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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    Everything was quiet in The Gloom.  
 
    My Pro X headphones allowed me to hear everything from the occasional drip of water from the rock ceiling to the snort and grunt of a cave troll, and I could feel my heart start to pound with anticipation. Amrila and I had tracked this ugly fucker for a couple of hours, and we were now posted up outside of his loot-filled cave. 
 
    The horned woman and I were well hidden behind a rock outcropping surrounded by low bushes and a few of the twisted trees that grew throughout the Yennih territory. I could see the mouth of the troll’s cave through the leaves and gnarled branches around us, and I estimated the entrance was about fifty yards away.  
 
    Amrila and I had gotten the tip on this cave troll from Scourge, one of the half-demon woman’s contacts in the criminal underworld of this subterranean world. According to Scourge, this troll had been waylaying travelers, bandits, and small caravans and then dragging the spoils back to his cave. Killing the fugly beast would not only save lives, but there would also be a nice payoff at the end, too. 
 
    And I fucking loved loot.  
 
    I looked down about ten yards away to the spot where Amrila and I had partly buried and hidden a bear trap with some leaves and other debris, just to double-check it wasn’t visible, but it was camouflaged pretty well. 
 
    “Do you think we should order dinner when we get home?” I asked the red-skinned woman in barely more than a whisper. “Give Ibseth a night off from cooking?” 
 
    “Sounds good,” the Zencarri woman said with a shrug as she watched the road that led up to the cave on the right. “But not burgers. Maybe some of that sweet and spicy chicken? What’s it called?” 
 
    “General Tso’s?” I replied as I went back to watching the left side of the road. 
 
    “Yessss,” Amrila agreed in an enthusiastic whisper. “General Tso’s. I hope one day I too shall be so great of a warrior that something delicious is named after me.” 
 
    “You’re getting there,” I snorted. 
 
    Despite the calm and lighthearted conversation, I could feel my adrenaline rising like it always did just before a fight. The troll had wandered off about half an hour ago after a large, rodent-like animal Amrila called a meelis, but the thing looked like a mix between a huge rabbit and a capybara to me, with dark, reddish fur. Nothing about the animal screamed edible to me, but the troll had seemed excited, and it had given the black-eyed woman and I a chance to set the bear trap. 
 
    Then the sound of heavy footsteps drew me from my thoughts, and I tensed and strained to see in my crouched position. My heart rate picked up a little more, and I saw the huge troll coming up the left-hand path. It wasn’t as big as the jewel-skinned troll I’d fought when Amrila and I had first met, but he was still a formidable opponent.  
 
    The troll’s skin was a mottled gray and brown, and his lumpy body was muscular, with long arms that reached past his knees and a prominent brow bone. The beast’s stringy gray hair hung in greasy tendrils around his small eyes, and his head seemed a little too small for his body. 
 
    “Ready, partner?” I hissed at the horned woman.  
 
    Amrila nodded silently with a broad, fierce grin that showed off her sharp canine teeth, and then she slipped out of the bushes we were hiding in with barely a rustle of the leaves. 
 
    I raised up my Galil and used the outcropping to steady my aim and keep my red dot in position. Then the troll came up the left side of the path that led to his cave, and Amrila circled around the right side and positioned herself so the bear trap was between her and the monster.  
 
    As the big, gray-brown fucker came into my view, I could see the meelis slung over his shoulder. The big rodent’s head was bashed in and bleeding down the chest of the troll, and a bloody wooden club dangled from the big dude’s other hand. 
 
    I definitely did not want to get close enough for the bastard to use that thing.  
 
    I watched as the Zencarri woman got into position, and then I took a deep breath as I waited for the right moment. I wanted to make sure the troll was caught in the bear trap, since he had a thick-ass hide, and it would take a few shots to bring him down.  
 
    As the cave troll stomped closer and closer, I could feel my pulse quicken in the side of my neck, and my breathing became shallow.  
 
    Then the troll started to turn to take his lunch into his cave, and he was about ten yards from my hiding place. 
 
    “Hey, big boy!” Amrila shouted as she jumped from her hiding place while brandishing her two swords.  
 
    The Zencarri woman made sure to stay on the opposite side of the hidden bear trap from the monster, which also meant she wouldn’t be in the way of my shot once the troll took the bait. 
 
    Sure enough, the big fucker locked his tiny, beetle-black eyes on the horned woman, dropped the meelis, and snarled. 
 
    “Pretty demon wanna play?” the troll rumbled and then started toward Amrila. 
 
    I felt a small shock at hearing the troll speak, since the only other troll I’d ever encountered had been a slobbering beast, but the red-skinned woman had warned me this troll would be smarter. 
 
    Relatively smarter, at least. 
 
    But I kept my Galil trained on the sweet spot, just above the bear trap, and I kept my cool as I watched the troll begin to run toward my Zencarri wife. When the brute was about twenty feet from Amrila, she swung her swords in menacing arcs, as if preparing to fight the big fucker. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    The bear trap clamped around the troll’s left leg, and he screamed in agony and rage. The red-skinned woman danced out of the way, and I placed the Galil’s red dot on the troll as he slammed his bloody club on the ground.  
 
    Each hit of the club caused the ground to quake. 
 
    I squeezed the trigger three times, and my Pro Xs came on to block the loud report of the rifle as three ragged, red holes appeared in the troll’s side seemingly at the same time.  
 
    The fugly wretch dropped his club as he struggled between trying to free his ruined leg, covering the bleeding wounds in his side, or covering his ears from the deafening blast of my rifle. 
 
    The troll roared again as his confusion compounded his rage, but I didn’t let up. I fired again and again, and my headphones silenced the world around me for a brief moment with each squeeze of my trigger. The beast tried to turn his body and search the line of trees and underbrush where I was hiding, but I paused and waited for the right moment as I trained my red dot on his head.  
 
    The moment his eyes lined up with my shot, I rapidly fired three rounds to be sure I inflicted as much damage as possible in that vulnerable place. The troll’s head snapped back, and then the brute fell backward and hit the ground like a felled tree.  
 
    Then Amrila rushed forward, slit the monster’s throat with one of her swords, and jumped back in case there was a hint of life left in the troll. A moment of tense silence passed, but then the Zencarri woman looked to where I was hiding and gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. My half-demon wife and I made a good team, and we were getting better every day.  
 
    I flipped my rifle’s safety on before I slung it back over my shoulder, and then I stepped out of the bushes to join Amrila on the path outside of the cave. 
 
    “Good work, partner.” I grinned as I put my hand on her slim waist and kissed her deeply.  
 
    The red-skinned woman kissed me back and bit my bottom lip ever so slightly so I could feel her canines, which gave me a little thrill to my core. 
 
    “Shall we ransack the cave now?” Amrila purred with a greedy little glint in her black eyes. 
 
    “After you,” I chuckled, and I followed the Zencarri woman into the cave mouth. 
 
    This cave smelled almost as bad as the jewel-skinned troll’s home had, but it was slightly less disgusting. 
 
    There weren’t rotting, half-eaten bodies, like the other troll had in his cave, but there were piles of rotting food, which gave the place an undeniable funk.  
 
    But around the walls of the cave there were also stacks of broken crates and haphazardly piled sacks and bags. 
 
    “Which ones do you want to search?” I asked the horned woman. “Crates or bags?”  
 
    “Ummmm…” Amrila murmured as she moved her head from side to side. “Crates.” 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed as I moved to start looking through the various sacks piled to one side. 
 
    The first few were just filled with clothes and personal belongings, but nothing of value. The next one I picked up jingled, though, and turned out to be filled with silver and copper coins, so I put that one to the side to take with us. 
 
    “Rotten fruit” Amrila said from behind me, followed by the thud of a crate as it was tossed to one side. “More rotten fruit. Ugh! Rotten meat-- Ohhh!” 
 
    I turned to see what the Zencarri woman had found and saw her pull a small, beautifully-made glass bottle from some musty straw in one of the crates. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Perfume.” Amrila smirked. “Nice stuff, too. We should take some of these. And it looks like some wine bottles in the next crate. We might be able to sell them to Groc.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. 
 
    Then I found a small lockbox of gold coins and some jewelry, and along with my stash at home, I knew I would be able to sell them for a good chunk to Owen McElfresh soon. I needed to go up to Cleveland to see him soon anyway, since he’d gotten a hold of some fake identities for Ibseth and Amrila for me. 
 
    The last two weeks since I’d fought and killed the shadow demon had gone by in a flash, and it felt like so much and yet nothing had happened since then. I’d started teaching Ibseth to drive, though, so she wouldn’t be stuck at home when Amrila and I were down here in The Gloom. My elven wife always seemed content and hardly ever complained, but that didn’t mean she was immune to boredom. 
 
    Once I got up to Cleveland to get the paperwork for the ladies, Ibseth would have a proper driver’s license, or at least a proper-looking driver’s license, so I figured she should know how to drive. 
 
    I dug a little deeper into the pile of cloth bags and burlap sacks until I felt like I’d found everything of value. Then I emptied out a couple of cloth bags that just had clothes in them and shoved my gold and jewelry in them.  
 
    “What all did you find?” I asked Amrila, and I turned to help her with the crates. 
 
    “The wine and perfume,” the red-skinned woman replied as she looked over the crates she felt were worth setting aside. “I also found some scented oils and cakes of soap. The troll must have come across some soap makers traveling to the Yennih capital. Too bad he never used any of them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “There’s a pretty powerful smell in here. I got two big sacks of gold and whatnot. We can each put a sack in our backpacks, and I’ll help you with the crates. How far away is that dead drop?”  
 
    “It’s about an hour’s walk to the south,” the horned woman said as she wrinkled her nose, and she was doubtless thinking about the amount of manual labor she was about to do. “Scourge wanted to use one far enough away that no one would stumble on it if they heard the troll was dead and came looking for spoils.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said in a bright tone. “We’d best get going, then.” 
 
    Amrila took one of the heavy bags of gold and put it in her backpack, while I did the same and divided up the crates of luxury goods, but I made my pile heavier than my Zencarri wife’s pile, since I was almost twice her size.  
 
    The horned woman was more agile than strong, but I loved her just as she was. 
 
     Once we had our respective loads, the beautiful horned woman and I carried the crates out of the cave, but we looked around as we exited to make sure my rifle fire hadn’t drawn any unwanted attention. Thankfully, the coast was clear, so we headed out to the south, to the dead drop Scourge had set up.  
 
    Amrila and I had cut a deal with Scourge that he would sell any of the goods we found in the cave and take a small cut of the profits. I was still kinda fuzzy on the worth of gold in The Gloom, but Amrila seemed to have an encyclopedic knowledge of the value of anything and everything in the underground world, and I knew I could trust her to make sure Scourge didn’t cheat us.  
 
    My red-skinned wife also seemed to trust the strange, dark gray-skinned Zencarri man who set off my “gaydar.” I wasn’t the jealous type, but I did find myself wondering about how they knew each other every now and then. There wasn’t really any chemistry between my wife and the enigmatic Scourge, so I didn’t worry about it. Besides, Amrila made how she felt about me clear every day, and insecurity didn’t really serve any purpose. 
 
    “How’s learning to read coming?” I asked as we walked with our arms full of loot.  
 
    “I already know how to read,” the horned woman shot back with a saucy smile. “Just not the writing of the surface.” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell her just how many languages were actually spoken on the surface world and let her continue. 
 
    “You would think twenty-six characters would be more manageable.” Amrila sighed. “But Ibseth and I are making progress. Ibseth more so than me.” 
 
    “What’s tripping you up?” I asked in a helpful tone. “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Learning to read was boring the first time I did it as a child,” the red-skinned woman snorted. “It has not grown any more interesting since.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied as I stepped over an exposed tree root. “But I bet when you were a child, you didn’t have access to bodice-rippers.” 
 
    “To what?” Amrila laughed at the ludicrous term. “Bodice-rippers? Is that a threat or a promise?”  
 
    “It’s what my mom used to call steamy romance novels when I was a kid.” I chuckled. “Next to the grocery checkout, they used to have whole racks of them, all with beautiful women in torn dresses standing next to beefy guys with no shirts on. It’s my understanding that some of them get pretty dirty.” 
 
    “How dirty?” the red-skinned woman asked with a sultry, sidelong look at me. 
 
    “How dirty do you want it?” I asked with a slight growl in my voice. “These are the days of the internet. If it helps you to learn, I’ll find you the dirtiest smut that’s ever been written.” 
 
    “That does seem slightly less boring,” the Zencarri woman agreed with a mischievous grin. “Although, I’d rather just do the smut with you in our bed.” 
 
    “I’m down for that,” I chuckled.  
 
    Amrila and I found the short passageway of tunnels that led to the dead drop where we placed the oils, wines, and some of the perfumes in a hidden chest for Scourge to pick up later, but I kept the gold for myself. Then we headed out to the main Yennih cavern, just north of the Great Forest. The sheer size of the subterranean world that existed beneath my backyard never ceased to amaze me, but as we carefully picked our way through the expanse of the massive, underground forest, we intentionally avoided any trails or well-traveled paths.  
 
    In the Yennih lands, I was still a wanted man. Ursenger, the insane chief of the Yennih Night Elves, was still pissed that I’d rescued his sister from some of his goons almost two months ago.  
 
    But Ibseth was happy now, and I was working on a plan to bring that rat bastard fuck Ursenger down once and for all. 
 
    Amrila and I made it safely back to the northern iron door and back to the safety of the surface tunnels, and just before the area where I had placed some floodlights on a motion sensor, Amrila paused and put on her large, rhinestone sunglasses to help her get through the bright lights.  
 
    Any creatures from The Gloom couldn’t take bright lights, and that’s exactly why I’d put them up. 
 
    Amrila had started to get used to sunlight after weeks of exposure, but she still kept her fancy sunglasses on her at all times. As we came into range of the motion sensors, the lights came on with an audible clicking sound, and I even had trouble with the brightness of the light.  
 
    “Motherfucker!” the horned woman exclaimed, and she used my body to shield her face from the worst of the light. “Every time, I think I’m going to get used to it…” 
 
    “Just hold on to me and keep your eyes closed,” I said as I took the red-skinned woman’s hand to lead her through the patch of the floodlights. “We’ll be past it in a minute.” 
 
    I was pleased with how well the lights had been working. If anything did happen to find the well-hidden iron door to the surface, and then navigate the tunnels toward my backyard, these lights would be enough to slow them down. If not stop them entirely. The Gloom was mostly lit by patches of blue, glowing mushrooms, and even though there was fire in The Gloom, these lights were way fucking brighter than a campfire. 
 
    We got past the floodlights, and Amrila and I kept going up and toward home. Once we were almost to the metal hatch that led to my backyard, my phone found a signal again, and I got an alert. I recognized the sound of the security alert, and when I checked it as we walked through the last of the tunnels, I saw a video of me comically leading my Zencarri wife through the bright lights. 
 
    “Check it out,” I snorted as I held up my phone for Amrila to see a replay of the video. 
 
    “Ugh. I look so silly.” The red-skinned beauty rolled her eyes in mock-annoyance, but I could see the smile that played at the corners of her pouty mouth. 
 
    I chuckled to myself and put away my phone. The horned woman and I had reached the ladder that led up and out, and we were almost home. 
 
    A few moments later, Amrila and I came up into the backyard. It was early afternoon at the tail-end of summer in Ohio, which was magical in itself. The weather had just started to cool off, but it wasn’t going to be cold for weeks yet. And soon the leaves would start to turn, and it would be turkey and deer hunting season.  
 
    Ibseth came out of the back door to greet us, and she wore a big smile on her face at seeing her family return home. My elven wife had on a lacy, white sundress with a halter neckline tied around the back of her graceful throat. The blue-skinned woman’s ample breasts could barely be contained by the little dress, and they bounced softly as she ran to throw her slender arms around my neck. 
 
    Then Ibseth pulled my face to hers as she kissed me hello. 
 
    “That didn’t take long,” she giggled as her violet eyes looked adoringly at me.  
 
    “It was just a cave troll.” I shrugged and then chuckled. 
 
    “You are both so brave, husband,” Ibseth breathed. “I would not want to face a troll of any kind. My governess used to tell me stories about how trolls were attracted to the scent of naughty children to get me to behave.” 
 
    “What could you possibly have done to be called naughty?” Amrila asked with a throaty laugh.  
 
    “I have been known to be mischievous.” Ibseth smiled teasingly and let go of me only to attack the strawberry-blonde Zencarri woman with a hug.  
 
    Amrila smiled tolerantly and let the white-haired woman embrace her, but when Ibseth let go, Amrila reached into the bodice of her leather armor and pulled out a small glass bottle, which she presented to the Elf. 
 
    “You brought me a gift!” Ibseth gasped, and her eyes went wide as she took the delicate bottle from her friend and looked it over.  
 
    “Eh, it’s not much.” Amrila shrugged nonchalantly. “I just thought you might like it.” 
 
    My wife carefully worked out the little stopper of the bottle and pressed it against the inside of her wrist. Then the blue-skinned woman brought her hand up to her face and smelled the scent.  
 
    “It’s lovely,” the Elven woman said in a pleased tone. 
 
    Ibseth held up her wrist for me to smell, and it was quite nice. The scent was light and warm, with just a hint of spice. 
 
    “I like it,” I mused before I glanced at Amrila. “Good eye. Or nose?” 
 
    “Thank you,” the violet-eyed woman said sweetly, and she took my hand and then Amrila’s. “Let’s go inside, and you both can tell me about your adventure.” 
 
    Ibseth had lunch ready for us, so we ate and regaled the Night Elf with the story of how we tracked and trapped the cave troll. Afterwards, I decided to wash up, and I put the gold we’d brought home with the rest of my small treasure hoard in the safe in the master bedroom closet.  
 
    I used to call it my room, but that term was kinda relative when you have two wives. 
 
     Sometimes, I slept with Ibseth in the master bedroom, but other nights I’d fall asleep with Amrila in her room. And yet other nights we’d all fall asleep in the master bedroom. Nothing sexy. Not yet at least. We’d just all be watching this fantasy show the ladies liked and fall asleep, but I did kinda hope I could get with both of them at once sometime soon. 
 
    I was only human, after all. 
 
    I looked over the pile of gold and jewels I had in the safe, and it was quite a badass feeling. All that glittering metal meant security for me and my growing family. Ibseth had already brought up kids once or twice, and despite only being twenty-one, I knew I would be able to provide for them now.  
 
    That thought took me to the next item on my mental to-do list. 
 
    I got in the shower and went over what I wanted to say to David Miller, my next-door neighbor. There was a rumor he was thinking about moving, but I wasn’t sure what his reason was and wondered if it might be because of the young polyamorous guy next door with his two “cosplayer” girlfriends.  
 
    As I soaped up in the warm jet of water, I tried to think of the best way to approach the subject, but by the time I had rinsed off, dried, and dressed in a nice t-shirt and blue jeans, I figured being straightforward was the best.  
 
    When I came out into the rest of the double-wide trailer, I found Ibseth finishing up the lunch dishes, and Amrila was sitting on the rust-orange coach and checking her swords for nicks and scratches.  
 
    “You ladies get your shoes on,” I said as I sat to pull on my work boots. “I’m going to go talk to David, and hopefully we’ll have something to celebrate when I get back.” 
 
    “Good luck, my king,” Ibseth called from the kitchen. 
 
    “Give him hell, partner,” Amrila said from the couch. 
 
    As I went down the porch and walked along the sidewalk to the house on the left of mine, I went over my offer in my head. I had looked up prices for similar houses in the area, but my offer was a little lower than some of the places I’d seen online. My lawyer had already told me we could avoid all kinds of costs if we didn’t go through a realtor, though, and I hoped avoiding the hassle and expense would be worth it for Miller. 
 
    As I came up the driveway, I looked at the Millers’ house. It was a nice, two-story place that looked like it had been built sometime between the 1940’s or 1950’s. There were three kids’ bikes in the yard, which was well kept, and the unfortunate yellow color of the siding was something I could easily change. 
 
    There was a two-car garage, and I guessed there were at least three bedrooms from the size of the place. If not, all houses in Ohio had a basement, and even if it wasn’t finished, my background in working construction meant I could easily put in another bedroom down there. 
 
    I saw David’s sedan was parked in the driveway, so I knocked on the door and waited for a moment. Then the door opened to reveal Caleb, the Millers’ twelve-year-old son, who looked very bored and had a small game console in his hand. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Hill,” the preteen said in a tone that was somehow both polite and unimpressed. 
 
    “Hey, Caleb,” I replied. “Is your dad home?” 
 
    “Dad!” Caleb shouted over his shoulder, and then he walked away without another word and left the front door hanging open. 
 
    I stood there awkwardly for a moment, with a full view of the living room. There were a few toys scattered around, but it was neat and orderly otherwise.  
 
    But it was the hardwood floor my eyes were drawn to. I was already thinking about how it would just take a little sanding and a new coat of stain and urethane to restore the wood’s luster. 
 
    “Caleb!” I heard David shout as he approached the door. “You’re letting all the cool air out! Oh, hey, Eddie.” 
 
    “Hey, David,” I replied with a smile as I held out my hand for a shake. “I was wondering if you had a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” David smiled back, but I could see the confusion on his face. 
 
    Miller and I had never talked much beyond “hi, how are you,” or waving briefly as we caught one another’s eyes while out mowing the grass. 
 
    “Come on in,” the middle-aged man said in a friendly tone. “You’ll have to excuse the mess.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not bothered,” I assured as I followed Miller inside. “Just looks like you’ve got kids to me.” 
 
    And that was true. The place was nice on the inside, and outside of a few toys and a little clutter here and there, it was pretty clean. Still, I tried not to look around too much, even though I was quietly taking stock of the place. 
 
    David sat down in a nice, fairly modern-styled La-Z-Boy chair and gestured for me to take a seat on a large, well-loved sectional.  
 
    “What can I help you with today?” David asked. 
 
    “I heard a rumor you were thinking about moving?” I got straight to the point. “And if that’s true, I’d like to make an offer on your house, if that’s not too presumptuous of me.” 
 
    “You’re very direct.” Miller raised his eyebrows, but his friendly chuckle assured me he wasn’t upset. “The missus and I had been talking about it. I guess nothing stays secret in this cul-de-sac for long.” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “It does not.” 
 
    “Oh,” David said, and his face fell a little. “I don’t want you to think we might be leaving because-- well, because of your situation. I just got a promotion, and commuting an hour to and from Cleveland every day sounds like the worst.” 
 
    “I didn’t assume anything,” I replied as I spread my hands in an amiable gesture. “And that makes sense. If you are serious, though, about moving that is, then I’d like to offer you two hundred thousand. But I’m willing to cover any closing costs and pay for any inspections and repairs needed.” 
 
    David sat in a stunned silence as he stared at me for a moment. I knew the first rule of negotiations was to let the other person make the first offer, but I wasn’t trying to scam Miller. I was offering a fair price based on the current market. Wringing every penny I could out my neighbor wasn’t the goal here. Rather, I wanted to offer a square deal and go from there. 
 
    But I did start a bit lower than I was willing to go. 
 
    “That’s also assuming this place has three bedrooms, two baths, and a partially finished basement,” I clarified.  
 
    “Uhh, yeah.” David cleared his throat as he adjusted his position in his dad chair. “It’s three bedrooms, two-and-a-half baths, and there’s a shed in the back that I have set up nicely. But the basement is unfinished.” 
 
    “A shed?” I asked. “How nice are we talking about here?” 
 
    “Allow me to show you,” David replied with a grin. 
 
    Within a few minutes, we were sitting in David’s “shed,” which was more an exterior man cave. There was electricity hooked up, a little AC unit in one of the three windows, and enough room for a workbench, some well-planned storage, a mini fridge, and two comfortable chairs. 
 
    David reached into the fridge and grabbed two beers, one of which he offered to me as I looked at what he had going on the workbench. It looked like David was just as nerdy as his lovely, plump wife, who had once confessed her love of LARPing to me. There on David’s workspace was a small army of little figurines, a literal army of them, that Miller was painting. 
 
    There were tiny soldiers, tanks, even a few tiny cannons. They looked like American WWII troops, with a couple of British units mixed in. 
 
    “These are nice,” I complimented my neighbor. “This whole place is pretty nice.” 
 
    “Thanks.” David smiled modestly as he sipped his beer. 
 
    I looked around at the finished walls, painted a neutral white color, and the baseboard heaters. This felt like it made up for an unfinished basement.  
 
    “So,” I started as I turned back to my neighbor. “What do you think of my offer?” 
 
    “I mean,” David said with a thoughtful expression, “it’s not far off what Jessi and I thought about. And paying for closing costs and all that is pretty generous. I’ll have to talk it over with Jessi, though, I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I thought of my own two wives. “She’s got a say in this, too. And I know I kinda sprung it on you. I just wanted to get in there before it went on the market and you had a realtor to consider. Maybe save us both some money.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely think about it,” David said with total sincerity, but then he lowered his voice into a conspiratorial tone. “Between you and me, it would be nice to not live next to Brock.” 
 
    “Oh,” I snorted. “I can imagine.” 
 
    Miller and I finished our beers while joking and lightly bashing Brock Stanton, the type A asshole who lived on the other side of David.  
 
    Once I was done with my beer, I excused myself since I had more to do that day, but I felt pretty good about how everything went, all in all. 
 
    But the afternoon was wearing on, and I had to see a man about a car. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    As I stepped back into the trailer, I didn’t see either of my wives.  
 
    “Hello?” I walked through the living room and into the kitchen and saw through the back window that Ibseth and Amrila were enjoying the mild summer day on the back porch, so I went out through the backdoor to join them.  
 
    Amrila had changed into a pair of high-waisted Daisy Dukes and a black, cropped sweatshirt that hung suggestively off one of her shoulders. The horned woman was wearing her oversized sunglasses again, and she lounged back in the cloth chair while talking quietly with Ibseth. 
 
     The Night Elf woman was still in her white sundress, and she was sitting on one of the camp chairs we were still using as patio furniture. Her small feet were bare, and she playfully caressed the lush grass with the sole of one foot.  
 
    The ladies were quite the lovely pair. Two opposite personalities just enjoying the warm sun. 
 
    “What are you girls up to?” I asked as I stepped down on the cement slab that served as a patio. 
 
    “Just enjoying the day,” the white-haired woman said in an ethereal tone. 
 
    “It’s beautiful out,” I agreed with a smile. “Do you ladies want to come with me? I’m thinking we should look at getting a new car. The truck is good and all, but I’d like to get something a little safer for Ibseth to finish learning to drive.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ibseth gasped as she sat up straighter in the camp chair. “A day out would be lovely.” 
 
    “Sure.” Amrila nodded. “Can we look for some of those saucy books you mentioned, too?” 
 
    “Yeah, why not?” I laughed. “We’ll make a day of it. I have to meet McElfresh tonight, but we can run around for a little while before then.” 
 
    The ladies and I went into the house, and while they put on their shoes, I looked up a local car dealer on my phone to see some reviews. There was a Jeep dealership between Westherst and Cleveland. I’d never had a Jeep before, but I’d always had a fantasy of dating the kind of girl who drove one, and on the website there were some pictures of the newer models that looked really nice.  
 
    Before we left, I went into the master bedroom and opened up the safe. I needed to meet up with McElfresh at his shop later in the day, so I figured I could sell off some more gold coins while I was there. Last time I went to see Owen, I had taken thirty pounds of twenty-four karat gold and came back with over half a million dollars, but that meant I also took my Glock with me. 
 
    I figured I could take about twice as much, and maybe make a million dollars for this deal. 
 
    By the time we got into the truck, I was already half-sold on the idea of a new Jeep. It would be the first time I would be able to buy a brand-new car, but if I got a newer model Jeep and still planned to buy the Millers’ place at some point, I would definitely need to sell some more gold when I met Owen tonight. 
 
    I opened the passenger door for the ladies and then went around to the driver’s side, and once I was in the truck, I put my Glock in the glove compartment. I’d recently gotten my concealed carry license, which was a fairly quick process since I didn’t have a regular day job and was able to knock out the course and range hours in almost no time.  
 
    The drive itself was pleasant. The women and I listened to the radio, and Ibseth and Amrila sang their favorite old country songs when they came on. It was kinda funny hearing the Elf and Zencarri try to imitate Hank Williams’ twang, since both ladies spoke with the distinct accent of The Gloom, but it made them all the more endearing. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that tree?” the horned woman asked as she pointed out the window. “Is it dying?” 
 
    I glanced over and saw a walnut tree whose leaves had just started to turn yellow with the approach of fall. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I snorted. “Nah, just means the season is going to start changing soon. It’s going to get cooler, and most of the trees will change color like that.” 
 
    “Season?” Ibseth repeated. 
 
    I had wondered before if there even were seasons in The Gloom. The temperature stayed pretty constant, so I didn’t think it got warmer or colder there. But they also grew crops, and my surface dweller mind could not wrap my head around the idea of farming without seasons. 
 
    Then again, I had a hole in my backyard that led to a subterranean fantasy world, so stranger things had happened.  
 
    “Up on the surface, the weather changes over the course of the year,” I explained to my Elven wife. “Right now, it’s the end of summer, which is when it’s hot and sunny outside. Next comes fall, where it will be rainy and cooler. The leaves changing color is a big part of that, too. You’ll love it. It’s really pretty. Maybe we can take our new car for a drive in a few weeks so you can see all the colors.” 
 
    “I would love that, husband.” Ibseth flashed me a lovely smile, and I had the thought that I wanted to see her smile for the rest of my life. 
 
    Damn. Everything was perfect.  
 
    We eventually arrived at the Jeep dealership in the suburbs just outside of Cleveland, and I wasn’t much of a believer in fate, but when we pulled into the dealership, I saw a brand-new, burnt-orange, four-door Jeep Rubicon.  
 
    It was kinda like love at first sight. 
 
    I parked my old truck, got out, and went around to open the passenger door for the ladies, and both Ibseth and Amrila looked around at the rows and rows of shiny trucks and SUVs with wide eyes. 
 
    “There are so many,” the blue-skinned woman breathed.  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded as I looked around, and I tried to get an idea for our different options but keeping that burnt-orange baby in the back of my mind.  
 
    I started to walk around with the ladies as we casually looked at different vehicles. I’d admit I was slowly making my way to the Rubicon I had seen when we first pulled up, but I also didn’t want to tip my hand by going right for it. As we walked around, I also kept my eye on the office building’s doors, and I wondered how long it would take for a salesperson to notice us. 
 
    I could just imagine them inside looking out at the two wild-looking women and me, and they were probably trying to figure out if we had money or not. 
 
    We were about two rows away from the orange Jeep when someone finally came out. He was a middle-aged guy with a bristly mustache, and he was wearing tan khaki pants that fell just below his paunch. The salesman was also wearing a striped red-and-blue polo he’d neatly tucked into his khakis, with a brown braided belt to pull the whole thing together.  
 
    “Hello!” the mustached man said with a jovial wave as he approached us, but his neat brown hair didn’t even move in the slight breeze as he jogged toward us. 
 
    “Hi,” I replied as I moved to help close the gap and held out my hand to shake his. “How are you today?” 
 
    “Doing great, thank you,” the salesman said with a hint of surprise. 
 
    I found that when you extend pleasantries to people like car salesmen and other notoriously hated professions, it tended to catch them off-guard. 
 
    But as the old saying goes, you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. 
 
    “And how is everyone today?” the mustached man continued, and he was clearly going along with a script in his head. 
 
    “We’re doing well, Wayne,” I replied as I looked down at the man’s name tag. “I’m Eddie, and the ladies and I here were thinking about buying a new car.” 
 
    I had to hold in a snort of laughter as I watched Wayne’s face. I was stealing all his lines, and the mention of “the ladies” clearly threw him. He probably had all kinds of preplanned patter for a man and wife buying a vehicle, but now the salesman wore a plastered smile and looked over at the women as he tried to figure out what our deal was. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ibseth and Amrila were wandering around the row and looking at different SUV-style Jeeps. They were the kind of SUVs that were clearly designed to be an alternative to a soccer mom’s minivan. They weren’t the kind of cars that thrilled me, but Ibseth had brought up wanting to have kids a few times, so I was willing to consider them. 
 
    “Well, what were you looking for today?” Wayne asked as he turned back to me.  
 
    “I was thinking about getting something a little bigger and safer than my old Ford,” I replied thoughtfully. “But we also like to go out and off-road into the country, hiking and fishing and the like.”  
 
    There was some back and forth, and Wayne showed me around the lot while he gave his pitch. The mustached man tried to sell me on different safety features and upgrades that were available, but nothing really jumped out at me.  
 
