the day to give Xuag time to acclimate to the surface world before we took the drive to Cuyahoga.

Xuag had been aware of the surface world for a while now, but this was the first time he would really see it, so Bolra and I took Xuag on a tour of the houses. Kellan Grant’s men were still working on the security wall, but it was nearly done already. Work on the kennels had also started. Two large slabs of concrete had been poured, and ten individual kennels with top-of-the-line dog houses would be the next thing to go up.

We’d go all out with the dog houses, since Ohio winters were harsh, and Bolra and I wanted the garms to be comfortable all year round. They’d have heated floors, built-in food and water bowls that would be spill proof, a shared in-ground wading pool for the summers, and a whelping area where the female garms could have their litters in comfort.

“I’ve never heard of a Night Elf lord who could maintain separate houses for all his wives,” Xuag said in an impressed tone as we walked around the cul-de-sac. “Yet you have all of these homes, and Hillshire in The Gloom. You have to be the wealthiest man I know.”

“Eddie does very well,” Bolra remarked with glowing pride in her voice. “And he spoils all of us all the time.”

Of all the modern amenities, the Orcish man was most impressed by the refrigerators.

“They just stay cold?” Xuag gasped as he held his hand inside the fridge to feel the cool air. “I’ve known people who have preserved food and drink in a cool river, but this box is a miracle!”

“Wait until you try a shower,” Scourge chuckled. “It’ll be like a religious experience.”

“Try this.” I grinned as I opened a bottle of summer ale from a small brewery in Cleveland and handed it to Xuag.

As my broad-shouldered brother-in-law took a test sip, I opened a bottle for Scourge and myself, too.

“It tastes of bloodfruit!” the green-skinned man proclaimed as he looked at the bottle with an expression of wonder.

“Really?” Scourge replied as he gave the bottle a skeptical look. “I’m not usually one for ale, but I do like a juicy bloodfruit.”

“It’s beer, not ale,” I snorted as I took a sip of the citrusy beer. “What’s bloodfruit?”

“They look like this,” Xuag remarked as he pointed to the drawing of a halved orange on the label. “But the meat of the fruit is bright red, like blood. They grow in the Dolrath wilds and parts of the Twilight.”

I’d heard of blood oranges, so I figured bloodfruit must have been a similar type of plant.

“I wonder if Tiana could get them to grow around Hillshire,” I mused as I led my friends to the back porch for a good sit. “I could open up a niche market for my people. Make jams, fruit wine, candied bloodfruit. Maybe make a deal with Bhakoth and Talia to ship them bloodfruit to use in their ale.”

“It can also be dried and used as a dye pigment,” Scourge noted as we drank on the back porch. “How are you doing with the light now, Xuag?”

“How high up is the ceiling here?” the general asked as he squinted up at the sky. “And where are those billows of white smoke coming from?”

“That’s the sky,” I explained. “It goes up thousands of miles. It’s not exactly a ceiling. More like a protective barrier between us and the nothingness of outer space. And that’s not smoke. They’re clouds. Moisture collects in the sky and forms into a thick vapor, like the mist that comes off the river next to the Encampment, just more dense.”

“That’s unnatural,” Xuag said in a flat tone as he brought his eyes firmly back to ground level.

“What is outer space?” the Zencarri man asked in a curious voice.

“You know at night when you can see all those dots of light in the sky?” I replied as I took another sip of my beer.

“I do.” Scourge nodded.

“Well, those are stars, a lot like the sun in the sky now, just reallllly far away,” I explained. “And some of them are planets, kinda like our world. But most of them are more like gigantic rocks that can’t support life. Scientists think there are planets out there that could support life, but they’re so far away in a massive expanse of other planets and stars that it’s hard to say for sure.”

“Incredible,” Scourge breathed, and his angular face was awed as he looked up at the sky.

“Can we talk about something else?” Xuag asked in an uneasy voice as he stubbornly refused to look any higher than the tree line.

I chuckled but relented, and we talked for a while about family and friends after that.

Xuag was excited to be a father. The general saw no difference between his adopted son, Trocs, and the baby he and Tanya would have in a few months. Meanwhile, Ondur and Syneath had officially announced their engagement, and the news had been delivered throughout The Gloom and the Twilight through the invention of printing presses in Hillshire. The historic first printing of the Hillshire Press had been carried far and wide by caravans, which both proved the concept of the printing press and raised interest in the new technology in other kingdoms.

This was good news for Hillshire. The population of the town had ballooned when we took in the refugees from Bermshire. There had also been a baby boom since Ursenger’s death and my taking over the lands. If I could make bloodfruit cultivation work on my lands, it might set up my people with two booming industries that could help support them long after I was gone.

That night, we ordered pizza and wings and gathered in Ibseth’s living room to watch a movie. It seemed like a good way to help introduce Xuag to aspects of the surface world, and it was also our favorite family pastime.

“They’re like plays,” Bolra explained to her brother as we all settled on or around the large couch. “But you can watch them whenever you want with this black rectangle.”

“I don’t care much for plays,” Xuag remarked in a skeptical tone. “They’re difficult to follow and not very interesting.”

“Crardu theater leaves something to be desired.” Scourge nodded as he settled on the recliner with little Wyatt on his lap. “The scholars who write for them are wise, but not very clever. Human movie plays are much more entertaining.”

“We’ll find something exciting,” I snorted as I clicked on the TV and started to look through options.

The Orcish man was transfixed by the television and watched me scroll through the colorful images with a confused expression on his wide face.

I didn’t want to pick a wild, Michael Bay style action movie, which would be entertaining but give the general unrealistic ideas about what the human world was like. So, in the end, I settled on a police drama/action movie that I thought Xuag could relate to in some ways. As a man whose job was to protect the entrance into another kingdom and also to keep the peace in Tors Bane, a procedural drama seemed like the way to go.

The film had everything, too. Some action, great acting, a few laughs.

“This was a good play,” Xuag said with a nod of approval when the film was over. “I like how the old man would not compromise his honor.”

“I’m glad you liked it.” I grinned.

“I thought it was sad that woman died,” Manon said with a slight pout. “She didn’t do anything wrong.”

“That was a tragedy,” Xuag agreed.

“Well, we should get some sleep, I’d like to get on the road pretty early tomorrow,” I said as I got up and scooped Wyatt out of Scourge’s arms.

Both Wyatt and Scourge had fallen asleep in the recliner. It was kinda cute how the aloof, polished thief loved children, and I knew my kids would have the best uncle figure in Scourge. He’d keep them safe and teach them all sorts of bad habits that would drive my wives crazy.

Well, Amrila probably wouldn’t mind so much.

Speaking of, I stayed with Amrila that night. The Zencarri woman was still having false labor pains, but Nurse Ryan had assured us it was normal, and we still had a few weeks until Amrila would likely go into labor.

But the late stage of the Zencarri woman’s pregnancy hadn’t deterred her sex drive. If anything, it had increased it, and I worshiped my wife’s newly plump body well into the night.

The next morning, I dragged myself out of bed happy but not very well rested. A brisk shower helped to refresh me, though, and then I gave Amrila a kiss goodbye.

“Good luck, partner,” the horned woman murmured from where she was buried, all sleepy and cozy in the blankets.

“Just don’t have that baby until I get home, partner,” I teased as I snuck in one last kiss. “I’ll hurry back. Promise.”

“I’ll try,” Amrila giggled as her dark eyes fluttered closed again. “But our daughter already seems to have a mind of her own.”

“She must take after her mother.” I grinned. “I love you.”

“And I love you,” Amrila breathed with a content smile on her heart-shaped face.

She seemed to drift off back to sleep moments later, so I headed across the cul-de-sac to Ibseth’s house, where my bags were. Scourge, Tiana, and Gwen were already there with their bags, and Xuag and Bolra showed up a few minutes after.

Once we’d checked over the gear one last time, we loaded it into the Rubicon.

“Have a good trip,” Ibseth said as she held Wyatt in her arms and saw us off. “Check in from time to time with the Stones, please. Especially if you think you’re going to be there for a few days.”

“Always looking after everyone,” I chuckled as I put my arms around the curvy Elf and our son. “I’ll miss you both.”

I gave Ibseth a kiss and then tickled Wyatt’s chubby little side. My son giggled and grabbed my finger as he smiled at me, and my chest filled with joy and pride at the sight of him.

Within the next few months, there would be four more children in the family, and I couldn’t wait.

I gave Bolra a kiss goodbye, too, but it was still very early, so the rest of my wives were still asleep. The sun hadn’t even crested the horizon, and the sky had that strange, blue glow that seemed to pervade the world before dawn.

“This is nice,” Xuag said with approval as he looked around the cul-de-sac. “That burning ball in the sky is far too much.”

“It helps keep things warm up here,” I chuckled.

“And it helps the plants grow larger,” Tiana added as she smiled at all the flowers and greenery around our houses. “You’ll get used to it.”

“We’ll stop at a gas station and get you some sunglasses before we get on the highway,” I said and clapped my brother-in-law on the shoulder. “You could borrow a pair from some of the ladies, but they have very… sparkly tastes in sunglasses. We’ll get you some aviators that’ll go with your new clothes.”

“Most of those words mean nothing to me,” the general replied as he got into the back of the Rubicon.

Gwen and Scourge also got into the back seat, while Tiana sat shotgun.

“Yeah, you should probably avoid speaking to people if you can,” I advised Xuag.

“And if anyone remarks on our looks, we just say we’re cosplayers on our way to an event,” Scourge added as he buckled in. “Most humans aren’t interested in asking more questions after that.”

“What is cos-playing?” the Orcish man asked as he wrinkled his thick brows.

“We’ll explain along the way,” I snorted as I closed the Jeep door, and then I turned to Ibseth and Bolra. “Let all the others know I’ll miss them and be home soon. I said goodbye to them all last night, but just let them know I’m thinking about them, too.”

“We will, husband,” Bolra replied with a warm smile on her pretty face. “Be safe, and come home soon.”

I gave them each one more kiss, and then I gently kissed the top of Wyatt’s head. In response, my son giggled again and grabbed a handful of my hair. It’s crazy how strong a grip such a little guy could have, and I suppressed a wince as he gave a hardy yank.

Once I got Wyatt’s tiny fist open, I gave him one last little tickle before I started the Jeep and pulled out of the cul-de-sac.

It was only a little over an hour’s drive between Westherst and the Cuyahoga National Park, but we stopped along the way to eat breakfast at a truck stop restaurant and to get Xuag a pair of sunglasses.

“We should probably pick up some snacks, too,” I said as we pulled into the truck stop parking lot. “We’ve got plenty of food, but we’ll be hiking and burning a lot of calories, so some extra jerky or candy bars will help us keep our energy up. Nobody wander off on your own, either. We’ll meet up at the diner over there in ten minutes.”

Scourge, Tiana, and Gwen each had their own money, so they wandered around the convenience store to see if there was anything they wanted.

I made sure Xuag stayed close to me, since this was his first time around regular humans. Tiana and Gwen looked almost human, despite some of their unique features. Gwen’s luminous skin stood out, but her teal-colored hair wasn’t all that strange since people dyed their hair whatever color they wanted these days. And Tiana’s amber-colored eyes were striking, but they didn’t read as anything more than unusual. Most people would look at the Dryad and simply think she had an uncommon, mixed heritage in her background.

If the two women turned heads, it was mostly because they were smoking hot. But with Xuag and Scourge, their appearances were more outside of the norm. The Zencarri man’s charcoal skin and black ram’s horns couldn’t be covered up, even though he was dressed in a sturdy pair of khakis and a nice camping shirt.

Then there was the Orcish general, dressed like a rancher, with his big Stetson hat.

It was still very early in the morning, but there were a handful of long-haul truckers and a few people clearly on their way to a summer vacation in the convenience store. They would stop and stare at the two men, or cast curious, covert glances in their directions. I was pretty used to it, after being in public with my wives, but it seemed to really bother Xuag.

“People are watching me,” the big man said in a low voice as we looked through a rack of sunglasses. “Do they think I’m going to hurt them?”

“Just try to ignore it,” I quietly replied as I picked out a pair of mirrored aviators. “They’re probably just wondering where we’re going. Remember, if anyone asks, you’re in a costume.”

“Do you think they suspect the truth?”

“Nah,” I snorted. “I think even if we told someone the truth, it would sound so wild, they’d think we’re lying. But it’s better to play it safe. I think these would look good on you.”

I handed the burly man the sunglasses, and Xuag put them on and then looked in the little mirror on the display.

“Well, now.” Xuag grinned as he looked at himself, which made his impressive tusks all the more obvious. “I do like these! No one can see where I’m looking, and the light is much more tolerable.”

“Perfect!” I patted him on the shoulder. “They make you look like a badass. Come on, let’s go find some road snacks.”

“A bad-ass,” my brother-in-law repeated absently as he took one last look at himself.

Then I led Xuag over to the aisles of junk food and looked around for anything that sounded good, or would provide lots of protein or calories to offset the amount of walking we’d be doing over the next few days. In The Gloom and Twilight, the climate was consistently cool and fairly dry. That made physical exertion a bit easier than in the Ohio woods during early summer. It was already in the low to mid-eighties most days, and very humid.

Between the heat and humidity, the exercise would be all the more strenuous, so I wanted to be sure we had plenty of clean water and fuel to keep us going.

“What kind of food do you like?” I asked as I looked over the savory snack aisle. “Salty? Spicy? Sweet?”

“I do like spices,” Xuag answered as he stared at the colorful bags, boxes, and packets with a mystified expression. “The Crardu grow a great many spices and use it in our cooking. Even in our tea.”

“Fireroot tea is one of my favorites,” Scourge remarked as he joined us. “It’s not as good as boba. But it is very good. Did you know they don’t have boba here? You should have seen the look of the face of the youth working the counter when I asked.”

“You’re probably not going to find it out here,” I snorted. “We’ll get some when we get back toward Cleveland.”

“Pardon me,” a sweet, matronly voice said behind us.

The three of us turned to see a petite, older, black woman behind us, dressed in a nice floral t-shirt and modest board shorts. The lady also had on a sun visor and a fanny pack with a busy floral print on it that complemented her shirt.

“How may we help you, madam?” Scourge asked in a voice dripping with honey.

“I don’t mean to pry, but are they filming a movie around here?” the woman asked as she looked between the three of us. “Is that why you boys are done up like that?”

“Oh, no, we’re actually on our way to one of those comic book conventions,” I said with a friendly smile.

“The makeup takes ages to put on,” the horned man added in a theatrical tone. “So we put it on at home. You should see the looks we get in public, though.”

“I imagine,” the older woman chuckled. “But it just looks so life-like! That’s why I thought you might be in a movie. Does it take long to wash off?”

“You have no idea!” Scourge grinned as he enjoyed his little deception. “I’ll have to scrub my face pink tonight to get it all off.”

“Well, you both look wonderful,” the lady replied, and she smiled at the thief and general. “It’s good to see young people having some good, wholesome fun. You all have a nice day.”

“You too, ma’am,” I said as the lady wandered off.

“Are you sure she doesn’t suspect something?” Xuag asked in a skeptical tone as he watched the woman head to the check-out.

“Only that I’m devilishly handsome under my makeup.” Scourge smirked.

“You aren’t wearing makeup,” the general remarked in a dry tone.

“Then I guess I’m just handsome,” the thief said with a rakish grin.

I shook my head at his antics and grabbed a mix of salty and savory snacks.

Jerky would be good for a protein boost on the trail, so I got the classic and pepper flavors. I also grabbed some roasted peanuts and pepperoni rolls. The pepperoni rolls were a regional classic, and the carbs could help to keep our energy up. Plus, they were just really fucking tasty.

A few minutes later, Gwen and Tiana came back with sunflower seeds and some sweets, so we had a pretty good spread that would cover all the bases.

On our way to the cashier, I also grabbed a few maps of the Cuyahoga area. Some were of specific hiking trails or areas of the National Park, and one was of the whole park that showed where things like rest stops, camping grounds, and other points of interest were. The maps would also help us know where the public and protected areas were, so we’d know when to keep a low profile to avoid the rangers.

We paid and then stopped into the diner for a quick breakfast and some coffee. After a quick stop by the questionably clean restrooms, we were back on the road. It was a nice drive through some pretty country. The rolling, green hills and trees slid past the windows like a pastoral painting, and we made good time ahead of the morning rush hour.

But, as we got closer, I could feel the gentle pulse of the Eye of Vallis around my waist, and my hands tightened around the steering wheel.

There was definitely a piece of the armor somewhere nearby.


Chapter Twelve

When we eventually reached the Falls, I drove until we were close to the location of the old Boston township, now referred to locally as ‘Helltown.’ There was a newer town that was also called Boston, and I assume that’s where a lot of the residents of the old township had moved to when they were displaced.

I also had to choose between two campgrounds that were about the same distance from Helltown. One was near Brandywine Falls, and honestly, that’s the one I’d have picked under normal circumstances. Brandywine Falls was a beautiful place, and the hiking trails were some of my favorites, next to the Rock House trails down in Hocking.

The other campground was closer to where the old dump for Helltown used to be. The dump has supposedly been cleaned up after some chemical had been improperly disposed of there, but there were still rumors about how the junkyard owner had a pet python that got loose and been exposed to those toxic chemicals. According to urban legend, the python had mutated and grown to an incredible size.

The idea of staying at a campground not far from a former garbage dump wasn’t super appealing, but it was the kind of campsite where you just found a good spot and set up your tents, without needing to rent a space. That meant there would be less of a paper trail. Nothing we planned to do was illegal exactly, but Helltown was supposed to be off limits to visitors. If any of the park rangers did spot us, we could get the fuck out of Dodge without a record that we’d been there in the first place.

“There used to be a town here?” Gwen asked as she looked out her window at the dense treeline alongside the dirt road. “It doesn’t look like anyone has ever lived here.”

“The trees remember them,” Tiana remarked as she held her hand out of the passenger side window to feel the air through her fingers.

“You can hear the trees from inside the car?” Scourge asked in a skeptical tone from the backseat.

“Yes.” The Dryad nodded. “It’s not hard when you know how to listen to them.”

“Are they happy to have the land back?” I asked out of curiosity.

“They’re a little sad,” Tiana replied as she looked over at me with her remarkable amber eyes. “They are happy to flourish, but the remains of the buildings the humans left behind remind them how all things die eventually.”

“That’s certainly cheery,” the horned man said in a sarcastic voice.

“I think it’s rather nice the plants might mourn us mortals when we’re gone,” Xuag mused from behind his new aviators. “Even if it’s only because it reminds them of their own impermanence.”

“That was poetic, Xuag,” Scourge said with an amused smile. “I forget you have a philosophical side, what with that brutish face of yours.”

“I appreciate your honesty,” Xuag replied as he shot a look across the backseat at Scourge. “It’s easy to overlook you’re a good person, what with your need to make comments that would inspire others to punch your clever mouth.”

“Now, boys,” I chucked, “don’t make me turn this Jeep around.”

Eventually, I found a good spot for us to set up our camp. It was far enough off the beaten path that other hikers weren’t likely to stumble across us, but not so far from the main road that I’d worry about getting lost. Cell service wasn’t the best out here. There was also a nice flat area to set up the tents and a small creek where we could get water easily, and I’d brought a portable water filter made for camping so we wouldn’t have to bring several cases of bottled water along.

Everyone helped to get the tents set up. I’d brought two. One for the ladies and I, and one for Scourge and Xuag to share. Once we had our camp ready, we took a break to eat lunch and make some plans.

“Why did you buy these?” Scourge asked as he unfolded one of the maps and laid it on the ground. “Can’t we just use your phone magic to see the surrounding area?”

“Yeah.” I nodded as I placed some rocks on the corners of the map to hold it flat. “But the signal is kinda hit or miss out here. Plus, the only way we have to recharge our phones is the Rubicon, but that would mean letting it run for an hour or more just to charge one phone. That’s kinda cumbersome. The maps don’t have any of those problems, and we have the Stones if we need to communicate over a distance.”

“Where is the Eye telling you the breastplate is?” Gwen asked as she looked at the map, too.

“That’s what’s weird,” I explained with a thoughtful frown. “I can feel the pulse, like the Eye is reacting to the breastplate. I’m sure it’s somewhere close by. But usually, it pulls me in the direction of the next piece of armor, and the Eye isn’t doing that here. Is there such a thing as magical interference?”

“Of course there is!” Gwen nodded and waved her delicate, dainty hand through the air. “It could be any number of things. A vein of crystal or certain minerals under the ground. The presence of a stronger magical aura. Even water can affect some types of magic.”

A stronger magical aura.

There were countless legends around the area. Maybe there was something magical about the Falls themselves. That kind of thing was outside of my wheelhouse, so I had to trust the pulse of the Eye would get stronger as we got closer to the breastplate.

“I want to start in Helltown, which is in this area,” I said as I used a red pen to mark the general area. “We’ll come up this way, through where the old dump used to be, and sneak into the protected area after nightfall. That way we won’t be as obvious, and we’ll see the rangers’ headlights, or flashlights, if they come along for a patrol.”

I continued to explain my basic plan to the others. If we didn’t find the breastplate in or around Helltown, we’d move on to The Ledges. We could rent a camping spot there and then head south to the forest beyond the trails. If there was a portal somewhere, or the breastplate was just well hidden in a cave behind a waterfall, Helltown and the woods beneath The Ledges were the most likely places.

We would have to keep our guard up, though, even if we were on the surface. As ridiculous as the story about the mutated python was, there were a lot of people who’d claimed to have seen it, and the area south of The Ledges was well known for Grassman sightings. Either one could be the guardian protecting the Breastplate of Vallis.

However, if neither location panned out, we could return to our campsite and figure out what our next move was.

“We should set some traps while we wait for the sun to disappear,” Xuag said as he shot a disgruntled look at the sky.

“What do we need traps for?” I asked, since I was caught off guard by the comment.

“We will need meat for dinner tonight,” the big Orc replied in a tone that made it clear that should have been obvious.

“Yeahhhh, we can’t do that, bud,” I replied as I shook my head. “Hunting is illegal out here. These are protected lands.”

“Protected from what?” Xuag asked with a befuddled expression.

“Hunting, it would seem,” Scourge snorted.

“I can understand most humans get their food from shopkeepers,” the general said with a heavy note of disapproval in his deep voice. “But how are people expected to feed themselves out here in the wilderness?”

“Well, for one, there are at least five grocery stores and even more restaurants within a ten-minute drive of here,” I explained. “And almost all of this area is a nature preserve. I know it sounds weird, but humans set aside regions of wilderness to protect resources. Part of that is why we’re not allowed to hunt out here.”

“That is ridiculous!” Xuag huffed. “It is a man’s right to feed himself and his family. How can there be laws against this?”

“I know a guy who would totally agree with you.” I grinned, and I thought about how hyped up Nate would be if he could hear the green-skinned man. “I’m no tree hugger myself, but humans have hunted species to extinction and cut down whole forests over the course of history. I think it’s probably a good thing we draw some lines every now and then, as long as they’re reasonable.”

“Why would anyone hug a tree?” Scourge asked with a confused frown.

“Why wouldn’t you hug a tree?” Tiana countered as she raised an eyebrow.

“Maybe we should move on to strategies?” I said to keep us on track. “I brought the Galil, since the Lost Dwarves are still working on my new rifle. I also have the Glock I can keep in my concealed holster. But I don’t want to use either unless absolutely necessary, since the sound of gunfire could potentially bring the rangers right to us. What does everyone else have?”

“I can speak with the forest and see what the plants know,” Tiana replied. “I can also ask them for help if we run into any trouble. There are a lot of vines around here that could be useful.”

“I can use the wind to deter pursuit,” Gwen offered. “And my knowledge of magic could help us with creatures that might be guarding the breastplate. My people have extensive knowledge of arcana.”

“I have my dagger,” Scourge said as he started to tick off his fingers. “Blood magic, too, and I can walk between the shadows. At night, in a forest on the surface, I could travel miles in mere moments. That would make me our best scout.”

“And I’m a master tracker,” Xuag concluded and puffed out his chest. “I might not be familiar with the animals up here, but all beasts follow certain rules. The guardians of the forest would be spirits, but they might have aspects in common with mundane creatures.”

“Way to think outside the box, Xuag.” I grinned. “Alright. Scourge will scout a little ahead of the rest of us and use the Stones to warn us of any potential problems. Gwen can provide advice and make a distraction if we need one. Tiana, you start talking to these trees and see if they can tell you anything helpful. I’ll check over my firearms, but I also brought my sword. It won’t draw as much attention.”

As the rest of us prepared for the long hike later, Tiana went to the edge of our small camp, sat cross-legged on the ground, and fell into a state of deep meditation as she looked into the forest.

I was focused on filling the backpacks with gear and food, and Gwen was next to the creek with the water filter, filling canteens for everyone. Xuag had gotten his battle axe from the Jeep and used a whetstone to hone its edge, while Scourge lounged on the ground and dozed.

Then a strange sound reached my ears, and I looked up from my weapons.

It took me a moment to realize what I was hearing, and I realized the leaves of the trees had started to make that dry, hissing sound as if they were being blown by a breeze. But I didn’t feel a breeze at that time, so I looked toward Tiana and saw she’d stood up, still facing the forest, and raised her hands above her head.

Some of the smaller saplings closest to the dusky woman had even bent themselves to be closer to her, but after a few seconds of this incredible scene, the amber-eyed woman clapped her hands together, and the phenomena stopped as if a switch had been flipped. Then the Dryad turned and walked back toward me.

“That was pretty wild,” I remarked as Tiana came to stand next to me. “Did you find out anything?”

“Some.” The huntress nodded and flicked some of her brown hair off her shoulder. “It is good your people have named this area as sacred. There is very deep magic in these woods.”

“Really?” I asked with surprise. “I mean, it’s just protected, but I guess that’s pretty close to sacred. Do the trees know where the breastplate is?”

“No. At least, the trees here don’t. But these forests are filled with spirit guardians. Some of them have taken note of you, because they can sense the Eye.”

“Shit.” I winced. “Should we be worried then?”

“Not exactly,” the Dryad said as she cocked her head thoughtfully. “They have noted you and are wary. But not hostile. Didn’t you say Manon used to make charms to protect against such spirits?”

“Yeah.” I nodded as I zipped up my backpack. “Let me see if I have a signal out here. If not, we can use the Stones.”

I didn’t have any bars, so I pulled out my Seer Stone and thought of Ibseth, who usually had the Stone back at home.

Hey, baby. How are things there?

Hello, my king, she replied almost immediately. Everything is fine. Did the drive go well?

Yep. It went pretty smoothly. But I need to ask Manon something. Is she around?

It took a moment for Ibseth to hand the Stone over to the French woman, and I explained to Manon that I needed to protect us from forest spirits and asked her advice. Manon said I could make a little bag for each of us to keep us safe, so Ibseth got on her phone to help look up herbs and plants common to the Cuyahoga area. Then I took out my own phone and opened a note taking app to write it all down so we could find what we needed in the forest.

Thanks, Manon, I said in my thoughts. Hopefully this will work. But before I let you go, how’s Amrila doing?

She is still getting false labor pains. Nurse Ryan thinks she might go into labor early, but that Amrila and the baby are both doing well. Ryan also said it would be safe for the baby to come any time now.

That’s good. I’ll try to be home as quickly as I can then. If anything happens, let me know. I really want to find the breastplate, but if we need to leave and come back in a few weeks, then that’s just the way it is. Let Amrila know I’m only an hour away, and we’ll get back into the Rubicon at a moment’s notice if needed.

I will tell her, my love. Be safe, and good luck.

I love you, and please let the others know I love them, too.

But of course. I love you, too.

With our conversation ended, I put away the Stone, and the five of us went to work to find what we needed to make the protection charms. Thankfully, Tiana was able to find the herbs and plants fairly quickly. I didn’t have any rock salt, but we’d packed a small grinder of sea salt I hoped would work as well. As we worked, I decided I should put together a little kit of magical components to keep next to my first aid kit in my backpack in the future.

After that, the sun had started to dip below the horizon, and we started to make the long trek toward Helltown. Luckily, the sky was pretty clear, so even as the stars appeared and the moon rose above the treetops, it wasn’t pitch black out. I carried my Galil and the Glock with me, but I had my sword strapped to my side, too.

Tiana held her spear, and Xuag had his huge axe slung on his back. Maybe it was just because of what Tiana had said about the forest being filled with “deep magic,” but I had an eerie feeling as we trudged through the semi-darkness. Every sound in the woods seemed amplified in the cooling air as I watched Scourge dart in and out of sight a few yards ahead of us.

I could feel the Eye’s thrum grow stronger, too. A curl of excitement and tension wound its way through my core, but the messages from the magical belt weren’t as strong as they usually were. There were no images or impressions, and the Eye of Vallis didn’t pull me in the direction of the breastplate or some threat. There was just that pulse that seemed to grow stronger or weaker as I searched the region, like an esoteric game of “hot and cold.”

But the steady beat drove me forward. Was the breastplate close? If I found it in one day, I could go back home and wait out Amrila’s due date surrounded by my beautiful wives. That possibility put a little more pep in my step.

“You said the people who lived here were driven off their land, Little Brother,” Xuag said as he walked next to me through the moonlit forest. “Why did they not fight to keep it?”

“I’m sure a lot of them did, in their own way,” I replied in a low voice. “Things up here are different than in The Gloom. Some of it’s good, and some of it isn’t. It’s complicated and kinda fucked up, honestly. But I agree, the people who lived here got the raw end of the deal. From what I read, there were people who tried to stay. There was a church that was rumored to be haunted, or that Satanists took it over. But what really happened was some didn’t want to give up their community church and would meet there at night.”

“What is a Satanist?” Xuag asked as he cocked his head.

“Think of people who worship a Demon Lord,” I explained. “It’s not exactly the same, but you get the idea. There wasn’t any evidence that they were Satanists using the church. Some people just thought it was weird there were lights in the windows at night after the town was supposed to be abandoned.”

“Aren’t there also stories about other strange things reported after the town was abandoned?” Tiana asked as she and Gwen walked a few steps behind me.

“A bunch,” I snorted. “Maybe the magic in the land is to blame, I don’t know. But there are a lot of reports of weird shit around here. Too many to be ignored. I think we’re getting close to the site of the junkyard. Keep your eyes peeled. All of you see a lot better in the dark than I do.”

We’d only traveled a few more yards when we caught up with Scourge.

“I can see the break in the trees ahead,” the thief informed us. “I think we’ve found the garbage heap.”

“Good.” I nodded. “I’ll take the lead once we’re past the trees. Is everyone ready?”

The rest of the group nodded, so I pressed on through the last of the trees.

As I walked out of the woods, I saw a grassy area surrounded by the broken remains of a tall chain-link fence. There were several strange mounds all over the large yard, perhaps where heaps of garbage had been left to languish or been covered over. My vision of the breastplate had been in a cave or underground, though, and there had also been a waterfall.

“I think if the breastplate is here, it’ll be down a well or something that looks like an old mineshaft,” I said as we pause at the edge of the partly torn down fence. “We’ll spread out to search, but make sure you stay in line of sight of each other. Tiana and Scourge will go left, Gwen and I will go right, and Xuag can go down the middle. And watch out for lights. We don’t know how often the rangers come around.”

I really didn’t want to get caught in a restricted area with a rifle and a sharpened sword. That’d be really hard to explain away.

Gwen and I stepped over the broken fence and circled around the right side of one of the mounds, and Scourge and Tiana started to search the right side of the yard, while Xuag walked down the center. The night was warm and clear, and the moon was now bright in the sky above us.

Gwen stayed a few steps behind me as I searched the ground for any holes large enough to lead to an underground tunnel. The pulse from the Eye of Vallis came even quicker now, and my heart started to thump in time with that pulse.

“I think we’re getting closer,” I whispered to Gwen. “There’s gotta be an opening near here.”

“That’s good,” the Spiran woman quietly replied. “I thought for sure it would take us days to find the breastplate.”

“Me, too--” I started to say when I spotted a dark patch near an intact portion of chain link. “Look! I think I found something. Hang back a minute while I check it out.”

There was an irregular, black void in the side of a four-foot-tall mound. The opening looked to be two and a half feet wide and about a foot and a half high. It’d be a tight fit to squeeze through for Xuag, but not impossible. I got down on my hands and knees a yard away from the hole and peered in. It was too dark to see anything, so I pulled my Galil around on its strap and clicked on the flashlight.

Suddenly, the Eye drummed furiously against my midsection as I directed the flashlight onto the hole. Then a huge pair of yellow, slitted eyes stared back at me as a black, forked tongue flickered out of a blunt snout.

Fuck.

I’d found the python.


Chapter Thirteen

The massive python held completely still as we stared at each other. The tense seconds seemed to drag on like hours, but I didn’t want to break eye contact in case the monstrous serpent suddenly struck out its triangular head.

And what a fucking head. It had to be more than a foot at the widest part.

In my peripheral vision, I could see rows of thick, speckled brown coils piled on top of each other. There was no way to tell just how long the snake was, but I also wasn’t in a hurry to find out. The one thing I could tell, though, was that unless the python had coiled itself on top of a shaft leading down into the earth, the cavity in the side of the mound wasn’t the portal I was looking for.

I needed to make a choice. My Galil was pointed right at the snake, so I could either shoot it and risk alerting any rangers in the area to our presence, or slowly back away and hope for the best. The reptile hadn’t done anything to hurt me, it just stared back at me with those dead, incurious eyes. It kinda felt like a dick move to just shoot it for the crime of existing.

There was also the problem that I didn’t know what it was. It looked like the ball python one of my buddies used to keep, but there was no way this was a physical creature. A snake this large in a national forest in the Midwest would be more than a legend reported by college kids who’d snuck into a ghost town for kicks. A python this size would have had an impact on the local wildlife over the fifty or so years since Boston had been abandoned. I also didn’t know how long pythons lived for in the wild, but fifty years felt like a stretch.

This creature had to be a forest spirit, just like that fire-breathing snail I’d encountered in Saint-Porres. The snake’s black tongue flicked again as the Eye of Vallis continued to frantically pulse, and I remembered the snail in France had been attracted to the Eye as I tried to find the well. That’s why it attacked me.

Would this python do the same?

Even Tauric’s special, magical bullets probably wouldn’t do shit. Whether or not any of our enchanted, bladed weapons would have an effect remained to be seen. Unlike the snail, the snake looked totally solid. Did that make a difference?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Whatever choice I made would be a guess at best. The light was right in the python’s eyes, so that would hopefully limit its vision. I slowly reached back and wrapped my hand around the hilt of my sword, and then I took a careful step back.

Within the blink of an eye, the python’s huge head darted forward on its endless neck. I put both hands on the Galil and brought it up under the chin of the diamond-shaped head to deflect it upward. But the force of the strike and the snake’s heavy body knocked me to the ground.

“Eddie!” I heard Gwen almost scream behind me.

“Run!” I shouted to the Spiran woman as I fought to roll out from under the scaly body.

Then I heard a loud rush a split second before a gale force wind blasted all around me and the thrashing python on top of me. The crushing weight of the snake lessened a little as it was partly lifted, but I was also pushed along the ground by the powerful gust. I rolled out from under the rope-like body of the python, and I grabbed handfuls of earth to keep from being blown further away.

As I looked up, I saw my beautiful Gwen, with her teal hair tossed by the gale she’d conjured, and her delicate hands were held out in front of her slender frame to control the blast. When the Spiran woman saw I was free, she violently pushed both hands toward the portion of standing fence. The python was thrown to one side, but instead of smashing against the interwoven metal, its thick, speckled body passed right through it.

The forest spirit was somehow both substantial and insubstantial at once, and my mind reeled as I tried to understand that contradiction. But I didn’t have the time to figure out that metaphysical bullshit.

I launched myself to my feet, ran to Gwen, took her hand, and pulled her away. As the two of us ran to find the others, I glanced back once.

The python flailed wildly before it righted itself back onto its stomach. The serpent had to be somewhere between twenty to thirty feet long, but I couldn’t see its whole length at one time, and it was hard to be sure.

I turned my attention to the rolling mounds of the abandoned junkyard to look for my friends and Tiana.

“Brother!” Xuag stood on the top of a rise with his axe in his hands, and as the general saw the giant python behind us, a fierce grin crossed his broad face.

As Tiana and Scourge ran up a mound twenty yards past the burly Orc, I could hear the dry sound of the python’s scales on the grass behind us.

“Get to Tiana and Scourge!” I ordered Gwen. “Go as fast as you can! We’ll be right behind you.”

As we topped the rise, I came up right next to Xuag, and the pearl-skinned woman kept running toward the others. I turned just as the massive snake tried to strike Xuag, and the Orcish man swung his battle axe at its sinewy neck. The sharp blade didn’t slice through the scales, but the strength of the blow did knock the triangular head to one side.

I pulled my sword from its sheath. The enchantment Pregia had placed on it made the edge of the blade sharper than a razor’s edge. If anything could cut through those ropy coils, it was my Bavarian steel.

I raised the sword above my head and rushed at the length of the python’s body while the head was stunned. I brought the blade down with all the force I had in me, but my sword just bounced off the coils of muscle.

“Fuck!” I growled as I steadied myself as my blow recoiled. “Fall back!”

“What is this beast?” Xuag hollered as he smacked the python’s head away again and started to back up.

“I don’t fucking know!” I called back as we fell back to a better position. “Tiana! Scourge! Slow it down!”

Tiana stepped in front of Gwen and Scourge as she clapped her hands together, and then the Dryad made a decisive upward motion.

Behind Xuag and I, a line of saplings sprang up with a strange popping sound. The python was caught between two of them, and the young trees bent themselves around the snake’s body. The problem was, the python somehow seemed even larger than it had been moments ago, and without limbs to snare, its writhing form threatened to break through the saplings.

This creature, whatever it was, wasn’t going to stop, and I didn’t know how to fight it.

But I could buy the others some time as I figured it out.

“Get the others to safety,” I said as I snatched the pouch of herbs off the Orcish general. “I’ll catch up with you in the ruins of the town.”

“Of course, Eddie.” Xuag nodded and then jogged toward my wives and Scourge.

“What are you doing?” Scourge shouted as I turned and ran toward the python.

But I wasn’t listening. My focus was on the huge snake as its thick coils cracked the trunk of one of the fledgling trees, and once I was in range, I chucked Xuag’s pouch right at the forest spirit’s head. The improvised bag bounced off the python’s nose and exploded.

The snake paused, shook its giant head that was now twice its previous size, and then snapped in my direction. Its yellow, reptilian eyes glared at me, but I held my ground.

I held up my pouch in front of me and took a step forward as I held that cold gaze. The snake froze, just as it had when I’d first seen it in the hollow under the mound, and I knew I was onto something.

“I don’t know what you are,” I said but was unsure where I was going with this. “But I don’t want to hurt you. I’m just asking that you let us pass through here, and we won’t bother you further.”

“You’re trying to reason with it?” I heard Scourge shout incredulously behind me.

“Keep going!” I replied without breaking eye contact with the massive creature. “I’ll meet up with you in a few minutes.”

“Eddie knows what he’s doing,” Xuag’s voice said, but I couldn’t turn to look. “Come on.”

“Be careful!” I heard Gwen call out, but I continued to stare down the Python of Helltown.

“I don’t think you were ever someone’s pet,” I said, and now I was talking to work through the predicament more than anything else. “You’re something else.”

The python watched me for a moment longer and then slowly nodded its head.

It could understand me.

“That’s good.” I nodded as I grew more confident. “Communication. Now we can get somewhere. Did Chief Eddonir summon you here to guard the Breastplate of Vallis?”

The python shook its flat head as its eyes bored into mine.

“But something Eddonir did brought you here,” I guessed, and the snake nodded again. “Okay. Do you know where the breastplate is?”

The python just stared at me. I didn’t know if that meant it didn’t know, or if it just wouldn’t tell me. The expressionless face didn’t help matters, either.

“Clearly, you’re here for some reason,” I said as I changed tactics. “I don’t know if you’re protecting something, or have some other unknowable purpose. But I don’t think the thing we’re looking for has anything to do with you. So, I’m gonna ask one more time. Will you let us pass unharmed?”

I relentlessly stared into the chilling, dead eyes as the python stared back at me, and then the creature suddenly jerked its long midsection that was still trapped between the sapling and uprooted the new trees. I readied the herb pouch in my hand in case I had to throw it, too, but I didn’t know if that would do very much.

Then the python, now only twenty or so feet long again, looked back at me, turned, and slithered back to its hole. I tried to wrap my mind around what the python really was, how it could grow or shrink with no perceptible change, but it was useless.

Some things in life are just mysteries, I guess.

I waited until the python was out of sight and let out an explosive breath.

“Dorrem would have a field day out here,” I said to myself, and then I turned and headed in the direction of Helltown proper.

It wasn’t long before I caught up with the others a half mile beyond the boundary of the old junkyard.

“I told you he’d be fine,” Tiana said in a smug voice to Scourge as she held out her hand to the thief.

“Here,” Scourge replied with a pout, and he handed over some cash to the Dryad.

“You bet that I wouldn’t come back?” I asked the horned man, but I was more amused than angry.

“If it makes you feel better, I’ve never been more pleased to lose money.” Scourge smirked. “What happened?”

“Fuck if I know,” I snorted. “Of all the weird shit I’ve been through, that was the most surreal. I just explained to it that we weren’t here for anything it cared about, and it left. I don’t know what kinda rules forest spirits have to follow or work by, but I’m glad it believed me.”