    But finally, we came back around to the burnt-orange Rubicon. 
 
    Wayne was still off-balance as he tried to give a rundown on all the extra features, and the middle-aged salesman was clearly not ready for me and my wives. 
 
    “I-If it’s not rude to ask,” Wayne said in a low tone to me as the ladies wandered around waiting for me to finish up. “What’s the deal with your lady friends? What I mean is-- well, you see young people in all kinds of getups these days. But I’ve never seen anyone with red or blue skin before.” 
 
    “Oh.” I smiled since I’d braced myself for a whole different line of questions. “They’re cosplayers.” 
 
    “Cosplayers?” the mustached man asked with a raised eyebrow. “Is that an internet thing?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “People dress up like their favorite characters from a cartoon or a movie. Some people take it really seriously.” 
 
    “I see.” Wayne nodded as he glanced over at the women with an appraising eye. “Good for you.” 
 
    The salesman gave me a covert little wink, as if he understood the unspoken arrangement between my wives and me, and I had to keep a straight face. Wayne seemed pretty proud of himself for being so open-minded, so I let him have his fun, which also served to my advantage.  
 
    “You know, I’m really loving this one,” I said as I turned back to the burnt-orange Jeep. “I think I’ll take it.”  
 
    “Oh, perfect!” Wayne grinned, and he seemed surprised but obviously pleased.  
 
    Once we went into the office building to sign all the paperwork, I hemmed and hawed for a moment and was able to get the Rubicon for slightly below the sticker price. 
 
    Soon, everything was signed, and Wayne and I shook hands one more time while we set up a delivery for the next day.  
 
    Being able to put a fair amount of cash down upfront really greased the wheels and got things done.  
 
    I said goodbye to Wayne, and then the ladies and I got back into the truck to enjoy the rest of our day until I had to meet Owen. 
 
    After a little driving around, we found a nice strip mall and got out for some lunch and shopping. We grabbed some tacos from a food truck that was parked in front of a big women’s clothing store, and then we sat in the back of the truck as we munched on the delicious, messy street tacos while we talked and joked. 
 
    “We should probably get you both some jackets and warm clothes,” I commented as I looked at the window display next to us.  
 
    The clothing store already had some fall fashions on their mannequins, and you never know when fall would begin in Ohio. Some years it was shorts sleeves through all of September. But other years we might have snow by Halloween. 
 
    “I like the black one with all the metal,” Amrila said, and she pointed at a short motorcycle jacket in the window. 
 
    “The one with the little flowers on it is pretty,” Ibseth added as she pointed to a jean jacket with flowers embroidered on it. 
 
    So, once we were done with the tacos, I treated the ladies to some new clothes.  
 
    We also found a little bookstore in the plaza, which I didn’t even realize still existed. Amrila and Ibseth both picked out some romance novels to help in their learning to read, but while Ibseth’s book had a pale woman in a poofy dress fainting into the arms of a ridiculously muscled man, the book Amrila picked had a dark-haired woman on the cover who was being tied up with intricate knots.  
 
    Hmm… that was some food for later thought.  
 
    By the time we were done looking around at the little shops and boutiques, it was starting to get dark. Since we were already pretty close to Cleveland, it didn’t make sense to go all the way back to Westherst just to drive back this way. But at the same time, I wasn’t really enthusiastic about the idea of taking my wives around Owen McElfresh. 
 
    I liked the short Irishman, but he was definitely kinda shady. He was, after all, meeting with me to sell me fake paperwork and IDs for the ladies to make it look like they were actual US citizens. 
 
    “Hey,” I said to the ladies as we got back into the truck. “How would you both feel about catching a movie? It’s getting close to time for me to meet Owen, and it would give you both something fun to do while I take care of business.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ibseth gasped. “I think the one about the man and woman who hate each other but then fall in love and get married might be out now.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Amrila shook her head fervently. “I think there is one about a monster coming out of the ocean, and a man with no hair has to save the world. We will watch that one.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. Neither of the women had been to see a movie in the theater, but they’d taken to American culture so quickly over the last few weeks that they were already familiar with the summer blockbusters coming out.  
 
    I didn’t know if this said more about my wives or the success of modern advertising. 
 
    “If you want to watch the bald man with the deep voice fight a monster, then that’s what we will watch,” the blue-skinned woman consented, but there was a slight pout in her voice. 
 
    I looked over at the Zencarri and raised my eyebrows, and I smiled in a way that silently said, “come on, be a pal.” The red-skinned woman rolled her eyes, but there was something in the set of her shoulders that told me she felt kinda bad for upsetting her friend. 
 
    “I think there is also a movie out where a man in skintight clothes and a cape saves a woman from a man wearing a big rubber mask,” Amrila said in a placating tone. “That one will have romance for you, and fights and explosions for me.”  
 
    “Perfect!” Ibseth grinned as she straightened and clapped her hands. 
 
    “Alright,” I snorted. “I’ll drop you ladies off at the theater and get you tickets for the superhero movie, then pick you up afterwards.” 
 
    I looked up movie theaters and found one in a nice neighborhood. Then I reserved a couple of tickets for the next screening from my phone and started the drive into the city. 
 
    After I dropped the ladies off at the theater and gave Ibseth one of my credit cards so the women could get some movie snacks, I headed to Owen’s jewelry store.  
 
    Finding parking around St. Dunstan’s, the jewelry store McElfresh owned and worked out of, was a pain in the ass. It was early evening, and most places were filling up because of the bars and restaurants in the area. 
 
    I finally found a spot about two blocks away, and I grabbed my backpack, which was heavy as fuck with gold from The Gloom, and pulled my Glock from the glove box. I hadn’t gotten a concealed carry holster yet, so I just untucked my t-shirt and let it hang over my belt holster before I walked back toward St. Dunstan’s. 
 
     When I came up to the brick storefront, I tried the door and found it was locked. There weren’t any lights on inside, so I pulled out my phone and was about to message Owen, when a loud tapping sound just about made me jump out of my skin. 
 
    I looked up and saw a big, muscular guy in his twenties wearing all black from head to toe standing on the other side of the glass door. I also noted the compact Glock holstered clearly on his hip. 
 
    “You Eddie?” the big man shouted through the closed door. 
 
    The guy in black had a thick, East Coast accent, maybe from Boston, and as I looked at him, I noted his thick, dark hair and sort of round nose. The big man was clearly related to Owen. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m Eddie,” I replied and nodded. 
 
    “Whatcha got there?” the burly man asked as he nodded at my waist, but he started to reach for the turn key to unlock the door. 
 
    “It’s a Glock,” I replied as I lifted my shirt. “Can never be too careful.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth.” The guy in black nodded as he unlocked the door. “I got a 43. I keep asking Uncle Owen for something bigger, but he says when I’m at work, I should carry something not so big as to scare off the customers.” 
 
    “Makes sense, I guess,” I replied, and I stepped into the darkened showroom floor when the burly man held the door open for me. “Owen is your Uncle?”  
 
    I was a little confused, since Owen looked like he was in his thirties and had a distinct Irish accent, but this guy looked like he was in his mid-twenties and was definitely from America. 
 
    “You know how big Catholic families go.” The big man shrugged and smiled. “Sometimes you end up with an uncle just a few years older than you. I’m Ricky, by the way.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ricky.” I shook the big guy’s hand. 
 
    “Uncle Owen is waiting in his office for you,” Ricky said in a friendly tone as he indicated the back “staff only” door at the back of the sales floor. 
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded, and then I started to walk to the back of the store. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder once and saw Ricky sit down on a metal folding chair, next to the door, just out of sight of anyone walking down the street. Then the burly man pulled out his phone, and he went back to whatever he must have been looking at when I came to the door. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but Ricky’s presence felt weird to me. I knew Owen employed a security guard, it was a jewelry store in Cleveland, after all. And the fact that Ricky was related to Owen shouldn’t have felt off, either. It was McElfresh’s store, he could employ whoever he wanted. 
 
    There was still something about it that felt like a Quintin Tarantino film, and I filed the thought away for future reference.  
 
    I went through the corridor beyond the staff door and found Owen’s office. The door was open, so I stepped in, but I still politely knocked on the door as I came through.  
 
    “Good evening.” I smiled as I lowered the heavy backpack off my shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, evening!” McElfresh said as he looked up from his computer screen and then stood to greet me. “Did you bring me something?” 
 
    Owen eyed the backpack and smiled, and I knew I was about to make him a happy man. 
 
    “I came across some more of those gold coins,” I replied as I shook the short Irishman’s hand, and then I set the backpack down on his desk. 
 
    “Fantastic,” McElfresh said, and he sat back down and gestured for me to take the seat on the other side of the desk. “And I have something for you.” 
 
    Then Owen handed me a manilla envelope, which I took and opened.  
 
    Inside, there were two birth certificates that were written in another language. Possibly Russian. There were also what looked like immigration paperwork, Ohio ID cards with both the ladies’ pictures on them, and a marriage certificate from West Virginia with mine and Ibseth’s names on it. Ibseth’s ID read, “Ibseth Hill,” and I knew she would love that. 
 
    I had to admit, I did, too.  
 
    I felt bad I couldn’t have given Amrila my last name, but on paper I could only be married to one of them, and I had met Ibseth first. But as far as I could tell, all of the paperwork looked legit. There were embossed stamps, official-looking seals and signatures on everything. 
 
    “This is great,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Owen replied as he modestly spread his hands. “Now, let’s weigh these coins and see what we have. Oh, and I have a bit of an offer for you, too.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    I watched as McElfresh set the sack of gold coins on the scale in the workroom of St. Dunstan’s, and I saw it came in at just over fifty pounds.  
 
    No wonder lugging it around had been such a chore. 
 
    “Isn’t that a lovely sight?” Owen grinned as he looked at the final readout of the digital scale. 
 
    The short, dark-haired man pulled out his phone and did some calculations, clicked his tongue, and then held it out so I could see the sum. 
 
    “Nine hundred and sixty thousand dollars,” I read the calculator app out loud, and my voice caught a little. 
 
    Holy fucking shit. 
 
    Just shy of a million, and I still had a bunch of silver and copper coins, as well as some jewelry and loose jewels sitting in my safe at home. 
 
    “I’ll double-check the current market rates,” Owen said as he looked at his phone again with a broad smile. “Just so you know I’m not trying to cheat you. But based on our last transaction, and the cut I take to transfer it to crypto and keep this all… out of the IRS’s vision, that should be about right.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I breathed. I knew he was taking his cut, but it still seemed like a stupid amount of money because it was.  
 
    “Mary and Joseph,” McElfresh chuckled. “Let’s go to the front, and I’ll write you up a receipt.” 
 
    I followed Owen to the front of the store where Ricky was still posted up near the front door watching something on his phone and chuckling from time to time. 
 
    Owen went behind one of the many counters and started fishing around for a receipt pad, so I stepped up to the counter while I waited and looked down at the shining rings and necklaces on display under the glass. There was a big-ass diamond solitaire right in the middle of all the other audacious jewelry, and it occurred to me that I was a married man now, semi-officially, given I had a forged marriage certificate.  
 
    Bringing a ring home for Ibseth would be a fun surprise. 
 
    “Here we are,” Owen puffed as he straightened from searching under the counter, with a receipt pad in hand. “Now, let’s see how many zeros we can fit on the little pad.” 
 
    “I know it’s after work hours,” I said and gestured at the glass counter, “but how much is that engagement ring in the middle there?” 
 
    “Bringing the missus home a little something?” McElfresh winked. “Let’s take a look, then.” 
 
    The short Irishman pulled a ring of keys from under his well-tailored blazer and took a moment to find the one that unlocked the case. Then Owen gingerly reached into the carefully laid out display and deftly picked up the ring without disturbing any of the other jewels on their velvet pillows. 
 
    “Says it’s sixty-five hundred,” the dark-haired man continued as he read the little tag connected to the ring’s band. “But of course, you’ll get the friends and family discount, and I’m assuming you’ll want a couple of wedding bands to go with it.” 
 
    “That’s actually a pretty good idea.” I nodded. “And maybe a necklace for Amrila.” 
 
    A ring wouldn’t be very practical for the Zencarri woman, since her favored weapons were her two swords, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t above a little personal decoration. 
 
    “Can’t have one getting jealous of the other.” Owen grinned. “Let’s take a look around and see what we can find.” 
 
    After about twenty minutes of looking around at the various display cases, I had found a matching pair of wedding bands and a gold necklace with a charm in the shape of an A, set with dark rubies.  
 
    “With the discount, we’ll call that all an even ten grand,” Owen said as he wrote up a second receipt. “Do you want me to subtract that from what I’m giving you for the gold?” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied as I watched him write out the second receipt.  
 
    It seemed weird he wasn’t ringing it up on a POS system. I figured a business like this would want to keep careful track of its stock and earnings.  
 
    I knew Owen wrote me a receipt more for our own personal records, and so Meyer could do his magic with the minimum electronic trail. But as I looked around, I noticed there weren’t computers on any of the counters. Just old-fashioned registers at a couple of them.  
 
    From where I was standing, I could also see at least four high-end security cameras, so it wasn’t like the older man was completely averse to technology.  
 
    But then, Meyer had hinted how McElfresh was a shady character when he’d recommended the Irishman. As long as he was willing to buy my gold at a fair rate, I guess it was better not to ask too many questions. 
 
    “Alright.” Owen gave me a friendly smile as he set three small velvet boxes into a nice bag with St. Dunstan’s logo printed on the front in gold. “That brings us around to a modest business offer I have for you.” 
 
    “Oh… right,” I said, and now I felt a little uncomfortable. “What is it?” 
 
    What could a man like him possibly want from a man like me?  
 
    “Well, there’s not too many details at the moment,” Owen replied as he scratched his chin. “But I’ve been thinking of expanding. Might bring in a few investors. The buy-in would be about a million, but you’d get a stake in any future earnings. Essentially, you’d be making money for doing almost nothing.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said in a neutral tone. “I’ll think about it. Let me know when there are some more details.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” McElfresh said as he pulled the two receipts off the pad and handed them to me. “You enjoy the rest of your evening now, Eddie.” 
 
    “You, too, Owen,” I replied with a smile as I took the receipts.  
 
    Then I turned to go, and Ricky was already standing up and opening the door for me. 
 
    The burly man and I nodded at each other as I walked through the door and headed out into the balmy summer night, and on the way to the truck, I thought about Owen’s offer. It wasn’t much really, more the idea of a potential offer. And a million dollars was a ton of money. Sure, I had a pile of gold and jewelry still sitting in my safe, but it was a lot smaller than it was this morning, and I had just bought the Jeep and made an offer on the Millers’ home.  
 
    On one hand, investing the money and letting it build up into something more was very appealing. I was a rich man, and I could end up being a whole lot richer. But on the other hand, I didn’t know Owen that well, and I had no idea what all went on behind the scenes. Obviously, anyone who could get a hold of fake identity papers had some criminal connections.  
 
    I would have to get a hold of Travis anyway to let him know about the sale of the gold coins, so I would just ask my lawyer’s advice then. 
 
    I got in the truck and started to drive back to the theater to get the ladies. When I pulled into the theater parking lot, I saw I was there before the movie let out, so I pulled out my phone and texted Travis Meyer. It was getting late, so I assumed I wouldn’t hear back until morning, but that was fine. 
 
    Hey, just saw Owen. Have another deposit for you. Will be free all day tomorrow if you need to call me. 
 
    I was about to put away my phone when it started to ring. I looked at the screen and saw it was Travis, so I answered it. 
 
    “Hello?” I said into the phone. 
 
    “Mr. Hill.” Travis’ dry voice came across the line. “Having a good evening?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m having a great evening,” I snorted. “I just sold a bunch more gold coins for almost a million dollars.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic,” Meyer replied in an uninflected tone. “I’ll get to work as soon as I get the transfer through from Mr. McElfresh. Has there been any progress on the house you wanted to buy?” 
 
    Wow. 
 
    Travis never missed a beat. I could only imagine all of the information the CPA kept in his head at any given time, and just how many clients he might have. 
 
    “I made an offer earlier today,” I answered. “I told him I’d pay two hundred thousand and take care of closing costs.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty good price for a three-bedroom in Westherst.” Meyer’s voice sounded very serious. “Given the current market. But, if we’re covering closing costs, we could probably talk them down to one hundred seventy thousand.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could,” I said. “But I’m not really hurting for the money, and it’s still a lot less than I’d pay if he went through a realtor.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” the lawyer agreed. “Either way, that money is ready and set aside when you need it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Meyer,” I replied as I saw the crowd from the movie start to filter out into the parking lot. 
 
    “No need to thank me,” Travis said placidly. “It’s what you pay me for.” 
 
    I said goodbye, got off the phone, and started the truck. Then I drove around to the front where Ibseth and Amrila were waiting, pulled up to the curb, and went around to the passenger side to open the door for the women. 
 
    “How was the movie?” I asked as I helped them into the truck. 
 
    “It was lovely!” Ibseth grinned, and she climbed into the middle seat. “The hero nearly died trying to save the woman he loved. And he saved the city, too!” 
 
    “There was not enough blood,” Amrila snorted. “How could a man that size punch a villain in the face so many times and merely bloody his nose? The explosions were quite a spectacle, though.” 
 
    “I’m glad you both liked it,” I chuckled, and then I closed the door once the ladies were settled in. 
 
    I went around to the driver’s side, got in, and pulled away from the curb, but I stopped in an empty parking space. 
 
    “Are we not going home?” Amrila asked in a confused tone. 
 
    “In a minute, but first, I got something for both of you while I was selling the gold,” I replied, and I reached down and grabbed the bag from St. Dunstan’s.  
 
    Then I handed each woman a velvet box and sat back to watch their faces.  
 
    Ibseth opened her box to reveal the big solitaire in a tasteful setting and the wedding band. 
 
    “Oh, Eddie,” the blue-skinned woman breathed. “I have never seen a diamond that shines like this. And the band is so beautiful. Thank you!” 
 
    Ibseth threw her arms around me and kissed me deeply, and as I came up for air, I could her Amrila gasp as she finally figured out how to open her box. 
 
    “It’s so delicate!” the horned woman said. “The work is so fine. It looks like fairies forged it. Is the A for my name?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned when I saw the uncharacteristically shocked look on the Zencarri woman’s face. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “I adore it,” Amrila purred as her dark eyes met mine. “I… I don’t even know what to say, Eddie. This is so nice.” 
 
    “The rings are a human tradition,” I explained to Ibseth. “It’s what you give someone when you marry them. I would have gotten you a ring, too, Amrila, but legally I can only be officially married to one of you. Plus, I figured with your swords, a ring with a big gemstone might just get in the way.” 
 
    “I do not need a ring to prove to anyone that I am your wife,” Amrila scoffed as she pulled her new necklace from the box and held it up to the light. “As long as you say I am, then I will be yours alone.” 
 
    “And my sweet sister,” Ibseth added as she hugged the red-skinned woman tightly. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Amrila said as she patted the Elven woman’s arm. “Now, help me figure out this clasp, sister.” 
 
    It took a few minutes, but between the two of them, they managed to get the tiny clasp open and the necklace around Amrila’s neck. 
 
     The little A fell at just the right place above the horned woman’s cleavage, which was an added bonus. The Zencarri pulled down the visor and flipped down the vanity mirror so she could admire the necklace for a moment, and I had to admit the gold looked beautiful against her red skin. 
 
    Then Ibseth pulled the rings from her box, and I showed her which finger to wear them on. The two rings fit perfectly, and the Elf held out her hand to see how they looked on her. 
 
    “They are perfect,” my Elven wife sighed. 
 
    “Now they are,” I said as I slipped on my wedding ring. “You’re both the most amazing women I have ever met. I’m the luckiest man alive. Oh-- and there’s one more thing.” 
 
    I grabbed the manilla envelope Owen had given me and rummaged around the various papers for the IDs. 
 
    “There’s one for each of you,” I continued as I handed the ladies their ID cards. “Keep them in your wallets in your purses and make sure you have them with you whenever you’re out.” 
 
    “Ibseth Hill,” the white-haired woman read in a proud tone, and I knew she was as proud of being able to read it as much as she was proud to bear my name. 
 
    “Amrila Sid-- Sido…” The red-skinned woman tried to get her mouth around the sounds but was having trouble.  
 
    I leaned over and looked at the ID in my half-demon wife’s hands. 
 
    “Sidorov,” I read out loud. “Huh, I guess according to the paperwork for both of you, you are Ukrainian.” 
 
    “Why don’t I have the same last name?” Amrila asked. “I like ‘Hill.’” 
 
    “Well…” I hesitated for a second, but I knew Amrila wasn’t that upset about the harem aspect of our relationship. “The government of my world doesn’t want a man having multiple wives, so none of our legal paperwork can say we are both married.” 
 
    “Ohhh…” the red-skinned beauty chuckled. “I get to be your secret wife. I love it!” 
 
    “Let’s go home, my king,” Ibseth said as she laid her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “As my queens wish,” I chuckled, and then I pulled out of the theater parking lot for Westherst. 
 
    The next morning, I happened to be up before my wives, so I decided to start the coffee and whip up some omelets for them both while they slept in a little.  
 
    As I was cutting up some red onions, red and green bell peppers to add to the omelets, along with some chopped ham we had in the fridge, I heard a loud honk outside, so I wiped my hands on a kitchen towel I had over my shoulder and went to the living room window to peek out of the heavy curtains.  
 
    Outside my big, beautiful, burnt-orange Rubicon was being lowered off a big flatbed truck that was going to have a hell of a time getting out of the cul-de-sac.  
 
    Fuck, yeah. 
 
    I slipped on a pair of clogs next to the door, and I picked up my wallet from the small table where I threw my keys whenever I was home and put it in the pocket of my pajama pants. Then I stepped outside to greet the two men in polos with the logo of the Jeep dealership on them. 
 
    “Mr. Hill?” a sun-battered man in his thirties asked as I came up to him. 
 
    The gentleman held a clipboard in his hand with some paperwork on it, and he stood supervising the offloading of my new Jeep. His face had the weathered look of someone who’d worked outside his whole life, and he looked all business. 
 
    “That’s me.” I smiled as I put my hands on my hips, admired my new vehicle, and took my wallet out of my pocket. “Here’s my ID.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the leathery man replied as he looked over my ID and checked it against the information on his clipboard. 
 
    The tanned man had some paperwork for me to sign, and soon enough I had the keys in my hand. 
 
    As the sun-worn man and his co-worker got back into the flatbed truck and ponderously maneuvered around and out of the cul-de-sac, I walked around my new Jeep and just enjoyed the feeling of having a brand-new vehicle for the first time in my life.  
 
    But the enjoyment didn’t last long, since I saw Brock Stanton exit his house dressed in a work polo from the security company he owned. 
 
    The beefy, bald man started to walk toward his car until he looked up and saw me standing next to the Rubicon. Then the big man pivoted and started to head toward me with a smile on his face like the cat that had eaten the canary. 
 
    What the fuck did he want? 
 
    “Hey, Eddie,” Brock said in a voice that was slightly louder than it needed to be. “No work today, huh?” 
 
    The bull-necked man looked me up and down and took in my t-shirt, plaid pajama pants, and clogs. I had several inches on Brock, but he had at least thirty pounds on me.  
 
    I could tell it bothered him that he had to look up to talk to me. 
 
    “I work from home,” I reminded Stanton. “Doing graphic design.” 
 
    “Well…” Brock gave me a slimy smile. “Must be doing pretty well to get this here. Rubicon, eh? These are pretty expensive.” 
 
    Brock slapped the fender on the new Jeep, and it was all I could do not to punch him right then and there. Guys like Stanton count on the fact we live in a civilized world to get away with their dickheaded behaviors, and I couldn’t help but think that if someone just broke down and kicked his ass, it would take him down a peg. 
 
    “My business is doing great, actually,” I replied tightly. “Did you need something, Brock?” 
 
    “I’m doing really well, too,” the beefy man said as he completely ignored my question. “Thinking about buying the Millers’ place as a gift for my son. He’s about to graduate from OSU. Did you hear Miller was thinking about selling?” 
 
    This asshole. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and fought everything in me to not ball up my fists. “I heard that.” 
 
    “I offered David two hundred and fifty thousand dollars last night,” Brock continued on as if he’d stopped listening to me altogether. “He said he’d think about it.” 
 
    Stanton was watching me out of the corner of his eyes, and I could tell he was trying to gauge my reaction. 
 
    Clearly, he’d learned about my offer, since he’d obviously tried to one-up me. David must have mentioned I had made an offer on the house when Brock talked to him the night before, but it was also obvious Brock was trying to needle me into a reaction, and I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. 
 
    I shoved down all the annoyance I felt at Brock and put on a big smile. It was a trick I’d learned from my dad. Whenever anyone would try to get a rise out of him, Dad would just kill them with kindness, which often just pissed off or frustrated the other person when they didn’t get the response they wanted. 
 
    “I actually made an offer on David’s place, too,” I said in an amiable tone. “Looks like I might have to up the ante a little.” 
 
    Something in Stanton’s eyes darkened a little when I didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get into a bidding war with me, son,” the burly man said with a plastered-on smile, and he threw a meaningful look at my old trailer. “I don’t think you could afford it. I’m very successful.” 
 
    “I’m not your son,” I said while still grinning back at Brock. “And I like challenges.” 
 
    Brock’s eyes narrowed at me, and I could see his big neck turning red as he started to get angry. But I just looked right back at him, cool as a pair of tits on a nude beach in Antarctica. Without another word, Stanton turned and headed back to his white sedan, but he made sure to squeal his tires as he peeled out, as if I was supposed to be impressed or intimidated by his impotent display. 
 
    I turned and went back into the house to finish making breakfast for the ladies, but when I got into the house, I found Ibseth still in a soft, cotton nightgown that barely covered her round, supple ass, and she was chopping up the rest of the vegetables I’d left on the counter. 
 
    “Ah, hell, no,” I rumbled playfully. “Nuh-uh. You get yourself a cup of coffee and go chill out on the back porch. It’s a fucking beautiful day out. I’ll make breakfast today, thank you.” 
 
    “If that’s what my king wishes.” Ibseth looked up at me with a mock-pout on her face, and she batted her big, violet eyes at me as she played along. 
 
    “I insist,” I said as I put my hands around her waist and pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
    “Are you sure you do not want some help?” The blue-skinned woman hesitated before she turned to get herself some coffee. 
 
    “You heard our king,” Amrila said as she stumbled out of her room, with her strawberry-blonde hair still sleep tousled. “He banished us to the back porch to enjoy the ghastly sun.” 
 
    The Zencarri woman grabbed two coffee mugs, poured one for both herself and Ibseth, and then hustled the blue-skinned woman out the back door as she deftly grabbed her oversized sunglasses off the counter on her way out.  
 
    I smiled as I went back to work on the omelets, and the magic of my charming wives banished Brock Stanton from my mind. 
 
    Once I had all three plates ready, I took them out to the back porch, and the three of us sat on our camp chairs to enjoy our little piece of paradise. 
 
    “Hey,” I said around a mouthful of what I’d admit was the world’s best omelet. “How about we take the new Jeep out on the backroads and see what it can do?” 
 
    “Does it do something different than the truck?” Ibseth asked as she delicately cut a bite off her omelet with the side of her fork and ate it. “Oh, my God, Eddie! This is even better than the ones they serve at the diner.” 
 
    “Pretty good, yeah?” I grinned. “And yeah, the Jeep can handle things our old truck just can’t. You know how we have to park the truck at that one gate when we go gigging and walk the rest of the way? Well, with the Jeep, we could drive up almost next to the pond, no problem.” 
 
    “So, it’s better over rough ground?” Amrila asked as she took another bite of her food, and then her black eyes rolled back into her head. “Uhhh! Why have you not made these before?” 
 
    “I’ll make us omelets more often.” I grinned. “And we’d have to really try hard to find something that the Jeep couldn’t drive over.” 
 
    “Can we drive it over Brock Stanton?” the red-skinned woman snorted. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” I replied with a sigh. “But we can take it out and have some fun.” 
 
    After we’d finished breakfast and taken our plates back into the kitchen, the three of us got dressed and ready for a little adventure. 
 
    I put on an old pair of jeans and a heather-gray t-shirt, and then I pulled on my work boots. Ibseth decided to forgo her signature sundresses for a short pair of jean shorts and a little white tank top, and Amrila came out of her room in some high-waisted black shorts and a cropped gray shirt that showed off her firm stomach and toned legs. 
 
    Once we got out to the Rubicon, the Night Elf woman opted to sit in the back, while Amrila took the passenger seat.  
 
    The Rubicon started up with a satisfying roar, and I pulled out of the driveway and headed toward the outskirts of town. I drove south, away from Lake Erie and toward the more rural, forested areas. 
 
    I didn’t bother with the GPS, since I figured I’d use it to get back when we were ready to head home. Right then, I just wanted to get lost in the hills and trees. I kinda wished we were a little further south, where the foothills of the Appalachian mountains started, but I knew there would still be some good, curvy roads that would show me how well the Jeep handled.  
 
    The backcountry of Ohio was filled with those kinds of dirt roads. You just had to be careful of anyone coming the opposite way, since a lot of them were narrow and didn’t have a lot of room to pass. I turned on the radio as I drove us out of town and found a rock station out of Cleveland that I’d listened to all the way through college. 
 
    Queen started to play, and I turned it up a little. 
 
    “What is this?” the horned woman next to me asked as she pointed at the speaker. 
 
    “It’s a rock band called Queen.” I shrugged. “This is one of their best-known songs.” 
 
    “They made this music with rocks?” Amrila asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Nah,” I snorted. “They call it that because it makes you want to rock and roll your body to the music.” 
 
    I moved back and forth in my seat to demonstrate, which caused both the ladies to break out into good-natured laughter. 
 
    “Well, I like it,” the Zencarri woman said as she started to sway in her seat. “This is good rock and rolling music.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I laughed.  
 
    Soon, we reached the long, open stretches of backroads that cut through the farming country around Westherst, and I stepped on the gas. The Jeep jumped, and we were going ninety miles an hour within seconds.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh!” Ibseth squealed in the back seat and grabbed the ‘oh, shit’ handle on the door, but Amrila just let out a throaty laugh and kicked back in her seat as I pulled the SUV back to eighty and cruised for a while. 
 
    Eventually, I found a turnoff for a country road and headed onto a tree-lined road. I took it easy for a while as we passed some houses and cabins with huge yards, but after a while the houses thinned out, and the road turned from being paved to dirt. The Rubicon handled beautifully around the sharp turns and uneven dirt, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face.  
 
    I was only going forty-five, but on the winding backroads that felt more like eighty-five, especially on an unfamiliar road. With each turn, Ibseth would squeak or giggle, while Amrila would whoop or cheer. Once we had our fun and had been driving for about an hour, I pulled off the backroads and over to the side of the road while I looked up where we were on my phone.  
 
    Then I plotted a route back home on the GPS and headed back to Westherst. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Amrila purred as AC/DC started to play over the speakers. 
 
    “It was exciting,” Ibseth agreed from the back seat. 
 
    “Later today or tomorrow we’ll have to go for a driving lesson so you can try it out,” I said as I looked at the blue-skinned woman through the rear-view mirror. 
 
    “I do not think I will try to drive those roads just yet,” my Elven wife giggled. 
 
    “Nah.” I grinned back at her. “We’ll find you something more tame.” 
 
    Soon, we got back to the house, and the women kicked off their shoes as we came through the front door. 
 
    Then the ladies settled in to watch their favorite show, which they’d started to leave the subtitles on for, to help them with learning to read in English. Meanwhile, I decided to take advantage of the beautiful day and change the light on the back porch. The motion sensor was starting to get old, so I had gotten a replacement about a week ago but hadn’t gotten around to changing it out yet. 
 
    I went into the back room where the water heater was and opened up the breaker panel to cut the power to the porchlight. Then I went into the backyard, out to Grandpa’s old shed, and got out the stepladder and some tools. I hauled it all back to the porch and took the new light out of its box and read through the instructions. 
 
    I was just stepping onto the ladder when I heard a knocking sound, and then David Miller’s voice coming from my side yard.  
 
    “Eddie?” Miller’s voice came over the fence. 
 
    “It’s not locked, David!” I called back. “Come on back. Sorry, I’ve got my hands full.” 
 
    A moment later, David opened the gates on the side yard and came around to the backyard. 
 
    “Hey, man,” the middle-aged man said as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I saw you talking to Brock a little while ago and figured I should come around and apologize.” 
 
    “What for?” I asked, and I started to unscrew the mount that held the old light to the outer wall of the trailer. “For hearing another offer on your house? Fuck, man. Of course, you did. I certainly would have if I were you.” 
 
    “You’re not mad?” David asked as he looked up at me from the porch. 
 
    “Hell, no,” I replied, and the mount came away from the wall as I looked over the wires connected to the back of the light. “But would you mind handing me those snips?” 
 
    David looked down at the small toolbox and pulled out some wire cutters, which he then handed to me. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re not mad at me,” the sandy-haired man said as he put his hands in his pockets. “Jessi and I both like you guys better than Brock. But I’d be kind of a dumbass not to at least hear him out.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” I nodded, and I removed the wires from the back of the old light. “Would you mind handing me up the new light?” 
 
    David grabbed the new porchlight and took the old one as I handed it down to him. 
 
    “But what would you say to two hundred and seventy-five thousand?” I asked casually as I started to wire up the new light. 
 
    “W-What? Really?” David sputtered as he set down the old light. 
 
    “Yeah, really,” I replied. “But I’ll say right now that I’m not gonna keep upping my offer if Brock wants to get competitive about it. I’d also say that, while I’m not sure how liquid Brock is, I can get you the money right away. And I’ll still cover the closing costs.” 
 
    “That’s quite an offer,” David said in an awed tone as he watched me screw the new mount onto the side of the old trailer. 
 
    “You don’t have to give me an answer right this minute,” I said as I climbed down the stepladder and started to clean up the tools and the old light. “I know you’ll want to talk it over with Jessi first.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” The middle-aged man nodded. “But if you don’t mind me asking, aren’t you worried about having to live next to Brock after you outbid him for the house?” 
 
    “Not really,” I laughed, and then I put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Brock’s a bully. And if you’re not willing to be pushed around, the bully doesn’t have any power.” 
 
    David looked at me and nodded silently, and he seemed impressed with what I’d said.  
 
    But what Miller and Stanton didn’t know was that I wasn’t afraid of Brock because I’d killed beasts far more powerful and scary than some thick-necked manager of a small-time security company could ever be. Sure, I couldn’t just go off and shoot Brock. But I also knew there was nothing the burly man could throw at me that would be more frightening than the scream of a Pit Wyrm, or a ten-foot-tall spider that erupted into a swarm of two-foot-tall spiders after it was dead. 
 
    Brock was small-time, and I was way out of his league now. 
 
    “I’ll think about your offer and talk it over with Jessi,” David said. “She’s actually already found a place in Elyria she likes on one of those real estate apps.” 
 
    “Well…” I smiled. “That’s all the more reason to consider my offer. That way you’ll have the money as soon as you and Jessi spot your dream-house.” 
 
    Miller and I said goodbye, and I put my tools away before heading into the house to turn the power back on to the porchlight.  
 
    As I came out of the small back room, Ibseth came down the hall dressed in another of her short, flowery sundresses. I was going to be sad to see fall come around and my Elven wife put away her summer clothes, but then again, I could always buy her cute stockings, sweaters, and thigh-high socks to help keep her warm. 
 
    “There you are, my love.” The blue-skinned woman smiled. 
 
    “Were you looking for me?” I asked with a playfully-raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” the white-haired woman giggled as she came up to me. “Do you remember how I told you I have been helping Mrs. Tinor while her husband recovers from an injury?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded, suddenly a little more serious. “Injured how? Is he okay?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Ibseth replied. “He is old and hurt his back. Mrs. Tinor has a hard time trying to keep him from doing things around the house while he gets better. I think she said he is-- untired?” 
 
    “You mean retired?” I said after a pause while I tried to figure out what my wife meant. 
 
    “Yes.” Ibseth nodded. “Retired. He used to be a constable, I believe. But the poor man will not stop getting up and making his back worse, so I was wondering if you could help them by fixing a light in their living room. It doesn’t work right, and Mr. Tinor keeps fiddling with it.” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” I smiled and nodded. “That seems like a very neighborly thing to do.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Eddie!” The small woman threw her arms around me and squeezed me tightly.  
 
    It didn’t take a whole lot to make either of my wives happy, and a light fixture on the fritz wouldn’t take long to fix. 
 
    I got my tools, some work gloves, and the stepladder back out and followed Ibseth over to the house almost directly across the cul-de-sac from us. It was a nice, well-kept place, with a brick facade and an open carport instead of a garage. The Elven woman went up to the front porch and rang the doorbell, and I stood next to her and waited.  
 
    After a moment, the door opened, and there was a very small, skinny woman in her mid-seventies. Mrs. Tinor still had very long, white hair that hinted she might have been a hippy in her heyday, and the long, flowy dress she wore seemed to confirm the notion. But that did sort of explain why the older woman was keen on being friends with a young woman with pointed ears and blue-toned skin.  
 
    Mrs. Tinor had probably seen even stranger things in her time. 
 
    “Ibseth!” the older woman said as she warmly hugged my wife. “And this must be Eddie. You are even more handsome than your wife said.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.” I couldn’t help but smile at the compliment.  
 
    “Eddie has come over to fix your light for you,” Ibseth added. “That way your husband will not have to worry about it while he recovers.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mrs. Tinor huffed as she made a long-suffering expression. “Burt is not going to like that. You’ll have your work cut out for you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to intrude,” I said as I shook my head. “I wouldn’t dream of stepping on another man’s toes.” 
 
    “Not at all,” the older woman chuckled. “Burt’s a good man, and a tomcat in the sack, but he’s a stubborn old fool.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” I chuckled and was a little taken aback. “That’s not how he hurt his back, is it?” 
 
    Mrs. Tinor gave me a sly wink but didn’t respond, and then she led Ibseth and I into the living room where a barrel-chested man in his late seventies was laid up on the couch, with his feet and head propped up. Mr. Tinor still had a full head of closely-cropped, iron-gray hair and was sporting a two-day beard. His gray sweats and clean white t-shirt were somehow very neat and orderly for loungewear, and his white socks looked as if they were fresh from a new pack. 
 
    “Burt, honey,” Mrs. Tinor said in a silky voice as we came into the room. “Ibseth and her husband came over to visit.” 
 
    “Ibseth.” Burt Tinor gave my wife a friendly nod as a greeting, but then the old guy looked over at me and took in the stepladder and tools I was holding. “Mr. Ibseth.” 
 
    The older man’s voice was cool and gravelly as he greeted me. 
 
    “Hi, Mr. Tinor.” I smiled apologetically. “I’m Eddie Hill. It’s nice to meet you. Ibseth told me you had a light that’s not working. Since I have experience with electrical work, I thought I’d offer my help.” 
 
    “Huh,” Burt grunted and gave no indication of whether or not the help was wanted or welcomed. 
 
    “Hey, Ibseth, honey,” Mrs. Tinor said into the awkward pause. “Come see my new painting. It’s almost done.” 
 
    My wife squeezed my shoulder and turned to follow the older hippy woman deeper into the house, which left me with Mr. Tinor, who didn’t seem very pleased I was there. 
 
    “So,” I said since I didn’t want to just stand and stare at the old guy who was clearly stuck on the couch and mad about it. “Which light isn’t working?” 
 
    There were several round, recessed lights in the ceiling around the spacious living room. The decor was an odd mix of mid-century antiques, tchotchkes from around the US, family pictures, and what I assumed were Mrs. Tinor’s paintings. The paintings were mostly landscapes, old barns, and rolling hills that looked like they were from around Ohio, but they weren’t bad.  
 
    “It’s the one above that chair over in the corner,” Burt grumbled in a resigned tone. “I don’t know why Judy called in reinforcements, though. I told her I would fix it.” 
 
    “It was Ibseth who asked me to come over,” I said as I went over to the chair, set down my tools, and looked up at the light. “But they might have been in it together.” 
 
    “Probably,” Tinor huffed. “But I won’t say no if you want to fix it. Otherwise we’d just both be in Dutch with our wives.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I snorted. “Where’s the switch?” 
 
    “Over by the doorway to the hall,” Burt replied, and he lifted up a worn-looking detective novel from where it had fallen next to him on the couch. 
 
    I guessed the old guy had fallen asleep reading just before we’d come in. 
 
    I went over to the switch Burt had pointed to and tried it a few times. The light would come on about half the time, flicker, and then go out again. I was guessing there was a short somewhere, which could potentially be dangerous, especially if it was somewhere where it could start a fire.  
 
    I really hoped the short was close to the fixture so I wouldn’t have to go hunt it down. 
 
    “Looks like a short,” I commented out loud. 
 
    “Yep,” Tinor replied without looking up from his book. 
 
    “Where is the fuse box?” I asked as I thought through all the most likely places for the short to be. 
 
    “Judy!” Burt shouted from the couch while still looking down at his novel. 
 
    “What?” Mrs. Tinor’s voice shouted back from somewhere down the hall next to me. 
 
    “Would you kill the power to the light so the boy doesn’t electrocute himself?” the old man called out. 
 
    “Which one is it?” Judy Tinor called in reply. 
 
    “Oh, for the love--” Burt muttered but then continued in a well-measured tone. “It’s the one marked ‘LR lights,’ baby.” 
 
    “Okay!” Mrs. Tinor shouted down the hall after a short pause. “It should be off now.” 
 
    I flipped the switch to check that the breaker was off, and none of the recessed lights came on, so I flipped the switch back to off and got to work.  
 
    I got up on the stepladder and removed the covering, and then I gently pulled out the fixture to look it over. Burt was back to reading his book, so I resigned myself to work in silence and not bug the old guy. 
 
    “How long have you two kids been together?” the gray-haired man suddenly asked from the couch.  
 
    I glanced around from examining the light fixture and saw Burt still hadn’t looked up from his book. 
 
    “Not long, honestly,” I replied as I looked over the wire connection. “But I already know I want to spend the rest of my life with her.” 
 
    “If she were any other woman, I would tell you that you’re an idiot,” the old guy chuckled. “But Ibseth seems like a one in a million. Just like my Judy. Every once in a while, you just know, right out of the gate.” 
 
    “Are you a romantic, Mr. Tinor?” I grinned as I looked up from my work. 
 
    “Nope,” the gray-haired man said as he turned the page of his novel. “Forty years on the force knocked any romantic ideas I had out of me by the time I was thirty. But with a woman like Judy, you’d have to be a real dumb fucker not to see it.” 
 
    “I think I know what you mean.” I nodded. 
 
    “Did you find the problem?” The old guy looked up from his book with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It looks like someone didn’t tighten these connections enough when they were put in. One of the wires slowly worked itself out over time. It’s an easy fix.” 
 
    “Huh,” Burt grumbled again. “Well, maybe next you’d like to look at the central air conditioning unit. Damn thing blows lukewarm air.” 
 
    “I can try,” I snorted as I made sure the wire was back in place and tightened up the connection. “But heating and cooling is kinda out of my wheelhouse.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s fine, Eddie,” Burt said. “I was kidding. Old place is just slowly falling apart. Hell, if it weren’t for the mortgage, I’d sell this place and take Judy somewhere warmer. Let her paint beaches instead of snow-covered barns.” 
 
    As I put the light switch back in place, a funny thought occurred to me. I pictured myself standing in the middle of the cul-de-sac, playing with a mess of blue-and-red-skinned kids, with my many wives lounging in every yard, each with their own house. I nearly dismissed it with a chuckle to myself, but then I thought about it. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Why not be the king of the cul-de-sac? 
 
    All it would take is a bunch of gold, and I knew exactly where to get more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    “Looks good to me,” I said as I flipped the light switch on and off a couple of times to check that it was working. “But let me know if you have more trouble with it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Burt said in a grudging tone, but he smiled up at me from the couch. “You take good care of that girl of yours. She’s got a real wild look, but a heart of gold.” 
 
    “I will, Mr. Tinor,” I promised as I went over to shake the man’s hand. 
 
    “You can call me Burt,” the old guy replied and shook my hand. 
 
    Ibseth and Judy came into the living room just then, and the Elven woman hugged her hippy friend and waved goodbye to Burt before we left for home. 
 
    “Thank you for helping Mr. Tinor, my love,” Ibseth said as she slipped her arm around mine. 
 
    “It’s not a big thing.” I shrugged as we walked back home. “It turned out to be a little thing. And as long as it makes you happy, I’m happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy, my wonderful king,” the white-haired woman sighed and nuzzled her head against my shoulder. 
 
    As we came up onto the front porch, I looked around at the grass and decided it was getting a little long. I still had a few hours of daylight left, so I figured I’d take care of it now, rather than later. 
 
    “You go on in, baby,” I said to my Elven wife. “I’m going to mow real quick.” 
 
    “As you like, my love,” Ibseth replied as she opened the door. “I will begin making supper.” 
 
    I gave the blue-skinned woman an affectionate pat on the rear and then headed around to the side yard, through the gate, and into the backyard.  
 
    Amrila was there practicing with her swords, and her bare feet lightly danced across the overgrown grass in almost hypnotic patterns. 
 
    “Looking good, partner,” I commented with a wink as I passed.  
 
    “Thanks, partner!” The Zencarri woman smiled and blew me a kiss before she went back to her forms. 
 
    I went over to the shed and pulled out the mower as I mulled over my ongoing mental to-do list. I checked the gas and then topped it off, and all the while I thought about perhaps the biggest item on said list: finding evidence of the Night Elf chief, Ursenger’s, treachery to bring to the other tribes.  
 
    Once Ursenger was removed from power, I could breathe easier knowing he wasn’t somewhere under my feet plotting against my family. 
 
    I knew the evidence I was looking for was probably hidden away in a hunting retreat that Ursenger went to with his generals, but I didn’t know how well guarded that manor house might be. I just had a general idea of where it was in The Gloom, so as I drove the mower past the horned woman, I stopped and leaned on the steering wheel with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “I was thinking about us going back to The Gloom soon,” I said quietly so Mrs. Whitmire, the nosy old lady next door, couldn’t overhear if she was in her backyard. 
 
    “There’s a lot to do down there.” Amrila nodded, and she paused her exercise. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    The Zencarri woman had worked up a slight sweat, and I was momentarily distracted by a bead of moisture that ran down her graceful neck and down her chest to disappear into the collar of her damp t-shirt. 
 
    “Uhh…” I cleared my throat and shook my head as I brought my mind back to focus. “Well, we know where the retreat is, approximately. But we don’t know what it might be like outside or inside. We’ll either have to force our way in, or sneak in quietly. But either way, I think we’ll do better with some help. Do you think Scourge would be up to the task?” 
 
    “If it involves fucking over the Mad Chief, then Scourge will help.” Amrila grinned as she sheathed one of her swords and wiped her forehead. “What about the Dolrath princess? She is a very capable fighter, and I think she’s a little sweet on you. I bet she would help us.” 
 
    “Nileme?” I said as I blushed a little. “Sure. She might help. You think she’s sweet on me?” 
 
    “Oh, please.” The Zencarri chuckled. “Her eyes followed you everywhere while we were in her mother’s meeting hall. Why do you think I gave her that old rifle? I was helping to reel her in for you.” 
 
    “What?” I choked. “I mean, I know you’re okay with Ibseth, and Ibseth is cool with however many women I might be with, because of her culture. But you… were being my wingman? You’re fine with me having more wives than just you and Ibseth?” 
 
    “Have as many wives as you’d like.” Amrila shrugged before she sheathed her other sword and sauntered up to me with a smirk. “No other woman can give you what I can, and you can have children with many women. I have no reason to feel jealous.” 
 
    As if to prove her point, my half-demon lover then took a handful of my shirt and pulled me to her for a long, deep kiss. 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I said once we pulled away, and I smiled down at my Zencarri wife. “And I do think Nileme would be useful to have along.” 
 
    “Then that is our plan,” the black-eyed woman replied. “Scourge and I can handle quiet infiltration if that is what’s called for, and you and Nileme can kill anything that gets in our ways with your rifles.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I nodded and then gestured to the mower. “But for right now, I’ll go start in the front yard so you can finish up your practice.” 
 
    “Thank you, partner,” Amrila said, and we kissed again before I started the mower and drove it to the front yard. 
 
    I hopped off and opened the side yard gate, and I rode the mower through to the front. Then I took my time as I steered the riding mower in steady lines back and forth along the lawn. The front yard wasn’t very big, but I took my time. The act of mowing was meditative on a riding mower, and I loved the satisfaction of looking at straight, symmetrical lines when it was all over. 
 
    As I turned the mower to cut back across the yard, I happened to look up and see Tanya Daniels coming across the cul-de-sac, right at me. Today, the middle-aged waitress had on a leopard-print, racer-backed tank top over some very tight skinny jeans. I’d admit waiting tables had helped the woman to keep her figure, but there was something about the woman’s brash personality that a tight ass and a decent rack just couldn’t make up for. 
 
    Tanya’s bleached-blonde hair was thrown up in a messy bun, and she wore a deep taupe-colored lipstick that didn’t quite suit her. When it was abundantly clear she was coming over to talk to me, I politely stopped the mower and waited. 
 
    “Afternoon, Tanya,” I said as she stepped onto the lawn and made her way toward me. 
 
    “Heyyyy, Eddie,” the blonde woman said in a kittenish tone. “Lovely day, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and I looked around at the clear sky that was starting to turn pink as the sun dipped toward the horizon. “I guess we should enjoy them while we can. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Weeeeeell,” the gaudy woman said as her hand went up to play with her hair, “I hate to ask, but I was wondering if you could come over sometime and look at my dryer. I heard you’re a bit of a handyman.” 
 
    Something about the way Tanya said “handyman” sent a little red flag up in my head. 
 
    “Oh, well, I’m no professional,” I started but was soon cut off.  
 
    “It sucks not having a man in your life,” the blonde continued with a casual wave of her manicured hand. “But the damned thing just doesn’t generate any heat.” 
 
    In the past, I’d been notorious for being oblivious when women flirted with me, but there was very little subtlety to Tanya. The heavy perfume the cougar wore had started to waft over to me, and the potency of the musky scent was almost enough to make me cough.  
 
    There was also no mistaking the emphasis the middle-aged woman put on the words “man” and “heat.” 
 
    I was definitely not attracted to her, but all the same, I didn’t want to be rude, or unneighborly. I thought about helping Tanya with her dryer, if it was indeed broken, but I didn’t want to give her the chance to corner me, either. 
 
    “I, uhh-- I don’t really know much about dryers,” I lied. “But maybe my wife could give you the name of the guy who fixed ours.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tanya said with a look of surprise. “Is she your… wife? The girl with the blue body paint? When I saw that other girl who likes to dress like an emo demon, I just assumed you were collecting girlfriends, and I wondered when I’d get an invitation.” 
 
    The waitress laughed as if she were joking, but she also watched my reaction very closely, so I knew the only way out of this was to play dumb. Tanya had clearly been watching the ladies and I very closely, and it seemed like she wanted to join in.  
 
    But as long as she stuck to hints, I had plausible deniability and could act as if I just wasn’t picking up what she was trying to lay down. 
 
    “Yeah.” I smiled and played up the whole “I’m just a country boy” thing. “Ibseth moved in, and her friend Amrila just kinda came along with her. Guess I’m a lucky man. It’s like that old show, Three’s Company.” 
 
    “Could be four,” Tanya purred as she gave me a direct look. 
 
    “Uhh,” I stammered and tried to think of an out in a panic. 
 
    But then my phone started ringing, and I breathed an inward sigh of relief as I pulled my cell out of my pocket and looked at the screen. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quickly, and I tried to sound sincere. “It’s my lawyer. I really should take this.” 
 
    “Aww,” Tanya said as a slight pout crossed her face. “Okay. I guess you’ll get me that number for the handyman when you can.” 
 
    “Will do, bye, Tanya,” I replied as I hit the “answer” button and held the phone up to my face. “Hello.” 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Hill,” Travis’ cool, professional voice responded over the line. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “A lot better now,” I said as I watched the bleached-blonde wiggle her way back across the cul-de-sac. “You’ve got impeccable timing.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” Meyer said dryly. “I was just calling to let you know I have started processing the money from the sale of your goods, and I’ve prepared your funds for the offer on the house you wanted. There’s two hundred thousand dollars available to you when you need it.” 
 
    “That’s great, Meyer,” I said as I headed for the front door since I didn’t want to discuss my finances on the front lawn, and then I stepped through the front door and saw Ibseth standing in the kitchen, preparing dinner. “But I actually might need a little more than that.” 
 
    “Oh?” the lawyer asked in a mild tone. “Did the owner ask for more money? Because I feel your offer is quite reasonable, given the current property values of the area.” 
 
    “You know the going property values for Westherst?” I chuckled as I stood next to the doorway to avoid tracking dirt into the house. 
 
    “I had my assistant do some research.”  
 
    “Actually, it’s not the owner that’s the problem,” I scoffed. “It’s this one neighbor, Brock Stanton. He heard I had made an offer and tried to outbid me.” 
 
    “What a dick,” Travis commented with uncharacteristic snark. “Well, I can get more funds ready in the event of a bidding war. But if I’m being honest, anything over three hundred thousand would be too much for the property. I’d recommend leaning into the advantage you have with liquid funds. You could give them the money tomorrow if needed.” 
 
    “That’s kinda what I told the owner,” I said. “From what I can tell, Brock can probably get the money, but I’m sort of banking on him not being able to get it as fast as I can.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to hope this Brock isn’t dumb enough to pay well over market value to outbid you. I can also draw up some paperwork and bring it to you, so you can make a firm offer and have the owner sign an agreement. That way things will be locked in.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Sounds good, Meyer. Thank you.” 
 
    “Have a good evening, Mr. Hill,” the lawyer replied. 
 
    After a quick goodbye, Travis and I got off the phone, and I went back out to finish up mowing. 
 
    Then I put away the mower, went back in the trailer, and got cleaned up before sitting down to dinner with my beautiful wives. Once we were full, we watched a couple episodes of a new sitcom that the ladies had started to get into, and I had to admit, it was another perfect evening. 
 
    The next day, I wanted to go out and get some supplies ahead of Amrila and I going back to The Gloom, so after breakfast, I grabbed my wallet and keys and looked at the ladies as they finished their coffees on the couch. 
 
    Ibseth was wearing my favorite of her dresses. It was a little white lace number that showed off her curvy figure in all the best ways. The low-cut neckline somehow contained her ample cleavage, and sometimes when she turned just the right way, I could just see the bottom of her ass cheeks.  
 
    Meanwhile, Amrila had on a black romper with a little skull embroidered on the left leg of the shorts, and she was comfortably lounging as she sipped her coffee. 
 
    “I’ve got some errands to run,” I said. “But I thought, since you have a license now, maybe you’d like to drive, Ibseth.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please!” The blue-skinned woman clapped her hands together and giggled. 
 
    “You want to come along, Amrila?” I asked the Zencarri with a sly smile. 
 
    “Oh, uh, no, I-I’m fine here,” the horned woman hedged. “I want to practice my reading with the novel I got the other day.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I pressed while trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Very sure,” the Zencarri woman replied as she leveled her gaze at me. 
 
    The truth was, Ibseth wasn’t very good at driving yet, and Amrila hated riding in the truck when Ibseth had practiced before we got the Rubicon.  
 
    “Alright.” I grinned before I turned to my first wife. “You ready to go, baby?” 
 
    “I am ready!” Ibseth cheered as she got up and slipped on her shoes. 
 
    In the meantime, I went over to the couch and kissed the horned woman. 
 
    “Don’t die,” she whispered to me while my face was close to hers. 
 
    “She’s not that bad of a driver,” I laughed under my breath. 
 
    The Zencarri woman gave me a skeptical look, and I struggled to rein in my smile. 
 
    It was funny to me that Amrila and I regularly found ourselves in life-or-death situations, like fighting the bat-like Nictors or a shadow demon that was immune to regular bullets, but riding in a car with Ibseth driving was what the red-skinned woman was most worried about. 
 
    Outside, Ibseth sprinted to the driver’s side, and I got into the passenger’s side, where I securely buckled myself in. The Elven woman adjusted the seat, steering wheel, and mirrors as she tried to remember all the things I had taught her about safety, and given her small stature, the Elf had to move the driver’s seat forward to an almost comical point to be able to comfortably reach the pedals.  
 
    Once everything was adjusted, Ibseth put the gear shift in reverse and glanced up at the rear-view mirror as she let up on the brake and then pressed on the gas. The Rubicon suddenly leaped backwards, which caused me to grab the dashboard in front of me as I was thrown forward. The blue-skinned woman squealed and hit the brakes suddenly, and my seat belt snapped back painfully as we came to a stop again. 
 
    “Oh, no!” the white-haired woman gasped. “I am so sorry, my love!” 
 
    “No, no.” I coughed as I readjusted my seat belt. “I should have warned you this new vehicle was going to be a lot more responsive than the truck. Just take it easy and go slowly until you get used to how the Jeep handles.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ibseth replied, and I saw she was blushing slightly with embarrassment. 
 
    This time, my wife was more cautious, and we rolled back smoothly as she pulled out onto the cul-de-sac. As we drove toward the center of town, there were a couple of hard stops, and one or two dicey turns, but Ibseth was trying very hard to learn, so I was patient and gentle in my instructions. 
 
    Our first stop was at Nathan’s Army Surplus and Arms. The owner, Nathan, was an eccentric man with only one arm who seemed to spend a lot of time thinking up new and creative displays for his wares, but he wasn’t a bad guy. As Ibseth and I stepped into the store, the chime announced our presences, and I noticed one of the table displays had been changed.  
 
    The table was still covered in various types of gas masks, but the mannequin was positioned into a dramatic pose, with one hand over its heart and the other held out in front of it. The mannequin wore one of the gas masks, and in the outstretched hand there was a gas mask with the face pointed back at the mannequin.  
 
    Like something out of a Shakespeare play. 
 
    Nathan came out of a back room somewhere at the sound of the door chime and smiled when he saw me. The man looked as rumpled as ever with his sandy hair still uncombed, and he was wearing a faded white t-shirt under an open Hawaiian shirt that was surprisingly festive.  
 
    “Eddie!” Nathan greeted me in a jovial tone. “And who is this beautiful lady with you?” 
 
    “This is Ibseth, my wife,” I replied, and I looked over and saw the Elven woman smile in acknowledgement of the compliment. 
 
    “Wife?” the gruff shop owner asked as his eyebrows went up a little. 
 
    Last time I had come to shop Amrila had been with me. I could tell the disheveled man was curious about it, but Nathan was a businessman in his own way, so when I just nodded, he didn’t press the issue. 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs. Hill,” the shop owner said pleasantly. 
 
    “It is nice to meet you, too,” Ibseth replied in a sweet tone. 
 
    “If I remember correctly,” Nathen said as he turned back to me, “how’s it going with the new gear? I remember you got that red dot last time you were here.” 
 
    “Yeah, it worked awesome,” I said.  
 
     “Good!” He laughed. “I got this Surefire laser and flashlight combo. I thought you might be interested in it last time, you want it now?” 
 
    “You remember?” I asked as the Elven woman and I walked up to the counter.  
 
    “Sure,” Nathan grunted as he made an expansive gesture with his one hand. “You’re my best customer. Hell, in the short time I’ve known you, you’ve spent more money here than some of my regulars do in a year, if it’s not crass of me to say so.” 
 
    The scruffy man chuckled to himself, and then he dipped under the counter and came back up with a smallish box that said SureFire Weapon Light on the side. 
 
    “I’ve never used a laser before,” I replied as Nathan handed me the box. “How does using it differ from the red dot?” 
 
    “This is a laser and flashlight combo,” the sandy-haired man explained as he leaned against the countertop. “Lasers are good for things a little closer up, say within twenty-five yards or so. If you turn and see a target you want to acquire quickly, rather than having to sight it, you get your laser on it. Good to go. You can also kinda aim the weapon around a corner without getting your face behind it.” 
 
    “That would be really useful,” I said as I thought about all the times in The Gloom I could have used something like that. 
 
    My experience with guns before the last few months was all from hunting with my dad. Shooting in combat was still kinda new to me. I had done well so far, but this would certainly up my game. 
 
    “Go ahead and open the box so we can have a look.” Nathan smiled as he looked at the pleased expression on my face. “This mounts onto the bottom of the rail right near the front of the rifle. There’s also independent buttons for the flashlight and laser that you’ll be able to turn on and off without having to take your hand off your weapon.” 
 
    “Nice.” I nodded as I took the small, black flashlight out of its box and looked it over. 
 
    Ibseth had been listening politely while I talked to Nathan, but guns were not of much interest to her, so she started to wander around the store while I clicked the light and laser on and off to see how it worked. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me saying,” the shopkeeper said as he leaned in and whispered in a conspiratorial tone, “that wife of yours is something. What about the girl you were with last time you were here? The red-skinned one?” 
 
    “Uhhh… we kind of… are also together.”  
 
    “Damn…” Nathan chuckled softly. “You’re a lucky dog. I can’t believe it. That red one was the prettiest creature I’d ever seen until you brought this one in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I snorted. “She can cook, too.” 
 
    “Really?” Nathan sounded impressed. “Where do you even find women like that?” 
 
    The sandy-haired man looked at Ibseth appreciatively before respectfully peeling his eyes away, and I grinned.  
 
    If only I could tell the man that you can only find women like Ibseth and Amrila if your grandpa leaves you an old trailer with access to an underground fantasy world in the backyard. 
 
    “You just have to go to those conventions they have over in Cleveland,” I lied smoothly. “Comic books, anime, trading card games. Ladies have really started getting into that stuff.” 
 
    “Huh.” Nathan nodded his head. “Might have to check that out. How do you like the laser? This one goes for about nine hundred, but it’s top-of-the-line and made in the USA. Going to be plenty durable.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I decided as I put the light back into its box. “And I’d like to get two boxes of ammo for the Galil and the Glock 17. Wait-- make that four boxes of ammo for the AK.” 
 
    I was going to see Nileme, and I thought some extra ammo would be a nice gift for her. Maybe I would give her my spare set of Pro X ear protection, too, since I was going to ask her to help me raid Ursenger’s retreat. 
 
    “No problem.” Nathan grinned, and he was clearly pleased with himself for having anticipated his customer’s needs. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Uhh, maybe some of those silicone earplugs?” I said as I thought out loud. “Like, a big bag of them.” 
 
    “Headphones make for much better protection,” the sandy-haired man argued in a cautioning tone. 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” I laughed. “But I can keep the little earplugs in my pocket for emergencies.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Nathan said as he stepped away to gather up my items for me. 
 
    The rumpled shop owner got everything rung up, I paid for the lot, and then Ibseth and I said goodbye to Nathan.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to try out the laser on my Galil, but I thought Ibseth and I could spend some more time out first. I was going to go back to The Gloom soon, and it was hard to say how long I would have to be down there this time, so I had Ibseth drive us to the town square where there were some small boutiques and specialty stores along the main drag. 
 
    I only grabbed the door once or twice as my wife hit the brakes too early, or not early enough for my comfort as she navigated her way through traffic. But we found parking and were able to enjoy the afternoon walking around and browsing the different shops.  
 
    At one kinda crunchy, all organic store, I found some really nice tea that came in fancy-looking tins I thought Scourge might like. The half-demon man seemed to really like his tea, and if I was going to ask a favor of him, it was a nice gesture. I also picked up some upscale candy for my customary gift to the Brownies, who were little rat-like people that inhabited the Great Forest. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ibseth found some herbs and spices that reminded her of ones from The Gloom, so we stocked up on those and then continued our walk up and down the main street. We looked through the windows of different shops and held hands, and it was a very pleasant way to spend an afternoon at the tail-end of summer. 
 
    I wanted to get something for the Dwarves, too, since they’d helped me by making the magical bullets I had used to kill the shadow demon in the Dolrath territory, but I was going to wait to get their gift until we were on the way home. I knew a little drive-through that carried craft beer, and I thought it would be a nice treat for them.  
 
    It might even help the gruff Dorrem warm up to me. 
 
    When we got back to the car, I gently insisted on driving home, and Ibseth was so content from the outing she didn’t argue. We made a quick stop for beer, both for us and the dwarves, and then the blue-skinned woman and I decided to pick up some food and head home. 
 
    “Hey, partner!” I called into the trailer as we came through the front door. “We’re home!” 
 
    “And we have food and beer!” Ibseth giggled as she followed me inside. 
 
    I set all of the shopping down to one side as Ibseth took the Chinese food we had gotten into the kitchen and started to get plates. 
 
    “I do love beer,” the red-skinned woman cheered as she came out of the still steaming bathroom with wet hair. 
 