“That wasn’t a forest spirit exactly,” Tiana said as she wrinkled her forehead. “It was strange. Maybe they’re just different here on the surface. In the Quartz Caverns, our forest spirits live in the trees and rarely manifest themselves. The giant snake had another aspect to it. Something emotional, like fear.”

“It was afraid of us?” I asked with a frown. “Because that would surprise the fuck out of me. Seemed like it either wanted to eat us or run us off.”

“The trees say it is fear, but something more than that, too,” Tiana replied as she cocked her head to the side, as if listening to something I couldn’t hear. “Something to do with the humans who come here, and the deep magic within the soil.”

“I don’t suppose you can get a clearer answer than that, my dear?” Scourge asked with a sarcastic chuckle.

“I doubt it.” The dusky woman shrugged. “Trees like to be mystical and obscure. The only time they communicate in specifics is when they’re pollinating.”

“The dirty buggers.” The thief gave a light-hearted laugh at the thought of horny plants.

“I think I’ve heard of such things,” Xuag said suddenly, and his broad brow creased in thought.

“You’ve heard of ribald flora?” Scourge smirked.

“Of course not!” the general huffed with mild annoyance. “I think I’ve heard the scholars in Khet’Eran discuss the concept of beings born of thought… or imagination, or something like that. I never know what scholars are talking about. But I remember waiting to see Chief Murdrak once when I was younger, and two scholars were debating if belief in something could bring it into existence.”

“I don’t suppose you remember anything more about that?” I asked as I started walking again and the others followed suit. “It could be useful. The Python of Helltown isn’t the only legend around here to worry about.”

“Not really.” The big man shook his head. “I only remember it because it was such a strange idea, and that’s the sort of thing one thinks about when they’re young. The nature of the world, magic, and all that.”

“My people have studied the theory,” Gwen suddenly said in a meek voice.

I paused and looked around at my Spiran wife.

Gwen very rarely spoke about her people after they cast her out for not being “pure” after a crazed Zencarri magician had kidnapped her. The Spirans had a weird belief about being touched by the mortal races and how it could soil them. I knew it hurt the soft-hearted woman, so I’d never asked her to speak about it much.

“Do you want to share that theory with us?” I asked in a gentle voice as I took her hand in mine.

“I don’t know much about it,” Gwen started to explain in a halting manner. “It was something my sister and others studied for a while. They said it was unreliable because the thought form beings they created always took on a life of their own. But maybe that’s how you were able to turn it away. If it was created by fear, you took away its power by standing up to it.”

“Just don’t be afraid of the devastatingly large serpent,” Scourge replied. “That sounds very easy. I’m glad we cleared that up.”

“But I was not afraid of it, and yet my axe was useless against it,” Xuag remarked.

“That’s also very easy,” Scourge said as we started to walk again. “You were able to hit it with your axe, just not kill it. Ideas are very difficult things to kill. It’s too bad Master Dorrem couldn’t be here, he’d be giddy with the joy of discovery right now.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” I grinned as I put my arm around Gwen, and we continued on to Helltown.

The thrum of the Eye had gone back to a slow, steady beat as we entered an area where the trees and growth were more stunted than the rest of the forest. At least that meant there were no immediate dangers. The old paper mill that had once been the lifeblood of the town, and the reason for its fall in a way, was almost entirely gone. Only the wide, concrete slab of its foundation remained, and nature had even begun to slowly reclaim that.

Patches of moss and weeds grew where dirt and decayed leaves had collected on the slab after many seasonal cycles to create the beginnings of soil and ground cover. Bushes and saplings had started to push up through the cracks of the cement, but the Eye’s steady beat wasn’t any stronger here.

We still did our due diligence and searched for anything that looked like a shaft, well, or tunnel.

“What was this place?” Gwen asked as she used a gush of wind to clear away some underbrush near the slab.

The Spiran woman’s powers did come in handy to hold back large swaths of plant life so we could look under it for signs of closed or grown over openings in the ground.

“The trees hate it,” Tiana remarked as she picked her way through a patch of vines. “They say this is where they fed dead trees to metal monsters.”

“That’s actually pretty accurate,” I conceded as I scanned the ground with my flashlight. “This was a paper mill. They turned logs into pulp to make paper out of it, among other things. It’s actually part of the reason the National Park Service was allowed to buy the residents out. Because of how many trees they had to cut down, some people in the government were worried the mill would start to encroach on protected land. So, the Park Service was allowed to buy out the town over time and add it to the protected area.”

“We didn’t see anything of note on the far side of the foundation,” Scourge reported as he and Xuag joined us.

“But we did see a gray, furry thing that was wearing a mask.” Xuag grinned. “A strange creature with tiny, black hands and a ringed tail.”

“Yes,” the thief replied with a long-suffering sigh. “We saw a tiny bandit man with gray fur. It was very helpful as it hissed at us.”

“I thought he was funny,” Xuag chuckled. “The way he got up on his hind legs and tried to scare us, even though he was small and weak.”

“That was a raccoon,” I snorted. “They’re not super dangerous, but they can make you really sick if they bite you. Let’s move on and see if we have more luck in the rest of the town.”

The five of us followed the shattered remains of an asphalt road.

The houses and businesses were all gone, but every now and then, we could see what was left of a foundation, or part of a wall through the trees. The Eye of Vallis didn’t seem to pick up on anything, and all I felt was that steady rhythm. I wish I knew what sort of magic was in the ground around the Falls, and how I could get around it. The jeweled belt wouldn’t respond to my thoughts, but that was occasionally true at the best of times.

I started to consider the idea that I should learn more about magic in general. From what I’d picked up, it was a broad and complicated topic, but maybe just understanding some of the basic tenets and rules would be helpful. I knew I didn’t want to learn from Dorrem. As much as I loved the grumpy, old Dwarf, he wasn’t a patient teacher and had a habit of rambling. Maybe after I found the breastplate, and Amrila had her baby, I could spend some time in Khet’Eran with the scholars.

Bolra’s due date wasn’t far off, either, and I thought it might be nice for her to have the twins surrounded by her people. The Crardu had an extensive knowledge of medicine, and if anywhere in The Gloom was a good place to give birth, it would be the capital city of Khet’Eran.

We passed the rusted corpse of the infamous school bus, one of the few remaining features of Helltown. The Eye didn’t react to the bus, though, so I decided to avoid it. The story went that an entire class of children had mysteriously disappeared on a field trip, and now the bus was rumored to be haunted by their spirits. There was no police report I could find to back the story up, but I really didn’t want to see the ghosts of a bunch of creepy kids. It didn’t matter if they were real or conjured up by countless retellings of the tragic story.

The old church still stood as well. It was barely visible through the trees and vines, but I could still see patches of the peeling white paint and the once proud steeple. The broken out windows looked like staring eyes, and I could understand why people assumed it was haunted.

“I think Helltown is a bust,” I sighed as we looked at the church from the road. “The Eye of Vallis isn’t giving me anything. Let’s head back to camp and get some--”

“Look!” Scourge suddenly hissed as he pointed. “There’s a light in there!”

I looked back at the church and saw a bobbing light moving inside the abandoned house of worship. I almost couldn’t believe it for a moment, but there it was, just like in the stories. I was about to suggest we leave, when the light shined through one of the intact panes of glass and refracted like a sunburst.

“Is it a ghost?” Gwen asked as she inched closer to me. “Or a will-o’-wisp?”

“Hey!” a masculine and authoritative voice called out. “What are you doing out here?”

No. It was one of the park rangers. I noticed a white SUV with a green stripe painted on the side and a light rack on the roof. I just hadn’t registered it in the darkness because it wasn’t running, and the lights were off.

“Run!” I shouted, and we all turned at once and booked it up the road.

“Stop!” the ranger ordered.

But we ignored him and ran as fast as we fucking could.


Chapter Fourteen

I heard the engine of the SUV roar to life behind us. If we continued running down the road, the ranger would be able to catch up to us in no time. Between being in a restricted area and carrying weapons that ranged from modern to esoteric, I was sure the cops would be called, and we’d be arrested. At the same time, though, I really didn’t want to hurt some guy that was just doing his job.

I had to make a choice fast.

“Xuag! Scourge!” I panted as I pumped my legs as hard as I could. “You two go left into the trees. The women and I will go right. We’ll lose them in the woods and then meet back at camp. Try to avoid the junkyard!”

Without any questions, we split into two groups and ran through the woods as if we were being chased by the python itself. At first, my wives and I headed north to get away from the road, before we turned west again to head for the campsite. I heard the ranger’s truck rev its engine as it charged down the road, and I could see the flash of its headlights through the trees as it passed.

It was late, and the moon had already passed overhead, so the forest was even darker than when we’d started our hike. Fallen branches, exposed roots, and the uneven ground threatened to trip me up at every step, but it would be a whole lot better to avoid the rangers than spend the next forty-eight hours trying to explain to the authorities what we were doing out here.

It wasn’t illegal to carry firearms in the park, and I did have a concealed carry permit. At worst, I could maybe expect a fine for trespassing, but Scourge and Xuag didn’t have any ID, and that could spiral into a whole mess in itself.

I didn’t think the ranger would have gotten a good look at us, so it was my hope we could just make it back to camp and curl up in our sleeping bags. Even if the rangers found our camp, there wouldn’t be any proof that we were the ones who’d trespassed, and that’d be a fuck of a lot easier to talk our way out of. We just had to not get lost trying to get back to camp.

After running for what felt like ages, we finally slowed to a stop to catch our breath.

“Are we safe here?” Tiana asked as she looked around.

There was an embankment in front of us, and a small stream ran through it. I couldn’t see any signs of the town, the mill, or the junkyard from where we were, but I didn’t hear the SUV, either.

“I think so,” I said as I sucked in air. “Fuck… whew! I think this might be the same creek that runs next to our camp. Maybe we can follow it back.”

But we’d run quite a while in the dark, and I wanted to be sure.

I pulled out my phone and pulled up the GPS app, but I only had two bars of signal.

“Come on… Come on. You can-- Yes!” I grinned as the app located our position.

I used the “points of interest feature” to find the campsite, and then I traced the stream next to us to our camp to be sure it was the same one.

“Oh, thank fuck!” I snorted. “It’s the same creek. We can follow it back--”

“This is Ranger Dillon. Come in. Over.” I heard a staticky voice say in the distance.

I turned and saw not one, but two flashlights crisscrossing in the forest, maybe fifty yards behind us.

Fuck.

Thankfully, I didn’t hear any dogs, but we had left a path of mangled underbrush behind us. I motioned for my wives to climb down the embankment, and the three of us made our way down the slippery, muddy rise and crept several yards down the running creek.

“Ranger Dillon, this is Rangers Wilks and Patel,” I heard a woman say after the beep of a walkie-talkie button. “You see anything? Over.”

“Ranger Wilks, we’re in pursuit of two individuals. Possibly male. Over.”

“I think there were more of them than that,” I heard the male voice from the church say. “It was a whole group of them. Maybe three or four.”

“Copy that, Dillon,” the woman said into the walkie-talkie. “Patel says he thinks there’s more of them. We’ll keep searching here. Let us know if you need backup. Over.”

Double fuck.

The two voices had started to get closer.

“Tiana,” I said in a low whisper to the Dryad. “Can you cover our tracks?”

The dusky woman nodded and then peeked her head up over the edge of the embankment.

The huntress lightly touched the loamy earth, and I could hear the dry sound of leaves moving as she made the trampled weeds and vines grow back over our tracks. Then Tiana crouched back below the ledge and gave me a thumbs up.

“Where did the trail go?” I heard the man I assumed was Ranger Patel say in a confused tone.

“Shit,” Wilks swore. “Did we lose it? Look around.”

I motioned for the women to keep moving down the creek while the rangers were distracted, and I followed behind them as we crept away.

By the time we got back to camp, the sky in the east had started to grow lighter with the approach of dawn. The campsite was quiet and just as we’d left it, but there wasn’t any sign of Xuag or Scourge yet.

“Do you think they were caught?” Gwen asked in an anxious voice.

“I sure hope not,” I replied but felt pretty fucking concerned myself. “I think Scourge has his Seer Stone on him.”

I reached into my pocket and touched the smooth, round stone there.

Scourge, are you two okay? I thought as I prayed the rangers didn’t find them.

“We’re fine, Eddie,” I heard the thief say out loud in a sour tone.

The three of us looked up and saw Xuag and Scourge as they walked out of the tree line and toward the camp.

They both appeared alright, but the horned man’s shirt had been torn open, and half the buttons were ripped from their stitches. Scourge was holding his shirt closed with one hand and looked pissed, but the Orcish man had a smug, amused grin on his brutish face.

“Are you sure you’re fine?” I asked as I looked the charcoal-skinned man up and down.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Scourge scowled. “Where’s the kettle? I just want some tea and a nap.”

“What happened?” Tiana asked. “How did your shirt get torn?”

Annoyed, Scourge simply waved the question away and went into the tent he and Xuag shared.

I looked at the general and raised one questioning eyebrow.

“Our clever friend bravely sacrificed his shirt to create a distraction,” Xuag answered and was barely able to contain his laughter.

“You promised you wouldn’t tell!” the Zencarri man exclaimed as he came back out of the tent with a fresh shirt he hastily buttoned.

“I did not,” Xuag countered as he bent over the fire pit and started to stack twigs to make a fire. “You demanded that I not say anything, and I did not reply. Eddie’s a duke and outranks me. You really can’t expect me not to answer a direct question from a superior.”

“Bloody soldiers!” Scourge snarled as he turned away and started to dig around in the packs for the kettle.

“Would someone please tell me what happened?” I asked as I looked at them both. “Should we be worried about the rangers showing up here to ask questions?”

“Oh, I doubt it,” Xuag snorted as he pulled out some flint and steel to light the kindling. “The one is likely still running, scared for his life. You should have seen his face!”

The Orcish man started to laugh so hard that he had to wait for the fit to subside before he could go back to lighting a fire.

“Scared?” Tiana repeated as she took off her pack and stretched her back. “Did you have to fight them?”

“There was no need,” the general replied as he gained control of himself and wiped a tear away. “The rangers were closing in on us, but Scourge said he had an idea. Then he dropped his backpack, ripped off his shirt, and disappeared in a column of black mist. Next thing I know, he reappeared in front of the two rangers following us and shouted something in Enochian as he growled like a cave lion!”

Xuag nearly fell over as he was overcome with more peals of laughter, and I looked over at the thief.

“Why did you feel the need to rip off your shirt?” I asked as I struggled to keep a straight face. “Wouldn’t appearing in a puff of smoke get your point across?”

“It was a very tense moment,” Scourge said defensively as he stomped over to the creek to fill the kettle. “I didn’t have time to refine the idea.”

“The-- the one ranger p-pissed his pants!” Xuag struggled through deep guffaws as he nearly rolled on the ground. “The other t-turned white as p-parchment! Then they both ran away screaming!”

“I’m glad you found it funny,” the Zencarri man said in a waspish tone.

“Oh! But that’s not the best part,” the green-skinned man huffed as he finally righted himself and tried again to light the fire. “I saw his tattoo!”

“I’d prefer we don’t discuss my personal matters,” Scourge mumbled, and his angular face was resigned as he carried the full kettle to the unlit fire. “I don’t pry into the affairs of others. Why should I have to air mine?”

“Aren’t you a spy?” Tiana laughed and seemed incredulous at the horned man’s statement.

“What tattoo?” Gwen innocently asked.

“It’s a heart, right above his own,” Xuag answered before Scourge or I could object. “With the name ‘Loffred’ written in it.”

I would never admit it to Scourge, but I had been burning with curiosity about what his tattoo said since I caught a brief glimpse of it in Dermarkt. But now that old curiosity was replaced with a new one. Who was Loffred? And why would Scourge have their name tattooed on him in such a significant way?

“Scourge is right,” I said as I tried to smooth things over. “It’s no one’s business but his. We’ll have to keep a low profile now, though. If those two rangers report this--”

“I know just enough about the human world to be sure that they won’t,” the thief asserted as he impatiently tapped his foot and waited for Xuag to light the fire. “And even if they do, no human official will believe them. Those two men either had a very earnest heart to heart and agreed never to speak of it again, or they told their superior and were laughed out of the room.”

That was probably true.

“I still think we should be careful,” I said. “Just in case they did report it. No one would likely believe them, but if a man with dark skin and big-ass horns on his head is seen walking around the park, it’d make the story sound a little more credible.”

Once Xuag got the fire going, we ate a small breakfast, and Scourge finally got his tea.

After that, we all got some sleep, since we’d been up all night. Tiana, Gwen and I snuggled up in our tent for a few hours, and then we all got back up and broke down the camp. By the time we were done, it was late afternoon, and once we’d loaded everything back into the Rubicon, I drove us down to The Ledges.

The first challenge was to find somewhere to park the Jeep that wouldn’t be obvious. After the run-in with the rangers, I was even more hesitant to put my name down to rent a campsite and leave a paper trail. Most of the public areas of the park closed after sunset, but I could find an out of the way corner in one of the campground parking areas that wouldn’t attract notice for one night.

As we got closer to the Ledges, I could feel the Eye of Vallis react to something. I prayed it was the breastplate and that we’d be able to find it and get back home. Gathering the pieces of the Armor of Vallis before Belzat could hatch another scheme was important, but I also wanted to be there for Amrila when she went into labor, and from the sound of it, that could be almost any day now.

It was early evening when I found a decent parking spot. It was far enough away from the rental office that it wouldn’t be obvious, and close to a trail that led up to The Ledges, which was the next location we wanted to search. I got out of the Jeep, and I noticed all the other cars in this lot had a tag displayed in their window.

“Shit,” I breathed as I realized why. “Everyone, back in, we gotta find somewhere else to park.”

“What’s wrong?” Tiana asked as she got out of the passenger seat.

“You have to rent a campsite to park here,” I replied. “That’s what all the little bits of paper are in the windows of the other cars. If we park here overnight, I’ll get a ticket or get towed.”

“Where do you think they keep these bits of papers?” Scourge asked as he got out of the Jeep.

“In the office over there, I imagine,” I answered as I gestured toward the rental office. “But they only give them out to the people who pay to camp here.”

“Luckily, you brought a thief along,” the Zencarri man replied with a rakish smile. “Wait right here.”

Scourge checked the area to make sure no one was looking, and I glanced over at the office building to make sure there wasn’t a security camera.

The coast was clear, so Scourge snuck over to a stand of trees next to the parking lot and disappeared. I looked back at the office, but I didn’t see the thief anywhere.

“Where is he?” I asked the others after a few moments.

“I don’t see him anywhere,” Gwen said.

“I suppose he wouldn’t be a very good thief if we did,” Xuag remarked.

“That’s very true,” I heard the horned man say from right behind me.

“Holy fuck!” I spun around. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“Here you are.” Scourge grinned as he held up a blue parking pass. “Where to now?”

Since it was close to sunset, the park had started to empty, which was good news for us.

We grabbed all our gear out of the back of the Rubicon and headed toward the trail while no one was around. The basic plan was to follow the trail for a while, then cut into the wilderness and head toward the area where there was the highest concentration of Grassman sightings. Following the theory that all the pieces of armor had a guardian, Grassman was one of the few legends that fit the bill.

“We have to move pretty quickly,” I said as we started to hike up the stone steps The Ledges were known for. “Once the sun sets, the rangers will start coming around to make sure everyone is gone.”

When we’d gone far enough up the trail away from the camp office, we turned off and started to head into the woods.

The pulse from the Eye was still strong, but it didn’t give me any clue which direction to go. We turned south and followed the map as the western horizon turned red.

I’d marked the general area where there had been the most Grassman sightings. Xuag tried to use his tracking skills, since the Grassman was basically Bigfoot, a legendary ape-like creature, but I had grown up in rural Ohio, the heart of Bigfoot country. I’d met plenty of people who’d claimed to have briefly seen the mythical beast. But there were also all kinds of Bigfoot hunters out there who had devoted their lives to finding him and never turned up more than a blurry photo or a few unidentifiable hairs. If Bigfoot did exist, he was somehow able to evade hundreds, if not thousands, of people dedicated to finding him.

I didn’t think Grassman would be much different.

We hiked a few miles until it was dark out. At least it was beautiful out here, and that made the long walk pleasant. We were finally far enough into the woods that it wasn’t likely we’d encounter any of the rangers by chance, so we eventually stopped to rest near one of the many streams.

“I see signs of large incks that have come through here,” the Orcish warrior said as he crouched on the ground and examined a patch of flattened underbrush. “But nothing like the creature you described. It doesn’t make sense. Something that big would leave signs. They would have to live in groups to survive. There’s no way they would be able to evade notice in a world like yours.”

“Unless there’s only the one, and it’s immortal,” Scourge suggested. “Another forest spirit perhaps?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I think we’d already guessed as much anyway. People have claimed to find footprints, but that’s almost always proven a hoax. No one has ever found the body or even the bones of one.”

“Do they have any other behaviors that would help us track one down?” Tiana asked. “Even spirits have habits that influence their behavior. Could we leave an offering and wait to see if it shows up?”

“I’ve seen a few videos online of people whistling in the woods,” I mused. “Then something whistles back.”

Scourge surprised us all as he started to whistle a sad, mournful tune with unexpected talent. The high, heartbreaking sound echoed back slightly, almost like a harmony through the starlit woods. Then the Zencarri man stopped as suddenly as he had started, and we all waited in silence as we listened for a response.

“Well, that didn’t work,” the thief huffed. “Anything else?”

“That was very lovely,” Gwen quietly complimented the horned man.

“Thank you, my dear.” Scourge’s grin was both modest and a little smug somehow.

“Let me think,” I said as I thought to the nights I spent at home in college, scrolling on my phone instead of partying. “There’s tree knocking.”

“Tree knocking?” Xuag raised a curious eyebrow.

“Here,” I said as I looked around for a sturdy fallen branch. “Like this…”

I picked up a thick, dead branch and found a tree wide enough that I wouldn’t knock it over or do any real damage when I hit it. Then I smacked the branch hard against the tree three times. The branch knocked away a patch of bark from the tree, and the hollow sound also echoed through the silent woods.

“So tree knocking is exactly what it sounds like,” Scourge snorted. “And what is it supposed to do?”

“I’ve heard people speculate it’s a way for Bigfoots, or Grassmen, to communicate with others like them. I’ve never tried it before. But people in the videos claim…”

I stopped talking when we all heard three distinct knocks off in the distance.

“Could it be someone else in the forest?” Scourge asked in a low voice. “Another human messing about, maybe?”

“I don’t know,” I answered and was surprised it had worked at all.

“Do it again, Eddie,” Xuag said as his sharp eyes combed the trees around us.

I hit the branch against the tree trunk three more times and waited.

I was actually pretty excited. Every kid in Ohio grows up with stories from older relatives about Sasquatch. The one time some uncle was out in the woods and spotted a hairy form as it walked between two trees. How a grandmother had been hanging wash out on a line, and when she took a bedsheet down, there was a hulking figure watching her from the woods.

It’s the kind of thing I’d always hoped was real, but never put much stock in as an adult. Even with all I’d seen in the last year, this moment felt special and surreal for me. Maybe at least some of those tall tales from my childhood actually were real. I held my breath as I listened as hard as I could.

Then there were three more answering knocks, closer this time.

“Holy shit,” I muttered as my heart skipped a beat.

“The trees say that something is here,” Tiana whispered in an awed voice.

“Did they say what it is?” Scourge asked. “Or are they not randy enough to be specific?”

“Over there!” I hissed and pointed to a rise forty yards away.

Through a break in the trees, we saw a tall, broad figure backlit by the moonlight.

“He’s fucking real.” I grinned.

It was Grassman.


Chapter Fifteen

The pulse from the Eye was slow and steady, and I didn’t feel there was any immediate danger. But the imposing figure on the far ridge didn’t give me the sense that we were completely out of the realm of danger.

“Look at the size of that one,” Scourge breathed. “It seems we have his attention. But what are we going to do with it?”

It was hard to tell from a distance, but using the trees closest to the figure for reference, I guessed it was seven or eight feet tall at least.

“That’s a really good question,” I said as I took a few steps closer to be at the front of the group. “What are the trees saying now, Tiana?”

“I think he is part of the trees,” the huntress replied, and the awe in her voice was colored with a touch of fear. “He’s not like the snake. Whatever it is on that ridge, he’s ancient. He’s always been a part of the forest.”

“If he’s part of the trees, can you talk to him?” I asked as I looked at the Dryad.

Tiana placed one hand on the tree next to her, and her amber eyes grew distant.

“He wants to know why we’re here,” the dusky woman said after a long pause.

“Can he hear us?” I asked, and Tiana nodded, so I looked up at the dark mass on the ridge. “We’re looking for something that was left here a long time ago. A piece of armor hidden behind a waterfall. It would have been left by a stranger to these woods. A man who wasn’t human.”

I didn’t know how much an ancient forest spirit would know about Night Elves, armor, or the kind of magic practiced in The Gloom, so I tried to speak in simple terms.

“And what will you do when you find it?” The voice that came out of Tiana’s mouth wasn’t her own.

I looked sharply over at the Dryad. Tiana’s eyes had gone black, but she didn’t seem to be in any distress. The huntress’ shoulders were relaxed, and her face was impassive. I’d seen Bolra be possessed when she had a vision before, and it wasn’t calm like that at all. The Orcish mystic’s body had gone rigid, and her pretty face had been tight and anxious.

But I still didn’t care for whatever this was and wanted it to end as quickly as possible.

“We’ll leave,” I answered as I looked back at the ridge. “We’ll take the piece of armor, and we’ll leave. If something unnatural is guarding it, we’ll kill it. But I swear we won’t harm anything that belongs in your forest.”

“What you seek is not in my forest,” the guttural voice replied with a note of contempt. “Though I do know where you will find it. There is a place to the north, a clearing where no animal will enter. The man you spoke of built a gateway there. It is the thing that is unnatural. If you swear to destroy it once you have found what you seek, I will show this Dryad where the gateway is.”

“I swear we will!” I said quickly. “We’ll destroy the gateway before we go.”

“Will the Dryad stay afterward?” the voice mournfully asked me. “It has been so long since I have seen one of her kind in this place, and the trees miss them.”

“You’ll have to ask her,” I said as I suppressed the urge to tell the creature to go fuck himself. “She belongs to herself, and that’s her choice to make.”

There was a long pause, and my stomach tightened.

I looked over at Tiana and considered knocking her arm away from the tree to try and break whatever connection had been made. But then my beautiful Dryad wife’s eyes cleared, and she spoke in her own voice again.

“No,” Tiana said firmly. “I’m sorry your Dryads are gone. But my place is at my husband’s side. I hope you find them again someday. Thank you for helping us, and I also swear we will break the gateway and the foreign magic that has seeped into your land.”

Tiana removed her hand from the tree, and I looked back at the ridge.

The hulking figure stood there a moment longer as if it wanted to soak in the huntress’ presence, and then it turned and slowly disappeared from sight.

“And I thought the Grimthorn Gnomes were creepy,” Scourge remarked with a low whistle. “Did he tell you where this gateway is?”

“He did.” Tiana nodded as she looked up at the now empty ridge. “Poor thing. He’s desperately lonely out here. But I think he’s happy about our promise.”

“We should find somewhere to camp and try to find it in the morning.” I said. “Maybe we’ll skip the fire tonight. Tiana has said before that trees don’t like fires, and I said we wouldn’t do any harm.”

“What?” Scourge was suddenly indignant. “No tea before bed? Are we savages?”

“You don’t have any left in your thermos?” I snorted as I started to walk to find a good camping spot.

“It’s been a long day,” the thief complained. “All this walking over uneven ground under that burning ball you call the sun! I’ve been out for hours.”

“I think we can light a small fire,” Tiana giggled as the others followed me. “As long as we extinguish it before we go to sleep.”

“Well, thank the gods for that!” Scourge exclaimed through an explosive breath.

We found a clear patch to set up the tents and lit a very small fire. Scourge got his tea and made sure to have enough for in the morning as well, and we roasted some hotdogs for dinner. Once the fire was put out and I’d kicked some leaves and dirt over it to hide where it had been, we all got some sleep.

We were all up early the next morning and ate a cold breakfast of granola and jerky. Then we broke down the tents and made sure to get rid of any sign we’d been there the night before. After that was taken care of, we started the long walk north with Tiana leading the way, since she knew where we were going.

Since we’d disguised our weapons among our other gear and the sun was up, we were able to take the trails up through The Ledges without having to worry about park employees or the rangers. We also wanted to be cautious because of Scourge’s run-in with the rangers two days ago.

Luckily, it was still early, and there weren’t a lot of visitors to the park yet. The trails made the journey faster, and by noon we’d made it past the Ledges. Though we did stop briefly at the Jeep so I could move it. The employees at the campground probably wouldn’t notice for one night, but I felt that two would be a stretch. After I’d found another out-of-the-way place to park and Scourge had stolen another pass for me, we continued our way north and turned off the trails as soon as the coast was clear.

As the sun continued its ascent into the sky, the five of us did have to be careful to dodge the rangers. There were more of them in the park in the daytime, and there were several times we had to wait in the trees or find another route to get around the park rangers.

But then we finally found the clearing.

The clearing was filled with a flower strewn meadow, and in the center of that meadow stood a tall archway made of sun-bleached branches. As soon as we entered the clearing, it did seem as though the sounds of birdsong ceased, and an eerie feeling came over the party. The sun was still bright in the sky, and nothing outward had changed.

But there was something about this place that felt profound and alien.

“I don’t love this,” Scourge muttered as we all looked around the meadow, five yards away from the arch. “Where do you think it leads to?”

“I don’t know,” I replied and was also confused by the branch arch. “I was expecting something that led underground, like the other portals. A cave, or an old mineshaft. This looks more like a doorway, so what the fuck does that mean?”

“Maybe we should have brought Dorrem after all,” Tiana said. “I’m sure he would have a theory about it. Should we call him through the Stones?”

“Not just yet,” I replied. “No matter what is on the other side of that arch, we’ll have to go through it. Dorrem will just lecture me about dimensions, in-between places, and so on for an hour or more about what he thinks might happen. But I don’t think we can know anything for sure until we walk through it.”

“Still, an ounce of caution and all that…” the Zencarri man said as he gave the archway a thoughtful look. “Ms. Tiana, will you help me in conducting an experiment?”

“Of course.” The Dryad nodded.

The thief looked around on the ground for a while until he’d found a fist-sized rock. Then Scourge asked Tiana to grow a length of ivy about twenty feet long, which he tied to the rock. The horned man tested the strength of the vine by allowing the rock to hang from it and then tugged on the vine to bounce the stone and make sure the improvised rope would hold.

“What’s that for?” Gwen asked with a quizzical expression.

“Just a little safety test, my dear,” Scourge replied as he stepped closer to the archway and started to twirl the rock at the end of the vine.

Once the stone had gotten enough momentum, the horned man whipped it at the center of the branch arch and let the length of vine loose.

The rock sailed through the air, right through the center of the arch, then out the other side. As the rock hit the grass and flowers on the other side of the arch, the thief scowled and pulled it back as he wound the vine around his arm.

“Nothing happened,” Xuag pointed out as Scourge examined the stone.

“It wouldn’t seem so,” the Zencarri man agreed. “Strange.”

“It was a good throw, though,” I said as I tried to be encouraging. “Right down the middle.”

“As ever, I find your optimism both endearing and quarrelsome,” the charcoal-skinned man snorted. “Let’s be a little more daring then.”

Then Scourge took a deep breath and simply walked through the archway.

I half-expected a flash of light, or a sound like a giant gong or the rush of wind. But the thief strolled right through to the other side without any mystical manifestations.

“Does anyone else have any ideas?” Scourge asked as he turned and placed his hands on his slim hips.

“What if we walk widdershins around the portal first, and then go through?” the Orc general offered.

“What the fuck is widdershins?” I asked as I pulled out my water bottle and took a drink.

“It’s when you walk from right to left around something three times,” Xuag explained. “Orcish children dare one another to walk widdershins around the ashes from funeral pyres to test their bravery, since it might cause the spirit of the fallen to haunt them.”

“That seems like a strange thing to do,” Tiana said as she wrinkled her forehead in concern.

“Orcs are marvelously superstitious.” Scourge shook his head.

“Everyone knows that walking widdershin around anything is bad luck,” the big Orc said in a defensive tone. “We’re cautious because we respect the spirit world, not because we’re superstitious.”

“Really?” Scourge smirked. “Then what do you do if you have to step over a crack?”

“Spit on the ground, of course,” Xuag replied as if that were obvious. “Do you want to invite infertility on your family line? Best to avoid cracks if you can.”

The Zencarri man shot me a meaningful look as though Xuag’s answer proved his point.

“Unless anyone else has an idea,” I said to keep the peace, “let’s try walking widdershins.”

Since the general was hesitant to evoke bad luck, I walked counterclockwise around the arch three times and then stepped through it. But I was still in the meadow with my wives and friends. The sun was going down, too, and I guessed we had maybe an hour of light left.

Next, Tiana tried to activate the branch archway with her Dryad abilities. The dusky woman placed a hand on the dead branches and tried to bring them back to life, but nothing happened. Even Gwen tried to use her Spiran magic, but that just helped to cool the meadow with a pleasant breeze.

With the last of the light, we examined the archway closely to see if there were any words, runes, or symbols carved anywhere on it, but there was nothing. The only thing that struck me about the haphazard structure was that it could still be standing after thousands of years. Wind and weather hadn’t knocked it down, and the bare branches hadn’t decayed and turned to dust since Eddonir had erected it.

We even searched the whole meadow to see if there was anything carved into the surrounding trees, or some object that looked out of place in the mundane forest. I’d wondered why the first Yennih chief had left the breastplate here in the forest, where humans might stumble across it, but now I understood that the chief had been smart. Whatever secret opened this gateway, it might have gone with Eddonir to the grave.

Even the Eye of Vallis didn’t react to it and just pulsed around my center with that same steady beat it had since we got close to Cuyahoga.

Double fuck with a scoop of Cool Whip and a cherry on top.

We all sat down on the other side of the clearing and ate a cold diner of jerky, pepperoni rolls, and some dried fruit Tiana bought at the gas station.

“These are divine!” Xuag grinned as he bit into a pepperoni roll. “What is this spiced meat in the center?”

“That’s the pepperoni,” I chuckled. “I think it’s made from pork… I mean surface hogs. But who knows? It’s good, so I try not to think too hard about what’s in it.”

“I will have to procure some of these spices and see if Tanya can make them,” the general said around a mouthful of roll. “They would be better than hand pies on long journeys. Either the gravy leaks in your pack, or there’s not enough gravy to keep the meat from getting dry.”

“These seem pretty dry to me,” Scourge remarked as he took a drink from his thermos.

“They are,” I agreed as I took another bite. “But worth it.”

After we’d eaten and found a nearby stream to refill our bottles, we got back to the problem of the archway.

“Eddonir must have known the Armor of Vallis might be needed again,” Gwen said as she stepped through the arch without any effect. “Surely he would have left some clue, knowing it might be after his lifetime.”

“That’s a good point,” Tiana agreed as she placed one hand on her round hip. “Otherwise, wouldn’t he have just destroyed the armor, rather than hiding it?”

That gave me an idea.

“Why don’t we ask his living heir?” I grinned. “Ondur has access to all of the collected knowledge of the Yennih Chiefs. As long as Ursenger didn’t destroy it, Ondur might be able to dig it up.”

“I hope he can find the secret quickly,” Scourge grumbled. “I don’t want to spend another night on the ground. How I miss sleeping in a bed.”

I reached into my pocket and touched the Seer Stone, and then I focused my thoughts on my Elven brother-in-law.

Ondur, you got a moment to answer a potentially complicated question? I said in my mind.

I always have time for you, Eddie, I heard Ondur’s calm voice say a few moments later.

We’re close to finding the breastplate, but it looks like Eddonir hid it inside some kind of portal made of branches in a forest. There’s nothing written on it and no clues about how to activate it in the area around it. Got any ideas?

Did you try to walk widdershins around it, and then go through? the chief asked after a short pause.

Yep, I replied and then explained everything else we’d tried so far.

Interesting. Give me a moment to go into my antechamber so I can give you my full attention, then. There was another pause as Ondur found some privacy away from his throne room. Can you describe the portal to me in more detail?

It’s just an archway, I replied as I looked at the portal.

I can see it now, Ondur’s voice said. Try to focus on it. Think of how the wood looks up close.

Holy shit. I didn’t know I could send images through the Stones.

I moved closer to look at the branches as I focused my mind on them.

Good, the Night Elf man said after a moment. Now, think about what it smells like and how the branches feel when you touch them. Do you feel anything in its presence?

I leaned in close and took a sniff. There wasn’t much of a smell, but there was something there. It was light and reminded me of the incense that Bolra sometimes burned, but not as sweet. The fragrance was more like a natural resin smell and had a hint of spice.

Very good, I heard Ondur say again. I don’t know if this wood exists where you’re from. I’ve only ever heard of it growing in the Deeper Dark.

That would possibly explain how the archway had been able to stand for this long.

So, how would we open it up, and do you think it will take us into the Deeper Dark? I asked.

I don’t think it would lead you into the Deeper Dark, Ondur answered. Eddonir wouldn’t have left a portal on the surface world into the realm of Demons. That would have potentially given the Demon Lords a way to reach the surface if they ever found the other side of the portal. No, I think this leads somewhere else, though I could not say where. But the fact he used wood from the Deeper Dark makes me think wherever it takes you will be very dangerous.

Okay. I’d already assumed that, but thanks for the heads-up. How do we open it?

Is Amrila or Scourge with you?

Scourge is here.

Have him try to open it with his blood magic, or with an Enochian incantation. Eddonir might have sealed it with demonic magic to ensure that one of his heirs could open it.

I’ll let you know if it works, I said and took my hand off the Stone.

“Looks like Scourge might be the only one who can open it,” I said as I looked at the posh thief. “Ondur suggested you try your blood magic, or a spell in Enochian.”

“Are you serious?” the Zencarri man huffed with slight annoyance.

Scourge had a complicated relationship with his demonic heritage and didn’t like it when it was brought up.

“That’s what he said.” I shrugged.

“Very well,” the horned man sighed and then placed himself in front of the portal.

Scourge slowly pulled out his cursed, hooked dagger as he began to quietly chant in the language of Demons.

Then the Zencarri raked the dagger against his forearm, and the jewel made from his Demon mother’s blood began to glow. As the chant grew louder, the light began to fade. At first, I thought the sun had dipped below the horizon, but the darkness set in too quickly for it to be the sunset.

Purple energy began to glow around the dead branches, and streaks of crackling black flames grew from the ground but didn’t seem to consume the wood. Scourge’s voice changed as he continued to speak Enochian, and there was a dark, deeper register that layered itself over the thief’s natural voice. Then the purple light shot through the center of the arch in rays that converged together and filled the empty space.

The portal was open.

Scourge’s breath came heavily as he stopped the chant, and he looked over at me with his black eyes.

“Do you have a bandage?” he asked in his normal, snarky tone.

I got the first aid kit out and quickly dressed the cut on his arm as the others looked into the glowing rift inside the arch.

“I wonder what’s on the other side.” Xuag grinned with a familiar glint in his eyes.

“I suppose we’re about to find out,” Gwen replied. “But I can’t imagine it’s very nice.”

“The trees are afraid of it,” Tiana remarked as she looked around with a troubled expression. “They want us to close it again.”

“We said we’d destroy it as soon as we had the breastplate,” I said as I finished bandaging Scourge’s arm. “You can let them know we’ll keep that promise. Maybe ask them if they can make sure no one comes along behind us and stumbles in there by accident.”

Tiana stared into the middle distance, like she always did when we spoke with plants, and then the leaves of the trees around us began to rustle.

“How can a tree stop anyone from doing anything?” the horned man asked as he double-checked the knot on his bandage.

“They have their ways,” the Dryad answered in a mysterious voice.

“Alright,” I said as I stood in front of the portal. “I’ll go in first. The rest of you wait for a ten count. If it’s too dangerous on the other side, I’ll warn you… somehow. Then Gwen, Tiana, Scourge, and Xuag can come through in that order. Understood?”

The others nodded, so I turned to face the wall of dark, purple energy. I could feel the Eye of Vallis as it pulled me toward the portal, and I took a deep breath before I stepped through the gateway.

It wasn’t at all like the sensation of teleporting through one of Tauric’s travel circles. This was far worse.

Streaks of light danced past my eyes as I tumbled through some kind of void. I saw brief images of strange landscapes, monstrously large creatures, and heard terrible sounds that made my stomach churn. Something with a mass of tentacles reached out as if to grab me, but I flashed past it too quickly for it to succeed.

Finally, it felt like I hit a wall as I came to a sudden stop, and I had to fight back the vertigo to stay on my feet. I took several faltering steps to one side so I wasn’t in the way when Gwen came through the portal. My head was spinning, but I was able to find a large, flat rock to lean against as I got myself under control.

I took three deep breaths to clear my head before I was able to take in my surroundings. The sky above the clearing was overcast with roiling, dark clouds. Streaks of pale lightning danced between them, but no thunder followed after. The trees were lifeless, twisted, and covered with an unwholesome gray moss that hung in festoons between the bare branches.