    The three of us piled our plates with wontons, soft dumplings, and General Tso’s, which was Amrila’s personal favorite. Then the ladies and I sat on the couch to watch some TV, enjoy dinner together, and drink some cold beers.  
 
    After a few hours of hanging out in a pile on the couch, Amrila got up and stretched. 
 
    “I think I’m going to call it a night,” she sighed as she reached her arms over her head, and I couldn’t help but notice how her little romper hugged her lithe body. 
 
    “Goodnight, sweet sister,” Ibseth replied in a soft voice. 
 
    “Night, partner.” I smiled and winked at her. 
 
    “Night, husband.” As the Zencarri woman padded off to her room for the night, Ibseth got up and started to gather dishes and empty beer cans, and I watched my Elven wife’s graceful movements as she fussed over the house.  
 
    It was one of the ways she showed love to Amrila and me: by taking care of the little things for us. 
 
    But then, as she turned to go into the kitchen to deposit the plates in the sink, the skirt of her little white dress came up slightly, and I caught a glimpse of her smooth, round ass cheeks. I felt a desire stir deep within me, and my blood started to rise. 
 
    There was something in the way the Elven woman’s hips swayed as she walked that never ceased to get me going.  
 
    I stood up and crossed the living room floor to follow her, and as she reached the sink and set the dishes down, I wrapped my large hands around her small waist. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I rumbled as I pressed my face against her soft neck, and my hands were already slowly lifting up her short skirt. “I need to fuck you…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    I started to kiss the nape of my woman’s neck, and I gently ran my tongue across her velvety skin. Under the firm grip of my hands I could feel Ibseth’s back arch as she pressed her supple ass against me, and my cock began to throb against the restrictive fabric of my jeans.  
 
    “Uhhh, Eddie,” Ibseth signed softly as her hips began to swerve in anticipation. “My king!” 
 
    I continued to kiss and lick the blue-skinned woman’s neck, and she moved against me as her hand came up to touch the side of my face and hair. 
 
    I lifted my wife’s skirt up to her slim waist, and then I gently pulled at the string that made up the side of her tiny underwear. I knew from feeling alone the pair she was wearing. They were the lacy, see-through pair with little pink hearts embroidered on the front. My hands teased around the edges of the panties, almost moving under the thin fabric, but not quite. 
 
    “I’m going to ravage you,” I snarled as I lightly bit Ibseth’s earlobe.  
 
    “Take me, my love,” the Elven woman purred, and she pushed her ass firmly against my caged erection. “I yearn to feel your manhood fill me. Uhhh, you are my only desire.” 
 
    The blue-skinned woman attempted to turn to kiss me, but my hands went to her hips and held her in place. I pressed myself against her, and I playfully pinned her against the sink as I dipped my hand between her legs. The gauzy barrier of her panties moved aside easily, and I felt the warm dampness between the lips of her pussy. 
 
    “Ahh!” Ibseth keened as I started to move my fingers in a slow circle around her clit. “Uhh, you make my body sing, my love.” 
 
    The Night Elf woman’s perfect ass started to grind more firmly against me, and my hard dick responded to her movements and pressed more insistently against the tight denim of my jeans. It was excruciating, but I kept the violet-eyed woman in place, and I played with the soft button of flesh above her tight cunt to drive her wild before I gave her what she begged for.  
 
    I brought my other hand off Ibseth’s waist, up her flat stomach, and over the supple mound of her large breast. I could live and die between the heaving mountains of the Elf’s flawless tits. Then, with a quick movement, I worked my fingers under the low neckline of Ibseth’s sundress and pulled one side down. The thin strap slipped off her shoulder, and her full breast popped out of the dress so I could feel and tease her pert nipple.  
 
    “Uhhh! Let me touch you, my love,” the white-haired woman moaned and pleaded. “I-I wish to give you pleasure, tooooo.” 
 
    “Your pleasure is what I live for,” I murmured as I pushed a finger inside Ibseth’s tight pussy and worked it back and forth. 
 
    As I inserted my finger deep inside her, my wife leaned over the sink, and her knees gave way to the stimulation and waves of endorphins.  
 
    “Uhh, uhhh!” Ibseth panted. “Yeessss! Uhh, Eddie. I want to feel you. P-Please, give me your manhood!” 
 
     “I want you so badly,” I growled as my erection began to feel strangled by my pants. “I want to be inside you, baby.” 
 
    But I couldn’t let up yet. Before I gave in to my own desires, I was going to make her cum first, so I moved my finger in and out of her slick channel until I could feel her pussy contract with a mounting orgasm. Then I moved my hand between her legs a little faster, positioned my thumb on her clit, and kept fingering her trembling pussy.  
 
    “Ohhh!” Ibseth called out as her hips bucked and drove me wild. “Eddie, I-I’m going toooo-- Uhhhh!” 
 
    There was a squirt of warm juices as my lovely wife climaxed, and she collapsed fully against the sink as she tried to catch her breath in the aftershocks. 
 
    But I wasn’t done yet.  
 
    As the blue-skinned woman held herself up against the sink, I quickly pulled down her panties and let them fall to the floor.  
 
    “Yes, my king.” Ibseth turned while still panting from her orgasm, and she took a firm hold of the fly of my jeans. Then she undid my pants, and I slipped the other strap off her shoulder and pulled her dress down so it too fell to the floor.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” I grunted as I took in her naked form. Her breasts were incredibly large and perfectly shaped, her waist was tiny, and her hips were wide and welcoming.  
 
    “I’m so happy my body pleases you, Husband.” Ibseth unzipped my pants and pulled down my jeans and boxers in one go. My blood was on fire, and the white-haired woman was my only concern at that moment. I lifted my wife up and set her on the kitchen counter, and as Ibseth wrapped her smooth legs around my waist and drew my hard member toward her wet, inviting pussy, I swiftly pulled off my shirt and threw it to the ground. 
 
    Then I wrapped my hands around Ibseth’s supple ass and firmly pushed my full length inside of her welcoming body. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh, yeesss!” the Elven woman mewled as I finally entered her. “Uhh, r-ravage me, my kinnnng. Uhhh!” 
 
    “You asked for it.” I smirked and began to thrust my hips, and the firm movements caused the voluptuous woman’s breasts to bounce with the impacts.  
 
    As I moved in and out of Ibseth, I buried my face between her massive tits, and I kissed, licked, and sucked to my heart’s content. 
 
    My wife’s pussy was as tight as the first time I’d fucked her, and it was all I could do to not cum right then. Ibseth moved with me and raised her hips to meet mine at just the right times, but I restrained myself until I felt Ibseth’s hips become more urgent and knew she was close to another climax. 
 
    I responded to the wild bucking of my wife’s hips and pushed myself deeper inside of her. 
 
    “Yeeesss!” the Night Elf woman almost screamed. “Uhhh, by the gods! Fill me with your seeeed, my king!” 
 
    “Fuck, yes, I’m cumming!” I grunted as I dug my fingers into her hips and bottomed out inside her one last time.  
 
    Ibseth keened with a burst of pleasure as she came, and then I released my seed into her like a dam breaking under the weight of a river. My knees almost buckled from the rush of ecstasy that filled my senses, but I braced myself against the sink and buried my face in my wife’s neck as she accepted every creamy drop of me. I could feel her pulse pounding in the delicate hollow of her throat, and I placed gentle kisses there as we came down from our highs.  
 
    I leaned against Ibseth for a moment as we both caught our breaths, and my wife wrapped her arms around and stroked my back and shoulders as we panted. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured as I enjoyed the sensation of the blue-skinned woman’s delicate fingers running up and down my bare skin. 
 
    “And I love you,” the beautiful blue-skinned elf whispered back. 
 
    I grinned and was filled with the warm glow of great sex and the love of my wife. I kissed her for a lingering moment, but then I pulled out of her with a wet noise and grabbed my pants and boxers off the floor. 
 
    “I never imagined my life would be so perfect,” Ibseth purred as she stretched luxuriously there on the countertop. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy, baby,” I said as I pulled my pants on, and I smiled at the sight of my wife perched nude and all natural on the counter. 
 
    I thought about taking a shower before turning in for the night, but then my eyes were suddenly drawn to the window just behind her, that looked out on the backyard. The motion sensor on the porchlight had apparently been triggered, because the light kicked on, but I couldn’t see anything back there. 
 
    “Get dressed, baby,” I rumbled as I quickly moved to the kitchen drawer where we kept the old Hi-Point pistol and its holster.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Ibseth frowned as she slid off the counter and picked up her clothes.  
 
    “Not sure,” I said, and then I opened the cabinet just above the drawer, reached into the corner where a full magazine was hidden, and slid it into the gun before I made a beeline to the back door with the empty holster on my hip and gun in hand. “Lock the door behind me and then go sit with Amrila in her room.”  
 
    “Yes, my love.” The blue-skinned woman nodded as she slipped on her dress, and she followed me to the door. 
 
    I headed out the back, and I heard the door close and then lock with a click behind me. Then I kept the pistol low but ready as my eyes scanned the backyard. There wasn’t any movement, and I wondered if the stronger motion sensor had just been set off by a squirrel or something until I heard a sound in the side yard.  
 
    My head snapped in the direction of the sound, and I started to move in that direction. 
 
    As I came around to the side yard, I could feel my heartbeat in the side of my neck, and the afterglow of sex was quickly replaced by adrenaline. I took a slow, silent breath to steady myself as I noted the side gate was slightly ajar. No animal could open the hook mechanism on that gate, so there must have been a person in my backyard. 
 
    I silently moved toward the gate, and my mind was instantly running through dozens of scenarios. There hadn’t been an alert to my phone from the cameras in the tunnel, so it wasn’t likely that someone or something had come up through the metal hatch in the lilac bushes. It might have been a burglar, but there was a reason people lived in cul-de-sacs. Everyone could see each other’s houses, which discouraged break-ins. 
 
    I moved through the gate but still didn’t see anyone. There was no one running through the yards, or down the cul-de-sac toward the road. The front porchlight on the Millers’ house was on, and I did see David calmly picking up one of the kids’ bikes they’d left in the front yard. David was in basketball shorts and a t-shirt, and he didn’t seem at all like he’d just been running. 
 
    I took a few steps forward, past my trashcans on the side of the trailer, and looked up and down the cul-de-sac as I kept the Hi-Point out of sight. I didn’t see anyone else, but nothing about David’s demeanor seemed like a person who had just been sneaking around a neighbor’s yard. 
 
    “Oh, hi, Eddie,” Miller said as he turned to take the small bike into his garage and spotted me. 
 
    “Hey, David,” I said as I waved my free hand and tried to keep the gun out of sight. “Did you see anyone a moment ago? Something set off my back porchlight and gave my wife and I a real scare.” 
 
    “No,” David replied as he shook his head. “Might have been a stray cat or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” I nodded, but I knew I hadn’t left my gate open. 
 
    Someone had been in my yard. 
 
    “Well,” I said with a shrug, “Have a good night, David.” 
 
    “You, too,” Miller replied with a wave. 
 
    As David turned to his garage, and I turned back to the side gate of my yard, I wondered how someone could have run that way with Miller not seeing them. 
 
    But then I started to move toward my gate, and my eyes fell over my trashcans and the guy crouching down next to them, just out of sight from where David had been standing. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat, and I started to raise my Hi-Point.  
 
    The dude was maybe a couple years younger than me and dressed in stonewash jeans and a white t-shirt. Shaggy black hair hung in his eyes, and it took me a split second to realize I recognized him.  
 
    It was Triston, Brock Stanton’s eighteen-year-old son.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I frowned as I lowered and holstered my gun, but before I could say another word, the fucking kid launched himself at me.  
 
    Triston ran right at me and clearly didn’t see I was armed, and his face was twisted either in anger or fear. The shaggy-haired guy tried to tackle me like this was high school wrestling, but I was able to side-step the telegraphed move and clotheslined him. Triston’s neck hit my outstretched forearm, and he fell to the ground, but then he rolled and swept my legs out from under me.  
 
    I fell back and hit the ground, which almost knocked the wind out of me. Then Triston tried to get on top of me, but I was still shirtless and sweaty from fooling around with Ibseth moments ago, so I grabbed the front of the guy’s shirt and rolled.  
 
    I was able to drag the teenager to the ground, straddle him, and pinned him to the ground. 
 
    “Get off me, you fucking freak!” Triston yelled. 
 
    “You were the one in my backyard trying to get a peek,” I growled as I strained to hold the squirming kid in place. 
 
    But he really must have been on the wrestling team, because he was able to wriggle one of his arms free, grab the side of my head, and push me off him. I assumed the dumbass would run and that would be the end of it for now, but Triston lifted himself off the ground and came at me with a mean right hook. 
 
    Triston’s fist connected with my jaw and snapped my head in the other direction. I could taste the blood in my mouth, and I’d had enough of this little shit’s antics.  
 
    When I turned my head back, Triston threw another punch, but I caught his fist with my left hand and threw a right hook of my own. I connected with Triston’s left eye, and he fell back to the grass howling. 
 
    I was about to try and pin the shaggy-haired guy again until he cooled off enough to come to his senses, but then I felt hands on my shoulders and was hauled up by someone very strong behind me. 
 
    “Get the fuck off my son, you pervert!” I heard Brock’s voice say from behind me.  
 
    I broke the bald man’s hold on my shoulders and turned to face him, even though I was fully aware that I was now outnumbered two to one. 
 
    “Your son was trying to get a fucking eyeful through my back window!” I shouted back inches from Brock’s big, dumb face. “The kid is lucky he didn’t get shot. I thought he was a goddamned prowler.” 
 
    A part of me was praying he’d take a swing at me while on my property, and Brock even opened his scowling mouth to say something, but he was cut short by the sounds of sirens. 
 
     The burly man and I both looked around to the mouth of the cul-de-sac and could see red-and-blue lights already coming up the road. I looked around, and then I saw David Miller standing in his yard with his cell phone in his hand with a sheepish look on his face. 
 
    “What the fuck, Dave?” Brock raged at the middle-aged father of three. “You called the cops?” 
 
    “I thought Eddie was fighting a burglar.” Dave shrugged. “Your son is in his yard trespassing.” 
 
    I snorted with a suppressed laugh as Brock stared Miller down, and then I checked the Hi-Point on my hip. The gun and holster seemed relatively unscathed save for some grass marks, but I still took the magazine out and checked that the chamber was clear. Triston was still moaning on the grass behind me, but I ignored him as I looked up and glared at Brock. 
 
    “You’re going to regret laying hands on my kid,” Stanton said as he glared back. “You and your little Ukrainian whores. Or whatever the fuck they are.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at Brock, but I restrained myself as a squad car with two officers pulled into the cul-de-sac.  
 
    I was on my property, and well within my rights, but I was also standing outside of my old trailer shirtless and armed, like something out of a Jerry Springer episode. Punching Brock in his big fucking mouth would have felt good, but I was already going to have to mind my manners so the cops didn’t assume I was trailer trash.  
 
    The officer who got out of the passenger side was a slim black woman, and she looked over, saw three men standing in a knot, one shirtless and another on the ground, and rolled her eyes. Her partner got out of the driver’s side, and he was a tall man in his forties, with dark brown hair that had just started to gray at the temples.  
 
    “What seems to be the problem tonight, gentlemen?” the female officer asked in a brusque tone as they approached.  
 
    “This man assaulted my teenage son!” Brock raged, and he took several steps toward the lady. 
 
    “Now, now,” the tall male officer said as he put a hand up to stop Brock. “You and your son come over here with me, and I’ll get your side of the story.” 
 
    Triston got up off the ground, shot me a glare that was more of a sulky pout, and followed his father and the male officer. 
 
    “Sir!” the male cop called over to David, who was still out on his lawn looking a little embarrassed. “If you saw anything, then I’m going to need you to sit down on your porch, and I will get your statement in a moment.” 
 
    David looked over to me and mouthed the words, “I’m sorry,” but I just shrugged and smiled back at him to let him know I wasn’t mad. Then I looked back at the female officer who was heading up the lawn toward me. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I said in a respectful tone, and I held my pistol by the barrel so she could see it clearly. “Just want to be upfront that I have an unloaded weapon. What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    “Just set it on the ground and take several steps back,” the woman said in a professional voice, but her hand instinctively went to her sidearm. 
 
    I held out the Hi-Point in one hand and the magazine in the other, and then I slowly put them on the ground and backed away. The officer kept her eyes on me as she moved forward and collected the gun and mag from the grass, and once she had them both, she visibly relaxed a little.  
 
    But then the woman looked me up and down and frowned. 
 
    “I’m going to have to frisk you really quick,” the officer said in a conversational tone. “Just to be on the safe side, you understand.” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded and put my hands on my head. 
 
    “Turn around,” the lady said, and then she gave me a brief pat down. 
 
    Since I wasn’t wearing a shirt, it didn’t take very long. 
 
    “Alright,” the woman said, and she briskly stepped back from me once she was satisfied that I wasn’t still armed. “I’m Officer Keller. What is your name and address?” 
 
    “Eddie Hill, and I live here, Officer Keller.” 
 
    “And what happened?” Keller had a notepad out and was taking down notes as she pursed her lips. 
 
    I explained how Ibseth and I had seen the light come on in the backyard and thought it might be a prowler, so I came out to see what was going on and found Triston hiding behind my trashcans. 
 
    “And what were you doing just prior to the incident?” Officer Keller asked as she took down more notes.” 
 
    “Uhh-- well, my wife and I,” I stammered for a moment and started to blush. “My wife and I were in the kitchen.” 
 
    The officer looked up at me from under her eyebrows as she sensed my discomfort. 
 
    “And what were you doing in the kitchen, sir?” Keller asked in a firm tone. 
 
    “We, uh-- we were being intimate,” I replied as I felt the heat of a blush start to creep down my neck. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Keller responded as she took another note and smirked with amusement. “Well, that explains why you’re out here half-dressed, looking like you’re auditioning for Cops. Is there anything else you would like to add to your statement, Mr. Hill?” 
 
    I explained how the fight had started, and that Triston swung first, and I tried not to leave out any details. I knew I was in the right, and I hoped David could back up everything I’d said. 
 
    “If you could take a seat on your porch, Mr. Hill,” Keller replied once I had finished my statement. “I’ll be right with you, I just want to speak with my partner and check the witness’ story against yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” I said with a nod of my head. 
 
    Officer Keller started toward Miller, and I turned toward my front porch. As I looked at the house, I could see Ibseth and Amrila peeking through the living room curtains, and the horned woman’s head was just above the Night Elf’s, like something out of a comedy routine. I discreetly gestured for them to get out of the window, and I watched as Ibseth’s eyes got wide before she disappeared out of sight.  
 
    Amrila, on the other hand, held up one of her swords with a questioning look, as if silently asking if I needed her to murder anyone. I gestured again, more forcefully, for her to get out of sight, and the red-skinned woman pouted but closed the curtain. 
 
    I sat on the porch steps for a few minutes and breathed in the pleasant, cool night air. This was going to be one of the last beautiful nights before it started to get colder, and it was a shame to spend it this way. But it wasn’t long before Officer Keller and her partner came back, and I saw Brock Stanton waving his fists and protesting behind them. 
 
    “My child has a black eye!” the bull-necked man said in an indignant tone.  
 
    “Your son is eighteen, sir.” Keller whipped around and put her hands on her hips, and she was clearly getting fed up with Stanton’s shit. “He is an adult, and according to Mr. Miller and Mr. Hill, he swung first. On Mr. Hill’s property, no less. You have no grounds to press charges, and neither does your son.” 
 
    I smirked, leaned back, and rested my elbows on the porch, and I was ready to enjoy the show as Brock hung himself with his own rope. Because there was no way he would let things go that easy. 
 
    “So you’re just going to do nothing?” Brock raised his voice and started to go a little red in the face. 
 
    “What do you want us to do, sir?” the male officer replied with a slight West Virginia drawl. “Mr. Hill is the only one in a position to press charges, should he want to.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but I couldn’t help but throw a smug look in Brock’s direction. Stanton glared right back at me, and I could see the cords in his thick neck start to pop out. 
 
    “This man is a low-life!” Brock raged, and a little fleck of spittle settled unpleasantly on his lip. “He’s got two women shacked up in there! And both of them just parade around the cul-de-sac with their bodies painted weird colors and dressed like a couple of hookers!” 
 
    Officer Keller sighed and then turned to me with one raised eyebrow, but she smirked in amusement again. 
 
    “They’re very proud of their bodies, officers,” I replied with a shrug. “And who am I to tell them how to dress?” 
 
    The male cop was visibly trying not to laugh as Keller turned back to Brock. 
 
    “All that really sounds like their own business, Mr. Stanton,” she said coolly. “So, unless you have anything else to report, or Mr. Hill wants to press charges, I think we’re done here.” 
 
    “I’m good,” I said with a friendly smile. “As long as Triston promises to stay off my property from now on.” 
 
    “Here’s your weapon, Mr. Hill. You gentlemen have a good night.” Officer Keller shook her head as she handed me back my gun, then she and her partner nodded farewell and started to walk back toward their squad car. 
 
    “This isn’t over!” the bald, burly man fumed at me. 
 
    “It can be if I press charges,” I said as I calmly lounged on my steps. “Do you want me to have your son thrown in jail?” 
 
    The big man’s jaw clenched so hard his face bulged, and then he grabbed his son’s arm and stomped off back toward his yard.  
 
    I looked over and saw Miller awkwardly standing in his yard, as if unsure what he should do now. 
 
    I stood, waved goodnight to David, and went back into the house where the ladies were filled with questions, and then I gave them the short version of what had happened. 
 
    “That little sneak!” Amrila said as she referred to Triston Stanton. “Let me catch that son of a troll peeping on me. I will gouge his eyes out and shove them up his ass.” 
 
    “I don’t think he saw anything,” I snorted as I pictured Amrila pinning Brock’s idiot son and menacing him with a dagger. “The light came on after Ibseth and I finished and before he could get anywhere near the window. Also, the black eye I gave him will hopefully make him think twice before trying it again. 
 
    “Thank you for protecting us, husband,” Ibseth said with a sweet smile.  
 
    “Anytime.” I grinned back.  
 
    That night, we all fell asleep in the big bed in the master bedroom. I thought again about trying to get something going with the three of us, but both Ibseth and Amrila were upset about the whole Triston situation, so I figured I’d be a gentleman and leave it for another night. 
 
    After all, I had the rest of my life to spend with these two amazing women, and sleeping sandwiched between them was pretty great on its own.  
 
    The next morning I was up early. I showered and got dressed in my typical jeans and t-shirt, and then I started some coffee. Soon, Travis was going to come by with the paperwork he’d worked up for Miller. I wasn’t going to pressure David to sell to me if he didn’t want to, but I also wasn’t about to get into the middle of a bidding war with Brock, especially after the events of the previous night. 
 
    The offer was going to be fair for both parties, and if David turned it down, then that was that.  
 
    Once the smell of coffee had wafted back into the bedroom, my beautiful wives roused themselves and came out. Then, after we were all dressed and caffeinated, the women headed into the front yard to enjoy some sun.  
 
    It wasn’t long though, before a dark gray Audi pulled into the driveway, and Travis Meyer stepped out of it. Meyer had a medium build, with neat, short brown hair. The lawyer’s round, silver-framed glasses reflected the late morning sunlight, and his dark blue suit and yellow tie were both stylish and perfectly suited to him.  
 
    I stepped out onto the porch to greet him, and both the women stood to say hello. 
 
    “Good to see you, Meyer.” I smiled as I shook the buttoned-up man’s hand.  
 
    There was something strange about seeing him outside of his office and out in the regular world. 
 
    “Mr. Hill,” Travis replied as he shook my hand. “And this must be Mrs. Hill and Ms.…” 
 
    The lawyer left the name hanging with the note of a question. 
 
    “Sidorov,” Amrila said after a moment’s pause as she tried to remember her new last name. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you both,” Meyer said with a slight bow of his head, and he shook the ladies’ hands. 
 
    The CPA seemed completely unfazed by the women’s extraordinary appearances, but then again, Travis never seemed fazed by anything. To call the man reserved would be an understatement. That was probably a requirement to be a CPA.  
 
    “Well,” Meyer said in a brisk tone. “Shall we go buy a house?” 
 
    I led the lawyer over to Millers’ house and rang the doorbell, and while we waited for David or Jessi to answer the door, Travis looked around the neighborhood and craned his neck back to see what he could of the house from this close. 
 
    “I think our offer is more than fair,” the man in the suit said as we waited. “This is a nice house, and it’s in an excellent school district. But that trailer next door really brings down the property value.” 
 
    I was stunned for a moment and looked over at the normally serious man to see a small smile at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Was that a joke, Travis?” I snorted, and I was shocked to discover the lawyer had a sense of humor. 
 
    Meyer winked at me as Jessi Miller opened the door. 
 
    “Oh,” the plump Midwestern woman said with a smile. “Hey, Eddie. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Jessi was a pretty, sweet woman, and I’d always liked her and David. They were some of the only neighbors who seemed to like the ladies and me. 
 
    “Mornin’, Jessi, I was wondering if you and David had a minute to talk?” I asked as I smiled back at her. “I’d like to close the deal on your house.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    Meyer and I sat down opposite of David and Jessi Miller in their living room. The couple sat together on the couch, while Travis and I sat in a pair of armchairs. There were a few toys scattered around here and there still, but I imagined the kids were hard to keep up with here at the tail-end of their summer vacation.  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll have to leave for work soon, Mr. Miller,” Meyer said as he noted the other man’s work polo. “So I’ll be direct. I have here some papers outlining Mr. Hill’s offer of two hundred and seventy-five thousand, and to cover all closing costs, nonessential repairs, or appraisal fees that the state might require as part of the sale of real estate. Mr. Hill is also able to offer you the payment right away, without having to wait for a bank to approve or prepare a loan.” 
 
    “Do we have to accept it right now?” Jessi asked after a pause. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head and smiled at the sweet-faced woman. “But this is my last offer. It’s your house, and if I were in your place I’d want to get the best value out of it. But honestly, that’s what I feel I’m offering you today. I know Brock also made an offer, and if you want to hear what he has to say first, I’ll understand that.” 
 
    David and Jessi looked at each other, and it was the first time I had really seen them interact as a couple. 
 
    “What do you think?” Jessi said as she cocked her head to one side. “There was that one place in Elyria we really liked, and this little fuck you to Brock would be the perfect parting gift for leaving Westherst.” 
 
    “I do hate Brock.” David nodded his head thoughtfully as he stared into space, as if he were imagining the look on Stanton’s face when he found out they had sold the house to me.  
 
    “And with the money we could put a huge down payment on the new house,” the plump housewife said as she gave me a conspiratorial wink. 
 
    I smiled at Jessi. The mother of three was talking her husband into taking my offer. 
 
    “Ball’s in your court, David,” I added as I leaned forward and looked at the middle-aged man.  
 
    David looked at me, and his round face was set in a look of determination. 
 
    “You know what, Eddie? I’ll take you up on that offer,” Miller said in a clear voice. 
 
    “Excellent,” Meyer interjected as he leaned forward and laid the contract on the coffee table between the chairs and couch. “Feel free to read over it before you sign, and I will be happy to answer any questions you may have.” 
 
    The lawyer pulled a very nice charcoal-gray and gold fountain pen out of his breast pocket, removed the cap, and set it on top of the contract. 
 
    David and Jessi read over everything, with Travis patiently explaining any of the legal language they needed cleared up, and within half an hour, everything was signed by the Millers and myself.  
 
    And then that was it. Once we went through escrow, the house would be mine, and I’d be able to move the ladies in, let Ibseth pick out furniture, the whole nine yards. 
 
    As David and I shook hands, I felt like the king my Elven wife saw me as, and it felt fucking great. There wouldn’t be any more worrying about Brock coming in and making another offer behind my back. And this was the first step in realizing my dream of owning this whole cul-de-sac one day. 
 
    Meyer and I said goodbye to the Millers and walked back over to the trailer, where the CPA’s Audi was parked. 
 
    “I’ll make sure to process the money once I get back to the office,” Travis said, and he adjusted his yellow tie. “The sooner they have the money, the sooner they’ll be able to make an offer on another property and move.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming all the way out here, Meyer.” I nodded as I looked over at the three-bedroom home. “I think having you here really helped them realize I was serious. It sealed the deal.”  
 
    “Glad I could help.” The man in the blue suit smiled as he walked over to his car and opened the driver’s side door. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if this Stanton character finds another way to retaliate. I’m just a phone call away if you need any legal advice, should that happen.” 
 
    “You’re the best, Meyer.” I grinned as I watched the well-groomed man unbutton the bottom button of his suit jacket and slide into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Yes, I am,” Travis replied without a hint of bragging before he closed the car door. 
 
    I watched the Audi pull out of the cul-de-sac and then turned back to look at the old trailer. 
 
    I considered what I would do with it, once I was able to move into my new home. I could tear it down and build an actual house there, but that idea didn’t sit right with me. The trailer was where this journey had all begun. It was like a shrine to all I had accomplished, and everything I would accomplish.  
 
    But I could keep fixing it up. Do a little landscaping in the front. Put a real porch on the back. Maybe even have the thing raised and put onto a foundation, instead of just sitting on the supports it was on now, which were hidden behind aluminum skirting around the bottom of the trailer. 
 
    I grinned as I thought about really leaning into the 1970’s aesthetic of my grandpa’s old place, since the ladies would be able to decorate the house to their liking. I would just make it a nicer version of what was in there now. I wondered how hard it would be to find new, rust-orange and gold shag carpeting to replace the horribly matted stuff currently on the floor of the trailer.  
 
    I walked back into the trailer as I rearranged my list of things to do in my head, and I prioritized the things I felt were most important. Ibseth was busy vacuuming, but she blew me a kiss as I carefully stepped past her. I smiled and pretended to catch the kiss as I looked for where Amrila was.  
 
    We needed to start preparing for our next trip into The Gloom.  
 
    This venture was probably going to be longer than our previous trips had been, and I wanted to be sure we were ready, and that Ibseth would have everything she needed until we got back. I found Amrila in her room checking over her leather armor, and the two of us set to work gathering all the things we would need. Ibseth also helped us by getting some nonperishable food together and filling our canteens. 
 
    We checked out weapons, gathered ammo, and put together the gifts I’d gotten for various friends we’d made in the underground world. I packed the spare pair of Pro X headphones and extra bullets for Nileme and made sure I had the silicone earplugs as well. Then I started fitting the new laser-flashlight onto the rail of the Galil.  
 
    As I was putting the tools away and about to take the rifle into the backyard to double-check the red dot and the laser for any adjustments that might be needed, there was a loud knock on the trailer door. I looked up from what I was doing and paused for a movement.  
 
    Some knocks just had an official sound to them, and this was one of them. 
 
    “Baby,” I hissed at Ibseth. “Take this and put it back in the bedroom closet.” 
 
    The Galil wasn’t loaded, since I’d been working on it, but my Elven wife took it carefully and was mindful not to put her finger near the trigger all the same. 
 
    It was probably the police following up on the incident the night before, and I frowned as I looked around at the mess on the living room floor from all our preparations. I wished I could have cleared it up real quick, but really, it just looked like we might be getting ready for a camping trip. 
 
    Amrila had also gotten the hint from me asking the blue-skinned woman to put the gun away and took her swords back to her bedroom, and after I double-checked there wasn’t anything else laying out that would raise uncomfortable questions, I answered the door. 
 
    As I opened the trailer’s front door, I saw a short, older woman in a mid-length, tweed skirt and a boxy blazer standing on the front porch. Her graying hair was pulled back in a neat bun, and I thought the lady looked more like a social worker than a cop. 
 
    “Hello,” I said in a friendly tone. “How can I help you, ma’am?” 
 
    “My name is Grace Yoder,” the older woman said as she craned her neck to look up at me. “I’m a special agent with Immigration and Customs enforcement.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m Eddie Hill,” I said and tried to look surprised. “What’s this about?” 
 
    Fucking Brock.  
 
     “There’s been a complaint filed that there are two women living here who might have come into the country illegally, Mr. Hill,” Agent Yoder said in a clipped tone. “I’m here to ask a few questions. Are you the owner of this property?” 
 
    The agent had a no-nonsense manner and tone that matched her neatly pulled back hair and sensible flat loafers, and I watched as she pulled out a badge and held it up for me to see. There was a very official-looking government seal on it, as well as an unsmiling picture of Agent Yoder. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied as I moved aside and invited the immigration officer in. “Please excuse the mess.” 
 
    “Are you planning a trip, Mr. Hill?” the stern woman asked as I led her to the armchair and offered her a seat. 
 