There were no flowers, either, just patches of dry, reddish grass. The ground beneath my feet was cracked, as if it hadn’t rained here in ages, and the air smelled like decay. I looked up at the portal, but the brightness of the white and blue light hurt my eyes.

The Eye of Vallis was also nearly vibrating around my waist.

By the time Gwen had come through, I was able to help her to one side, and the poor woman retched after the difficult journey.

“Try to breathe, sweetheart,” I said as I gently rubbed her back. “It’ll pass soon. I’m already feeling better.”

“The air smells awful!” the Spiran woman managed to croak out before she retched again.

“I know,” I replied. “Hopefully, we won’t have to be here long.”

Tiana came through next, but she’d managed the passage better than Gwen had. The Dryad only had to sit on the ground next to the rock for a few moments before she felt like herself. Scourge stumbled out of the portal next, but he seemed alright after a few seconds. Then, the moment Xuag showed up, he unceremoniously vomited, but he quickly stood back up with a broad grin as he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm.

“That was glorious!” The general smirked. “So many worlds, filled with worthy prey.”

“I’ll just say it,” Scourge glowered. “You’re a madman, and there’s something deeply wrong with you, Xuag.”

“I wonder if those were the hunting grounds of Zugorim?” the Orcish man said as though he hadn’t heard Scourge.

Zugorim was the Orc god of virility and the hunt, so I could only imagine that was Xuag’s idea of heaven.

“Let’s get our bearings and see if we find the breastplate and get back home,” I said as I looked around. “The Eye wants us to go that way. But with the clouds, I’m not sure how we’re going to find our way back. I guess we’ll have to find landmarks along the way.”

“The plants aren’t speaking here,” Tiana breathed, and her expression was deeply troubled. “It’s like everything is dead.”

“All I see are trees,” Scourge remarked as he also looked around. “What landmarks?”

“Well,” I replied as I thought about it, “like this rock, for one.”

I slapped my hand against the flat, smooth stone. Then I heard a low, grating growl, and the stone began to move.

Triple fuck. What now?


Chapter Sixteen

I took several steps back while the large stone moved and shifted. As the massive form slowly unfolded itself, the sound of rock grinding against rock filled the clearing and grew to a deafening roar. Then the stone creature stretched, and its arms and legs were like smaller boulders, held together by some kind of green, crackling energy.

I motioned for the others to move back behind me as I watched the rock monster stand to its full height of nine feet. Then the thing turned to look at us with small, glowing green eyes, and a fist-sized stone in its chest glowed with the same magical energy that seemed to animate the pile of stones.

It didn’t look at all like Fezzik, the Golem that guarded my tower in the Crystal Cavern. This construct was far more crude in design.

“Hey there,” I said in a calm voice as I looked at the makeshift Golem. “Sorry to disturb you, big guy. We were just going--”

The Golem roared again as it looked at the five of us and spread its stone arms in a very aggressive gesture.

“Fuck,” I rumbled and quickly put on my Pro Xs. “Earmuffs, gang!”

As the others hastily put on their ear protection, the Golem lumbered forward and brought one raised fist down toward the center of our group.

All of us dove out of the way of the Golem’s blow.

“Whoa!” I rolled out of the way and popped back up. “It didn’t have to be like that! You know the drill, everyone. Try to aim for that conspicuously glowing jewel!”

Scourge vanished in the torrent of black vapor as the Golem tried to smash the thief with its other fist.

Meanwhile, Tiana tried to conjure some kind of vegetation to help restrain the creature, but the clearing was dead except for the strange red grass.

“I can’t communicate with the grass!” the Dryad called out as she pulled her spear off her back. “It won’t listen to me!”

“Stay calm and focused!” I yelled back, and I shouldered the Galil.

As I took aim at the jewel in the Golem’s chest, Scourge reappeared behind the stone beast, and it turned toward the Zencarri man.

Before I could squeeze the trigger, the Golem had focused on Scourge again. The Golem bellowed and tried to squish the horned man under one large foot. Scourge was forced to teleport again to get out of the way, but as soon as he appeared, the rock monster detected the Zencarri’s location and went after him again.

Xuag stepped in between the stone giant and Scourge and used his axe to hook the Golem’s ankle. The big Orc jerked his axe with a grunt of effort, and the Golem tripped and toppled forward. Gwen, Scourge, and I had to again leap out of the way of the rock monster so we wouldn’t be crushed.

Gwen turned back to the Golem as it hit the ground and caused the clearing to quake. Then the Spiran woman used a gust of wind to blast the Golem in the side as it tried to lift itself. The gust caught under the monster and flung it onto its back, and that was just the opportunity we needed.

I leaped onto the beast’s leg and ran up onto its chest. As the Golem started to lift itself off the ground, I quickly fired three rounds into the jewel. The gem fractured, then flickered briefly, before the green glow returned. The Golem faltered as the light around it blinked several times, but then a giant arm came up and swiped at me.

The arm caught me in the stomach, but I was ready for it and held on until I was over the ground again. Then I let go, dropped, tucked, and rolled, and when I looked up, I saw the Golem again was going after Scourge.

Why was it so focused on the thief?

Suddenly, it hit me. Scourge was the only one of us that was part Demon, and the portal worked through Enochian magic. The Golem was designed to protect the portal from Demons. It would go after Scourge until it killed the horned man.

I ran forward and put myself between the Golem and the Zencarri man.

“Stop!” I shouted as I aimed my rifle at the stone beast’s chest. “He’s with us!”

But the Golem just advanced on us, so Gwen, Tiana, and Xuag all moved into position to help as I fired the Galil once more. My bullet drove through the air and hit the jewel. The crack in the gem doubled in size, but the magic still wasn’t broken.

As the green light flickered, the construct’s knees gave way, and the Golem shook the ground as it fell to its knees.

Behind me, Scourge took two running steps, jumped, and then disappeared in a puff of dark smoke.

“No!” I yelled, but I was unable to warn the Zencarri man about my suspicions before he reappeared in the air several feet in front of the Golem.

Scourge held his cursed dagger in his hand as he sailed toward the Golem, with his blade aimed at the magical stone.

Then the stone monster smacked the thief out of the air with a contemptuous swipe of its arm. The horned man slammed down hard on the packed dirt, flat on his back.

“Fuck!” the Zencarri swore as he weakly rolled onto his front.

As the Golem tried to get back on its feet to continue its assault on the charcoal-skinned man, Tiana flung her spear at the magical jem. Then Gwen used her wind powers to give the spear a burst of speed, and the projectile lodged itself on the right side of the gem, where the jewel was implanted into the stone.

An instant later, Xuag ran up behind the Golem, and with a mighty swing of his war axe, the Orc’s blade pushed deep into the place where the Golem’s torso connected to its lower half. As sweat poured down the general’s face, he forced the blade of the axe even deeper in that crack, and then he twisted the handle with a fierce battle cry.

I could see bright ropes of energy try to hold the Golem’s body together, but with one last grunt of effort, Xuag was able to sever the weakened magical connection between the beast’s two halves. The rock monster’s torso popped free of the hips and legs and then tumbled backward. I quickly dashed forward and jumped onto the Golem’s chest again, and I grabbed the shaft of the spear.

“Auuuuurrrrgh!” I snarled as I used the spear like a lever and pulled with all my strength.

One of the heavy arms came up to knock me off again, but with a final heave, the jewel came free with a sharp popping sound and bounced to the ground with a soft tinkle.

I watched as the green light faded from the Golem’s eyes, and it finally stopped moving.

“Thank fuck!” I grinned before I climbed down to collect the jewel.

It had been a large moonstone, but it was badly damaged now. The cracks and fractures in the face of the stone revealed bright facets within the milk-colored stone, and it was actually quite beautiful.

“Well done!” the Orcish warrior congratulated me with a hearty laugh as he slapped me on the back. “Even earth and stone are not enough to stop us!”

“By the gods,” Scourge panted in exasperation as he stretched his now sore back. “I really hate you sometimes, Xuag.”

The Zencarri man was now covered in sweat and looked to be on the verge of exhaustion. I wondered how much opening the portal had taken out of Scourge.

“Eddie?” I heard Gwen’s sweet voice, filled with concern. “Where did the portal go?”

I turned and looked, but the once shining portal had disappeared.

“Fuck,” I growled. “Where did it go?”

There was no sign of where it had been. Not an archway made of branches, not a patch on the ground, nothing.

“What do we do now?” Tiana asked as she also searched the spot where the portal had been.

Panicked, Scourge ripped the bandage off his arm and tried to repeat the ritual he’d used to open it on the other side.

But no matter how much he chanted, nothing happened.

“We need to stay calm,” I said, and I put my hand on the Zencarri man’s shoulder to get him to stop. “We’ll figure out a way out of this.”

The thief was covered in sweat and on the verge of exhaustion, but he nodded and let me guide him to the ground.

Gwen came over and sat next to the horned man as she put a comforting hand on his shoulder. Tiana also came and sat on the grass, and then Xuag sat down, too.

“This isn’t great,” I said as I looked around at the others. “But it’s just another problem to solve. I don’t believe for one second that Eddonir wouldn’t have left a way out of this place, we just have to find it.”

“Maybe this is a pocket dimension, created specially to protect the breastplate, and once we have it, the dimension will disappear?” Scourge suggested.

“Is that a thing?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t know.” Scourge shrugged. “I was just trying to think of what Dorrem might say.”

“Okay.” I nodded and was determined to stay positive. “Pocket dimension is one possibility. What else have we got?”

“There could be another archway somewhere,” Xuag suggested. “It makes sense, tactically. If someone who wasn’t supposed to be here found a way in and somehow survived the stone Golem, they’d still have to make it through any other threats that might exist here to find the way out again.”

“The secret to the way out might be hidden with the breastplate,” Gwen added. “If we find one, we might find the other.”

“Or the portal here might only open after one has found the breastplate,” Tiana concluded.

“All good theories.” I nodded. “I think our first order of business is to find the breastplate and then think about the way out afterward. We need the breastplate to fight the Lord of Chaos either way.”

“What about food?” Scourge asked. “How long will our stores last here?”

“This place is a mirror of Eddie’s world,” the general said in a firm voice. “It is very reasonable to think that there will be game here and no rangers to prevent us from hunting and gathering.”

“I think our first priority will be to find some potable water sources,” I replied. “Keep an eye out for signs of game we can hunt for extra food. But we’ll need to be careful every step of the way because we don’t know what kinds of threats we’ll face in this place.”

We took a few minutes to recover from the fight, and then the five of us gathered our things and headed in the direction the Eye of Vallis led me.

Once we’d gotten a quarter-mile away from the clearing, life began to return to the forest around us. The twisted trees had leaves in shades of yellow and dark green, and there was more of the red grass. There was also the caw of crows, or ravens, and sounds of other creatures in the woods. Not the high chirps of songbirds, but the harsh caw of ravens or crows.

But at least there were some animals, and we’d be able to feed ourselves.

“Have the Dwarves been able to find out anything more about that rock Bill handed you?” Scourge asked in a tone that implied he was more trying to pass the time than any real curiosity.

“Mostly just that it’s very magical,” I replied as I used my sword to cut away a streamer of thick vines and moss in our path. “It seems to work really well. The rifle they made with it was almost too powerful. It nearly knocked me off my feet when I fired it.”

“Do you think the Lord of Chaos knows about this substance?” Xuag asked as he also helped clear our way with his axe.

“I can only imagine,” I said. “I doubt it ended up on our side of the Great Barrier because some Lesser Demon kicked a piece across when they squeezed through the Barrier.”

“That’s troubling,” Tiana remarked, but she sounded more at ease since we’d left the dead zone around the clearing. “Especially since some abomination dropped a raw piece of it. That implies its use doesn’t require refinement of the stones.”

“We don’t have much to go on.” I shrugged as I stepped over an exposed root. “We don’t know exactly how long the Barrier was weakened. Maybe the black stones were part of how the Lord of Chaos tried to possess his servants. Or he wanted that Zencarri magician who kidnapped Gwen to study it. All we could do is speculate right now, and I’m not sure that’s really helpful.”

“Did your mother ever mention such a substance, Scourge?” Xuag asked the thief.

“Slake wasn’t one to sit around and share memories of the past,” Scourge answered in a flat tone. “She was one of the few who’d escaped Eddonir’s purge of Demonkind in The Gloom. Perhaps it was because she had no loyalty to any of the Demon Lords, or anyone else.”

“We’ll be able to make educated guesses about the black stones once the Lost Dwarves know more,” I said to move away from what I knew was an uncomfortable topic for Scourge. “But, for now, we can assume the Lord of Chaos is using it to make more powerful minions or weapons.”

We continued walking, and we found a stream as we approached the edge of the forest.

Gwen and Tiana worked together and used their knowledge of nature to make sure it was safe to drink. The two women didn’t find anything off about the stream, and the water smelled sweet and looked clear.

But we still ran it through the filter we’d brought to be sure it was safe.

We slowly filled our water bottles as the water dripped through the portable filter and then decided what to do next. I checked my watch, but the digital face seemed to be malfunctioning. The numbers ticked backward and then forward at random.

“That’s weird,” I said as I looked at the digital readout. “My watch is freaking out.”

“May I see?” the horned man asked as he came over beside me and looked at the watch. “Strange. Do you know anything natural that might cause this?”

“Maybe magnetic or electrical interference?” I replied. “It could be something about those clouds overhead.”

“It might also be that time works differently here,” Scourge suggested. “That would point further to the pocket universe theory. Time wouldn’t have much meaning in a reality created for a singular purpose.”

“Does that mean we have no idea how long we’re actually in this place?” I asked Scourge with some unease.

“Maybe it’s best not to think about that,” the Zencarri man said with a light flip of his hand.

“Scourge!” I growled.

“Well, I’m not a scholar,” the thief balked. “I only know about the idea of a pocket universe because some magi are rumored to hide valuable items in them. I’ve never seen one before.”

“Why don’t you just share what you do know?” Tiana said in a firm voice as she crossed her arms. “Or what you’ve heard at least.”

“It’s said magi hide wealth or objects of importance in them because they’re almost impossible to break into,” Scourge explained with a pinched expression. “But some of them are traps, designed to keep a thief locked away indefinitely. Sometimes the thief gets out, and hundreds of years have passed. Other times, they escape as old men, but it’s only been moments in the material world.”

“Why didn’t you say any of this before we went through the portal?” Xuag demanded as he advanced threateningly on the Zencarri man.

“That’s enough, Xuag!” I pushed the big Orc away from Scourge. “I’m sure Scourge had a good reason to not bring it up that he’s going to explain to us now.”

I gave the thief a pointed look.

“Because it wouldn’t make sense for Eddonir to make a trap if he thought his great-great-great grandchild would be the one to come looking for the breastplate,” Scourge answered. “There are other explanations for the watch behaving strangely. I only mentioned it now because even though I think it’s highly improbable, it’s not impossible.”

“It would be weird for Eddonir to make a trap and not leave information behind about it for his heirs,” I agreed.

“I swear I wasn’t trying to hide anything, Eddie,” the horned man said in an earnest voice. “I couldn’t even say that any of those stories are really true. I’ve never seen any evidence of it, so it might just be an old thieves’ tale to warn off younger thieves from valuable scores.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I sighed as I shrugged my shoulders. “We’re here now. Let’s just find somewhere to camp for a while.”

We were all tired, but Scourge looked half dead after the Golem fight and opening the portal. I suspected that trying to open the portal a second time took the last bit of his strength, even though he would never admit to it.

We decided to make camp while we were still in the woods, to give ourselves a little bit of cover. Once the tents were set up, we made a small supper from our stores, but tomorrow, we’d start trying to catch or trap some small game to bolster our stores.

I took the first watch so everyone else could get a little rest. Hopefully, Xuag would be in a better mood after some sleep. I also gave Scourge the last watch, and he didn’t even fight me on it.

Clearly, opening the portal had been more strenuous than he’d led us to believe.

Everyone had settled in, so I checked my phone. There were no signal bars, but I had expected that before I’d looked. The time display on the screen also jumped forward and back, just like my watch had. It was hard to tell if any of the other apps worked, since I didn’t have any signal, so it didn’t really help solve the mystery of electric interference vs magical.

Next, I checked the Seer Stone. I touched the smooth Stone and thought about Ibseth, but no matter how hard I tried to picture the sexy, curvy Elf in my mind, I couldn’t make contact. I told myself that still didn’t answer the question about whether or not we should be concerned about being in a pocket universe.

I thought back to Xuag, Scourge, and my talk on the porch about stars and the universe. It was possible we were on an entirely different, unknown planet, and my Stone was out of range.

In the end, though, I decided there was no point in being anxious about our plight. Whatever happened, we’d figure it out when the time came. There was always a solution if we worked hard enough to find it.

I took a deep breath and sat down on a log. The alien forest was filled with all sorts of sounds, but none of them seemed out of place to me. I could hear crickets chirping, the hoot of some owl-like bird, and the occasional sound of a dead branch as it fell from a tree in the distance.

It was almost peaceful.

“You are taller than I thought you would be,” a deep voice suddenly said from behind me.

I was off the log in a flash as I grabbed the Galil on its strap and pointed it in the direction of the voice.

A black-robed figure stood behind me. I couldn’t see the face under the deep hood, but the figure had two pale hands that stuck out of long, loose sleeves. The thin, long-fingered hands came up slowly to pull the hood back and revealed a gaunt face with dark eyes.

It took me a moment to recognize the man before me from the vision the Eye had given me.

“Vallis,” I breathed but didn’t lower the rifle.

“Duke Eddie Hillshire,” Vallis answered with a pleased smile. “Prince of the Yennih, King Consort of Glecik, Lord Drotting of the Dolrath, Chief Killer, and Slayer of Demons.”

“How do you know all that?” I asked suspiciously.

“I am the Lord of Balance, and you are my new champion.”

I didn’t fucking love that.

“So, what? Are we in the Deeper Dark?” I inquired.

“Not at all.” Vallis shook his head as he slowly walked around me and demurely sat on the log. “This place is connected to the Deeper Dark, but not accessible from it. Chief Eddonir made sure of that.”

“So, how are you here?”

“I am merely a projection. A difficult ritual, and one that my fellow lords do not have the patience to learn. I will venture a guess that your next question will be why I am here. Allow me to save you the time. I wanted to meet you and perhaps answer some questions you might have. Though, you should know I am constrained by ancient magics and pacts and may not be able to speak on some matters.”

“I guess my first question is if we’re fucked being here?” I asked as I leaned against a tree and pointed my rifle at the ground.

“Not to my knowledge, but I suppose that is up to you and your capable companions,” the Demon Lord mused. “There is a way out, and I have faith you will find it. But the magic I taught Eddonir binds me as well as my brothers, so I am incapable of revealing where it is and how it may be opened.”

“Not even a hint?” I grinned.

“You are a likable one, are you not?” Vallis replied with an amused smile. “Much more so than Eddonir, my previous champion. The chief was a very serious man, to a fault one could say.”

“I believe that.” I nodded. “I’ve met a few of his heirs, and they’re pretty serious people, too.”

“To answer your question, I do suspect that I know where the way out will be. But even if I were able to tell you, I could not say for sure. After I gave the armor to Eddonir, I returned to the Deeper Dark to begin the second half of the ritual that would transport and trap the other Demon Lords and their hordes there. My knowledge of what has happened in the outside worlds since is very incomplete.”

“Why did you trap yourself in the Deeper Dark with them?” I asked because the question had been bothering me since I learned of Vallis’ pact with Eddonir.

“Because that was what had to be done to preserve the balance,” Vallis replied simply and waved his hand around. “Creation and destruction are all parts of natural cycles. But what the Demon King, the Lord of Chaos, and others like him, wanted was dominion. Chaos is the opposite of balance and can only end in death and dust.”

“Is that why you helped Eddonir?” I pressed. “Just to restore the balance?”

“If you are hoping for some answer that I did it to save the people of The Gloom or for the greater good, you will be disappointed.” Vallis flashed me a sharp-toothed smile. “If serving the Demon King would have kept the balance, then I would have destroyed Eddonir’s army. I am not a creature of emotions or philosophies. I am the personification of existence and the scales that keep it from falling apart. If a population prospers and grows larger than their environment can support, I bring famine. If plague threatened to wipe out all life, I would provide the inspiration for a cure. That is what I am.”

There was something deeply chilling about Vallis. But at least he was honest, and I could understand his motivations.

“Do you know anything about the black stone the Lord of Chaos is using in the Deeper Dark?” I asked next.

“I do not.” The Demon shook his head. “But I know he is raising another army and making pacts with The Lord of Rapacity and the Lord of the Wastes.”

“What about the fifth Demon Lord?” I frowned. “Isn’t there another one of you guys?”

“The Lord of Enigma.” Vallis nodded. “He is… strange. Just be careful not to speak their names in this place, lest you garner their attention.”