    “Thought we’d go camping.” I nodded.  
 
    Ibseth came into the living room then, with a sweet smile on her face. 
 
    “Who is our guest, my love?” she asked and fluttered her wide, violet eyes. 
 
    “This is Agent Yoder,” I replied, and I tried to convey with just my eyes for my wife to be careful with what she said. “She’s with immigration and has some questions for us.” 
 
    “Oh,” the Elven woman said in an unfazed tone. “Would you care for some coffee, Agent Yoder?” 
 
    I turned to look at the small, older woman, and the expression on her face as she took in Ibseth was priceless.  
 
    The agent’s lips had pursed themselves into a thin white line, and she looked the blue-skinned woman up and down. Agent Yoder took in my wife’s short sundress, her pointed ears, and long white hair with wide, scandalized eyes, and I was struggling not to laugh. 
 
    Just wait until she saw Amrila. 
 
    “Yes,” the short agent said in an almost breathless voice. “That would be… nice.” 
 
    Ibseth went to get the coffee, and I turned back to the immigrations officer.  
 
    “What were your questions, ma’am?” I asked politely as I sat down on the couch across from the short woman in tweed. 
 
    “I guess we can start with how many people are living here?” the agent asked as her eyes followed Ibseth, and it was obvious she was unable to take her eyes off my wife’s extraordinary appearance. 
 
    “Well, there’s my wife and I,” I said as I tried to keep my tone casual. “And our friend Amrila lives with us.”  
 
    Ibseth handed Agent Yoder a cup of steaming coffee, and then she came and sat next to me on the couch.  
 
    The stern woman had started to recover from the initial shock of seeing the elven woman and took a sip of the coffee. 
 
    “And this is your wife, Mr. Hill?” she asked as she pulled out a pen and a pad of paper from her purse.  
 
    “Yes.” I smiled at the white-haired woman, who grinned back up at me. “We’re newlyweds.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Agent Yoder replied in a dry tone. “And where are you from, Mrs. Hill?” 
 
    My stomach turned. 
 
    We had talked over some of the answers for the questions that would come up in this scenario, since Brock threatened to call immigration two or three times a week, even though he usually played it off as a joke. I was just quietly praying Ibseth remembered it all. 
 
    “Ukraine, originally,” my incredible wife said without pause. “But I’ve been in America for five years.” 
 
    The Elven woman perfectly recalled the details of the fake identity we had gotten from McElfresh, and the knot in my stomach started to release, but then Amrila came into the living room. 
 
    “Oh.” Agent Yoder glanced over at the red-skinned woman, and her eyes grew a little wider. “Y-You must be the roommate.” 
 
    I watched as Amrila’s eyes narrowed at the “roommate” comment, but she put on a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes as she looked at the agent. 
 
    “Yes,” the half-demon woman said, and her lip curled slightly to reveal her pointed canine teeth. “Amrila Sidorov.” 
 
    Then the Zencarri woman deliberately came and sat down on my other side on the couch.  
 
    I smiled at the agent and tried to think of how I could get her out of here quickly, before anything could be said that would raise her suspicions. 
 
    “Maybe it would be more expeditious if you all could show me your IDs,” the agent said as she looked warily at the red-skinned woman.  
 
    Ibseth looked at me, and I nodded, so the ladies grabbed their purses and each handed their new driver’s licenses to the stern woman.  
 
    The agent, to her credit, smiled as she took the plastic ID cards, but then her eyes nearly popped out of her head as she looked down at the photos. 
 
    “They-- ahem-- they let you take your photos like this?” Agent Yoder held out the IDs so we could see the pictures. 
 
    And of course, both Ibseth and Amrila looked just as they always do. I guessed the agent had expected to see the ladies out of what she probably assumed was elaborate makeup. 
 
    “Yeah,” I interjected. “When changes to your appearance are permanent, they just photograph you as you are. Same as if someone dyes their hair blond.” 
 
    “This-- this is all permanent?” Grace Yoder choked as she indicated both of the women on the couch with me. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the Zencarri woman said with a sly smile, and she was clearly enjoying the other woman’s discomfort. 
 
    “We are live action role-players,” Ibseth added in a bright tone. “You know… cosplayers? This is how we always look.” 
 
    “They’re really into it,” I added with a grin. “What can I say?” 
 
    “That’s… nice,” Agent Yoder replied, and it was clear she felt way out of her depth at this point. “Do you have any other identifying papers? Just so I can tell the office I did a thorough job?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I turned to Ibseth. “Baby, would you mind getting that envelope you guys keep everything in?”  
 
    “Of course, my love,” the Elven woman said as she stood and headed to the back of the house. 
 
    The white-haired woman went to get the paperwork, and Amrila, the agent, and I all enjoyed an increasingly awkward moment while we waited for Ibseth to come back. 
 
    “Uhh, would you like any more coffee, ma’am?” I asked just to relieve the tension. 
 
    “No, thank you,” the reserved woman politely replied.  
 
    Finally, Ibseth came out of the bedroom and handed the papers to the agent. After what felt like hours, but was probably just a few minutes, the agent stood and handed the papers back to the Elven woman with a tight smile. 
 
    “Everything seems to be in order,” Yoder said. “But is there a number I can call you at if I should have any more questions?” 
 
    I gave the older woman my cell number and walked her to the door. 
 
    “I apologize, Mr. Hill,” Agent Yoder said as we stepped out on the front porch. “Normally, we would call before conducting a home visit. But there was no information for contacting you in the complaint we received.”  
 
    “No harm done,” I replied in a pleasant tone. “I’m just glad we could get it cleared up.” 
 
    I knew it was Brock who had called immigration, and that he likely hadn’t given them my name or any contact information so an agent would have to come to my house.  
 
    Sure enough, as the agent walked down the porch steps to her car, I looked up and saw Brock, out on his lawn, watching my house. Stanton and I locked eyes from across our yards, and I knew right then this wouldn’t have been in response to me hitting his grown son for being in my yard last night. The burly man had set this in motion days or weeks beforehand. 
 
    I was pissed, but I also knew that if I showed how angry I was, Brock would win, so I plastered a smile on my face as I waved to Agent Yoder.  
 
    As the agent’s car drove out of the cul-de-sac, Amrila and Ibseth came out on the porch, too, and I put my arm around the red-skinned woman’s waist as the Elf leaned against my shoulder. Then I waved at Brock. 
 
    “Yard’s looking good, buddy!” I called across the cul-de-sac. 
 
    Stanton’s eyes narrowed at me, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    I turned to go back into the trailer, and I saw Amrila flip Brock the bird out of the corner of my eye as we walked into the mobile home. The Zencarri woman’s throaty laugh echoed off the houses for a moment before I closed the door behind us.  
 
    The three of us decided to finish up our preparations to go to The Gloom early the next morning, and the rest of the evening was spent with us sitting on the couch, enjoying time as a family, and watching the ladies’ favorite show. We ordered out for some pizza, had a couple beers, and all in all, it was another perfect evening with my wives. 
 
    But four in the morning came early the next day.  
 
    Ibseth rolled out of bed and padded into the kitchen to start the coffee, while Amrila and I started to get dressed and do final checks on our gear. By the time the horned woman was strapped into her armor and I had double and tripled-checked the Glock and the Galil to make sure everything was in working order, the Elven woman had made breakfast for us.  
 
    Then, once the eggs, bacon, and lots of coffee had us feeling fresh and ready for the long trek ahead of us, Amrila and I headed to the back door.  
 
    Ibseth followed, kissed me goodbye, and hugged the red-skinned woman tightly. 
 
    “If you have any trouble,” I said to the Elven woman as I put my hand on the back door, “don’t be afraid to go to the Tinors’ place. And you’ve got the cell, the credit card, and the pistol in the kitchen drawer in case of an emergency.” 
 
    “How my lover worries over me,” Ibseth purred as she looked adoringly up at me. 
 
    “Always, baby.” I grinned down at my Elven wife.  
 
    I knew she’d be okay. Ibseth was smart and more capable than her innocent manner let on. But still, I would worry until I got back home. 
 
    If Amrila and I were successful, though, there would be one less thing to worry about. Once we got the other Night Elf tribes to move against Ursenger, the Mad Chief wouldn’t have time to bother us. 
 
    The horned woman and I headed out of the back door, and we moved quietly toward the lilac bushes so we didn’t disturb the neighbors in the eerie silence of the early morning. I had all my usual gear strapped to me, plus the case of craft beer that I’d gotten for the Dwarves, and once we were in the bushes, I unlocked the metal hatch that led to the tunnels and let Amrila go down the ladder first.  
 
    Once she was at the bottom, I handed down the case of beer and then climbed down the ladder, too. Going to see the Dwarves before we headed into the Yennih territory again was a little out of our way, but it would be worth it. I hadn’t seen them in a couple weeks, and I wondered what they’d made since I had given them the bullet reloading machine and a bunch of empty casings.  
 
    Also, I thought giving them the beer would be a nice way to thank them. The magical bullets they’d made for me had saved my life, and the Dolrath territory, from the shadow demon. 
 
    It took a little over an hour to get to where the Lost Dwarves lived in the southern tunnel. The corridors of the old Dwarven stronghold were incredible to see, too. They were filled with traps, but the magical ring Saggor had given me protected us. The most impressive space was the old bathhouse, which was tiled in cobalt-blue tiles and had an intricate mosaic floor. I wondered if the ancient plumbing still worked. The idea of swimming in a huge tub of hot water was intriguing to say the least. 
 
    Eventually, we reached the quarters of the Dwarves. They lived in a spacious workroom that had long wooden tables and benches arranged around the room. Countless projects and experiments were laid out on the tables, and I could smell gunpowder in the air. 
 
    “Eddie!” Beclin, the small, red-bearded Dwarf, exclaimed as Amrila and I entered the Dwarves’ living space. “Amrila! It is wonderful to see you.” 
 
    There was a harrumphing sound from one corner, and I turned to see Dorrem hunched over a project that he was working on, with his gray beard tucked into his tunic to keep it out of his way. 
 
    Dorrem didn’t like the Zencarri woman or me very much.  
 
    “Hello, Beclin,” I said in a loud, friendly tone. “I brought something for you gentlemen.” 
 
    “Really?” the small redheaded Dwarf asked with obvious interest. 
 
    Beclin hopped off his stool and walked over to me as I took a bottle out of the case, opened it, and handed it to the master craftsman. Then the Dwarf took a testing sip of the beverage, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “It’s beer,” the redheaded Dwarf said with a note of approval. “And good beer at that. Saggor! Tauric! Eddie is here, and he brought beer!” 
 
    “Sorry it’s not cold.” I grinned as I watched Beclin take another sip. 
 
    “Cold?” the small man asked with a wrinkled brow. “Why on earth would you drink beer cold? It ruins the flavor.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I said as I playfully raised my hands in surrender. 
 
    “You really should try it cold sometime, though,” the horned woman added. “It really is divine. With human beer, at least. I think they brew it with the intention of serving it cold.” 
 
    “What a strange notion!” Tauric boomed as he walked out from behind a partition. “Cold beer.” 
 
    “I would be interested in the process of how one brews beer that is meant to be drunk when cold,” a wise-sounding voice said from behind the same partition.  
 
    Then Saggor came out into the work area and came up to greet Amrila and me. 
 
    “So glad to see you both,” Saggor said as he shook my hand. “Amrila, my dear, you are lovely as ever.” 
 
    The horned woman inclined her head to acknowledge the compliment and then handed the old Dwarf a beer. 
 
    I opened one and handed it to Tauric, and then I opened a fourth one and looked over my shoulder. 
 
    “Dorrem, would you like one, too?” I asked the grumpy, gray-bearded Dwarf. 
 
    Dorrem looked over at us, and I watched the wheels turning in his head. He clearly wanted to try the beer, but that would mean accepting a gift from me. 
 
    “It would be rude not to take one,” the gray-bearded Dwarf finally huffed, and he got off the stool he was sitting on. 
 
    Dorrem came over, took the beer from my hand, and took a sip. Then the gray-bearded dwarf turned on his heels and went back to his workbench without any indication of what he thought of the beverage, but I took the fact that he kept drinking the beer as a sign he liked it. 
 
    “I’m glad you came, Eddie,” Saggor said as he took a pull from the bottle Amrila had handed him. “Oh-- this is marvelous. Such a wild and exotic flavor.” 
 
    “That’s the oranges in it,” I snorted as I pointed at the picture of a bisected orange on the label. 
 
    “Oranges.” Tauric nodded. “I like the sharpness of the flavor.” 
 
    “Getting to my point,” the oldest Dwarf said as he looked up at me, “we have been working on something we would like you to test out.” 
 
    “Oh?” I replied in an excited tone. 
 
    I had hoped they would have something to show me. The bullets they’d given me before had been infused with magical light, and I was eager to see what else they might have made. 
 
    “I present to you,” Beclin said in a grand tone that was slightly marred by his high, tenor voice, “the multi-bullet.” 
 
    The redheaded Dwarf held up a 9mm bullet in a copper-coated case I’d gotten for the Dwarves. But the tip of the round had a strange, iridescent sheen to it that changed color in the yellow light of the Dwarves’ lanterns. 
 
    “It looks cool,” I said as I moved the bullet around to admire the rainbow effect. “But what do they do?” 
 
    “After the success of the light bullets,” Tauric rumbled, “Dorrem wondered if it would be possible to imbue the metal with more than one elemental property.”  
 
    “And I was right!” the gray-bearded dwarf called from his workstation. 
 
    “He is theoretically right,” Saggor said as he shot a look at Dorrem’s back. “We will know more after you have a chance to test them out.” 
 
    “But you should use caution,” Beclin added as he took another drink of his beer. “Because no one element is in high concentration, it might take a few bullets to take down a magical creature if they are resistant to your regular bullets.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “That makes sense. How many were you able to make?” 
 
    “The process took quite a while,” Saggor said as he collected a drawstring bag off one of the worktables. “But we have prepared three dozen so far.” 
 
    Saggor handed me the bag, which was heavier than it looked. 
 
    “Thank you all so much,” I said as I hefted the bag a few times. 
 
    “Good luck with them,” Beclin said with a grin as he glanced over Dorrem’s back. 
 
    “He won’t need luck,” the gray-bearded dwarf grumbled loudly. “Unless he misses.” 
 
    The small redheaded Dwarf chuckled as if that was exactly the response he’d wanted. 
 
    “I’ll let you know how they work,” I snorted. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “Thank you for the beer,” Tauric said as he gratefully held up his bottle. 
 
    Amrila and I said goodbye to the Dwarves and turned to leave their living space, but as we passed the worktable where Dorrem sat by himself, the horned woman smiled mischievously.  
 
    “Sniveling Dwarf,” the red-skinned woman sniped as she passed the gray-haired Dwarf. 
 
    “Demon strumpet,” Dorrem shot back without looking up. 
 
    But there was an unmistakable note of amusement in the terse Dwarf’s voice, and I smiled. 
 
    I suspected maybe he wasn’t as hostile to the horned woman and I as he acted, and Amrila had guessed as much, too. The Zencarri woman had also figured out how to best interact with Dorrem, which I guessed were clever insults. 
 
    Good to know.  
 
    After we left the Dwarves, Amrila and I retraced our steps back to the northern tunnels, to the iron door that led to the Yennih territory. 
 
    Now, for our next stop in the Gloom. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    The Great Forest never ceased to take my breath away.  
 
    The tunnel that led into The Gloom from the northern iron door exited out onto a ledge that overlooked the forest, and the dark green and purple leaves of the gnarled and twisted trees looked beautiful from up here. How they could exist in the absence of sunlight was a complete mystery to me, but I loved this underground world. 
 
    Amrila and I headed down into the forest on the little used path I’d become familiar with. The glowing blue gloom mushrooms provided the dim light that gave these caves and caverns their name, and as the two of us silently crept through the strange woods, we kept an eye out for signs of Ursenger’s men, but I was also looking for signs of the Brownies. 
 
    It wasn’t long before we hit a patch of woods where the path opened up a little, not far from the river that cut through the forest, and a group of the small, rat-like people came out of the underbrush. 
 
    “Finally.” I grinned as I took off my backpack and fished around for the candy I’d brought for them. 
 
    “I’ll never understand why you are so enamored with them,” the horned woman said as she watched me kneel down, and the group of Brownies bowed in response. 
 
    Then I opened the bag of candies and laid it on the ground. 
 
    “They’ve really helped me out a few times,” I replied as the lead warrior came up to me to accept the bag of colorfully wrapped candies. 
 
    I didn’t see the scarred Brownie that I had assumed was the leader of this tribe of wild Brownies, and I wondered where he was. 
 
    But the warrior leading this foraging group squeaked a few times at me and bowed again as the other Brownies emptied out the crinkling bag. I looked closely at the head warrior, and I tried to find any distinguishing features that would help me remember him the next time we met. The thing that set him apart from the other brown, furry creatures was that his large ears were set much lower on his head than most of the others, and how big he was for a Brownie. 
 
    Once the bag was empty, Dumbo bowed again, as if to say ‘thank you,” and squeaked, and I wished I had a way to understand them as I watched them disappear back into the undergrowth. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I stood and saw the last of the Brownies run into the nearby bushes. “Let’s go see if we can find Scourge. We can cut southeast and get there through the Thieves’ Caves.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, partner,” Amrila purred as she winked at me.  
 
    Before we continued on into the rest of The Gloom, the red-skinned woman and I took out our headphones and put them around our necks so they would be at the ready. Last time we’d traveled through the Yennih territory, Ursenger’s men had been out in force, and we didn’t want to be caught off-guard if things came down to a fight.  
 
    We followed the river south until it started toward the Gloom Growth, where the gloom mushrooms grew up to be ten feet tall. Amrila and I had once encountered a giant spider there, and the mushroom forest still kinda creeped me out a bit.  
 
    But as we left the edge of the Great Forest and made our way across a small, rocky plain on our way to the safety of the Thieves’ Caves, there was a high-pitched screech from overhead. 
 
    The sound echoed off the cavern walls, and I twisted my head around, back and forth, to try to find the source. Then, from the northeast, I saw a formation of lightly-armored Nictors flying in formation. They were about two hundred yards away, and because of the distance, it was hard to tell how high up in the air they were without a stable point of reference.  
 
    But what I did know was that they would be on top of us within seconds. 
 
    “Headphones!” I shouted as I turned on my Pro Xs and put them over my ears. 
 
    Amrila did the same, and I also clicked on the red dot on my Galil, charged it, and took aim at the nearest Nictor in the formation. I knew they were the most dangerous when they were in the air, so I got a bead on the lead Nictor’s chest, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Up in the air, there was a spray of blood as my bullet ripped a hole in the Nictor’s chest, and it fell out of the sky. The body plummeted and then splattered on the ground below as it hit the rock floor of the cavern, but in the commotion of the first beast dying, I noticed something odd.  
 
    As the blast of my rifle triggered my Pro Xs and the world went quiet for a moment, the flying patterns of the Nictors became erratic for a split second before they returned to their formation. 
 
    I realized that even though the Nictors saw better than a regular bat, they still had those big-ass ears and relied partly on sound to find their way around.  
 
    And when my rifle fired, the sound fucked with them big time. 
 
    The Nictors got back into formation with six of them surrounding one in the middle, so I took aim again, put my bead on the one in the center, and squeezed the trigger again. This time I hit the monster I aimed at in the shoulder, and it dropped several feet. 
 
    “Got you, you fugly bastard!” I shouted triumphantly. 
 
    The other six started to spread out and formed a reverse flying V-pattern to try to flank us, but the sound of the rifle again caused them to fly erratically. The one closest to the horned woman and I on the left veered off and crashed hard into a stalactite, and then it fell to the ground with a loud thud and a cloud of dust from its impact.  
 
    As the group of Nictors began to surround us, Amrila put her back against mine, and I knew she was ready to attack as soon as one came within reach of her swords. We stood back-to-back so none of the enemies could get a drop on us, and I shot the wounded Nictor again as he lagged behind the others since his ruined shoulder made it harder for him to stay in the air. 
 
    As I fired, the world went quiet while my Pro X’s protected my ears from the worst of the blast. The wounded Nictor fell, and its hollow bones shattered as it hit the hard ground.  
 
    Even better, the other beasts were disoriented by the blast once again. One of the bat-like monsters shrieked, and the others landed as the deafening sound of my rifle forced them to abandon the air. 
 
    Now, the Nictors stood on the ground in a semicircle around the Zencarri woman and me. My partner and I started to move as a team, and we kept our backs together but slowly turned so we would be flat-footed as the Nictors tried again to flank us. Then the bat-monsters rushed forward in an attempt to close the gap and make the range of my rifle useless.  
 
    The beast that I was facing was five yards away, so I hit the button on my laser, trained it on the Nictor, and blew him away. 
 
    Nathan had been right, the laser was awesome, and I was happy my strategy of matching the laser a bit below the red dot on my trailer wall to sight it in had worked.  
 
    The bat-bastard was blown backwards and fell to the ground as I turned to face the next one, and Amrila anticipated and responded to my movements as she kept her back to mine and faced a Nictor of her own on the other side. I could hear the sound of steel on steel behind me as the red-skinned woman fought back her Nictor, and I fired on another that screamed as it ran toward me with its sword raised.  
 
    I used the laser to train my Galil on his forehead, right between the eyes, as he came within three yards of me. I fired, and the Nictor’s head snapped back as its brains flew out the back of its head. Then I dropped to one knee and turned to the left to fire at the next one. The laser was fucking amazing at quickly acquiring targets, and as soon as I saw the little red dot of light on the Nictor’s abdomen, I fired and watched as the bullet tore a bloody hole through the beast. 
 
    Not having to fuck with the sight in close combat really made things go quickly, but before I could aim at the final Nictor, Amrila turned her upper body in a sharp swing of one of her swords, took the head off the bat-monster she had been fighting, and used the follow-through to run the last Nictor through.  
 
    Before the head of the decapitated Nictor had settled on the ground, the Zencarri was wiping her swords clean and looking around to see if there were any left. 
 
    “Fighting is not as much fun when you use your gun,” the horned woman pouted. “You just kill everything before I get to have any fun.” 
 
    “I’ll leave more for you next time,” I chuckled. “Let’s get out of here before any of Ursenger’s soldiers show up.” 
 
    “But we didn’t even check their pockets,” the half-demon woman protested. 
 
    “I know,” I said in a consoling tone, since I knew how much it hurt my greedy wife’s heart to leave a body unlooted. “But the Yennih soldiers use the Nictors as scouts, and the sound of the rifle carries pretty far down here. Even if the echo makes it hard for them to figure out which direction the sound came from, I don’t want to wait around for half the Yennih army to show up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Amrila said as she sullenly kicked at a small rock and stuck out her lower lip. 
 
    We quickly started back on our way to the Thieves’ tunnels, and we kept an eye to the northeast for any possible soldiers who might have been following the Nictors.  
 
    But once we found the entrance to the Thieves’ tunnels, we could relax a little. At the very least, we wouldn’t encounter any of Ursenger’s men in these secret passages. Though it was possible we’d encounter other thieves, and as much as I loved my wife, I knew she might not be on the best terms with every individual who knew about these tunnels. 
 
    Luckily, we didn’t encounter anyone else and were able to follow the network of tunnels to the cavern just outside of the village of Bermshire.  
 
    The land around the village was peaceful farmlands. The wooden houses and silos were all strangely dome shaped, and the crops seemed to grow without season. Amrila and I came out of the tunnels in a hidden alcove, and we moved out into the farmlands while trying to look like any other travelers.  
 
    Still, I didn’t worry much about the people here seeing me, despite the fact that my appearance was strange to them. Bermshire was a stronghold of anti-Ursenger sentiment, and from what I could tell, the center of a small resistance that had sprung up against the psychotic chief of the Yennih Night Elves. But I still did my best not to draw attention to myself. The horned woman and I cut across fields of all grains, and when we came to the edge of the village, we took as many back and side streets as we could. 
 
    “I think we should head to Groc’s tavern,” Amrila said as we walked between two quaint houses on the poorer side of the town. “He usually knows where to find Scourge.” 
 
    “I don’t think Groc likes us very much,” I replied as I thought back to my last few run-ins with the Orcish tavernkeeper.  
 
    “No,” the red-skinned woman agreed with a shrug of her slim shoulders. “But he likes coin, and we have plenty of that.”  
 
    But as we came around the back of the blacksmith’s shop, just down the street from the tavern, I heard two familiar voices that sounded like they were in an argument. 
 
    “I’m not paying full price for a shipment I haven’t received yet,” I heard Dirgin, the Dwarven blacksmith, say in a heated tone. “You go back to them and tell them I’ll pay as soon as I know the ore actually exists.” 
 
    “That’s not how these people work, you insufferable little man,” Scourge’s urbane drawl came from around the corner. “They take all the risk, so they expect payment upfront.” 
 
    “Don’t you call me little, you son of a demon whore!” the Dwarf’s angered voice shot back. 
 
    As Amrila and I came around to the front of the shop, the Zencarri woman put her hands on her slender hips and leveled a withering gaze at the dark-haired Dwarf through the front of the open-air blacksmith shop. 
 
    “Dirgin,” the horned woman admonished the swarthy dwarf. “What kind of way is that to talk about whores? Aren’t those women’s lives difficult enough already without wishing a son like Scourge on them?” 
 
    “Amrila.” The dark Zencarri man smiled as he turned and saw the two of us. “Eddie. What brings you to our fair village?” 
 
    Dirgin didn’t look happy about the interruption, and he turned to pump the billows of his forge a few times. 
 
    “We were in the area and thought we’d stop by,” I said as Scourge came up to shake my hand. “Can we buy you a drink?” 
 
    “That sounds refreshing,” the charcoal-skinned man replied. “Just allow me to finish my business here, and I will gladly accompany you both.” 
 
    “We have nothing further to discuss,” the dark-haired Dwarf huffed from his billows as he checked a length of metal that he’d put in the flames. “Either bring me my goods or return the money I have already given you.” 
 
    Scourge turned back to the two of us with a wry smile on his face. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive Dirgin,” the Zencarri man said. “He’s not nearly drunk enough to feel like himself today. Come, let’s get a little drunk ourselves.”  
 
    Then Scourge swept out of the blacksmith shop with a flourish of his black and sapphire-colored cloak. 
 
    Under his fine cloak, the half-demon man wore a well fitted, deep blue jerkin and soft, black pants with shin-high boots to match. Scourge’s curving black horns were much larger than Amrila’s, and they were tipped with gold. Everything about the strange man indicated he had a taste for the finer things, but under the foppish act I suspected there was something more to the Zencarri man. Scourge seemed to know about everything going on in The Gloom, and I was happy he was on our side. 
 
    Scourge started to head toward Groc’s tavern, but Amrila and I stopped when we were just out of earshot of the blacksmith’s shop. 
 
    “Actually,” I said in a quiet tone, “I was just using the drink as an excuse to talk in private. Groc kinda asked us to not ever come back to his place the last time we were there.” 
 
    “Groc says that all the time,” the Zencarri man chuckled as he paused a few feet ahead of us. “The secret is to ignore him and spend lots of money.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “He sounded pretty serious to me.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Scourge assured as he continued up the street.  
 
    I looked over at the horned woman next to me with a questioning expression, but she just shrugged and followed Scourge, so I went along, too. 
 
    We passed through the town square where the rest of the market was. Groc’s tavern was at the far end of the market from us, and we passed various carts and booths selling food, produce, and other wares. About halfway through the village center, I saw Scourge crouch down briefly and assumed he was adjusting his boot, until I came up next to him and saw a small Brownie woman. The rat-like woman wore a little, brown, A-line dress with long sleeves, like many of the women of Bermshire. The Brownie came halfway up Scourge’s shin, and the dark-skinned man was looking down at her with an intense expression as she squeaked and gestured.  
 
    It took me a half-second to realize the Zencarri man was listening to the Brownie woman. 
 
    “Scourge can speak with the Brownies?” I whispered to Amrila as she too paused and waited for the dark-skinned man to finish his conversation. 
 
    “It appears so,” the horned woman quietly replied. “But I imagine that if you ask him about it he’ll say something terribly pretentious like, ‘oh, only the Brownies in town. The country Brownies have almost incomprehensible accents.’” 
 
    Amrila did a shockingly accurate impression of Scourge, and I wondered how long they had known each other. It was spot-on. 
 
    I could only imagine what a good source of information the Brownies in Bermshire would be, though. Most of the people of The Gloom seemed to ignore the tiny race and treated them more like tolerated pests than fellow citizens. 
 
    Scourge squeaked back at the woman a couple of times, handed her a small coin, and stood as she scurried off, and I made a mental note to ask the Zencarri man to give me some Brownie language pointers. 
 
    Then the three of us walked into Groc’s tavern and looked around for an open table. The tavern and inn wasn’t a large establishment. There were five tables arranged around the rush strewn floor and several seats along the bar, and the Orcish owner was wiping down the bartop with a rag and glowered at us as we came in.  
 
    Scourge led Amrila and I to one of the tables in the corner of the common area. There weren’t many patrons in the tavern, so we had our pick of seating. Once we had sat down, Groc came over, set three tall steins on the table that were filled with an amber liquid, and scowled at the three of us. 
 
    “I trust you all will pay upfront,” the tavern keeper growled. 
 
    Scourged looked over at me with a raised eyebrow, and I fished three silver coins out of the pouch I’d brought.  
 
    Amrila caught my eyes and discretely held up four fingers, so I brought out another silver coin and handed them to Groc. The orc jingled the coins in his large hand for a second before he looked once more at me and walked back to the bar.  
 
    “See?” the dark-skinned man said in an amused tone. “Just spend some money, and all is forgiven.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said as I watched the Orc walk across the tavern. “Which reminds me.”  
 
    I reached into my backpack and pulled out the lovely tin box that had the tea I’d gotten for Scourge in it.  
 
    When I held it out to the Zencarri man, he cocked his head to one side and had an expression that was both pleased and curious. It took him a moment to work off the tightly-fitted lid and to reveal the little white bags filled with dried leaves and herbs. The Zencarri man’s brow knitted as he looked at the contents of the tin, and then he leaned forward and sniffed deeply. 
 
    “You brought me tea.” Scourge almost sounded touched, and he lifted one of the small bags up by the string connected to it. “What a clever idea. Do you steep it in these adorable little pouches?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and smiled at the grown man’s amusement over the invention of the tea bag. “Just put it right in the hot water, pull it out after a few minutes, and you’re ready to drink.” 
 
    “And this aroma…” The dark-skinned man sniffed at the bag again. “What is it?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I snorted. “Whatever Earl Grey liked, I guess.”  
 
    “An Earl?” Scourge repeated. “What is that?”  
 
    “Uh, I guess it’s kinda like a chieftain,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” he asked, and he sounded impressed. “And this came from an Earl?” 
 
    “The greyist of Earls,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, then I shall savor it.” The Zencarri man gingerly put the bag in the tin and closed it again as if it was a great treasure. “So, what did you come all the way to Bermshire to talk to me about?” 
 
    The dark-skinned man put the tin box in a pouch he carried over his shoulder and then turned back to Amrila and me with an attentive look on his angular face. 
 
    “We were wondering if you would like to help us take the first step toward bringing down the tyrant Ursenger?” Amrila said in a low voice. 
 
    “Gifts and some political intrigue?” Scourge smirked. “What a good day this is turning out to be. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “What do you know about Ursenger’s private retreat outside of the Yennih capital?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    The broad, toothy smile on the Zencarri man’s face told me he knew an awful lot. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    I laid out the bones of our plan to Scourge for infiltrating the retreat and finding the evidence we needed to prove Ursenger had broken the treaty with the other Night Elf tribes by making a pact with a Demon Lord. The recent attacks in The Gloom by creatures from the Twilight Region had to be connected to the Yennih chief, and I’d found a pin on one of those creatures that the chief of the Dolrath Night Elves said looked like the symbols used by the Demon Lords from the Deeper Dark. 
 
    The Zencarri man listened without interruption, and his dark eyes were intense as I gave him the details I knew. The only thing I left out was that Ibseth had told me where the retreat was. I tried to use my Elven wife’s name as little as possible while in The Gloom, even though Scourge and many others knew I’d taken her somewhere safe, away from her creepy half-brother. 
 
    “It’s a good start,” the dark-skinned man said as he pushed his lips together and nodded with an impressed expression. “And I am more than happy to help. But there is one slight problem.” 
 