“I’d sort of figured out that much,” I snorted before I studied the strange being before me. “You know… I’m glad we met. I know being on friendly terms probably isn’t a thing for you, but I hope we can at least have mutual respect.”

“You are a man of balance,” Vallis said as he black eyes bored into me. “You do not kill unless it is to preserve life, you seek to prosper without exploitation, and your mind is not so rigid that you cannot see even a Demon can have value beyond serving your own needs.”

“I’m just gonna assume that’s a compliment.” I grinned again.

“Merely an observation,” Vallis replied in that same eerily neutral tone. “And you should know that your camp is about to be attacked.”

“What?” My grin fell as I was caught off guard by the sudden change in topic.

I turned to look at the tents and saw several loping figures in the woods beyond them, and when I glanced back at Vallis, he was gone. I didn’t have time to wonder about that, though. Vallis had said he was just a projection, and I doubted he would have helped us even if he had been there in the flesh.

But thanks for the warning, I guess.

“Wake up!” I shouted as I ran forward with the Galil in my hands. “Wake up! Something’s coming!”

Tiana and Xuag were the first ones out of the tent, and they were armed and ready. Scourge stumbled out of his and Xuag’s tent a moment later, and I hoped he was ready for another fight.

As I reached the tents, Gwen came out, and as soon as she saw the shadowy beast rushing the tents on all fours, the Spiran woman ran in front of Xuag and Tiana.

“No!” I yelled out of concern for the sweet, gentle woman.

But then Gwen stopped and raised her delicate hands in front of her.

“Turn back!” The pearl-skinned woman’s voice echoed through the night air as the wind kicked up, and two powerful gusts burst from her hands.

The torrents hit the hairy creatures that were just beyond the campfire’s light, picked them up off the ground, and threw them backward by several yards. One of the beasts hit a tree and gave a horrible yelp as its back broke from the force. Leaves and tree limbs were pushed back by the violent blasts, and I caught sight of more of the creatures.

They had elongated forearms, like apes, but made savage barking and snarling sounds like wolves. And just behind them was a huge, dark mass of a man that drove the beasts toward us with cruel lashes of the whip he held.

Zugorim be with us.

This was going to be a hell of a fight.


Chapter Seventeen

“Rueggar!” Scourge hissed as the long-armed bastards entered the far edge of the firelight.

“What the fuck are Rueggar?” I hollered as I took aim and fired at the closest monster.

The fugly, hybrid monster was blown backward, but more appeared out of the shadows under the trees. I counted almost a dozen of them so far.

“They’re War Demons!” Scourge called back. “They hunt in packs of twenty or more!”

“Then let’s give them war!” I growled.

Tiana bent and put her hands on the ground, and thick, thorn-covered vines sprang up out of the earth. The sparse plant life here was just enough for the Dryad to control, as opposed to the dead clearing we’d been in earlier.

The vines writhed like snakes as they wrapped themselves around the Rueggar’s limbs and bodies in a choking tangle. The powerful beasts yelped and snarled as the thorns bit into their flesh, and the ones that were ensnared flew into a frenzy as they tried to break free.

While they were trapped, I fired into the line of Demons, round after round.

Because of Tauric’s magical bullets, I didn’t have to be precise, and as the enchantment on the round interacted with the Demons’ blood, they started to explode.

Blood, fur, and gore showered the forest floor, but still more came out of the woods.

As I dropped my mag and dug out a fresh one, Gwen summoned up another powerful gust of wind to push the Rueggar back. The wind slowed them down, but it wasn’t as strong this time. The Spiran woman had also started to run out of juice. None of us had gotten enough rest, and my wives and Scourge would be tapped out before long.

Xuag and Tiana rushed into the fray with their weapons. The Dryad used the long reach of her spear to keep the Demons back, but their bloodlust drove them forward.

As Xuag lopped the head off one of the charging Demons, I looked for the dark figure with the whip. Whoever he was, the large man had vanished back into the forest.

Meanwhile, Scourge used the blood of the fallen monsters to create barbed tentacles to lash the next wave of Demons, and I had to take advantage of the interference while I could, before the others exhausted themselves.

I got down on one knee and started to take shot after shot at the line of advancing Demons. As Gwen tried to push the Rueggar back, and the others fought in close combat, I caught one Demon in the side of the head. Within moments, the Demon’s head exploded like a melon, and its brains splattered against a tree.

The next one I caught in the chest, and its ribs burst open while its chest turned into a bloody, open cavity, and its organs were turned into a fine, red mist.

But no matter how many I shot, more came out of the trees. I had a finite number of bullets and possibly a long way to go before we found the breastplate.

I shot another Demon as it leaped at me, and its long arms reached out to try and crush my skull. As my bullet drove into its stomach, the force made the Rueggar fall short of landing on top of me, and I dove away as it exploded. Then I turned and raced to my backpack, while Tiana and Xuag cut more Demons to pieces, and Gwen and Scourge did all they could to restrain the Rueggar.

I quickly found the gauntlets in my backpack and slipped them on, but a huge Rueggar with black and gray fur had snuck up behind me. I turned just in time to catch the Rueggar’s long arms before it could attack me. The gauntlets increased my strength, and I was able to hold the monster back, but it lunged its heavy body forward to push me to the ground with its great body weight.

As I was thrust back, I got my legs under the beast’s chest while its jaws snapped inches from my face. Then I used my legs to launch the huge Rueggar over my head as I hit the ground. I rolled as the black and gray Rueggar slid over the forest floor, and it used its long claws to slow itself. Then it fixed its glowing eyes on me and snarled.

This had to be the pack leader.

The alpha Rueggar dug its hind legs into the dirt and came at me again. Tiana and Xuag were surrounded by the Demons, and Gwen and Scourge’s efforts to hold the rest of the pack back were quickly losing steam.

But if I could kill the leader, the will of the rest of the pack might break.

I ran to meet the alpha, and we crashed into each other with a powerful force. As the Rueggar caught me in a crushing grip, I gripped its upper and lower jaws with my gauntleted hands. I could feel my ribs creak, and the alpha squeezed tighter, but I focused my thoughts on my hands and arms.

As the fucker tried to crush me, I slowly pulled its jaws further apart.

The lead Rueggar’s snarls turned into yelps as I dislocated its lower jaw, but I didn’t stop. Even as I felt one of my ribs crack, I kept up the steady pressure. Then, with a wet pop and a spray of blood, I ripped the lower jaw free of the alpha’s face and threw it on the ground.

The wailing Rueggar dropped me, and my feet hit the dirt.

As the lead Rueggar howled, the other Demons stopped to watch, and I drew my sword and planted my feet. Then I swung back and brought my blade around in a powerful arch, and I sliced the alpha Rueggar’s head clean off its shoulders. The head spun and fell through the air before it hit the ground with a hollow sound. Moments later, the limp body of the Demon folded over and crumpled to the dirt as well.

The pack broke and ran into the trees again.

“Fucking run!” I bellowed after them. “Or I’ll take your heads, too!”

“Don’t chase them, Xuag!” Scourge yelled at the general trying to give chase. “We’re done for now!”

“Cowards!” the big Orc roared, but he stopped at the edge of the treeline.

Once we were sure the battle was over, the five of us regrouped at the tents. Xuag, Tiana, and I dragged the bodies away from the fire, and then we sat on the ground around the warmth of the campfire to catch our breath.

“We should move our position and try to get at least a little rest,” I said. “We won’t set up the tents again. Just find somewhere with a little shelter and sleep for a couple hours. Then we’ll move as fast as we can to find the breastplate.”

“How many magazines do you have left, husband?” Tiana asked as her amber eyes fell to the Galil.

“Three and a half,” I replied and pursed my lips. “Depending on how much trouble we find along the way, I’ll have to be careful with them. Use my sword for smaller threats. Gwen, Scourge, how are you two holding up?”

“Well enough,” the Zencarri man lied as he put on a brave face. “I’ll be fine.”

I didn’t know how true that was, or what the consequences would be if the thief overused his magic. But I could see the deep circles under his eyes. Not only that, but if something happened to Scourge, I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to get back home.

“Some rest would be good,” Gwen replied in a misty voice. “But I agree with Scourge. We’ll do whatever is necessary to find the breastplate and get home.”

“Let’s break down the tents and then find someplace defensible,” I said. “Then we’ll eat something and move on.”

Once we had our camp packed up, we left the forest and the grizzly scene behind us.

The landscape beyond the forest turned into rolling hills of the red grass that turned into rocky cliffs, and I kept an eye out for any landmarks we could use to find our way back if we needed. A weirdly-shaped boulder that looked like a misshapen bear. A stream with a bend in it that almost formed a heart. Anything that stood out.

Eventually, as the clouds broke and it started to rain, we found an alcove in one of the cliffs that was partially sheltered. Xuag took first watch this time, so I could get a little sleep, which I definitely needed.

After we’d rested, we ate a cold meal and left the alcove, and I was able to follow the draw of the magical belt toward our goal.

I could tell the breastplate was getting closer, but that also meant we were closer to whatever the fuck Eddonir had left here to guard it.

The Eye had been guarded by a sorceress and her stone minions, but the sorceress passed away before I got there. Now, I was friends with the Golem and Gargoyles the sorceress had created.

Next, I’d found the gauntlets in the subterranean world under Saint-Porres, in France. They were protected by an entire water-breathing race descended from the Night Elves. That time, I had to fight Eddonir’s heir’s descendant to prove I was worthy of Vallis’ armor.

I didn’t even know what the multi-headed creature that had watched over the sabatons was, but I’d killed that too in the mines of Neclathan.

And who was the towering figure in the forest last night? I could guess he was the guardian here. If that was true, I didn’t think the point of the attack last night was to kill us or even run us off. Whoever the large man was, he might have been trying to size us up.

That was actually kinda smart. Sic a pack of snarling Demons on us and watch what we do from a distance.

I couldn’t imagine the figure in the woods was anyone other than the guardian of the breastplate. Why else drive the Rueggar at us and not stick around to make sure the job was done? The next question was how the guardian knew we were here. Had something about the portal being opened acted like a magical alarm system?

“Did anyone else see the eight-foot-tall silhouette in the woods last night?” I asked the others as we hiked up an incline.

The small cliff and hills had started to rise into the foothills of a mountain I could see in the murky distance. It was hard to see very far in this place, with the perpetual low clouds that never seemed to clear covering the sun. Above us in the east, I could see the vague disk of light somewhere above the ever-present storm, but it was dark and foggy on the ground.

“All I saw was the pit spawn as they swarmed us,” Xuag replied. “That is, until you ripped the jaw off their leader and beheaded him. The way those beasts ran…”

The general shook his head and laughed with amusement at the Rueggar’s cowardice after their alpha had died.

“I didn’t see anyone in the woods,” Scourge chimed in. “But I do seem to remember hearing the crack of a whip. I tried to convince myself later that it was a falling branch, but it’s not the type of sound one quickly forgets.”

“How do you know what a whip sounds like?” Gwen asked with innocent curiosity.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” the thief replied in a flat tone. “But if there was some large person in the forest last night, it’s an even bet that it was the being guarding the breastplate.”

“That’s what I was thinking.” I nodded as I made my way up a rocky incline. “Given what we know about this place, Eddonir, and the armor, does anyone have any guesses who or what is guarding the breastplate?”

“A great, hairy bastard with rows of dagger-like teeth and a magical weapon,” Xuag offered in an excited tone.

“He said what do we think is guarding the breastplate,” Scourge dryly remarked. “Not what you wish is guarding it.”

“Could it be a Giant, or an Ogre?” Tiana suggested. “The rocky terrain would be suitable for such a creature.”

“Or perhaps an Earth Elemental,” Gwen added. “The elemental beings disappeared from The Twilight thousands of years ago. Maybe Eddonir trapped one here?”

“No Elemental could be held that long.” Tiana shook her head. “My people believe they were absorbed into the caves themselves. But from the stories the Dryad elders tell, I couldn’t see Enochian magic having the power to hold an Elemental spirit. Plus, if it was the guardian in the woods last night, wouldn’t an Earth Elemental use rolling boulders, and not a pack of Demons, to attack us?”

“It’s a Demon,” Scourge said suddenly in a sinking voice. “Not one of the lower orders, like a Lesser Demon, or Bone, or the Rueggar. But a real, proper Demon from a pure bloodline.”

“What makes you think that?” I asked the horned man as I paused on top of a rise and looked at him.

“Look at this cursed place,” Scourge answered as he gestured all around us. “The forever storm in the sky and the dead landscape.”

“There are some plants growing here,” Xuag remarked as he looked around.

“Mostly blood grass and a few gnarled trees.” The Zencarri man shook his head. “Maybe a handful of choker vines. Do you feel much life in this place, Tiana?”

“Hardly any,” the Dryad confirmed. “And even the plants that do grow struggle for survival.”

“A dead reality, filled with monsters,” Scourge noted. “The only game we’ve seen any sign of is rodents. Scavengers. No songbirds or bees. No gentle herbivores because all there would be for them to eat is the poisonous grass. This is the realm of a powerful Demon, and one that’s pissed off because it’s been trapped here for ages.”

Despite the thief’s grave warning, I could feel the powerful pull from the Eye of Vallis. We were close to the breastplate now and needed a plan.

The only proper Demons I’d met before were Slake and the Demons she’d fought to save her son, which was maybe the only maternal act Slake had ever performed on Scourge’s behalf. But I also doubted that the Rueggar would be the only lower Demons in this place as well. If the other inhabitants of this place were as scared of the Guardian as the Rueggar had been, then we could be in for a hell of a fight.

“It’s not much further to the breastplate now,” I explained to the others. “And we’ll need a way to get close to the breastplate. I suspect the sooner I can get my hands on it, the easier it will be to fight our way out.”

“I’d love to hear any ideas you might have,” Scourge replied and shuddered. “Just being here, knowing this, makes my skin crawl.”

“I’m not so sure you’ll like it,” I said with an apologetic grin.

“If it would allow us to get home before we have to spend another night here, it’s preferable,” Tiana replied with confidence.

“How are you feeling, Scourge?” I asked.

“Fine,” the thief said in a suspicious voice as his eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”

The Zencarri man did look better after a few hours of sleep, but not fully himself. There were still dark circles under his eyes, and his dark, charcoal skin didn’t have its usual depth of color. But Scourge did seem more vital than he had last night.

“Because we might need a distraction,” I said. “If the Guardian is a Demon, you’re the one out of all of us he’s most likely to believe. You could approach him and say you’re willing to turn against us and help him if he lets you escape this place.”

“Why would a Demon believe me over any of you?” the thief asked as he arched his eyebrow.

“Because you’re half-Demon,” Gwen answered in a gentle, nonjudgmental tone.

“How dare you?” Scourge huffed with an indignant expression.

“Like it or not, friend,” Xuag said as he put his big hand on the Zencarri man’s slender shoulder, “it’s the truth. I know you are not just some fiend of the Pit. Despite your greedy, selfish nature, you’re a good man. You’re brave and powerful, and you have chosen to use that to help Eddie do many great things in our world. But, if a Demon is going to believe any of us, it’s you, because he will assume you are like him. Vile and evil. But we know you are none of those things.”

“I’m almost touched, Xuag,” Scourge drawled as he gave the big man’s hand an affectionate pat. “That was almost a compliment.”

“I wouldn’t travel this far with you if I didn’t believe you were an honorable man,” the general rumbled. “Despite your sharp tongue and overly clever insults, I think of you like a brother. Now, please use your honeyed words to trick this pit spawn so we may go home victorious.”

Scourge smiled at Xuag. Not the horned man’s usual sardonic grin, but one that showed he was genuinely affected by the general’s words.

“Alright,” Scourge said, and his normal sarcastic tone returned as he looked back at me. “I’ll be the bait. What’s the plan after that?”

“I want you to get in as close as you safely can,” I explained. “If there’s trouble, or too many threats for us to take out, you tell us through the Stones or teleport out of there. If that happens, we’ll reassess the situation and come up with something else.”

The Stones didn’t work to call anyone outside of this cursed place, but maybe they’d still work between the Seer Stones we had with us.

“But if the danger isn’t too great,” Tiana said as she started to guess my idea, “then we might be able to sneak in and surround the Demon while he’s distracted by Scourge.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “We should look first for higher ground. That way, I can fire down at the Demon and any little buddies he might have from high up with Tauric’s special bullets. Gwen can use her powers to throw loose rocks down, or make a diversion to help Scourge get away once we’re in position. But, and I can’t stress this enough, if any of you use your magic, don’t push yourselves too far. I don’t want anyone to feel like they have to play hero. We fight smart and watch out for each other. Understood?”

“I’m fine,” Scourge asserted again in a firm voice.

“I never said you weren’t,” I replied as I looked the thief in the eye. “But last night, you were really close to being ‘not fine.’ You’re one of my closest friends. It’s like Xuag said, we’re like brothers, and I wouldn’t want to lose you for any reason.”

“I understand.” The horned man nodded, and his shoulders visibly relaxed. “But I’m not going to eat Crook meat and get a matching tattoo.”

“I’d venture you already have a tattoo from past battles.” Xuag smirked. “And I’m sure Loffred was a worthy opponent.”

“Fuck off, you glorious, tusked bastard,” the Zencarri man retorted with an amused grin.

I smiled and was happy to see the tension that had been building between the two men finally break.

Maybe it was good practice for fatherhood, learning when to step in and tell them to shake and be friends and when to let them work it out on their own.

At the top of the next rise, there was a plateau that stretched to the base of the mountain. The plateau was covered in a rolling field of blood grass and had little in the way of cover, and I checked where the pale circle of light was behind the dark clouds in the sky.

“If that mountain is in the northwest,” I said to the others as I dug out my binoculars, “then the clearing where the portal was is due east from here. Keep that in mind if we get separated for any reason.”

I kneeled down as I looked across the flat plain through the binoculars. Visibility was still low, but I could still see a little further than I could without them.

About a half mile down the plain, I saw a movement and tried to focus in on it. It was three Lesser Demons in the tall grass, bent over something.

As I watched, one of the Lesser Demons reared back as it wrenched at something on the ground and pulled a bloody leg free. I couldn’t tell what kind of animal it was that they’d killed or found dead, but the stump of a leg had a clawed foot and seemed to be from some kind of large bird. Maybe a vulture.

I curled my lip back in disgust. A vulture was about the filthiest creature I could imagine, and I couldn’t understand why anything would want to eat one. Then I looked past the Lesser Demons and their gruesome feast to the base of the mountain. Once I readjusted the binoculars for the distance, I saw the first thing in this horrible place that gave me a little hope.

It was a waterfall.

“Look.” I grinned as I handed Tiana the binoculars. “There’s a waterfall over there. Fuck, I hope it’s the one we’re looking for. The Eye is pulling me that way. We’re almost there. We just have to skirt around some Lesser Demons in the middle of that field.”

“More Demons?” Scourge asked in a resigned voice. “Lovely.”

“They seem pretty distracted,” I replied. “I think they’re eating a vulture. That’s a big bird that eats dead things.”

“Gross,” Gwen said in her airy voice as she wrinkled her nose. “But, as you said, if they have a meal already, they might not notice us as long as we don’t get close.”

“Fingers crossed,” I snorted. “But whatever happens, let’s try to keep it quiet so we can sneak up on the Guardian.”

The party started to inch forward, into the blood grass, and I quickly realized the reason for the name wasn’t just the strange color. The serrated blades clung to our clothing and scratched any exposed skin. Tiana did what she could and made the grass part slightly as we waded through it, but we all still got our share of nicks.

We gave the Lesser Demons a wide berth, but it was tense going as we passed the spot where I had seen them moments ago by several yards.

As the blood grass parted just inches in front of me, I found I was holding my breath. We tried to keep our heads below the top of the grass so the Lesser Demons wouldn’t see us and possibly give away our position, but I couldn’t hear them. I’d expected to hear the sound of their chewing, or possibly a scuffle over the last of the carcass, but I didn’t hear anything.

I was about to breathe a quiet sigh of relief as we passed the point I believed the lower order of Demon had been, when a horrible, skeletal face abruptly appeared in front of me. The Lesser Demon’s black, pockmarked skin was stretched tightly over its skull, and it had mad, bulging eyes.

Fucking ugly bastard.

As the thing hissed in my face and bared its yellowed teeth, still dripping with tendons and muscle fiber, I pulled out my sword and swung upward. I’d forgotten how soft-bodied this type of Demon was, and my razor-sharp sword slid right through its bony neck.

The Lesser Demon made half a croaking noise before it was cut off as its head came free of its shoulders. Behind me, I heard Xuag grunt as a second Lesser Demon came out of the blood grass, and the general greeted it with his axe in the thing’s chest.

But where was the third one?

I stood up from my crouched position to look over the top of the tall grass. Then I spotted the third fucker about ten yards ahead, and it was running away on all fours. It must have seen what Xuag and I did to its buddies.

All I had to do was point at the Lesser Demon and look at Tiana. The Dryad nodded, stood, and then threw her spear in a graceful arc over the top of the slowly swaying blood grass. The point of the spear turned downward, and moments later it planted itself between the Lesser Demon’s shoulder blades.

A year ago, three Lesser Demons would have been a problem. But now they had been little more than a minor annoyance. I was proud of myself and my friends. It didn’t matter which of my warrior wives I was with, or what friends I had along. I knew I could trust them, and we’d learned how to fight and work together after any enemy.

As we approached the waterfall at the base of the mountain, I was filled with a certainty of victory, even against such high stakes.

We were ready for the Guardian.


Chapter Eighteen

The land was more rocky closer to the mountain. We could hear the rush of the waterfall between two long outcroppings of stone, and when we were a quarter-mile away, I called a halt so we could go over the plan one last time.

“Remember, Scourge,” I said one more time, “do whatever you have to, but don’t overuse your power. Even if you’re not worried about yourself, remember it was your Enochian magic that got us here, and we’ll likely need it to get home.”

“I won’t fail you, Eddie,” Scourge replied as he placed his hand on my arm.

It was a rare moment of seriousness from the thief. No smarmy jokes, or glib deflections. Then the horned man turned and headed toward the waterfall.

The rest of us split up. Tiana and Xuag stayed on the ground so they could easily get up close for a melee fight, but Gwen and I started to climb up the side of the outcropping. We stayed out of sight of the open area between the two wide arms of the outcroppings, but I did pause long enough to see Scourge enter the bowl of the grotto below.

The waterfall emptied into a deep pool of clear water, and there was a rocky ledge that skirted the pool. The rocks looked wet and slippery, but from what I could see, they did lead around the pool and behind the falls. The Zencarri man stopped at the edge of the pool and looked around, but there was no sign of the Guardian.

I briefly questioned if this really was the right place, but the Eye’s thrum was the most powerful it had been since we’d gone through the portal.

“Hello?” The thief’s voice echoed through the still air as Gwen and I continued our climb to find a ledge where we could have a clear view of the bowl and stay out of sight until something happened.

“Is anyone here?” I heard Scourge’s voice say.

I pulled myself up onto a rock shelf, and then I helped Gwen climb onto it with me. It wasn’t very wide, but wide enough to stay hidden until the Guardian showed up. I kept my Galil close at hand, and I knelt on one knee as I watched Scourge down below.

The horned man was smart and didn’t glance up to check if we’d found a high position, but I did see Scourge glance at the waterfall. Just as the thief started to move around the pool, there was a disturbance in the water, so I shouldered my Galil and trained it on the bubbles that boiled up from the center of the pool.

Steam began to burst from the bubbles on the water’s surface as a film of mist formed, and Scourge took a reactive step back from the edge of the pool when something breached the surface. For a split second, I thought it was a chunk of cracked and porous lava rock, but as a pair of wide shoulders lifted above the turbulent water, I realized the rock had been the back of a head.

When the form had fully emerged from the water, he was eight feet tall. It was the Guardian. He was almost naked except for a brief loincloth, and the Guardian’s skin looked the same as his head. Nearly black, cracked, and the texture of a porous rock. I couldn’t see the Guardian’s face, but as I looked through the scope on the Galil, I could see Scourge’s eyes bulge for a moment as he stared up at the behemoth.

The Demon stood on the boiling water as if it were solid ground, and the air filled with the smell of sulfur. Then he walked up to the shoreline to look down at Scourge. The Guardian was covered in swollen muscles, and there was a faint, molten glow under cracks in his diseased-looking skin.

“I know who you are,” the Zencarri man intoned to the huge Demon.

“Then say it,” the Guardian replied, with a slight challenge in his gravelly voice.

The look on Scourge’s face told me he’d rather do anything other than say this Demon’s name, but he did it anyway.

“You are Malachite, Lord of Devastation and the seventh Prince of the Deeper Dark. But why are you here?”

“Vallis betrayed our kind, and Trarnen with him,” Malachite growled. “When Eddonir slayed the Demon King, the Night Elf chief used the incredible power of his death to trap the rest of the Demon Lords in the pit, while I was trapped in a vessel and carried here.”

I counted the Demon Lords off on my fingers. Chaos, Scales, Rapacity, The Wastes, Enigma, and now Devastation. There was one prince missing.

Fuck. Guess I’d put a pin in that problem for later.

Xuag, are you and Tiana in place? I asked through the Stones.

We’ve taken up a position about ten yards away from Scourge, Xuag answered. By the gods that’s an ugly bastard.

I made the leap that the general meant Malachite and not Scourge.

Keep a close eye and be ready for anything, I ordered. This is already feeling too easy.

I was born ready for this, Little Brother. I’ll wait for your or Scourge’s signal.

“Is there any small way I can help you, my lord?” Scourge asked in an ingratiating tone. “Free you from this prison?”

“What of the others you came with?” Malachite rumbled. “Where are they?”

“Lost in this blasted landscape,” the thief replied as he stooped his shoulders to appear more submissive. “I led them astray when I realized what this place is. I knew if the Night Elves went to so much trouble to make a prison like this one, it couldn’t be just for some lost trinket. They were afraid of something and wanted to lock it away for all time. Now that I see you, I understand. But why did you not just open the portal from this side and escape?”

“Because I am bound to this trinket, as you call it,” the Guardian intoned as I carefully aimed for the back of his head. “For as long as it remains, so too will I. Now come, Bearer of the Eye! Try your luck with a true Lord of the Pit!”

Then Malachite turned his head to look up at the edge where Gwen and I were hidden.

The Lord of Devastation had two hollows where eyes should have been that oozed black ichor. Two flat slits were all he had of a nose, and the ridges that acted as his lips were cracked and opened just slightly too wide. The Guardian’s teeth were broken and had some kind of green and black mold growing on them, and I felt my lip curl with disgust.

He was fucking ugly on a level I’d never imagined.

“You got it!” I growled as I looked back at the Lord of Devastation and then squeezed the trigger on the Galil.

Malachite’s head snapped back as my bullet sailed right into one of his grotesque eye sockets.

I wasn’t sure how much damage that caused, since the Demon Lord seemed to be able to see without eyes in the first place, but I’d still delivered one of Tauric’s enchanted bullets deep into his head.

This would be a good test to see how much the magical bullets affected Demon Lords.

Unfortunately, they didn’t seem to be lethal at this point in time. Instead of crumpling to the ground, the Lord of Devastation just glared at me and raised his arms as a massive, flaming sword appeared in one hand. I kept my focus and pumped two more shots into his chest, and Malachite called out in Enochian. The Demon’s voice rose as he used the same thaumaturgy Amrila could use, but he didn’t seem to notice the two shots I’d fired into him.

Then Malachite turned on Scourge and swung his burning sword in a low arch. Thankfully, the thief disappeared in a whirl of black mist a heartbeat before the blade would have caught him in the side. The Demon Lord roared in frustration, but his magically augmented voice was joined by a chorus of hellish shrieks, grunts, and snarls.

All orders of lower Demons began to appear from the ground, noxious water, and rocks. Dust Demons, Lesser Demons, and more. From the water came creatures that resembled the Dust Demons, but their skin had the rotted bloat of a drowning victim. I could also hear the howls of the Rueggar in the distance.

I aimed for Malachite again, but a sudden movement to my left distracted me. A Shadow Demon manifested itself on the rocks above my head, but a powerful blast of wind hit the bastard and sent it flying into the air as Gwen reacted.

I followed the arc of the Shadow Demon’s rise with my scope and rapid-fired three rounds. Before the fucker reached the peak of its arc, it exploded in a flash of light from the magical bullets.

Meanwhile, Xuag and Tiana had rushed into the basin below and stood back to back as they laid into the unexpected onslaught of the demonic horde. Scourge was nowhere in sight, and I hoped that meant he’d taken my warning not to overextend himself for now.

“We need to get down there,” I rumbled as I turned to Gwen. “Stay close to me!”

There was no easy way down, but the slope of the rock face on the side of the waterfall was a steady decline. I leaped onto it and leaned back as I slid down the mountainside, toward the basin.

Gwen jumped too, and she used her wind powers to help slow her descent. It was a little like grinding along a long rail on a skateboard in middle school, and when I was close to the bottom, I tucked, rolled, and popped back up in time to fire at a Lesser Demon that reared up in front of me.

As the soft-bodied bastard exploded, Gwen lightly touched down next to me, and I handed the Spiran woman my Glock. All my wives had trained with firearms, and while Gwen wasn’t the best shot, she’d be able to defend herself at close range. The pearl-skinned woman chambered a round in a smooth motion, and she nodded to let me know she was ready.

The rocks underfoot were slick, and the smell of sulfur was almost enough to choke me, but the two of us moved forward at a steady pace. In front of us, three of the rotted Demons clambered onto the slick rocks next to the pool and tried to block the way. I dropped to one knee as Gwen stood behind me, and as the first Demon skittered across the stones at us, Gwen fired twice over my head.

The first bullet caught the bloated fucker in the shoulder, but the second one hit center mast.

As the first Demon fell back into the water, I fired at the two behind it. The rotten prick in front stumbled back into the other one, and they both tripped onto the wet rocks. I quickly advanced while they were down and shot the two Demons in the head. Then I kicked their bodies into the water to clear our path as the first Rot Demon’s body exploded in the pool and sent up a geyser of toxic water and fetid chunks of flesh.

Malachite was still on the shore twenty yards away from me as he chanted in the language of Demons. Just as Ursenger had, the Lord of Devastation began to bulge and swell, but the Demon Lord’s body didn’t distort and deform the way the Mad Chief had. Malachite’s magic wasn’t chaotic and corrupted, like Belzat’s magic. Instead, it was like a lava flow, slow and methodical.

As Malachite’s body grew, the cracks in his skin opened further to reveal the magma-like glow. Then the ground started to rumble under our feet, and I suddenly understood.

The Lord of Devastation. Malachite held the power of natural disasters.

Xuag and Tiana held their own against the mass of Demons, but they were woefully outnumbered. Then Scourge appeared three feet above the general and the Dryad, and the thief slashed his dagger across his arm as he fell. As the horned man hit the ground, a cage of barbed blood ropes popped into place around the three of them and pushed back the Demons that had surrounded Tiana and Xuag.

I heard Scourge shout something in Enochian, and the blood cage burst apart and threw barbs three hundred and sixty degrees outward. The Demons screamed and howled as they were hit with the coagulated shrapnel, and the blood barbs devastated Malachite’s minions and freed Tiana and Xuag to go on the offensive.

“Scourge!” I yelled over the din. “Get Gwen somewhere safer!”

The thief looked around, spotted us, and then vanished in a black whirl.

As I fired at two Dust Demons that rushed us, Scourge reappeared behind me. The Zencarri man wrapped his arms around the Spiran woman’s waist, and the two of them disappeared again.

I switched my focus back to Malachite. The Demon Lord was now ten feet tall, and as the big bastard turned to look at me, I could see a faint, white light in one empty eye socket.

I smirked as I took aim again. Tauric’s bullets worked on Demon Lords, it was just slower than it was for the lower Demons. I quickly fired three more rounds at Malachite. The impact of the bullets didn’t have much effect as the Demon Lord slowly advanced on me, but this was a war of attrition.

I ran across the last of the slick stones and blew three more Dust Demons out of my way.

As I broke through the clouds of dust, an earth tremor almost threw me into the sulfurous water. Then my Pro Xs cut out all sound as the top of the mountain above us exploded. I steadied myself before I could lose my balance, and I ran onto the beach around the pool as rock and ash fell around me.

Malachite gave a fierce, broken-toothed grin as he got within ten feet of me and lifted his sword. There was no doubt in my mind that the Lord of Devastation was insanely strong, but his size made him slow as fuck. I shouldered my Galil and got off two more rounds into the bastard’s chest, and then I ducked the swing of the flaming sword and dove between Malachite’s tree trunk-sized legs.

I had no idea where Scourge had taken Gwen, but it couldn’t have been far, because a breeze rose up to clear away the suffocating ash that slowly fell from the erupting mountaintop. Xuag and Tiana were still working together to slash their way through the decimated Demon army, but there were still dozens of Demons on the beach.

As I slid on my back and came out the other side of Malachite’s legs, I let loose a rain of bullets into the asshole’s spine. The Demon Lord roared again as his back arched. When my Galil finally clicked as the mag ran out, I had made a round hole that now glowed white as Tauric’s bullets reacted to the Demon blood and each other.

I knew from my fight with Ursenger and other demonic enemies that the bullets worked best when there was a fuck-ton of them grouped together.

It was about to get fucking messy.

I jumped to my feet and dodged Malachite’s next enraged blow. As I juked out of the way, the burning blade hit the sand hard enough to launch a wave of glass shards. The superheated sword had melted the sand in an instant, and it definitely would have sliced me in two if I was an instant slower.

But I wasn’t done yet.

I put some distance between myself and the giant Demon as I slapped in a new mag. Then I turned to face the Lord of Devastation.

“Don’t go to pieces,” I mocked the Guardian as I shouldered my rifle one last time.

Then I opened fire and squeezed the trigger again and again.

Malachite lumbered toward me as I kept my aim at his chest, and the Demon Lord raised his sword in presumed triumph as he closed the gap. Then, with his sword held over his head ready to cut me down, Malachite paused. Fear etched itself across the big fucker’s face, and I just grinned back at him.

The white light grew to a blinding radiance, and then the bullet in the bastard’s empty eye socket exploded. Just like a chain reaction, the other bullets went off, one after another. Malachite’s chest burst, and the basin was filled with a brilliant light.

I covered my eyes so I wouldn’t be temporarily blinded.

When I was able to look again, the beachhead was covered in charred bits of the Lord of Devastation and the now dead bodies of what was left of his army. Malachite was no more than a pile of rubble, and it seemed his army had died with him.

Tiana and Xuag stood stunned for a moment, and then the general raised his arms and shouted out a battle cheer.

“Five against three score!” the fierce Orc shouted. “A battle for the ages! Today, you have a new title, Brother! Slayer of Demon Lords!”

“It was just the one!” I laughed and felt a little carried away by Xuag’s infectious enthusiasm. “But Bhakoth will be thrilled.”

Moments later, Scourge and Gwen appeared on the beach in a puff of dark smoke.

“You did it!” Gwen giggled as she ran toward me and flung her slender arms around my neck.

“Of course he did,” Tiana purred as she too came up to congratulate me with hugs and kisses. “Our husband is the greatest warrior alive.”

“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I chuckled as I glanced up at the still smoking mountain.

Then, once my wives were willing to release me from their affections, I made my way back along the wet rocks toward the waterfall. As I passed behind the rushing water, the alcove looked just like it had in my vision, and the Eye of Vallis started to glow in the presence of the breastplate with a set of scales inlaid in gold.

As I lifted the breastplate from its ledge, I could feel its power surge through me.

Well done, Eddie Hill, I heard the voice of Vallis whisper in my mind.

“I’m not doing this for you,” I said out loud in a firm voice. “Let’s just be clear about that.”

Then I tucked the breastplate under my arm and walked back to my friends.

The clouds overhead had started to clear and let the light of the now setting sun through in places, and the five of us started the long journey back. The mountain behind us continued to smoke, but it didn’t belch any more ash or molten rock.

We camped briefly in the same alcove under the cliffs to get some rest. By my judgment, we’d been away from home about a week, and I hoped Amrila hadn’t had our daughter yet.

When we woke up the next morning, birdsong filled the air.

“This land is coming back to life.” Tiana smiled as she looked up at the now clear sky. “Do you think all the Demons here are gone?”

“All the ones on the beach died when Malachite did.” I nodded as we finished up breakfast. “So I think that’s a safe bet.”

“To be fair,” Xuag chuckled as he ate the last pepperoni roll, “we slayed the bulk of them before the Demon Lord exploded.”

“Can we break camp and go home?” Scourge said in a plaintive voice as he sipped his tea. “I just want a warm bed and to drink myself sick on boba.”

“Yeah,” I snorted. “I’m sure the other ladies are all sick with worry by now. Let’s see if we can find the portal home.”

When we got back to the clearing, the remains of the rock Golem were still scattered around. Sprouts of new plants had emerged from the ground, and there was a green blush of moss on the inert boulders.

But there was still no sign of the portal.

Scourge looked to be in better health, but as he tried to recreate the ritual to open the gateway, there was no effect. I tried to stay positive, since Vallis had hinted that the way might reveal itself once Malachite was dead.

“Maybe we got turned around in the fight,” I suggested. “Would that matter? If you tried to do the ritual anywhere other than right in front of the portal?”

“It might.” The thief shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“How will we find the right spot?” Xuag asked. “This is a fairly large clearing, and it could exhaust Scourge to try the ritual too many times.”

“Maybe I can help,” Gwen said as she wrinkled her forehead in thought. “Perhaps we just can’t see what’s right in front of us.”

The Spiran woman slowly lifted her hands and filled the meadow with a warm breeze. The wind picked up leaves and dirt, and as it grew stronger, the debris whirled around in the air.

“Holy shit.” I grinned and pointed. “Look over there!”

We must have gotten turned around in the fight with the Golem on the day we arrived. The place where we’d thought the portal was had been all wrong, and that’s why the ritual had failed.

Because there, twelve feet from where we’d assumed the portal had been, was the outline of the archway, revealed by Gwen’s dust storm.

“Let’s get the hell out of here.” I smirked.


Chapter Nineteen

Scourge performed the ritual again, and the portal lit up. All of us breathed a sigh of relief as we stepped through and found ourselves in a balmy Ohio night, back in Cuyahoga.

“It was light on the other side,” Xuag remarked as we looked around the unchanged clearing back in our own world.

“Like I mentioned before,” Scourge said as he sat on the green grass and waited for the wave of nausea from the journey to pass. “Time can work differently in a pocket dimension.”

“I wonder what day it is,” I mused as I looked at my now dead phone. “I would use the Stones to call home, but by the look of the sky, I’d guess it’s past midnight.”

“It might be good to call anyway,” Tiana replied. “See how Amrila is doing.”

“It’d be a few hours before we could get home anyway.” I shrugged. “I’ll charge my phone when we get to the Jeep. If anything happened, Ibseth or someone would have left a message. For now, we’ll assume everything’s alright and let them sleep.”

“I suppose if it’s that late, boba will have to wait until the morning,” Scourge sighed as he got back to his feet.

“The matcha boba is my favorite,” Gwen said in her sweet voice as she helped the thief stand.

“That one is pretty good.” Scourge grinned and gave the Spiran woman a brotherly hug. “We’ll get two of their largest. Two each. Then sit and think about nothing the rest of the day.”

“Are gasses stations open at this hour?” Xuag asked as we started to make the long trek back to the Rubicon. “Pepperoni rolls sound good right now.”

“As long as I don’t have any emergency messages, we can make a pit stop.” I nodded. “We can get some birch beers, too. I haven’t had one in a while, and being back home has me all nostalgic.”

I wanted nothing more than to be home already, but before we left the clearing, we had one last promise to keep.

Xuag took his axe to the branch archway and reduced it to a pile of twigs, and the rest of us scattered what was left around the clearing, just in case. The wind seemed to pick up as we surveyed our handywork, which caused the leaves to rustle. It almost sounded like applause, and I turned to Gwen and Tiana.

“Are you guys doing this?” I asked.

“No.” Gwen shook her head and looked to Tiana, who was now wearing a small smile.

“The forest is thanking us,” the Dryad said as she nodded toward the treeline on the opposite side of the clearing.

I followed her line of sight, and in the shadows between the massive trunks, I spotted a towering figure silently watching us.

The Grassman and I stared at each other for an endless moment, and then he melted back into the shadows.

I grinned as I felt a sense of accomplishment, and I couldn’t wait to tell Jay that I’d actually met the fucking Grassman.

I chuckled and shook my head, and then we started the hike back to the Rubicon. By the time we got back to the trails, the sun had started to come up, and I tilted my face up and felt grateful to see the familiar celestial orb.

I was glad to see the Jeep hadn’t been towed, or given a ticket for parking too long, but I was too tired and ready to be back with my wives to think about it much. Once we’d loaded our gear into the back, we got in the Rubicon. Then I plugged in my phone, started the Jeep, and drove toward the entrance of the park.

Before we’d left the park, Scourge had started to snore in the backseat, with his head rested on Xuag’s shoulder. The general was a good sport about the matter and just let the Zencarri man sleep.

It was comfortingly silent for a while, until my phone came back to life and dinged several times with new messages.

I pulled over to check and make sure there wasn’t anything urgent. There were only one or two messages from my wives, just asking how the trip was going and saying they loved me. Then I looked at the day and time and couldn’t believe what I saw. Now that I was in a service area, my phone had updated the date and time, but it couldn’t be right.