    “Oh?” Amrila replied with a raised eyebrow as she sipped her drink. “That sounds like you want something.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” Scourge held out his hands in an innocent gesture. “And it’s such a small thing. With the two of you helping me, it would be cleared up in no time.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as I took a drink of the amber-colored beverage Groc had brought me. 
 
    The alcohol was sweet and slightly fruity, almost like a mead I’d had once. But I’d never seen any bees in The Gloom, so I tried not to think about whatever weird and potentially gross ingredients were in it. It tasted good, but because it was so sweet I didn’t think this was something I would want to drink often. 
 
    “You heard me speaking with Dirgin,” the Zencarri man started to explain. “I’m helping him get a shipment of raw ore for a very reasonable price. The trouble is the people who have the goods are demanding full payment before they will deliver the ore, and Dirgin will not pay until he sees the ore exists. And I am caught in the middle.” 
 
    Scourge was good at playing the innocent bystander, but I knew the man was a thief and a spy, so I assumed there was more to the story than he was telling us. 
 
    “And what exactly do you want us to do?” the horned woman asked as she skeptically cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “Just go to the Bandits’ caverns with me,” Scourge said as if it were nothing more than running to the store for some eggs. “All you have to do is stand around and look tough while I sort this matter out.” 
 
    “So, be your bodyguards?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes at the dark-skinned man.  
 
    “You do have a certain… reputation in these parts,” Scourge noted, and he pointedly looked down at the Galil. “And with you by my side, I think the bandits would be more open to negotiations.” 
 
    “What do you think, partner?” Amrila asked as she looked at me with a skeptical glint in her black eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” I said after a moment of consideration. “We’ll help you out, and you’ll help us out. That seems fair to me.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The Zencarri man grinned and clapped his hands together. “There’s no time like the present.” 
 
    The half-demon man downed the rest of his drink, gathered up his things, and then looked at Amrila and I with an expectant expression. 
 
    Amrila also downed the last of her drink, so I took one last sip of mine, but I didn’t want to cloud my judgment or take a huge mouthful of the very sweet drink. Then the three of us headed out of the tavern, but as we walked through Bermshire, the three of us were still cautious and stuck to side roads and alleys. It wasn’t unheard of for Ursenger’s soldiers to patrol this part of the caverns.  
 
    I was confident we would be able to handle any Yennih soldiers we came across, but I didn’t see the need to commit acts of mass carnage if it could be avoided. I wasn’t afraid to fight whoever I had to, but I also wasn’t especially bloodthirsty.  
 
    As Amrila and I followed Scourge out of the farmlands around Bermshire, he kept just a little ahead of us and naturally fell into the role of scout. The path we took was a little roundabout, but I kinda liked that. I was starting to learn more and more of the back ways through The Gloom, which was very useful. 
 
    “How did you meet Scourge?” I asked Amrila as we picked our way through a field near the edge of the farmland. 
 
    “When I was just a girl,” the red-skinned woman said as she stepped over a row of what looked like red cabbages, “finding my way in The Gloom, a mutual acquaintance set us up on a job together. Scourge is one of the thieves who first taught me the tricks of the trade.”  
 
    “Set you up,” I repeated. “Like on a date?” 
 
    “Oh, gods no!” Amrila shook her head and laughed. “Purely professional. And I guess we’re friends now. But honestly, I’ve never known the man to show that kind of interest in anyone.” 
 
    “No one?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “Like, not women or men? Because he kinda gives off the vibe he likes… uhh… dudes.” 
 
    “If he does, then he must be very discrete.” Amrila shrugged. “I’ve known him for years, and he has never mentioned a lover. And thieves are a notoriously gossipy lot, so I think I would have heard a rumor at some point if he’d slept with anyone of note. But he seems content to gather secrets, broker deals, and fret over his appearance.” 
 
    “Huh.” I looked over at the back of the very well-groomed Zencarri man. “I guess good for him for knowing what he likes.”  
 
    I had been to the Bandits’ caverns before, and of all the caves and caverns in the Yennih territory, this place was the most treacherous. Chasms and fissures scarred the uneven ground, and one never knew when they would come across unsavory or dangerous thieves and bandits. The first time I had come here, I’d fought a group of Orcs who were roasting a flayed gnome over their campfire, and it was all sorts of gross. 
 
    But Scourge was a very competent guide and was able to find the safest routes for us. Before long, I could smell a campfire, and the low sounds of voices echoed through the cave toward us. 
 
    “We’re nearly at their camp.” Scourge stopped and looked at the horned woman and me. “It would be best if you let me do most of the talking. Ulam can be a bit of a hothead, and this will go quicker if we can avoid upsetting him.” 
 
    “It would have been nice of you to mention that before we came along,” Amrila said in a dry tone. 
 
    “If I had, you might not have come.” The Zencarri man shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll follow your lead for now,” I assured the dark-skinned man. “But if I don’t like where things are going, I’m going to take over. I’m not trying to get jumped by a bunch of bandits today.” 
 
    “Neither am I,” Scourge agreed. “That is precisely why I brought you.” 
 
    Then the charcoal-skinned Zencarri turned and moved confidently toward a narrow ledge that led past a massive gap with a speed and grace born from having lived his whole life in this underground world.  
 
    I looked at Amrila, who shrugged and also started toward the ledge to follow Scourge, and then I brought up the rear. The ledge had a jagged edge that fell off into the chasm next to it and was only about two feet wide, so I hugged the wall as I followed the two light-footed Zencarri, since I was not nearly as comfortable with the dangerous path as they were. As I walked along, I did look once into the gaping hole next to me and saw rocky ground about two hundred feet below. I could also see the edge of a stream or river below, but I quickly lifted my eyes, focused on the path of the ledge, and focused my vision about two feet in front of me. 
 
    The ledge led up, as well as forward, at a slight incline, and once we reached the top we were on a small plateau high up in the cavern. I could see some tents up ahead, and several Orcs were milling around. Scourge continued confidently forward, so Amrila and I followed just a few steps behind him, but I kept my hand on the Galil as we approached the bandit camp. I also put my Pro Xs on, just in case things took a turn, and Amrila saw me put on my ear protection and followed suit without asking any questions. 
 
    “Scourge, you might want to take a couple of these,” I said as I handed the dark-skinned man a pair of the silicone earplugs. 
 
    “What on earth are these?” the Zencarri man asked as he poked at the brightly-colored silicone with one finger. 
 
    “They’re for your ears,” I replied. “If I need to start shooting, you’ll want to put one in each ear. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    “I’ve heard your weapon is loud,” Scourge replied as he playfully continued to squish an earplug in his fingers. “Clever of you to come up with a way to protect your hearing.” 
 
    “Just make sure you put them in quickly,” Amrila added. “Or your ears will be ringing for hours after.” 
 
    The bandit camp had a kind of semi-permanent feeling to it. Nothing as nice as the Dolrath’s Encampment, but their tents had clearly been in the same place for a long time and were anchored into the ground. There were six tents arranged in a half-moon around the large fire pit in the center, but luckily there wasn’t a small Gnome turning on a spit over this one. Stones were placed around the fire pit to keep the burning wood in the center, and big, flat rocks served as seats all around the pit. 
 
    I noticed there was also an empty wooden holding pen between two of the tents, but I didn’t want to know what its purpose was.  
 
    As the three of us came up to the campsite, two burly Orcs with spears stepped forward to bar our progress. One had a shaved head and an ugly necklace made of tusks, but I wasn’t sure if those tusks had come from the wild hogs that lived in the Gloom Growth, or if they were trophies from other Orcs.  
 
    It would probably have been rude to ask. 
 
    The other Orc had a short, black goatee that was carefully curled at the end, which was interesting. While Groc, the Orc tavernkeeper, was well groomed, I’d never seen an Orc who’d made such a strong aesthetic choice. Most of them just seemed to go for whatever made them look tough and intimidating.  
 
    But not this guy. Props to him, I guess. 
 
    “I’m here to speak to Ulam,” Scourge told the two Orc guards in a voice that dripped with honey.  
 
    “And you brought friends this time,” the Orc with the manicured goatee replied in a booming voice. 
 
    “They are not his friends,” a gravelly voice said from the direction of the fire.  
 
    I looked over and saw a huge Orcish man, the biggest one I’d seen yet, sitting by the fire as he tended the flames.  
 
    The Orc’s long, braided red hair had beaten silver bands woven into it, and his bushy beard bore white streaks in it, which showed the man’s advanced age. The leather armor he wore was a rich brown color, and metal studs were riveted to it for an extra layer of protection.  
 
    “These two are meant to be a veiled threat from our Zencarri friend,” the big-ass Orc continued as he stood and looked around at the three of us. “Why else would you bring the Vampire of The Gloom and his famous booming bolt thrower?” 
 
    This Orc was clearly the leader of this group of bandits. His armor was the finest of any of the dozen or so Orcs I could see around the camp, and his dark green arms were covered in extensive, elaborate tattoos. The bandit leader’s prominent tusks were also capped with silver and had tribal designs etched into the metal, so this must have been the “Ulam” that Scourge had mentioned. 
 
    I assumed Ulam called me a vampire because Ursenger had circulated leaflets that claimed I was a vampire from the Twilight Region who’d kidnapped his half-sister, Ibseth, and the creepy bastard had offered a hefty bounty for bringing me in alive.  
 
    It was the bounty that worried me the most. Gold made people do stupid things. Like attack a man with a loaded Galil when all you were armed with were spears and swords.  
 
    “Now, now, Ulam,” Scourge said in a drawling tone. “There’s no need to be hurtful. I can be friends with a Vampire if I wish.” 
 
    “Did you bring the rest of my money, half-breed?” Ulam spat as he gestured for the two guards to let us through with a wave of his huge hand. 
 
    The Zencarri man ignored the insult and pushed past the two Orcs with the spears. 
 
    As Amrila and I went to follow, the Orc with the ringlet for a goatee winked at the horned woman, who then stopped and placed her hands on the hilts of her swords. 
 
    “Wink at me again,” the red-skinned woman said in a voice dripping with venom, “and I will pluck out your eye and serve it to my husband on a golden plate.” 
 
    “Just so you know,” I added pleasantly, “I would eat it. But only because my wife made it for me. Nothing personal, I hope you understand.” 
 
    Curly Beard opened his mouth to say something, but he was cut off when Ulam irritably cleared his throat as he waited for us by the fire. 
 
    Amrila and I moved over to the fire where Ulam and Scourge were standing. I wasn’t sure how to interpret the fact that Ulam didn’t offer us a seat by the fire pit, but I was just as happy to stand. Something deep inside me was sounding a warning bell, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I tried to look calm on the outside, but inside I was keeping track of where each of the Orc bandits I could see were, what they were armed with, and guessing how many more could be potentially hidden away in the tents. 
 
    “Do you have the rest of the money or not, Scourge?” Ulam rumbled loudly. 
 
    The big Orc seemed even bigger up close. I was tall for a human, which meant I was taller than most of the people of The Gloom. But Ulam was the only person I’d met down here that I had to look up at. The bandit leader had squared his shoulders, and I realized why he hadn’t asked us to sit.  
 
    The big-ass Orc was putting on a show for his men, and he wanted to be sure they could all see us. 
 
    “That was not the deal,” the Zencarri man said in a cool tone. “I gave you half the gold upfront, and you were supposed to deliver the ore and get the second half.” 
 
    “I’ve run into supply issues,” Ulam replied with a leering smile. “The Yennih army has been buying up all the ore. If you want your shipment, I’ll need the rest of the gold to grease the wheels of commerce.” 
 
    “The wheels of commerce?” the dark-skinned man snorted. “That’s an awfully fancy term for you, Ulam. Did you spend all your gold to get it?” 
 
    Ulam balled up his fists and took a step toward the slinky Zencarri man, but I stepped forward to put myself between them. 
 
    I could tell just from the look in the big Orc’s eyes that he was spoiling for a fight. I’d seen that same look in the eyes of schoolyard bullies, or the guy who spends the whole night speaking too loudly in the bar.  
 
    A fight was about to happen, but the question was who would throw the first punch. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you, Vampire,” the silver-tusked bandit growled.  
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be,” I said with a disarming smile. “Being afraid requires imagination, and I’m guessing that’s not your strong suit. What I would like is for you to deal straight with my friend here. Either you have the ore, ready to deliver, or you’re just jerking us around and trying to get paid without having done any work.” 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” Ulam’s voice had a dangerous note to it. 
 
    “Of course not,” I replied, with my hand near my Galil. “I’m asking you if you are a liar?” 
 
    Ulam’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and I knew that next he would throw a haymaker. 
 
    As if on cue, just as I started to duck down, the big-ass Orc raised his arm and started to bring it around. The Orc’s arm flew over my head, and I could feel the air of its passing as I took the butt of my rifle and jammed it into the bandit leader’s stomach.  
 
    Ulam doubled over with an explosive exhale of breath as the shouting started. 
 
    I immediately backed away, clicked on the laser on the rail of the Galil, and held it at the ready. Next to me, Amrila drew her swords and put her back against mine to watch the bandits behind us. Meanwhile, Scourge stood there, looking unimpressed with Ulam’s antics, and glanced around at the other Orcs standing outside of the circle of the fire pit. 
 
    “It’s not too late to talk about this,” the Zencarri man said in a casual tone as he carefully worked a silicone plug into each of his ears. 
 
    “Rush them!” Ulam shouted in a commanding voice, and then he dove out of the circle of the fire pit.  
 
    I started to turn to train the beam of my laser and flashlight on the bandit leader, but a movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention.  
 
    “Three big ones coming in!” I shouted as the Orc with the shaved head raised his spear in preparation to launch it at me, and he was flanked by two other squat and burly Orcs. 
 
    “Four coming from behind!” Amrila shouted in response. 
 
    I flipped off the safety on the Galil with my heart starting to pound in my chest, and I wondered again just how many Orcs were in the camp. 
 
    Then I put the red dot of my laser on the spear guy’s chest and fired a round, and the Orc reeled back as a bright, bloody red hole exploded in his chest as my bullet ripped through him. The shock of the rifle blast made the two other Orcs pause and grab their ears, so I squeezed the trigger two more times, and both of the Orc bandits in front of me fell backwards to the ground. 
 
    My adrenaline was pumping hard as I looked around for the next target coming at me, but I was still able to be impressed with how fucking sweet my new laser and flashlight combo was. 
 
    As I turned to look at Amrila, I could see one orc already dead at her feet as she and Scourge worked on the other three. Scourge wielded a long, curved dagger, and I watched as he used the cruel-looking blade to swipe at the trunk of a bandit, which caused the Orc’s guts to spill out of the wound in slick, purplish ropes. 
 
    I quickly turned back around as two Orcs ran out of the tents in front of me with swords at the ready. As I trained the dot of my laser on one, I could see a knot of bandits behind him looking shocked and uncertain, so it seemed like there were some bandits who valued their lives over their loyalty to Ulam.  
 
    I aimed the laser at the head of the first orc that came out of the tents and fired, and my Pro Xs cut the sound out of the world around me briefly. The Orc’s head snapped back as the bullet entered his eye and came out the back of his head with a gruesome red spray. Then I turned slightly right and found the next bandit as he rushed forward, with his ugly green face contorted in a war cry.  
 
    I put the dot of the laser right over his heart and squeezed my trigger again. The Pro Xs silenced the report once more, and I watched as the Orc’s chest blew open before he crumpled to the ground.  
 
    Then I caught sight of Curly Beard. He was just on the other side of the tent and running away from the camp.  
 
    And just ahead of him I spotted Ulam’s retreating back. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    The bandit leader and some of his men were running away. 
 
    “The big guy is making a run for it!” I shouted to Amrila. 
 
    I quickly turned and saw the two Zencarris cutting their way through two more orcs, but there were also three others dead on the ground at Amrila and Scourge’s feet. 
 
    “Go after him!” the horned woman yelled with a fierce grin as she ran one of her swords through the bandit in front of her. “We’ll be right behind you, partner.”  
 
    Amrila kicked Scourge in the shin to get his attention, since his ears were plugged and probably still ringing slightly from the blast of the rifle. The Zencarri man spun, slashed the neck of the bandit he was fighting, and turned to look at the red-skinned woman with an expression of curiosity. Amrila jerked her head to one side to signal for the dark-skinned man to follow, so I turned and ran through the camp, and the frightened Orc bandits melted out of my way as I chased down their cowardly leader. 
 
    As I passed the edge of the tent circle, I caught sight of Curly Beard and Ulam, but they were quite a ways ahead of me.  
 
    But that didn’t matter with my Galil ACE.  
 
    I shouldered the rifle and looked through the red dot sight. Just as I sighted the two running Orcs, though, I watched as Curly Beard jumped and tackled Ulam. The smaller bandit was able to bring the bigger Orc to the ground, and an ugly fight ensued there on the cave floor. 
 
    I lowered my Galil as Amrila and Scourge came up beside me, and they too stopped to watch the Orcs as they wrestled, kicked, and punched. Then Curly Beard pulled out a dagger from his boot and jammed it into the soft space just under Ulam’s jutting chin. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I snorted as I watched the bandit leader’s body stiffen and go limp. 
 
    Curly Beard stood and looked over at the three of us, and then he immediately dropped his knife and put both his hands in the air. 
 
    “We surrender!” Curly Beard shouted, and his shaking voice echoed through the cavern. “Just give us your terms. We’ll give you the ore, some fine leather, whatever you want! I don’t want to die just because Ulam was an ass.” 
 
    “Well,” Scourge said a little too loudly as he pulled the silicone plugs out of his ears, “that was a refreshing little fight.” 
 
    “Alright.” I grinned as I shouted over to Curly Beard, while still holding the Galil in my hands. “Come on over slowly, and we’ll try this again.” 
 
    There were seven Orc Bandits left in the camp, and they all gathered around the fire pit with Amrila, Scourge, and I to negotiate the terms of me not killing them. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked Curly Beard in a friendly tone that let the manicured man know I wasn’t holding a grudge. 
 
    “Yroh,” the dark-haired Orc replied as he sat down across from me by the fire. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Yroh.” I inclined my head to the man. “Scourge, this is Yroh. I’m pretty sure he’s in charge here now.” 
 
    “Excellent.” The Zencarri man smiled slyly. “Now, about my shipment--” 
 
    “It’s sitting in a dead drop just west of here,” Yroh blurted out before the dark-skinned man could finish. “We’ll deliver it to the agreed location tonight. No further charge.” 
 
    The well-kempt Orc said the last part as he glanced sideways at me, and I glanced over at Scourge to see if he was satisfied with the new arrangement. 
 
    “I feel that we’ll be fast friends, Yroh.” The Zencarri man nodded his head. “I’ll be checking up on you soon, just to make sure you’ve kept your promises.” 
 
    Scourge patted the goateed Orc on the shoulder and then stood up. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse us,” the dark-skinned man continued as he politely bowed. “We have pressing business elsewhere.” 
 
    Amrila and I stood and followed Scourge as he sauntered out of the bandits’ camp, and I looked back several times to make sure none of them got any clever ideas and followed us. 
 
    “We’ll take the tunnels near Bermshire down into the Dolrath Territory,” the horned woman said once we were out of earshot of the Orcs’ camp. 
 
    “It’s been quite some time since I’ve been to the lands of the Dolrath,” Scourge said in a whimsical tone. “There used to be a lovely hot spring not far from the entrance into the Twilight Region. We’ll tell Dirgin the good news about his ore later. It’s not as if it will spoil.” 
 
    I was excited to go back to the Encampment. I wanted to see the look on Nileme’s face when I gave her a couple of boxes of ammo and the spare pair of Pro Xs I had brought for her. Being married to Ibseth and Amrila was mind-blowing, and I couldn’t have been happier.  
 
    But I had to admit there was something about the Dolrath princess that I found very appealing, and it seemed as if she might have the same feelings for me.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Amrila led the way down into a tunnel that led to the Dolrath territory, which had a notable downward slope. It twisted and turned around on itself like a corkscrew, but after what felt like a couple hours of walking, it let out to a long set of stone steps. By the time we got to the bottom, I was almost panting, and I could feel a prickle of sweat on my forehead. 
 
    “If you want me to be of any use to you,” Scourge sighed, “I will need to sit down for a moment and eat something.” 
 
    “The northern lake isn’t far from here,” Amrila said, and she looked around to get her bearings.  
 
    “Really?” I asked as I remembered the last time I had seen the lake. 
 
    “It’s just east of here.” The horned woman pointed. “And if we wait to rest there we won’t have to worry about the scavenger beetles.” 
 
    “If we must,” the Zencarri man said in a resigned voice. “At least we’ll be able to freshen up before we head for the Encampment.” 
 
    The three of us headed east, across the rocky terrain of the Dolrath’s land, but it was about another hour of walking before we reached the subterranean lake. Then Amrila led us right to the place where she and I had fought the shadow demon and first met Nileme. It was so peaceful now that it was hard to believe there had been a pile of dead goblins and bog demons strewn along the shores just weeks ago.  
 
    I knelt down next to the lake and rinsed my hands off in the cold, clear water. 
 
    The lake itself was beautiful, with water so clear I could see the colorful pebbles at the bottom of the shallows. A majestic waterfall cascaded down from the rock ceiling, which filled this part of the cavern with a pleasant rushing sound, like a white noise machine. Most of the Dolrath territory was sparsely vegetated, but here next to the waters there were some scrubby bushes, patches of blue-green grass, and more patches of gloom mushrooms to light the area. 
 
    Next to me, Scourge splashed his head and neck with water to clean away the blood splatter from the fight, and Amrila did the same. Then we all settled in for a moment as I broke out some jerky and trail mix. Amrila was used to the fare of the surface world by now, but the look on the Zencarri man’s face was priceless as he tried the trail mix for the first time. 
 
    “It’s both salty and sweet!” the dark-skinned man gasped. “Brilliant. And what are these delightful little sweets with the bright colors?” 
 
    “Candy-coated chocolate.” I grinned as I enjoyed the foppish man’s reaction. “Next time I come for a visit, I’ll bring you some really good chocolates.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Scourge replied in a low voice. “I have never had anything so rich and mysterious.” 
 
    “If everyone is all rested up, I think we can start toward the Encampment,” I said as I stood and brushed myself off. 
 
    “Do you remember the way?” the red-skinned woman asked as we cleared up any signs of our rest by the lake. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I looked around and thought for a moment. “There’s a road just south of here that would take us to the Encampment, or we could follow the edge of the lake west and get there a little quicker.” 
 
    “Up to you.” Amrila shrugged. 
 
    “Let’s follow the lake,” I decided. “That way we don’t have to worry about running into anyone on our way into the city. Chief Ekneme probably won’t approve of us asking for Nileme’s help with anything to do with Ursenger. It’s probably better to avoid being noticed too much.” 
 
    “Then I’m following you, partner,” the horned woman purred. 
 
    When we didn’t have to worry about a teleporting demon made out of living shadows, the walk along the lake’s edge was actually enjoyable. The Gloom was a strange but beautiful place, and even the desolate regions of the Dolrath territory had their own charm. The stalactites and stalagmites varied in color from deep grays, to rusty reds, to muted blues and purples, and there was always something new and interesting to look at.  
 
    Eventually, we saw the first of the tents on the outskirts of the city of the Dolrath Night Elves. Most of the semi-permanent tents were deep blue or a golden yellow, which seemed to be the favored color scheme of the Dolrath tribe, but there were other colors mixed in. It was unlike any other settlement I had seen in my time in The Gloom.  
 
    The Yennih all seemed to like wooden structures with dome-like roofs, and I had only seen a small part of the Dolrath lands, but I wondered if other settlements also consisted mostly of tents. There was also the Crardu Tribe, and I wondered how they lived.  
 
    There was so much left to explore in this subterranean world. 
 
    As we entered the city, the three of us slipped through the gap between two tents and out onto the dirt streets of the Encampment. The Meeting House where Ekneme gathered her many warriors was in the eastern part of the city, just a little south of us, so we made our way in that direction. 
 
    “Down this road to the west of us is a little tavern tent,” I started to say as I thought about the best way to find Nileme. “Maybe some of us--” 
 
    “Your majesty!” a rich, baritone voice called out, and I turned my head to see Bhakoth. 
 
    The male Night Elf had a dark red mohawk, sharp red eyes that seemed to see everything, and a hooked nose that reminded me of a bird’s beak. Bhakoth was one of Ekneme’s captains, and I actually kinda liked the man who had once detained me. The Elven warrior was wearing his glittering black armor made from the shells of the giant beetles that lived throughout the territory, and he smiled graciously as he walked toward us. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Scourge repeated in a hushed voice with a hint of sarcasm to it. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said quickly and felt a little embarrassed. “Just go along with it.”  
 
    “I’m so glad to see you both again,” the redheaded Elf said as he came up to our group and bowed slightly. “To what do we owe this great honor?” 
 
    “Just passing through,” I lied before I gestured to the Zencarri man. “This is Sc--” 
 
    “Scrello the Gray, his majesty’s loyal valet,” Scourge interrupted, and he also bowed. 
 
    I cringed inwardly at the Zencarri man’s declaration.  
 
    It was still unclear to me if the Dolrath leaders actually believed I was some kind of Goblin nobility, or if they knew I wasn’t actually a Goblin and called me “your majesty” just to tease me. The whole misunderstanding seemed to get further out of hand the more I let it go on, but I was worried that if I addressed it, there would be questions about what I actually was, which opened a whole line of questions about the surface that I didn’t want to answer.  
 
    I guess I had to go along with it for as long as it was useful. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Scrello,” Bhakoth replied with an unreadable expression. “Well, unless there is anything I can do for you, I have pressing business I must get to.” 
 
    “It was good seeing you,” I said to the hawk-faced man, and I meant it. “We’ll be in town for a few hours. Maybe we’ll run into each other again.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so.” Bhakoth smiled. “Amrila, charmed as ever.” 
 
    “Naturally. I’m amazing.” The horned woman inclined her head. 
 
    The red-haired man bowed once more and then continued down the street, and we watched his retreating back as he turned a corner and went out of sight. 
 
    “Maybe I should try to find the princess while you gentlemen wander the market,” Amrila said as she turned back to Scourge and me. “I can go around this city almost undetected if I’m alone. And once I find Nileme, I can bring her to you.” 
 
    “That seems like a good idea,” I agreed. “Just be careful.” 
 
    “Am I not usually careful?” Amrila teased as she smiled playfully. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” I snorted, and then I leaned down and kissed her soft lips. 
 
    The red-skinned woman smiled up at me before she started to walk into a crowd as she pulled up the hood of her cloak. I lost sight of her within a few moments and was impressed by her skills in the art of blending in. 
 
    “That woman is one of the finest thieves I have ever met,” Scourge said approvingly. “I guess we should go see the market, then.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and we started to walk down the street in the opposite direction from where Amrila had gone. “Why did you not want Bhakoth to know your real name?” 
 
    “Only three people in the world know my real name.” Scourge grinned. “And one of them is my mother. I didn’t want him to hear the name ‘Scourge’ because that name comes with a certain reputation.” 
 
    “How many names do you have?” I chuckled. 
 
    “As many as I need.” The Zencarri man shrugged. “Names are like accessories. Some you like better than others, but may not suit every occasion. Others may wear out and need to be thrown away. But one can never have too many.” 
 
    “You’re a very complicated man, Scourge.” I smirked as we came to the edge of the market square where peddlers ran various carts and booths. 
 
    “Thank you for noticing,” the dark-skinned man replied, and his eyes lit up as he looked around at the different wares on display. “Now, let’s find a cloak for you.” 
 
    “A cloak?” I scrunched my eyebrows together. “I’m not really that cold.” 
 
    “It’s not for your comfort,” Scourge explained as he moved confidently into the market with his eyes taking in everything at once. “In The Gloom, a furtive figure in a cloak is less notable than an overgrown Gnome.” 
 
    “Or a vampire?” I joked as the Zencarri man led me to a booth with various bolts of cloth in a barrel, ribbons, and a few items of clothing on display. 
 
    “Ugh,” the foppish man sighed. “Whoever first made that comparison had clearly never actually seen a vampire before. Aside from your pale, pink skin, there is absolutely no resemblance. Vampires have very little body hair, rows of pointed teeth, and the heart-shaped noses of Nictors.” 
 
    The Zencarri man felt the edge of a bolt of fabric between two fingers, and it was a matte, cotton-like material dyed a bluish-gray color that resembled much of the rock in The Gloom.  
 
    “What about a Goblin?” I asked as I looked at a wrap shirt in the Dolrath style. “Amrila seems to think I could pass for one.” 
 
    “I suppose I could see that.” The horned man nodded as he pulled the bolt of cloth from the barrel. “But your jaw is a little too squared, and your blue eyes would be exceptionally rare. But you could pass for a higher order Goblin in a pinch. Wait-- is that why the Dolrath soldier calls you ‘your majesty?’” 
 
    “Kinda.” I shrugged and rolled my eyes. “He overheard a joke Amrila made, and it kinda stuck.” 
 
    “That’s marvelous.” Scourge laughed richly as he took the bolt over to the Night Elf woman running the booth. “How long would it take for you to whip up a cloak for my lanky friend here?” 
 
    The older woman had coarse white hair tied up in a sensible bun, and her blood-red eyes looked me up and down. 
 
    “Not sure there’s enough cloth on that bolt to cover the whole of him,” the wrinkled woman replied with a wry smile. “I should charge you by the inch.” 
 
    “If you can do so quickly, we’ll be happy to pay.” Scourge gave the woman a winning smile. 
 
    “Ten gold,” the Night Elf woman said flatly, so she was clearly sensing the opportunity to make some good money. 
 
    I watched for the Zencarri man’s counteroffer. I was still figuring out the value of gold and goods in The Gloom, and this seemed like an excellent chance to learn.  
 
    “I know my friend is almost offensively tall,” Scourge began. 
 
    “Hey,” I interjected indignantly. 
 
    “But that is no reason to try to gouge us,” the dark-skinned man continued. “I will pay you five silver, six if you can have it ready within the hour.” 
 
    “Seven,” the old woman countered, and she crossed her arms to signal it was her final offer. 
 
    “I guess that’s reasonable,” Scourge sighed and then looked over at me. “Pay the good woman if you please.” 
 
    I looked skeptically at the Zencarri man and counted out seven silvers from the pouch of coins I had with me. 
 
    Then the woman came from around the counter of her booth with a long, knotted string and a wooden crate for her to stand on. The elderly Night Elf was short, even for someone from The Gloom, and she struggled to reach the top of my shoulder. I tried to stoop a little to help her, but the wrinkled woman gave me a sharp rap on the arm. 
 
    “Don’t help me, boy,” she tutted. “If you’re not standing up straight, it will all be off.” 
 
    After the seamstress had gotten all her measurements, Scourge and I thanked the old woman and started to wander around the market again. 
 
    “So, was that actually a good price?” I asked as we passed a stand that sold many strangely-shaped and colored fruits. “I’m not very familiar with the going rates for Dolrath tailoring.” 
 
    “I was not kidding about how obscenely tall you are,” Scourge snorted. “We are lucky to have paid less than a gold, for a rush job, no less.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I grinned. 
 
    Just as we were about to walk to the next stand, I saw Amrila and Nileme enter the marketplace, and I watched as the two incredible women looked around at the stalls until they finally spotted Scourge and me. 
 
    The dark-haired Elven woman was in her glittering, iridescent black armor, which exposed her well-muscled arms. The warrior woman’s massive greatsword was slung on her back, and she moved with a grace and confidence that came from deep within as she approached us.  
 
    “Eddie.” Nileme smiled softly as she greeted me. “Amrila has told me you both came a long way to see me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned back at the Dolrath princess. “But I don’t think we should all talk here.” 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can go where we won’t be overheard?” the horned woman asked. 
 
    “I suppose we could speak in my tent,” the warrior woman offered, but her expression was a little confused. 
 
    “I will stay here and wait for your cloak, sire,” Scourge said as he looked up from the fruits he’d been gently testing the ripeness of with his hands. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I was slightly caught off-guard by the Zencarri man’s continued ruse. “Alright. Sounds good. We’ll come back through here to get you before we leave.” 
 
    “We’ll need some supplies, sir,” Scourge said while still using a deferential tone. “If I may have some money, I can get them while you see to your business.” 
 
    Scourge smiled slyly at me, and I realized there was a second layer to his whole lie about being my valet. 
 
    This dude was clever, and I liked that.  
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled as I passed him the gold. “But be sure you get a good price.” 
 
    “Of course, sire,” the dark-skinned man replied as he looked down at the coins in his hand and started to move away into the rest of the market. 
 
    Amrila and I followed Nileme to her tent, which happened to be a little too close to the Meeting House for my comfort. The cloth that made up the walls of Dolrath buildings was thick, but it was still just cloth.  
 
    I wondered how anyone in the Encampment got a moment of privacy.  
 
    Inside, the tent was a large, single room, with a thin wooden screen that acted as a room divider between the living area and what I assumed was the place where the warrior woman slept. The center of the living space was taken up by a low table, surrounded by a circle of cushions, and in one corner there was a wooden mannequin for her to hang her armor on and a stand for her greatsword. But best of all was the old Bulgarian AK she had in a place of pride, with it hanging from the wooden screen where it would be seen as soon as anyone entered the tent. 
 
    “Have a seat,” the warrior woman offered as she moved across the open area of the tent to put her sword on its stand. 
 
    “Thank you,” Amrila replied and took a seat on one of the soft cushions. “You have a lovely home.” 
 
    “It is not large.” Nileme shrugged as she came back to sit by the table. “But as an unmarried woman, I do not require much.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the horned woman purred as she shot me a sly look. “A woman like you is a real catch. I’m sure you’ll find a good match very soon.” 
 
    I cringed inwardly. What was it with my wives’ obsession with me marrying other women? I knew the Zencarri woman had guessed that I had some feelings for Nileme and was just teasing me, but I started to blush all the same. 
 
    “The reason we came here…” I cleared my throat and tried to speak quietly so no one out on the street could hear. “Is to see if you wanted to help us with something. You said that when we moved against Ursenger, you wanted to be there.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Nileme asked as she lowered herself onto a cushion. 
 
    The Elven woman grabbed a bottle sitting on the table and poured a light-blue liquid into three small glasses, and then she handed Amrila and I each a glass. 
 
    “Ursenger has a retreat in some woodlands, just outside of the Yennih capital,” I said as I accepted the drink from the Dolrath princess. “We think we can find what we need to prove the bastard has broken the treaty with the other tribes in there. Amrila and that Zencarri guy you met back at the market are both thieves, so they can get in there. And you and I are both warriors, so we’ll be able to handle anything else that comes up. Which reminds me--” 
 
    I grabbed my backpack and pulled out the boxes of ammo and the Pro X headphones I’d brought for Nileme. 
 
    “These are for you.” I grinned as I handed them to the dark-haired woman. 
 
    “What are they?” Nileme asked as she turned them over in her graceful hands. 
 
    “Those are headphones.” Amrila pointed. “They go over your ears and protect them from the loud sound of rifle fire.” 
 
    “And the boxes are more ammo for your rifle,” I added. 
 
    “Really?” Nileme’s eyes lit up as if I’d just given her the most precious jewel in all the world. “How wonderful. I have dreams about firing the Aye Kay again.” 
 
    The Elven woman overpronounced the name for the type of gun, but honestly, it was kinda cute. 
 
    The princess got up and grabbed her AK from off the wall and brought it over to the table, where she sat right next to me.  
 
    Amrila moved over without a word, and a mysterious smile stretched across her angular face. 
 
    “Please,” Nileme said breathlessly as she met my eyes. “Show me how to load the bullets. And of course, I will come with you both to help in the fight against the Mad Chief.” 
 
    “A wonderful idea,” a deep, male voice said from the other side of the wooden partition. “Let’s all go!” 
 
    Suddenly, Bhakoth stepped out from behind the partition, with a smile on his face like he’d just stolen a pile of gold out from under a sleeping troll. 
 
    “Bhakoth!” Nileme exclaimed in a scolding tone. “I should have your head for being in my tent without my permission.” 
 
    “Oh, you would be right to, my lady,” the redheaded Elf said as he calmly folded his hands in front of himself. “And of course, as part of my confession of guilt, I would have to share that I overheard you plotting against a Night Elf chief while I was trespassing. It’s all a terrible shame.” 
 
    The red-eyed Elven man had a very dry sense of humor, and I almost missed the sarcasm in his voice.  
 
    Nileme put her hands on her shapely hips and stared the hawk-faced man down for a long, silent moment.  
 
    “What do you want in return for your silence, you rascal?” she finally sighed. 
 
    “I want to come with you,” Bhakoth said as he inclined his head and looked at us all with a serious expression. “I actually think it is a very good idea. Assuming you find what you’re looking for. Otherwise, all of our heads will be on the chopping block.” 
 
    The mohawked warrior laughed wryly to himself. 
 
    “Why should we bring you along?” I asked the red-haired man in a voice that was more curious than challenging. 
 
    “Well,” Bhakoth replied as he spread his hands in a modest gesture, “I was able to listen to your whole conversation without any of you knowing I was in the room. Not even your master thief there.” 
 
    The Dolrath man pointed to Amrila with a broad grin. 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Amrila laughed.  
 
    “You may consider that my qualification,” Bhakoth concluded. 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned at the wily Night Elf. “Unless Nileme has any objections, I’m alright with you coming, too.” 
 
    “He is a fine warrior,” the dark-haired woman agreed as she narrowed her eyes at him. “Even if he is a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Please, my lady,” Bhakoth said with false modesty. “You heap me with too much praise.” 
 
    “Let’s go get ‘Scrello,’” I said with a hint of sarcasm. “I’m sure he’s had enough time by now to spend my money.” 
 
    Nileme and Bhakoth agreed to meet us outside of the Encampment once they had gathered some things, and Amrila and I headed back to the market to collect Scourge and found the Zencarri man arguing with a pockmarked Elven man over some dried meats. 
 
    “Highway robbery,” the dark-skinned man intoned as he gestured at the display of jerky and salt-crusted chunks of meat. “How do you even stay in business?” 
 
    “Are you almost done?” I snorted as I walked up to the agitated half-demon man. 
 
    “You are lucky my friends have arrived, and that I am too busy to be delayed further,” Scourge said with venom in his tone, and he threw a handful of silver on the counter of the stall. 
 
    “Have a good day, sir,” the scarred shopkeeper said with an oily smile as he handed the Zencarri man a cloth sack. 
 
    Scourge snatched the bag out of the man’s hand and stomped away with us following after him a moment later, but by the time we caught up to the dark-skinned man, he was already visibly calmer. 
 
    “Here is your change,” Scourge said in a pleasant tone as he handed me a fistful of coins. 
 
    It was a mix of gold and silver, and I was trying to remember how many silvers to a gold coin that Amrila had told me. 
 
    “This is more than I gave you,” I said after some quick math. 
 
    “I know,” the Zencarri man said as he stuck out his bottom lip slightly. “Another hour, and I could have made you a real profit.” 
 
    “I’m liking you more and more with each passing hour,” I chuckled as I put the coins in my pouch. “Come on. We’re meeting the rest of our party outside of town.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    As Amrila, Scourge, and I left the marketplace of the Encampment, the Zencarri man handed me a bundle of blue-gray fabric. 
 
    “It looks to be in order, but I didn’t want to try it on and have the hem drag on the dirty ground,” the dark-skinned man said. 
 
    “What’s this?” Amrila asked with mild curiosity as we made our way out of town. 
 
    “Scourge suggested I get a cloak,” I replied as I unfolded the garment and tried it on. 
 
    The cloth was actually fairly nice. Because there was no real weather in The Gloom, and the temperature was pretty consistently cool, the fabric was thin and breathable. I threw the cloak over my shoulders to give it a try, and I noticed there were slits cut into the sides for my arms to go through. 
 
    “I like it.” I nodded as I held my arms out and tested the ease of wear. 
 
    “I thought that was a nice touch,” the Zencarri man agreed. “Good for when you want to rain down destruction at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that, but I probably could bring the Galil up easily in this cloak, or get to my Glock without any fumbling around. 
 
    “Nice.” I grinned as I put my arms down, and I made a mental note to practice shouldering my rifle or quickly drawing my Glock later, when I wasn’t in the middle of a town. 
 
    The three of us headed outside of the tent city, to the place where Amrila and I had met Nileme the last time we needed to sneak out of the Encampment. 
 
    There was a fork in the road and one side headed back to the tunnel to the Yennih territory, so we stopped there until Nileme and Bhakoth arrived. I’d already started to think about what our next steps would be. We had an outline of a plan, but nothing really concrete yet. The Encampment wasn’t really the best place to sit and discuss details, since none of the temporary structures offered much privacy.  
 
    “Is there somewhere in the Thieves’ tunnels where we could talk freely?” I asked as I continued my thought out loud. “Somewhere we wouldn’t have to worry about being overheard or interrupted?” 
 
    “There are lots of places in the tunnels like that.” Scourge nodded. “But most of them wouldn’t be large enough to host a group our size. Thieving is solitary work for the most part. We try not to gather en masse if we can help it, since things tend to get stabby when we do.” 
 
    “What about the old parley chamber?” Amrila offered. “That would be big enough.” 
 
    “No one has used it in quite some time,” the dark-skinned man said after a thoughtful pause. “But, as long as none of the tunnels leading to it have collapsed, it should work.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone used it in a while?” I asked in a curious tone. 
 
    “There was a gathering, and then a disagreement, and a lot of thieves were stabbed,” the Zencarri man said with a shrug. “When everyone is a thief, no one can really be trusted. It’s why we’re not good at organizing.” 
 
    “But what about ‘honor among thieves?’” I snorted. 
 
    “What a strange thing to say,” Scourge replied with a perplexed expression on his face. 
 
    I was about to respond, but then I looked up the road toward the Encampment and saw Nileme and Bhakoth walking toward us.  
 
    Both of the Dolrath warriors had their armor and weapons with them, as well as packs and a bedroll each. The dark-haired woman carried her AK with her, and she wore the ear protection I’d just given her around her neck, like Amrila and I had started to make a habit out of doing. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the Elven woman asked as she and Bhakoth came to the fork. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure we are.” I nodded as I helped Scourge gather up the supplies he’d bought in town and distributed the load between us. “Amrila and Scour-- Scrello know a place where we can work out the details of our plan.” 
 
    “We might also consider staying at the tavern in Bermshire,” the Zencarri man added. “I’m not sure about all of you, but I have been awake for quite some time.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Bhakoth agreed. “I haven’t been to the higher reaches of The Gloom since before I was married.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “Then let’s get going.” 
 
    The five of us began the trek north, up toward the lands of the Yennih, and the road led through part of the more desolate reaches of the Dolrath territory as it moved away from the river. The caverns there were rocky, dry, and fairly dark since there weren’t many of the gloom mushrooms around. My eyes had gotten used to the dim light of The Gloom, but I started to have trouble seeing anything, and just as I was about to raise the question of using my headlamp, Bhakoth stopped and pulled what looked like a small lantern out of his pack. 
 
    With the lantern, the Night Elf man also pulled out what I thought was a tinderbox, but when the hawk-faced man opened the box, I could see it had two compartments in it, with a different-colored powder in each. Bhakoth poured a little of each kind of powder into the lantern and mixed them together, and the powders began to give off a soft, golden glow that I recognized from the halls of The Lost Dwarves. 
 
    With his lantern now lit, the red-haired man put his powder box away, and we started to move again through the cavern. 
 
    “You said you’re married,” I commented as I moved up to walk next to the enigmatic Night Elf. “Won’t your wife miss you? I’m not sure how long our trip is going to take.” 
 
    “Oh, my wives understand,” Bhakoth said with a flip of his hand. “It’s part of the life of a soldier’s wife, spending time apart.” 
 
    “How many wives do you have?” I asked. 
 
    Ibseth seemed to want me to have as many wives as possible, but I had wondered how many were the norm in Night Elf society.  
 
    “Two,” the hawk-nosed man sighed with contentment. “One is as round as a dew melon, and the other has the nose of a hog. But they could not love me more, and for that I love them.” 
 
    Something in the Dolrath man’s voice made it clear he really did love his wives, and I smiled at the sentiment. 
 
    “Is that a common number of wives for a Night Elf man?” I questioned. “If that’s not a rude thing to ask.” 
 
    “It’s fairly normal for a man of my station.” Bhakoth tilted his head as he considered the question. “It all depends on one’s preferences. You have to have both the time and wealth to have a great many wives. That is, if you are a good man and concerned with their happiness. Some get greedy and try to have two or three more wives than they can handle, but it always ends badly.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I agreed as I considered the warrior’s words. 
 
    Within a few hours, we had passed through the tunnel to the Yennih territory, and Amrila led the way to the Thieves’ tunnels.  
 
    I had no idea how the horned woman could find her way through the winding network of passageways, but I was grateful for her skill nonetheless. Of all the tunnel systems I’d been through in The Gloom, these were the most confusing, but that was probably by design.  
 
    Eventually, we reached a dead end, and Bhakoth raised his dim lantern so he could get a better look around. 
 
    “Did we take a wrong turn somewhere?” the red-haired elf asked. 
 
    “Not at all,” Scourge assured as he lightly touched the seemingly-solid stone wall, and it began to pivot. 
 
    The entrance to the parley chamber was very cleverly disguised, much like the back of the northern iron door that led to the surface tunnels. It had looked just like the rest of the tunnel walls until it swung open at the dark-skinned man’s touch and revealed it was a hidden door. 
 
    The five of us walked into the secret chamber, which was large, round, and clearly not a natural cave since I could see the toolmarks on the walls. In the center of the chamber was a stone table carved into a triangle, with stone benches that looked as if they were carved right from the floor. 
 
    “Thieves aren’t big on comfort, are they?” Nileme commented as she looked around at the rock furniture. 
 
    “I’m sure there was some absurd logic to the choice,” Scourge said as he walked up to the table and blew at the layer of dust that had settled on the surface. 
 
    A small cloud of dust kicked up, and the Zencarri man waved it away with his hand. 
 
    “They probably thought meetings of groups of thieves would go quicker if they weren’t encouraged to settle in,” the dark-skinned man continued. “But it will serve our purposes.” 
 
    After we had brushed away the worst of the dust, the five of us sat down, and I pulled out the map I’d made with Ibseth’s help. 
 
    “This is what I know of Ursenger’s retreat,” I said as I showed the group the map. “According to my source, this is where he takes his generals when he doesn’t want anyone to know what he’s up to. I think our first step is obviously making sure he’s not there when we go to break in.” 
 
    Scourge leaned forward to study the map. The retreat was in the middle of a forest, not far from a small lake, somewhere outside of the Yennih city. 
 
    “I have some friends in the Yennih city.” The dark-skinned man rubbed his smooth chin. “If we stop there first, I’m confident I could get information on the Mad Chief’s whereabouts.” 
 
    “Great!” I grinned. “That’s a really good start. Do you think you could also find out about what kind of security Ursenger keeps around the retreat?” 
 
    “Possibly.” The Zencarri man shrugged. “But all information we get will have a price.” 
 
    “Of course,” Amrila said in a dry tone. 
 
    “What?” Scourge asked with an innocent blink of his eyes. “It wouldn’t be for me. You can’t get something for nothing.” 
 
    “If we are going to the Yennih capital,” Nileme said as she leaned forward with a thoughtful expression, “it might be good for our very strange group to look as though we have a legitimate reason to be there.” 
 
    “I mean, I know I stick out,” I chuckled. “But as long as I wear my cloak, that shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “No, the lady has a point.” Scourge nodded. “She is not an unknown figure in The Gloom. And a Dolrath noblewoman traveling with two Zencarri and a-- Goblin might draw attention.” 
 
    “What if Nileme says she’s on a hunting trip?” Amrila offered. “We could all be her porters or guides. That seems normal enough.” 
 
    “Hmmm… we could get bows and arrows in Bermshire.” The Zencarri man leaned back while still rubbing his chin. 
 
    “I’m not hurting for gold,” I snorted as I looked at the dark-skinned man. “But my supply isn’t endless.” 
 
    “Wasn’t I able to return all your money and then some back at the Encampment?” Scourge countered as he smiled at me with the expression of a fox eyeing a henhouse. “I’ll get a good deal, and if you do actually bag any game, I can make your money back again.” 
 
    “It does seem like a sound plan.” Bhakoth nodded.  
 
    “Okay.” I thought over the plan, which had the virtue of being simple. “We start at the Yennih city and get some good information on the retreat. I guess our next step then is to go to Bermshire, get some sleep, buy some bows and arrows before we leave, and then head north.” 
 
    The group nodded and made approving noises as we all got up from the stone table and started to gather our things.  
 
    We headed to Bermshire to get some rooms for the night and then start out again in the morning. Although, I guess words like night and morning didn’t have any meaning in a place where there was no sun. I still wasn’t clear on how time was tracked in The Gloom. I knew they tracked the years, because Ibseth had once told me she was almost two hundred years old. I wasn’t sure what was considered a year down here, but they had to have a way to measure it. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured to Amrila in a low voice as I came up beside her. “How do people tell time down here?” 
 
    The group had left the tunnels, and we walked through some of the open caverns as we made our way to the small farming village. 
 
    “We don’t pay much attention to the small portions of time your people do,” the red-skinned woman whispered back to me. “Seconds and minutes have no meaning down here. But we can measure longer periods of time by observing the cycles of plants and animals. And women have their own special measure of time, though that is not always precise.” 
 
    “What do you mean--” I started to ask, but then thought about the word cycle. “Ooooh. Gotcha. We don’t have to go into that.” 
 
    The Zencarri woman giggled when she saw the look on my face. 
 
    “There are ways,” my wife continued. “But none of them are as exact as your clocks. But the pace of life is slower down here because of that, I think. Since we do not have the sun to rush us along.” 
 
    “I can see that.” I nodded. 
 
    Once we got to Bermshire, Scourge negotiated rooms for us at Groc’s tavern.  
 
    Groc wasn’t overjoyed at seeing me and Amrila again, but he took our money all the same. Then the group ate a simple dinner of a savory stew and fresh bread, and it was really delicious.  
 
    As much as I loved living with modern conveniences, I had to admit The Gloom had a lot to offer, too.  
 
    But I still wouldn’t want to live here full-time. 
 
    There were a few other patrons in the tavern, tradespeople from the village and a few farmhands. Berkshire was a mix of Gnomes, Dwarves, and Night Elves, but Groc seemed to be the only Orc. After dinner, Amrila, Scourge, and Bhakoth all got into a game of cards with some of the locals, which left me and Nileme to sit and watch as we sipped our sweet mead-like drinks.  
 
    I liked the warrior woman. Obviously, she was beautiful in a powerful, statuesque kind of way, but she was also stoic and practical, which was a change from Ibseth and Amrila. My priestess wife was vivacious and bubbly, and the Zencarri woman was sharp and witty. But Nileme had a quiet quality about her. She didn’t speak much, but when she did, it was always something of substance. 
 
    “What is there to hunt around the capital?” I asked as I worked on teaching the Dolrath woman how to load a magazine.  
 
    “Some of the Gloom hogs grow quite large and are worth tracking,” Nileme replied as she copied the way I slid the bullets into the spring-loaded magazine. “In the wild, the males will grow great big tusks that are good for any number of things. But of course, whatever you’re hunting, you have to be on the lookout for cave lions.” 
 
    “Wait.” I paused as I started to slip the last round into the magazine I was working on. “You have lions in The Gloom?” 
 
    “Of course,” the dark-haired woman chuckled. “Aren’t there lions in the Twilight Region?” 
 
    “I mean…” I said as I tried to think on my feet. “I’ve heard of them. I’ve just never seen one.” 
 
    “They are magnificent beasts,” the warrior woman said with relish. “Big felines with razor-sharp claws and teeth. They have beautiful, copper-colored coats, and the ridges on their backs make the most amazing armor if you can harvest enough of them.” 
 
    “Ridges?” I repeated in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Nileme grinned. “They’re even stronger than beetle shells.” 
 
    “Well,” I snorted as I finished filling my magazine, “I guess we’ll have to hope not to run into any of them.” 
 
    “I hope we do.” The Dolrath woman shook her head. “Hunting docile game is fine for food. But predators hunt you back, and that’s the real fun.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman looked at me with slightly hooded eyes and a mysterious smile, and I could feel the heat rising in my core.  
 
    But then a triumphant sound from the next table over drew our attention as all the men at the table threw down their cards in frustration as Amrila cheered. Clearly, the Zencarri woman had just won a sizable pot of money, and I smiled as I watched my incredible, devilishly greedy wife draw her winnings toward her with a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “I like your woman.” Nileme laughed lightly. “She is so full of life. You must be very happy.” 
 
    “I am.” I grinned. “Both my wives make me happy.” 
 
    It was strange being able to talk about having two wives openly, but that was another thing I liked about The Gloom. 
 
    “You have another?” Nileme asked, and her blue eyes studied me with keen interest. “What is your other wife like?” 
 
    “O-Oh--” I stammered, since I didn’t want to say anything about Ibseth or reveal where she was to keep her safe. “She-- uhhh…” 
 
    “Is she the missing Yennih princess?” the Dolrath woman asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I-- uhh, I’d rather not talk about it here,” I muttered as I cast a glance around us. “It’s not that I don’t trust you. But I don’t want to be overheard. Pretty much everything we’re doing right now is to keep her safe.” 
 
    “I understand,” Nileme said with a gracious smile. “Either way, both your wives are very lucky women.” 
 
    “I’m a lucky man,” I countered, and I smiled back at the beautiful, dark-haired Elf. 
 
    After the card game, we all turned in to get some sleep, and Amrila and I had a room to ourselves, which my Zencarri wife took full advantage of.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how thick the walls were, but I was pretty sure our neighbors became annoyed by how many times I made the red-skinned woman climax. 
 
    But after a few hours of sleep, I woke up feeling refreshed, so the horned woman and I got dressed, gathered up all of our things, and then went down into the common area downstairs. Scourge was already up sipping at a small, steaming teacup and staring moodily into the hearth fire, and moments later, Nileme descended the stairs with Bhakoth following behind her. 
 
    “You snore, Zencarri,” the redheaded Elf grumbled as he came to sit at the table our group had taken over. 
 
    “Without one flaw, I might be too perfect,” the dark-skinned man retorted without looking up from the fire. “Then no living being could resist me. It would be chaos.” 
 
    “The Gloom weeps for the loss.” The hawk-faced elf rolled his eyes. 
 
    Scourge shot Bhakoth a wolfish grin and then turned to the table. 
 
    “I would like to go see Dirgin, Eddie,” the horned man said. “I think once we tell him of your success in helping his little venture, he’ll be open to selling us those bows at a deep discount.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “We’ll go do that. Everyone else, double-check your supplies and make sure you have everything you need before we leave town. I’m guessing it will be a long trip.” 
 
    Then the Zencarri man and I left the tavern and went through the main square to the blacksmith’s shop.  
 
    Dirgin was there watching over his apprentices as they worked at the forge and worktables, and he moved from place to place as he made sure everything was in order. When he saw Scourge and I approaching, the black-haired Dwarf’s face brightened, and he came to the front of the shop to meet us. 
 
    “Were you able to talk sense into those dirty bandits then?” the stout man rumbled. 
 
    “You could say that,” I replied as I rubbed the back of my neck. “They’re under new leadership now and said they’d get you the supplies right away.” 
 
    “That’s one way to phrase it,” Scourge chuckled. “They’ll be delivered to the agreed upon cave. Check it when you can. If it’s not there, I’ll send the ‘Vampire of The Gloom’ to put the fear of the gods in them.” 
 
    “Vampire indeed,” the Dwarf snorted as he eyed me. “He looks more like an anemic Zencarri who left their horns at home, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I’ll assume that’s a compliment,” I said as I gave Scourge a sidelong glance. 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad you were able to get it sorted,” the gruff blacksmith said and nodded his approval. “Let me know if there is ever anything I can do to return the favor, friend.” 
 
    “Actually,” the Zencarri man interjected, and I watched Dirgin visibly cringe as he realized his mistake, “we were thinking about doing some hunting up north and wanted to find some sturdy bows.” 
 
    “How many do you need?” the Dwarf asked with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Four?” Scourge asked in a lighthearted tone. 
 
    “There are five of us,” I corrected.  
 
    “Oh, I will not be hunting.” The horned man shook his head emphatically. “Four will be fine. And lots of arrows.” 
 
    After some haggling, Scourge and I walked back to the tavern with four crossbows and several quivers of arrows, and as we came back into Groc’s tavern, I saw Amrila, Nileme, and Bhakoth were already ready to go. Scourge set the bows and quivers he’d been carrying down on one of the tables, and I looked at all the equipment we as a group had.  
 
    It was starting to get to be a lot to carry all at once. 
 
    “Is there a way we could get a pack animal or something to help us lug all this around?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “We could possibly buy an ox from one of the farmers,” Amrila suggested. 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “We’ll do that on our way out of town.” 
 
    The five of us left the tavern and made our way out of Bermshire, and as we passed through the farmlands, I let Scourge take a few coins and find us a beast of burden, since he seemed to have the most skill at haggling. It wasn’t long before the Zencarri man came back with a small, shaggy creature with big, flat horns that swept back over its wide head. Its long hair was a strange silvery-blue, and the animal had a very distinct smell. 
 
    It was a lot smaller than I thought it would be, not the huge, imposing creature I’d expected when I heard the word ‘ox.’ It was closer to the size of a donkey. But the dark-skinned man had been able to get the farmer to throw in a packsaddle, which we could hang most of our extra equipment from, so the ox was going to be very useful.  
 
    The stocky creature would slow us down a little, but the advantage was we wouldn’t wear ourselves out carrying so much, and if we ran into trouble without having the animal along, our arms would be so full of shit that we wouldn’t be able to reach for our weapons when we needed them. 
 
    Luckily, the ox was small enough to travel through the Thieves’ tunnels with us, so we were able to cover quite a bit of distance without having to worry about patrols of Ursenger’s soldiers. Amrila and Scourge took point leading us through the tunnels and through parts that I hadn’t been to yet as our group headed north, to the Yennih capital. 
 
    By my estimates, and the watch I’d taken to wearing in the Gloom, it took almost a day to reach the end of the tunnels, and we had to stop to get some sleep in one of the caves used by the loose network of thieves the two Zencarri were familiar with.  
 
    Finally, we reached the other side of the tunnel passageways and came out into a lushly-forested area. The mouth of the tunnel was partly covered over by trailing vines, and on the other side of the vines, there were the gnarled trees and gloom mushrooms that grew in the Great Forest.  
 
    But from just one look, I knew this wasn’t the Great Forest.  
 
    The trees seemed older here, and the air was more humid. Tattered lengths of moss hung from the pale limbs of the twisted trees, and the undergrowth was thicker. A small trail led from the tunnel opening into the old forest, and it led into a small clearing where a stream cut through the trees. 
 
    “How far are we from the capital?” I asked as we took a moment to rest in the calm of the clearing. 
 
    “Half a day’s walk,” Amrila guessed.  
 
    “We could do a little hunting on the way,” Nileme suggested as she looked around. “If we go into the city with fresh game, it will help to back up our story.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied as I felt a curl of excitement. “I haven’t hunted with a bow in ages. It’d probably be easier with our rifles, but there’s no sense in announcing our presences to the soldiers in the city.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” Nileme grinned as she started to pull the bows from the ox’s pack.  
 
    “We should split up into pairs,” Amrila suggested as she smiled at me and winked. “That way no one is alone, but we’re not all trampling through the underbrush together and scaring away all the game. I’ll go with Bhakoth, and Nileme and Eddie can team up.” 
 
    I knew what the horned woman was doing. Amrila was trying to give me some alone time with the Dolrath Princess. Ibseth wasn’t here to push me toward getting another wife, so the Zencarri was doing it for her. 
 
    “Alright,” I replied as I looked around at the dark-haired Elven woman. “I’m good with that if everyone else is.” 
 
    “I’ll keep the ox company,” Scourge said as he patted the beast. “This path leads up to a main road through the woods about a mile north. I’ll meet everyone there. You all have fun playing with your bows.” 
 
    “We shall.” Nileme handed me a bow, and she had a broad smile on her face. 
 
    I pulled the bowstring a couple of times to get an idea of the tension. The last bow I’d used had been made out of some kind of cheap metal and plastic, and I was pretty sure it was from Walmart. This one felt completely different, but I was confident I could get the hang of it after I watched the dark-haired Elf use it a couple times.  
 
    As our two groups split up, we agreed Nileme and I would move east, while Amrila and Bhakoth headed west before both groups turned north and found the road Scourge mentioned. 
 
    The Dolrath princess and I moved into the forest as Scourge turned toward the path, and the forest was full of the quiet sounds of life around us. It was one of the first times in The Gloom that I could remember hearing the buzz of insects and chirping that could have been birds, though I didn’t see any flying overhead.  
 
    Because we had to be quiet, there wasn’t much room for conversation between Nileme and I, but there was something comfortable in the silence.  
 
    The dark-haired woman stopped and pointed to the ground after we’d been wandering for a half-hour or so, and I could see the cleft tracks on the forest floor that looked almost like a small deer.  
 
    “There are two, maybe three incks,” she said in a hushed whisper.  
 
    I took the leap and assumed an inck was the creature with the split hooves. 
 
    I looked at where the tracks led and listened closely to the woods around us. There was the trickling sound of water coming from somewhere close by, and it wasn’t a loud enough sound to cause an echo in the massive cavern that surrounded the forest, so I could tell where it was coming from. 
 
    “Do you think they went for the stream?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    “It looks like that’s where they headed to.” Nileme nodded. 
 
    We both nocked an arrow, and we silently padded forward and followed the tracks. 
 
    It took a while to find the incks since we tracked them past the stream and further into the woods, but it was a hell of a lot of fun. The Dolrath woman and I stalked the incks through the forest, and we kept careful track of our movements so we could find our way back to the road and meet the others.  
 
    Finally, we found the three deer-like creatures grazing in a small clearing.  
 
    They were about four feet tall, with short, coarse-looking fur that was almost a deep burgundy color. One was obviously a buck, since it had a rack of antlers with four points, while the other two looked like does.  
 
    Nileme and I hid behind some trees as we looked into the clearing, and we watched the little animals pick at the blue-green grass and munch on some bushes. I looked over at the dark-haired woman, and she smiled and winked at me. Then she inclined her head to silently indicate I should take the first shot, even though she already had her bow at the ready. 
 
    I was a little rusty, and it took me a moment to draw the bow and aim it. Then I took a deep breath since I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of the hot warrior woman, and I held my breath for a second as I trained the arrow on the buck for half a heartbeat. Then, as the buck raised his head like he sensed the danger, I released the arrow and watched as it flew right into the side of the male inck’s neck.  
 
    The buck made a brief noise before it stumbled and fell to the ground, which startled the does. The female incks made to bolt, but Nileme stood with a triumphant whoop and fired an arrow that caught one of the retreating does in the leg. As the inck’s leg gave way, the Dolrath woman sprang to action and leaped into the clearing with her dagger drawn, and before the doe knew what happened, the warrior woman had deftly slit the inck’s throat. 
 
    The third inck was long gone into the brush, so I stood and followed Nileme into the clearing, and we looked over our kills. 
 
    “That was a very good shot,” the dark-haired woman complimented me.  
 
    “Thanks,” I snorted. “I was kinda surprised myself. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Let’s drain the blood from them so they’re not bleeding all over us when we carry them to the road.” Nileme grinned. “Then we can bathe in the stream before we head out to meet the others.” 
 
    I could feel the heat of a blush touch my cheeks, and I was about to ask the lithe, well-muscled woman just what she’d meant by ‘bathe,’ when I heard a twig snap in the forest just behind me.  
 
    Then I heard the chilling sound of a low, rumbling growl. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Nileme and I froze at the reverberating roar that came after the threatening growl from the woods. A slight echo followed the sound, and I scanned the tree line around the clearing with my eyes. Whatever it was, it sounded big, but we were close enough to the Yennih city that if I used the Galil to deal with it, the woods would be flooded with soldiers in no time.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I hissed. 
 
    “Cave lions,” Nileme replied in a tense, quiet voice. “Two of them flanking us. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I nocked another arrow and held it low while the Dolrath woman slowly moved so we were standing back-to-back.  
 
    “Do you see them?” I asked the dark-haired woman over my shoulder. 
 
    “Just the female,” she said as she nocked an arrow, too. “She is on your right, crouching in the bushes. The male is somewhere on your left, but I haven’t spotted him yet.” 
 
    “Should we yell for Amrila and Bhakoth?” My heart was beginning to pound in my chest. “They might still be close enough to hear us.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nileme whispered. “But the male might take it as a challenge and charge.” 
 
    Double-shit. 
 
    I hoped our companions heard the roar and would come this way, but for now I had to assume it was just Nileme and me. I did have my Glock if things got really bad. It wasn’t as loud as the Galil, but it might still draw attention from the city. My “booming bolt thrower” was famous, after all. Ursenger had likely instructed all his soldiers to be on guard for such a sound.  
 