“We weren’t even in the pocket dimension a whole hour,” I breathed.

“What?” Tiana replied as she pulled her attention from the trees outside the window. “Are you sure? We were there for two days.”

“If I take into account how long it took us to hike back to the Jeep, we might have been gone two or three hours at most.”

“That’s wonderful!” Tiana giggled. “After all that talk from Scourge, I was half afraid we’d get back, and it would be a thousand years later. But we were only gone a few hours!”

“Well, let’s get some pepperoni rolls and soda to celebrate!” I chuckled as I put the Rubicon back in gear.

“Hear, hear!” Xuag exclaimed with a hearty laugh that woke up a grumbling Scourge.

We ended up eating at the diner of a truck stop.

It was good to have some real, freshly made food after roughing it for so long. We did get some weird looks, since most of us were still covered with bits of ash and questionable brown stains that couldn’t be washed off in a stream on the way back to the car. But we did get the pepperoni rolls and birch beers in old-fashioned glass bottles, and when we pulled into the cul-de-sac it was still morning.

There had been good progress on the security wall. The gate wasn’t up yet, but from what I could see, the bulk of the rest of the wall had been built. Some of Grant’s crew was already at work, and I was sure we’d have our wall before the week was over.

“We’re home!” I called out when the five of us walked into Ibseth’s house.

“Eddie!” Ibseth cheered as she ran into the living room and threw her arms around me.

Within minutes, my other wives had been called over to welcome us home. It was easily twenty minutes of kisses, warm words, and a million questions about what had happened.

Our family, Xuag, and Scourge all gathered in the kitchen so we could tell the others how the past few days had gone. The general took delight in telling the women about each fight in great detail, and Amrila in particular was interested in those stories.

“It’s not fair,” the horned woman pouted as Xuag finished the story about the Golem. “Everything fun happens when I’m not there.”

“You’re as bad as he is,” Scourge snorted as he jerked a thumb at the Orcish man.

“I thought you might feel that way.” I grinned as I reached into my backpack. “That’s why I got you this. Think of it as an early push present.”

I handed Amrila the cracked, opalescent jewel that we’d popped from the Golem’s chest.

“Oh, Eddie,” Amrila purred as she held the damaged jewel in her hands. “This is the most romantic gift you’ve ever given me.”

After we’d caught the ladies up, the rest of us got showers for the first time in days, and then we decided to spend the early afternoon by the pool in Gwen and Sigrith’s backyard. It was the first time we’d really gotten to use it this year. The women all got into the sexy bikinis from our vacation in Europe, and Xuag was somehow able to squeeze into a spare set of my swim trunks.

Scourge and Sigrith lounged in a shady patch of the yard, and the thief had offered to watch Wyatt so Ibseth could relax in the pool for a bit.

“It must have been frightening, not knowing if you’d be able to get back home,” the curvy Elf said as we floated next to each other.

“I knew I would find a way back to all of you,” I replied as I took her hand and kissed it. “Of course I was worried. Who wouldn’t be? But I did what I always do. I kept calm, relied on good friends, and we all figured it out together.”

“Eddie always comes home,” Bolra said with a mysterious smile.

After we all dried off, I took us all out to lunch at one of our favorite local spots.

We ordered almost the entire menu, and I made sure to leave a handsome tip for our server for all the extra effort she put in. Then we went back home to enjoy the rest of our day, but soon, Xuag and Scourge decided it was time for them to go back to The Gloom.

“I’ll see you both soon,” I said as I shook their hands. “I’ve got to come and visit Nileme and Pregia, since they’ve both been busy running their cities.”

“And Ondur’s wedding will be soon,” Scourge replied with a foxlike grin. “It’s going to be the event of the ages. Just think about all the rich, gullible officials that will be there. I can’t wait.”

“Just don’t make too much trouble,” I snorted. “Remember that Ondur is family.”

“You’ll never know about any of the trouble I make.” The thief smirked. “Or else I’ll retire for good, you have my word.”

“Come to dinner sometime,” Xuag said as he pulled me into a brotherly hug. “And let us know as soon as Amrila goes into labor. Tanya has made it very clear she wants to be there for that.”

“Oh, yes!” Amrila giggled. “It’d be good to have her here. Especially since Eddie is insisting that I don’t give birth on the battlefield.”

“It just doesn’t sound very sanitary,” I chuckled. “Maybe if we had a big war going on, I’d consider it. But, as much as I love you, I’m not going to start one just so you can have a baby in the middle of it.”

“Spoilsport,” the Zencarri woman replied with a playful wink.

“But what about the last two pieces of armor?” Scourge asked me in a more serious tone. “Have you had any hint where they might be yet?”

“No.” I shook my head. “The first time, I had to convince the Eye to show me anything. But since then, it’s gotten easier. This last time, the vision came in a dream, but as soon as I have any idea, I’ll let you both know.”

After one final round of goodbyes, the two men headed down through the metal door between the lilac bushes. I stood there in the big backyard with my wives gathered around me for a few moments, and I just enjoyed the quiet of the late Ohio afternoon.

“Who wants to get the grill started while I go out and buy us some streaks?” I grinned at my beautiful, sexy wives.

“I will,” Manon replied with a throaty laugh.

“Perfect,” I snorted. “I’ll get some beer while I’m out, too.”

I grabbed my keys and took my old truck into town.

This wasn’t a grocery store kinda trip, so I headed out to the outskirts of Westherst where there was an old-fashioned style butcher shop. The building had a very particular fragrance of blood and industrial-strength cleaning products that told me I was in the right place.

I took a numbered ticket from the electronic dispenser at the door and waited my turn. Then, when I got up to the counter, I looked over the various cuts on offer.

“Hey,” the middle-aged man on the other side of the glass display said with a curious expression. “Aren’t you that guy who just opened the range on the other side of town?”

“That’s me.” I nodded as I reached across the counter to shake the man’s hand. “Eddie Hill.”

“I’m Mike,” the gentleman replied. “I own this place. I’ve been dying to get out to your range and check it out. All my buddies say it’s great. Have you joined the Chamber of Commerce yet?”

“No.” I shook my head. “But my partner has been part of it for ages. Nathan Pearson.”

“I know Nate,” Mike snorted as he put on a pair of thin nitrile gloves. “Good guy. He’s a little kooky, but Nate’s always ready to step up to the plate when it’s time to organize the annual street fair or any charity event.”

“That sounds like Nate.” I grinned.

“What can I get you?” Mike asked as he spread his hands over the bounty of meats in front of him. “I’ll give you the small business owner discount. We gotta look out for each other, after all.”

“Thanks,” I said and was impressed by the friendly gesture. “How many of these porterhouses do you have on hand?”

Mike’s generosity helped remind me that the people in Westherst were solid, salt of the earth people.

It was a good thing too, because it was easy to forget that after my experience with the busybodies at the Town Hall meeting. Not everyone felt the need to put their nose in the business of others, and the majority of people here just wanted to live and let live.

Along with the steaks, I got some chicken wings, artisan hotdogs they made on site, and angus ground beef that would keep well in the large deep freezer Ibseth had in the garage. Then I paid for the lot and headed to the drive-thru for some beer and soft drinks. The last stop was at the deli in the grocery store for some sides, and then I was on my way back home.

Manon had the grill warmed up by the time I returned, and as I cooked up the steaks, Ibseth got the sides ready with Gwen and Sigrith’s help. Bolra and Tiana played with some of the garms in the yard to make sure they got the exercise they needed. Amrila, now nine months pregnant, got to relax in the shade while Manon rubbed the horned woman’s sore feet, and Wyatt calmly played in the Pack ‘N Play a few feet from me.

It was my own strange version of the American Dream, and I grilled in the fading afternoon light with a beer in hand. As far as my life on the surface went, it was just about as perfect as things could be. Even thoughts of Belzat plotting in the Deeper Dark couldn’t dampen my spirits in that moment.

Once the steaks were ready, we all sat around the long table in Ibseth’s dining room.

“Ondur and Syneath’s wedding will be soon,” Ibseth remarked as she cut up her steak. “I was thinking I could go to the Capital for a little while and help with the planning. They want to find a mix of Yennih and Dolrath traditions for the ceremonies.”

“That sounds nice.” I nodded.

“Maybe I could go with you,” Manon offered. “It would be a great way to learn more about your people and The Gloom.”

“Oh!” The white-haired woman smiled ear to ear. “That would be lovely! The Capital is a wonderful city. But we’ll also need to come back for Jay and Enid’s wedding next month.”

“I almost forgot that was coming up,” I chuckled as I took a bite of potato salad. “Sounds like we’re gonna have a full dance card for a while.”

I didn’t mind. I was at that age where weddings and baby showers were getting more common. There were worse things than having a party to go to every few weeks or so.

After dinner, we all went into the living room to find a movie to watch. Ibseth came down the stairs after she’d put Wyatt down for the night, and we started a romantic comedy as my wives snuggled up around me in their soft, cozy loungewear.

Since it was hot outside, the flannels of winter had been switched out for thin silks and satins, and I definitely wasn’t complaining.

After the movie, I gave all of my wives several kisses and then went with Bolra to her house for the night. The pretty Orc wasn’t far behind Amrila in her pregnancy, and there was something about her round belly and full breasts that I found so beautiful. They were signs of our love for each other, and the family we were about to start.

“This place feels like paradise,” Bolra said with a contented sigh as she touched her head to my shoulder. “You’ve given us so much, beloved.”

“It’s nothing compared to what all of you give me.” I grinned and wrapped my arm around her. “My life is filled with more love than I could have ever imagined. When I’m away, I miss your calm presence and the way you always seem to know what to say to remind me that everything is going to turn out alright.”

“Nothing could make me more pleased,” the seer replied. “You’re my dream come true, Eddie. And that’s a rare and precious thing.”

As we reached Bolra’s porch, I paused and looked at her before we went inside.

The mystic was a vision in the moonlight, with her long, auburn hair and smooth, green-toned skin. Even Bolra’s slight tusks that peeked over her full, upturned lips were sexy.

“I’m lucky to be loved by you,” I rumbled as I gently caressed her soft cheek. “You could have had any man between Khet’Eran and Tors Bane, but you chose me.”

“That’s because you are like no other,” Bolra purred as she looked at me with those emerald eyes. “Not your wealth or titles, but who you are. After all you’ve achieved, your heart remains pure. That’s why I love you and no other.”

I was no longer able to resist the mystic’s effortless charm, so I leaned down and kissed her soft lips.

The pretty Orc sighed with desire and ran her fingers through my hair. What was it about that simple action that was such a turn-on? The feel of a woman’s hands as they came up the back of my neck and raked through my hair while she lost herself in a moment of passion.

I pulled Bolra closer as our tongues sought each other out, and I fumbled for the doorknob. The scent of the seer’s hair and the warmth of her skin filled my senses and caused a physical reaction that made even the small task of opening a door difficult. But I finally managed to turn the knob, and the two of us stumbled inside in a rain of kisses, sighs, and giggles.

I shut the door behind us, and Bolra took my hand and led me to the couch in her cozy, bohemian living room.

“I want to feel your magnificent cock,” Bolra breathed as she unbuckled my jeans and slipped her hand down my abs and into my boxer briefs. “Oh, husband. You’re soooo hard!”

“You make me hard, baby,” I growled as she started to slowly stroke my throbbing erection. “Fuuuck! I want you so bad right now.”

“Then take me.” The mystic smirked as she removed her hand from my pants.

Then Bolra pulled her gauzy nightdress over her head to reveal her beautiful body. The Orcish woman didn’t have a bra on, and her rosy nipples were pert and aroused above the tender swell of her pregnant belly. I grinned, pulled off my shirt, and threw it on the ground, and I grabbed Bolra and began to kiss her neck, collarbone, and finally her perfect breasts.

“Oh!” Bolra called out as I playfully sucked on her nipple, and her fingers tangled in my hair again. “Uhhhh, gods! I’m so weeeet for you, Eddie! Please, touch me.”

I put one arm behind Bolra’s back and eased her down onto the couch as she squirmed with desire. Then I slid my other hand up her silky thigh and pulled off her flimsy panties before I tossed them across the room as well. As her legs fell open in invitation, I dragged my fingertips over her slit and found her already dripping.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” I rumbled as I slid two fingers in her slick channel. “I want you to cum for me. Cum on my hand, and I’ll give you my cock.”

“Yessssss!” Bolra mewled as I worked my fingers in and out. “That feeeeels sooo good!”

I stared down at my wife as I watched her squirm, but then the writhing mystic pulled my face back to her breast so I could lick and suck the sensitive buds of her nipples.

“Ahhh, Eddie,” Bolra whimpered, and I felt her walls pulse around my fingers as she grew even wetter. “Ooooh, fuck! I’m sooo close-- Uhhhh!”

Bolra’s back arched as she came hard, and I worked her through her orgasm until she whined with oversensitivity. Then I pulled out my fingers from her wet pussy and licked her sweet juices as she watched with a shy smile.

“Fuck me, husband,” the seer pleaded. “I neeeed to feel you inside me!”

“Yes, ma’am.” I quickly dropped my jeans and boxers as Bolra made room for me on the couch.

I’d barely sat down when the green-eyed woman was on top of me, and she was clearly eager for my hard cock. Then, as Bolra guided my erection into her tight pussy, she threw her head back in ecstasy.

“Fuck yeeeesssss!” I snarled as a burst of endorphins shot through my veins. “God, you’re amazing.”

“Uhhh, uhh, uhhhhhh!” Bolra exclaimed as she started to lift herself up and down with her supple, but fit thighs. “Your cock feeeeels so gooooood, beloved!”

Each slap on Bolra’s soft ass against my lap brought a fresh wave of pleasure, and my eyes roamed over her pleasure-contorted face, to her bouncing breasts, and then down to her pregnant belly. I placed my hands around the taut skin, and then I clenched my thigh muscles and thrusted upward to meet the seer’s steady rhythm. Time lost all meaning as we moved together and built up speed, and I could feel my member swell until it was almost painful.

“Fuck!” I growled as I pumped my hips for all I was worth. “Cum for me, Bolra! Uhhh, I want to feel you cum on my cock!”

“I-I’m nearly-- Uhhhhhhh, yessssss!” Bolra screamed with delight as her pussy clenched around my manhood and sent me over the edge.

“Shit!” I rumbled and then chuckled as my head swam from the rush of pushing my seed deep inside my hot wife.

The mystic collapsed against my chest, and I held her for a while as we enjoyed the afterglow of our lovemaking.

Then we took a warm shower together, and we were unable to help fooling around a little more in the hot spray of water. I made her cum one more time for good measure before I carried her to bed, and we curled up and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

The night was warm, and I felt more content than ever as I slept peacefully next to my wife. I didn’t dream about the Armor of Vallis, or Demon Lords. Instead, my dreams were filled with the sound of laughing children. I could see Wyatt, maybe seven years older, as he threw a baseball to one of the twins. A sturdy Orcish boy with proud tusks like his uncle’s, and he threw the ball back to his brother with a fierce glint in his green eyes.

Another more studious Orcish boy helped his stepmothers, Ibseth and Tiana, pull weeds from the garden. This boy had his mother’s gentle spirit and was always ready to help with chores without complaint. Then I saw a beautiful little Zencarri girl run past as an athletic Night Elf boy chased her in a very serious game of tag. They both had my black hair and blue eyes.

The Zencarri girl had deep purple skin and little white horns, though there was no doubt from her competitive nature that she was Amrila’s daughter. Through dream logic, I knew the Night Elf boy was Nileme and my son. He was a Dolrath prince and his mother’s heir, born to be a chieftain.

There were other children in the dream too, but their faces and features weren’t as clear. Over a dozen of them. I sat on the porch of Ibseth’s house and watched them all, and I felt confident that all my children were happy and safe. I didn’t know if the dream was prophetic or just how my subconscious pictured our future, but my mind tried to hold onto it for a few seconds longer as a far-off sound began to pull me away from it.

I groggily opened my eyes and realized it was still nighttime. It took a half second longer to realize that my phone was what had woken me up, and I fumbled to grab it off the nightstand and bring it to my ear.

“Hello?” I answered in a sleepy voice.

“E-Eddie?” I heard Amrila’s voice say.

It sounded like she was breathing heavily.

“What’s up, partner?” I asked, and I was suddenly completely awake as I got out of bed.

“Is everything okay?” Bolra murmured on the bed next to me.

“Th-the baby!” Amrila finally got out, followed by a sharp whine. “She’s coming! Call the nurse.”

My heart immediately leaped into overdrive.

“I’m on my way over,” I said, and I was already on the stairs as I took the steps two at a time. “Just-- just keep breathing.”

I could hear Bolra on the stairs as I ran into the living room and found my jeans, but I didn’t bother with my boxers or a shirt.

“Baby!” I said as Bolra came into the living room and tossed her my phone. “Please call Mildred and tell her that Amrila’s in labor. Then tell the other ladies what’s going on. Maybe call Scourge and Tanya with the Stones? They’ll want to be here, too.”

“On it,” Bolra replied with calm efficiency, and she caught my phone and started to dial. “Go be with her. I’m right behind you.”

I ran across the yards, shirtless, excited, and with the same paternal nerves that always came with the birth of a child.

I burst through Amrila’s front door and found the Zencarri woman as she held the lower half of her belly and paced.

“I got you,” I said as I put one hand under her elbow and the other around her shoulders. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” Amrila replied through sharp, gritted teeth. “But this is not my favorite, I’ll admit. Uuuuurrhg!”

The red-skinned woman doubled over as a wave of contractions hit.

“Ooookay,” I said in a comforting tone as I helped Amrila over to the couch. “You’ve gotta relax and breathe with me. Bolra is calling the nurse. We’re also gonna get Tanya here as soon as we can.”

“No!” Amrila growled, and I pulled back a little in shock. “Not on the couch. If my water breaks, it will ruin the leather.”

“I’ll buy you a new couch then,” I snorted. “Now breathe.”

Thankfully, Nurse Ryan and her assistant were there within ten minutes.

The midwife and her helpers got the horned woman situated and more comfortable, and I sat with Amrila over the next few hours. My other wives were in and out of the room, one or two at a time to check on their sister-wife, and as things really started to get going, Tanya showed up.

“You got this, Amy,” the former beauty queen said as she took her best friend’s hand.

Scourge also arrived, but he avoided the bedroom until Amrila had delivered a healthy, screaming little girl.

Our daughter didn’t have horns yet, and her beautiful, lavender skin didn’t worry the midwife as much this time. Nurse Ryan had also delivered Wyatt, and once she’d confirmed that all of my baby girl’s vitals were where they should be, she handed her over to Amrila.

“She’s so pretty,” I said as I kissed Amrila’s sweat-covered forehead. “Just like her mom.”

“What are you going to call her?” Tanya asked from the bedside as she smiled at the baby.

“Amy,” Amrila replied.

And then, for whatever reason, the two women giggled and cried together.

But as I looked at my daughter, my mind went back to my dream. How had I guessed what color Amy’s skin would be? All Zencarri had a unique coloration that seemed kinda random. Maybe Bolra was rubbing off on me, or it had something to do with the strange connection I had with the Eye of Vallis.

All I knew for sure was that I’d dreamed of a bright future for my kids, free from fear about the Deeper Dark and Belzat’s plan to bring chaos to the world. And that was exactly the future I would build for my family.

Even if I had to lead an army into the pits of hell to do it.

End of Book 16


Cast of Characters from Book 16:

Vallis, Lord of the Scales: Demon. Vallis is one of the Demon Lords of the Deeper Dark. His skin is pale and he has black eyes. Vallis created the Armor that Chief Eddonir wore to fight the Demon King in the Great War, and his domain is balance.

Elsie Jessup: Human. Ms. Jessup serves on the Zoning Board of Westherst Township. Elsie has blonde hair and blue eyes, and she seemed to have a moment with Travis Meyer during the council meeting to approve Eddie’s property wall.

Sheriff Russel: Human. The sheriff keeps a watchful eye over the community of Millersville. Russel has blue eyes and salt and pepper hair. He enjoys long walks, cleaning his service rifle, and cutting through the red tape of bureaucracy. 
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Thanks for reading Backyard Dungeon 16! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Logan Jacobs


--


Patreon

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Logan Jacobs


Haremlit

Want to find other authors like me?

Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!

OEBPS/image_rsrc2NH.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2NJ.jpg
LOGAN JACOBS





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Chapter One

		Chapter Two

		Chapter Three

		Chapter Four

		Chapter Five

		Chapter Six

		Chapter Seven

		Chapter Eight

		Chapter Nine

		Chapter Ten

		Chapter Eleven

		Chapter Twelve

		Chapter Thirteen

		Chapter Fourteen

		Chapter Fifteen

		Chapter Sixteen

		Chapter Seventeen

		Chapter Eighteen

		Chapter Nineteen




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296