    I thought briefly about the combat knife in my boot. That would probably be my best bet, since we would only have one shot each at the lions if they charged us. 
 
    There was the sound of a second twig snapping to my left, and my head shot in its direction in time to see a huge, fucked-up looking thing running toward me. It was the same size as a lion, but the thick, copper-colored plates that covered its head and shoulders in place of a mane gave the animal natural armor, and the creature lowered its head as it charged to take advantage of its protection.  
 
    The beast’s fur was a deep reddish-brown color, and I could see the long, sharp claws on its paws each time its feet hit the ground. I fired my arrow right at the male lion’s face, but the projectile hit its scaled head and harmlessly bounced away. My stomach dropped as I watched the muscles in the lion’s hindquarters bunch, and then the beast leapt at me. 
 
    I heard Nileme shout and the scuffle of feet as the male lion’s front paws smacked my shoulders and knocked me to the ground. I hit the dirt hard and found myself looking straight in the yellow eyes of the strange creature, and without even thinking about it, I brought up my hands and grabbed the soft folds of the lion’s jowls. 
 
    “Arggghhh!” I gripped the loose flesh with all my might as the lion raked its claws against my breastplate and tried to pull its head away, but I kept hold of him and pulled his head down with all my strength. The lion yelped with pain as his head came down, and I was able to roll him over. For a brief moment, I was on top of the ruddy-colored beast, but I quickly rolled free of the lion, because I knew I wasn’t strong enough or fast enough to pin him to the ground. 
 
    For half a heartbeat, I saw Nileme keeping the female lion back with a long, hooked dagger, but the female didn’t have the same level of thick copper-colored plates and shied away from the sharp blade.  
 
    Unfortunately, the female lion didn’t fully back off or run away, and she kept her eyes on the two dead incks on the ground. 
 
    I was about to shout for the Dolrath woman to just let the lions have the incks when Amrila and Bhakoth crashed into the clearing with their swords drawn. The male lion rolled back onto his feet and saw we now had him surrounded, but the lioness’ eyes began to dart from the incks to her mate as she reassessed the current situation. 
 
    “Glory of the gods!” Bhakoth swore when he saw the two lions. 
 
    The male roared again, but he sounded frustrated this time. Then he charged at me a second time, but I was ready for him now.  
 
    I dropped to one knee at the last second and put my hand around my combat knife, so the male lion was caught off-guard and crashed into me as he tried to correct mid-pounce. I could hear my friends shouting as the male and I fell into a confusion of limbs and claws. 
 
    The female lion roared then, which was a slightly less intimidating sound but still pretty fierce. There was more shouting around me as I put my hand on one side of the male lion’s rib cage, and then I drove the knife into his other side. The lion tried to roll away, but that only drove the knife deeper in. I held on for dear life as the lion began to thrash, and I tucked my head so the beast couldn’t twist around and bite it off. 
 
    I began to wiggle the knife as the male lion yelped with pain, and then I heard Amrila’s battle cry an instant before the lion’s body stiffened and went limp on top of me. I put both of my hands beneath the beast and pushed hard, and then the lion’s carcass fell to one side, and I was able to stand again.  
 
    When I looked down at the animal, I saw the long, ragged wound on the side that I had made with my knife, as well as a trickle of blood that came out from between two of the copper-colored plates at the back of its neck.  
 
    I looked up and saw Amrila as she wiped blood from one of her swords, and the horned woman smiled and winked at me. 
 
    “If you are going to wrestle lions, we’ll need to get you more armor, partner,’ she said in a bantering tone. 
 
    “Thanks, partner.” I grinned back at her and then looked around the clearing.  
 
    The female lion was also dead on the ground and had several stab wounds and a slit throat.  
 
    “We should get these kills cleaned up and go find Scrello,” I said to the group. “He’s going to be wondering where we are.” 
 
    Between the four of us, we were able to clean up the incks and the lions enough to travel with them to the city, and then we washed up ourselves in the stream nearby.  
 
    Next, Bhakoth and I found some saplings we were able to make into a couple of sturdy poles, and we tied the dead incks to the poles so the ladies could carry them. Meanwhile, the hawk-faced man and I took up either end of the pole with the lions, and we were ready to find the road up north where the Zencarri man waited for us. 
 
    As the group traveled through the woods, it struck me again how this forest differed from the Great Forest west of here. If it weren’t for the strange, alien-looking trees, it could have almost been any forest in Ohio.  
 
    The sound of insects and birds made it feel less creepy than the Great Forest, at least. 
 
    Eventually, we found the road Scourge had mentioned. It cut right through the woods and led east or west and was the first maintained road I’d seen in The Gloom. It wasn’t paved, but the edges were clearly defined, and the undergrowth of the forest was cut back to keep the path clear. 
 
    “We should head east,” Amrila said once we were all on the road. “The city is in that direction, so that’s where Scrello would have headed.” 
 
    We paused long enough for me to put on my new cloak, and I pulled the hood up over my head to partly hide my face. 
 
    When I put my arms through the slits on the sides, my clothes were mostly hidden, too, and I looked like just another stalking figure in The Gloom. I didn’t really like how the hood limited my peripheral vision, but it seemed unavoidable. Then we continued up the road and looked for the dark-skinned man and the ox. 
 
    It wasn’t long before we turned a bend in the forest road and saw the Zencarri man sitting on a small boulder up ahead as the ox nibbled at some of the bushes and shrubs that grew along the road. The horned man held a long, thin pipe between his thin fingers, and he was puffing on it as he waited for the rest of us to catch up. 
 
     “Glad to see you were successful,” the dark-skinned man commented lightly and blew a white ring of smoke into the still air. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted as Bhakoth and I set down our poles for a moment. “The big one tried to cuddle with me, but he got a little rough. How much further until we get to the city?” 
 
    “Half an hour.” Scourge shrugged as he gently tapped out his pipe on the side of the rock he was sitting on. “Maybe a little longer since we’re loaded down now.” 
 
    “I know an inn we can stay at,” Nileme offered. “My mother and I stayed there once when we had to come for a meeting of the chiefs. It would probably look strange if we didn’t get lodging, even if we don’t plan on staying there long.” 
 
    “It would probably be a good idea to rest up before we go to the retreat,” I agreed as I readjusted the strap of my Galil under the cloak. “We can check our weapons, get some sleep. And it will give Scrello time to get us more information.” 
 
    “About that,” the Zencarri man said as he stood and collected the reins of the ox. “When we get to the city, the others can take Gex here to the inn and arrange the rooms, while Eddie and I take one of those incks to sell at the market.” 
 
    “You named the ox Gex?” Amrila asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s fitting, don’t you think?” The dark-skinned man smiled with a roguish flair. 
 
    “Why Gex?” I asked since I felt like I was missing something. 
 
    “It’s an Enochian word for stink.” Amrila rolled her eyes. 
 
    “A very rude word for something that stinks,” the Zencarri man corrected with a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    “I mean, it is kinda fitting,” I chuckled. “Okay, Scrello and I will take an inck to the market, and we’ll meet everyone else at the inn later. But what are we going to do about the lions?” 
 
    “There’s a butcher I know who will take them,” the dark-skinned man replied. “She has a side deal with a leatherworker who will be interested in them for armor after she gets the desirable meat off them. Besides, it wouldn’t be a good idea to draw attention with a big group of people carrying so much prime meat through the market. What inn did you have in mind, Lady Nileme?” 
 
    “It’s the Silken Shawl,” Nileme said. “The place is a little pretentious for my tastes, but it will suit our disguise of a noblewoman and her entourage on a hunting trip.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Scourge replied. “I’ve always wanted to see the inside of that place.” 
 
    It was about forty minutes more walking down the manicured roadway before we reached the huge, walled city of the Yennih Night Elves, but the stone the wall was made from didn’t look like anything I’d seen in The Gloom before. It was a dark, rosy color, and I wondered where it had been mined from. It seemed like a typical, egotistical flex for the Yennih to have gone to a great deal of time and expense to bring enough of whatever kind of rock this was to make a big fucking wall.  
 
    Everything the Yennih seemed to do was meant to remind the other tribes and people of the underground world that they were in charge. I was also sure it wasn’t any of the Yennih Elves who’d hauled the heavy blocks of the thirty-foot-tall wall all the way here, so I wondered how many Dwarves, Gnomes, or Orcs had bled and died for that ridiculous wall. 
 
    As our party approached the massive gates to the city, I saw the forest had been cleared for about a mile around the wall, and small wooden homes were scattered around the cleared area. Gloom mushrooms had been cultivated along the edge of the road, too. Most likely so the guards on the wall could see people coming up the road, rather than for the comfort of travelers. 
 
    Once we were within sight of guards who manned the gates into the city, Bhakoth handed off his end of the lion pole to Scourge and moved into the lead of the party. 
 
    “I’ll handle the guards,” the redheaded Elf said over his shoulder. 
 
    I pulled my hood down a little more and tried to stoop a little so I didn’t appear so freakishly tall. 
 
    “Halt!” one of the Yennih guards shouted at us. “State your business in the city of the exalted chief, Ursenger, ruler of the Yennih, first of his name.” 
 
    I wondered if the poor guy had to say all that every time someone showed up at the gate. There hadn’t been any pomp or circumstance any time I’d been at the Encampment, which was the capital of the Dolrath territory, so obviously this was some Yennih nonsense, or just Ursenger’s nonsense.  
 
    “Her ladyship, Nileme of the Dolrath, daughter of Chief Ekneme, has come to these lands on a hunting trip. Will you deny her entrance into your city?” Bhakoth’s clear baritone echoed off the city walls and out into the gigantic cavern around us. 
 
    I peeked out from under my hood a little to see the two guards standing at the gates, and a few others were just inside. The young-looking guard Bhakoth had spoken to had long, white hair pulled back from his face in braids, and the kid looked a little confused as he glanced at the dark-haired Dolrath woman, who was holding one side of the pole the incks hung from. 
 
    “If that is indeed the Princess Nileme,” the boy said in a halting voice, “then why is she carrying her own kills?” 
 
    “Her ladyship is a woman of the people,” Bhakoth shot back at the young guard. “She does not see herself as being above physical exertion.” 
 
    The hawk-faced Dolrath man spoke just a little more loudly than the situation called for, and while he was being polite, there was a clear message of “fuck off” in his deep voice.  
 
    The young guard looked over at his fellow guard on the other side of the gate, who didn’t seem much older and was staring stubbornly ahead as he tried not to get dragged into the encounter. 
 
    “A-And the two Zencarri?” the younger guard stammered. 
 
    “Guides her ladyship hired,” the red-haired warrior said with a dismissive flip of his hand. 
 
    “And th-the one in the hood, sir?” The boy cringed as he braced for Bhakoth’s next series of nearly outraged answers. 
 
    “My boy,” the hook-nosed man said, and he placed a scandalized hand over his heart as he lowered his voice. “I would ask you to have a little more tact when referring to her ladyship’s tragically deformed cousin. Isn’t it enough that a childhood illness has robbed him of any semblance of a normal life?” 
 
    I stifled a snort at Bhakoth’s lie and tried to look more pitiful as I huddled under my cloak.  
 
    “I’m sorry, good sir,” the now distressed-looking guard replied. “But we are under special orders to question anyone of… unusual appearance.” 
 
    “I would take it as a personal courtesy,” Nileme interjected, “if you would not embarrass my kind cousin by detaining us further.” 
 
    “And trust me,” Bhakoth said as he leaned forward with a concerned look on his face. “You do not want to see what is under that hood.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Telbin,” the other guard huffed. “Just let them through. It’s not like the Dolrath princess is going to be hiding the Vampire of The Gloom under her skirts.” 
 
    If only he knew… 
 
    The young guard flushed slightly before waving us through the gate. 
 
    Inside the city, I got my first look at proper Yennih architecture. The large buildings on either side of the street were a mix of the pinkish stones from the city wall and the blueish-gray stone of The Gloom. The domed roofs of the buildings were much more embellished than the small, wooden houses of Bermshire, and everywhere I looked, I could see the styles and flare of the Yennih people. 
 
    The city itself was filled with all sorts of races I’d seen in The Gloom. Most were Night Elves, but there were also a great number of Gnomes and Dwarves, a few Zencarri, and even the occasional Orc. There were also pockets of Nictors here and there, and all of them wore the blue leather armor of Ursenger’s army. 
 
    “You have quite a way about you,” Scourge chuckled as he shot a look at Bhakoth.  
 
    “I find,” the hawk-faced man replied with a smirk, “that if you appear to be more trouble than you’re worth, it tends to cut through a lot of the bureaucracy.”  
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I tried to keep my voice low enough that it would blend into the hum of the city. “Scrello and I will take the incks to the market.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Amrila replied firmly. 
 
    “It’s best you stay with the princess.” Scourge shook his head. “And Bhakoth, too. Too many people will draw unwanted attention to us. Also, the Yennih have some archaic notions about women. Nileme being a noblewoman of another tribe will give you all some leeway, but I think it would be best if you all go right to the inn and wait for us there.” 
 
    “What if something happens?” the horned woman protested. “And I’m not there to help?” 
 
    “I’ll have Scrello with me,” I said in a gentle tone. “I’m sure he’ll look out for me on your behalf.” 
 
    “I will watch after him as if he were my own brother,” the dark-skinned man assured the Zencarri woman.  
 
    “Fine,” Amrila sighed. “Just don’t be long.” 
 
    “And be careful while we’re within city limits,” Scourge said as he and I took the long pole that had the incks hanging off it and gave Bhakoth and Nileme the one with the lions. “You never know who might be listening, and even suggesting Ursenger shits like the rest of us is taken as treason.” 
 
    I briefly kissed Amrila and then went with the Zencarri man into the heart of the Yennih city. 
 
    It was an incredible city. There were blacksmiths, masons, tailors, and other trade shops all up and down the street we were on, and the Yennih Night Elves wore long robes and dresses or highly-tailored shirts and trousers with soft boots. The only Yennih Elves I’d seen before were Ursenger’s soldiers, or the few who lived in Bermshire, so I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but it wasn’t these honest people just trying to go about their workdays and make a living.  
 
    Mostly I’d just thought of Ursenger. I imagined him as a spoiled prince who couldn’t convince a woman to sleep with him, so he obsessed over his sisters instead. But I didn’t have to let my hatred of the fucked-up leader extend to all the Yennih people. After all, Ibseth was a Yennih princess, and she was the kindest person I’d ever met. 
 
    Scourge and I turned a corner, and there was a change in the businesses on the next street. I could see stands of produce piled high with colorful fruits and vegetables, and another stall had jars of-colored powders, seeds, and bundles of dried herbs hanging from its roof. But the Zencarri man directed us to a butcher’s shop, where a plump Gnomish woman with powerful arms neatly processed a plucked game bird of some kind with a very sharp knife. 
 
    “Fair Della, I bring you two fine incks for sale,” the dark-skinned man almost purred as we approached her counter.  
 
    The Gnomish woman looked up from her messy task, and she was far from fair. The short woman had dark brown hair that poked out from under the white bandana she wore, and the severe look on her fairly plain face didn’t help matters. 
 
    “What do you want, demon spawn?” Della asked as she slipped her knife through the shoulder joint of the dead bird and cut the wing free. 
 
    “To sell my incks,” Scourge repeated in mock-innocence and then looked over his shoulder at me. “Was that not clear?” 
 
    I silently shrugged. I figured it would be better if I didn’t talk too much, since I was the one with an accent here. The less I did to make myself stick out in people’s memories, the better.  
 
    “And where did you steal them from?” the plain woman asked as she pulled out a length of butcher’s paper to wrap her poultry in. 
 
    “How dare you,” the horned man snorted. “My friend here is very skilled with a crossbow. Do you want them or not?” 
 
    The Gnome woman eyed the dead incks as she tied some twine around her parcel and then looked over at me. 
 
    I dipped my head down a little so she wouldn’t see under the shadows of my hood. 
 
    “Put them on the counter, and I’ll have a look,” Della said grudgingly after a long pause. 
 
    Scourge and I set the small incks down on the long counter, and I was relieved to finally not be carrying them. They weren’t all that heavy, but after carrying the lions, and the long journey here from Bermshire, it was nice to be able to just stand still and unburdened for a moment. 
 
    Della carefully looked over the deer-like animals, and she checked them over with the cool professionalism of a doctor. Scourge and I waited for her verdict, until the Zencarri man finally cleared his throat. 
 
    “And how is business?” the dark-skinned man asked with mild interest.  
 
    “Busy,” the Gnome woman said as she lifted one of the incks’ legs to check the undercarriage. “Army has been buying up as much meat as I can offer them.” 
 
    “Really?” I perked up with interest. 
 
    “Yes,” the short woman replied as she shot a glare at me. “Everyone in the capital knows I’m the best butcher around.” 
 
    I hadn’t been questioning the quality of the plain woman’s work. I’d just remembered Dirgin had also said something about Ursenger’s army buying up all the metal ore. I could think of only one reason for an army to do that.  
 
    Ursenger was preparing for a major conflict of some kind. 
 
    “And how is your brother?” Scourge smoothly interjected. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” Della paused her inspection of the incks and put her hands on her wide hips. 
 
    “Just being pleasant,” the Zencarri man said with a toothy smile, which was slightly marred by his sharp canines.  
 
    “He’s well.” The Gnome woman narrowed her eyes. “But he’s only just recovered from the last night he went out drinking with the likes of you. I’ll pay you five gold for the pair.” 
 
    “Did I mention I had a couple of cave lions, too?” Scourge replied. “Or did that slip my mind?” 
 
    I watched as the Gnome woman’s eyes grew wide with greed for a split second. 
 
    “Lions, you say?” Della’s demeanor suddenly sweetened toward the horned man. 
 
    “One is a male.” Scourge grinned. “I’ve heard you have a little deal on the side with a tanner. Should be quite lucrative for you.” 
 
    “What do you want for those and the incks?” The Gnome woman sounded a little suspicious again. 
 
    “Oh, friends’ prices.” Scourge smirked. “Twenty gold. And perhaps to know where your brother is right now?” 
 
    “Scoundrel,” Della spat as her face twisted in a scowl. “Fine. Twenty gold on delivery of the lions. And he’s in the tavern at the end of the street. The one on the corner of the bazaar.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fair Della.” Scourge bowed with a flourish and then turned, so I followed him down the street. 
 
    “Did you hear the part about the army buying up all her stock?” I asked the dark-skinned man when we were out of earshot of the butcher. 
 
    “Indeed,” Scourge said with uncharacteristic seriousness.  
 
    “Didn’t Dirgin say something along the same lines?” I asked as we walked. “Have you heard any other rumors about Ursenger stockpiling goods?” 
 
    “The Yennih chief has always been greedy,” the Zencarri man replied in a quiet voice. “But I think you might be onto something. We’ll have to keep our ears to the ground.” 
 
    Scourge and I approached the end of the street, and I could see a maze of tables, booths, and carts with colorful striped awnings. 
 
    The air was filled with the shouts of merchants as they tried to entice customers to come look at their wares, and the loud voices were undercut by the general murmur of the large crowd of people who wandered from shop to shop on their daily business. 
 
    The Zencarri man and I entered a crowded tavern that was packed with every sort of race in The Gloom, but just one look at the crowd made it clear we were on the dangerous side of town. The inside smelled like stale beer and sweaty bodies, and several rounds of rowdy drinking songs filled the air as different tables competed to drown out the others.  
 
    “Dammit,” the dark-skinned man grumbled as he looked around the crowded room. “I hate looking for Gnomes. He could be tucked out of sight almost anywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe the best place to start is at the bar,” I suggested. “Though I don’t know if anyone would remember one guy in a crowd this big.” 
 
    “Luckily, Felpip sticks out in the memory,” Scourge snorted as he turned and led the way to the bar.  
 
    The Zencarri man and I pushed our way through the throng, but I had to be very careful not to let my hood get pushed to the side. I still hadn’t seen any of the wanted posters Ursenger had circulated with my face on them, but I didn’t want to take the chance that someone would recognize me. 
 
    “Barkeep!” Scourge barked when we managed to get up to the counter. “Three ales!” 
 
    The man serving drinks was a very stressed-looking Night Elf with a shaved head and a thick gold nose ring.  
 
    I hadn’t seen a lot of facial piercings in The Gloom, and I wondered if it had a special significance, or if it was just personal decoration.  
 
    But as I looked around, I noticed more of them, and they didn’t seem to be limited by race. Maybe it was just a trait of the lower classes here. Or the criminal class, by the looks of some of the rough customers around the tavern. 
 
    The Elf with the septum piercing eventually brought over three large, frothy mugs and slammed them down on the counter.  
 
    “That’ll be ten copper,” the Elf said in a flat tone. 
 
    I pulled two pieces of silver out of my pouch and handed it to the barkeep. I knew ten coppers were about the same value as one silver, from what Amrila had told me, so I figured a healthy tip would help us find this Gnome quicker. 
 
    “My friend is looking for someone,” I said as I handed the money to the barkeep, and then I cast a glance at Scourge.  
 
    “Felpip,” the dark-skinned man added. “He’s a sour-faced Gnome with a scar that winds down the right side of his face.” 
 
    “He’s been hiding in the back booth.” The barkeep pointed to the back right side of the tavern. “You might want to do him a favor and get him out of here. He won a large pot against an Orc porter earlier and has been drinking his winnings for the past few hours. But that Orc didn’t seem pleased when he left.” 
 
    “Thank you, good man,” Scourge said in a grand tone. “But Felpip doesn’t listen to advice from anyone. That’s how he got that scar.” 
 
    The pierced Elf laughed as if it was a funny joke, and the Zencarri man and I got our drinks before we headed to the back of the bar to find this infamous Gnome. 
 
    I couldn’t see the Gnomish man until we were right at the back table, and Scourge had not exaggerated his scar. The short man had light-blond hair, a very round face with an even rounder nose, and would have been friendly looking if it weren’t for a jagged scar that started at his forehead and ran all the way down his cheek. 
 
    The Gnome wore a festive green-and-yellow vest over a brown, leather breastplate, and had a shortsword in a scabbard on his belt. The almost empty mug of ale in front of him was about the size of his head, which Felpip drained as we stepped up to his table. 
 
    “Scrello!” The little guy grinned drunkenly when he saw the Zencarri man. “I haven’t seen you around here in ages. What’s the occasion?” 
 
    “Just a drink with an old friend,” the dark-skinned man replied with a smirk. “Your sister said I could find you here.” 
 
    The Gnome gestured for us to join him, and Scourge passed him the spare mug of ale we’d gotten at the bar. 
 
    “Ah, bless your infernal balls.” Felpip smiled from ear to ear as he took hold of the large mug. “I bet she wasn’t happy to see you. Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “Edward,” I replied from under my hood as I held out my hand to shake. 
 
    I never went by my full name, but “Eddie” was known to Ursenger, while Edward might fall under the radar. 
 
    Scourge gave me an approving grin for using a different name. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Edward.” The gnome shook my hand. “Any friend of Scrello the Gray is a friend of mine.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think of me as a friend,” the Zencarri man said as he took a sip of his ale. “Because we have a rather tall request for you.” 
 
    “Now, now,” Felpip replied with a tolerant smile. “No need for short jokes. And if you need something, you know I’m your man.” 
 
    Scourge looked at me, and I took that as my cue. 
 
    “We need a map,” I said in a low voice. “One of a secret hunting lodge just outside of the city.” 
 
    Felpip’s expression grew serious as he looked from me to Scourge. 
 
    “A secret one, you say?” the scarred Gnome asked as he folded his hands on the table. 
 
    “You’re aware of the one we’re referring to?” The horned man leaned forward with a dark expression. 
 
    I’d never seen the slinky Zencarri man look intimidating before, but when he narrowed his eyes and curled his lips slightly, it really brought out his demonic features.  
 
    “There’s only one out in the wilderness around here worth knowing about.” Felpip nodded. “And I could understand why a famous thief might want a map of the place. Sure there’s all kinds of baubles there worth taking. But it seems like a big risk, considering who owns that place.” 
 
    “That’s our business,” I said as I sat a little taller to show how big I was. “The question is whether or not you can get us the map?” 
 
    I took the cue from Scourge and made my voice a little deeper. I didn’t want to lay it on too thick, since I wasn’t in the habit of scaring people into helping me, but this was Scourge’s world, and I thought it would be smart to follow his lead. 
 
    “I can get anything,” the small Gnomish man said as he puffed out his chest. “But something like this won’t come cheap.” 
 
    The Zencarri man looked suggestively at me, and I knew I was expected to make an offer now. 
 
    The problem was, I still wasn’t well versed in the worth of gold in The Gloom, but if I asked how much would be appropriate in this situation, I ran the risk of looking like a rube.  
 
    After a moment of consideration, I reached into my money pouch, pulled out ten gold coins, and then laid them on the table as I carefully watched the Gnome’s expression. Felpip’s eyes went wide as he looked at the coins, so before he could reach for them, I split the pile in half and pushed five coins toward him. 
 
    “Half now,” I growled, “and half when I get the map.” 
 
    The Gnome snatched up the coins and pocketed them as he nodded. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Felpip said as I put the other five coins back in my pouch. “I’ll need a few days.” 
 
    “You have one,” Scourge rumbled. “And for every hour you are late, you’ll lose one coin.” 
 
    “Fine,” the little man grunted as he glared at the dark-skinned Zencarri. “But you’ll owe me--” 
 
    The Gnome was interrupted by a booming voice that came from just behind me. 
 
    “Felpip, you fucking thief!” 
 
    I turned and saw a short, squat Orc with half of his head shaved and three gold rings in one eyebrow. 
 
    The Orc was brandishing an ugly-looking club, and his bottom jaw was jutted forward 
 
    “Fuck!” Felpip yelped, and then he ducked under the table and disappeared. 
 
    In the next instant, the Orc came raging forward, and Scourge and I stood to try to get out of the way.  
 
    But the broad-shouldered Orc seemed to take our movement as a challenge, and he turned and swung his club at me. I saw the Orc telegraph his swing and caught his arm that held the club, and then I punched him as hard as I could in the stomach. My fist drilled into the Orc’s firm gut, and he reeled back. Then Scourge was right behind the burly Orc and hit him across the back of his head with his mostly full mug of ale. 
 
    Amber liquid splashed everywhere, and the thick glass mug made a dull thunk against the Orc’s cranium. But several tables around the splash zone took offense to getting ale all over their clothes and tables. There was the scrape of chairs on the wooden floor as several angry tavern patrons stood and looked over at the commotion, and I felt a pair of hands try to grab me from behind. 
 
    Well. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    The Orc with the eyebrow rings doubled over, and I saw Scourge duck as a wiry Night Elf from the next table took a swing at him. But I couldn’t stop to help him, and I quickly turned my body to break the grip on my back.  
 
    Then I came face to face with a sneering Elf with long, dirty red hair that hung in his eyes, so I craned my head back and then headbutted the greasy-haired Elf as hard as I could.  
 
    When my forehead made contact with his nose, I felt a sickening crunch as it broke, and the red-haired man crumpled and backed away. Then I looked around the tavern and saw a wave of violence was spreading across the place as tables were bumped and chairs knocked over. One misunderstanding led to another, and soon the whole place was going to be one big brawl. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    That had escalated quickly. 
 
    I turned to try and help Scourge, but I saw the Zencarri man elbow the wiry Elf in the throat and then step on the back of the hunched-over Orc in front of him before he leapt and smoothly landed next to me. 
 
    “I think we should go.” The dark-skinned man grinned. 
 
    “Good idea,” I snorted. 
 
    I turned toward the door and had to duck as someone swung a chair at my face. 
 
    Scourge moved forward and decked the Elf that wielded the chair before it could hit me, and I came back up and shouldered my way past a Dwarf who had another Dwarf in a headlock. I looked around and didn’t see any sign of Felpip, so I assumed the Gnome was in the wind and could fend for himself.  
 
    But as I went to take another step through the tangle of bodies in this free-for-all, a big-ass Orc brought a huge fist around and tried to punch me in the stomach.  
 
    “Raghh!” the bulky Orcish man hollered as his fist cracked against the breastplate concealed under my cloak.  
 
    “Ooops.” I grinned as I cocked back my fist and smashed it into his dumb, green face, and then I pushed the big man back out of my way. It took the Zencarri man and I a couple of minutes to fight our way to the door through the melee, but finally, we pushed through the door and were back out on the street. 
 
    I adjusted my hood again to make sure my face was well covered, and Scourge dusted off his fine shirt and trousers as he looked himself over to make sure nothing was damaged. 
 
    “Do you still have your pouch of gold?” the dark-skinned man asked. “Check to make sure no one took advantage of the brawl to rob us.” 
 
    I felt under my cloak for my pouch of coins, my Glock, and all of my pockets to be sure I still had everything with me. 
 
    “Pretty sure I have everything,” I said as I adjusted the strap of the Galil. “How about you?” 
 
    “I believe so,” the Zencarri man huffed as he patted himself down. “Let’s get out of here before the guards show up to break up the party.”  
 
    “Do you think your friend got out okay?” I asked as I glanced back through the door of the tavern. 
 
    As if on cue, a small figure wriggled out of the brawl and was ejected unceremoniously onto the paved street. 
 
    Felpip’s scarred face looked up at us, and he seemed unscathed for the most part. I held out my hand to help him up, and then the little man beat the dust from the road off his leathers. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I looked down at the Gnome. 
 
    “I think I lost my dagger,” Felpip said as he looked around on the ground. “But it wasn’t my lucky one. I guess I’ll see you both in a day.” 
 
    The gnome shook hands with the Zencarri man and me, and then the three of us parted ways as Scourge and I headed to the inn to meet our friends.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Scourge and I found The Silken Shawl in a much nicer part of the Yennih city. The inn was in a large building with a pink stone facade, and it had trailing vines of flowering plants that hung from the windows and eaves. From the street, we could hear rhythmic music playing inside, and I was looking forward to a night of relaxation before our big mission. 
 
    As we walked through the door, the smell of burning incense assaulted us, and the music of hand drums doubled in volume. I looked around and saw the left half of the large main room on the first floor was covered in low tables that surrounded a dance floor, where two Night Elf dancing girls performed for a small crowd. The other side was a sitting area where servers poured tea and delivered small trays of food for guests. 
 
    The walls were covered in elaborate tapestries depicting various romantic scenes of Elven men and women meeting in walled gardens, and the upholstery and decor were all in shades of green and blue, offset by accents of deep purples. Even the tiles on the floor were laid in intricate patterns resembling flowers, and the whole place screamed of luxury and sensory overload. 
 
    No sooner were Scourge and I through the door than a Dwarf in a soft green tunic and deep blue trousers approached us. The Dwarven man had golden-blond hair that fell in natural ringlets and a well-groomed, carefully-braided beard. 
 
    “May I help you gentlemen?” the audacious dwarf asked in a gruff voice. 
 
    “We are a part of Lady Nileme’s party,” Scourge said with a graceful bow. 
 
    “Her ladyship mentioned she was expecting two others,” the blond Dwarf commented as he looked us up and down. 
 
    We were both a little rumpled from the brawl in the tavern and admittedly stood out in the high-end establishment. 
 
    “I will take you to the lady’s rooms.” The elegant Dwarf bowed and motioned for us to follow him.  
 
    Scourge and I were taken up to the second floor to a suite of rooms where the rest of our party was waiting.  
 
    The sitting room was cozy, with a fire crackling in the hearth in one corner of the room. The furniture and decor were all in the embellished Yennih style, mostly in tones of yellow and gold. Nileme and Bhakoth talked quietly in comfortable chairs near the fire, while Amrila lounged on a low-backed sofa and looked profoundly bored.  
 
    When Scourge and I followed the Dwarf into the room, the others turned to look at us, and I could see the relief on the red-skinned woman’s face.  
 
    “Your ladyship,” the Dwarven man said with a bow, “I believe the guests you were waiting for have arrived.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Nileme inclined her head from her seat. 
 
    Then the Dwarf turned on his heels, left, and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Once the blond man had left, Scourge and I joined the others near the fire. Scourge sprawled in one of the spare chairs, while I sat next to Amrila on the sofa. 
 
    “What happened?” the horned woman asked as she looked me up and down. 
 
    “There was a little dust-up in a tavern.” I shrugged, but I could see the pout forming on the Zencarri woman’s face. 
 
    “You got in a fight without me?” Amrila asked in a disappointed tone. 
 
    “Just a little drunken brawl,” Scourge sighed as he sank deeper into his chair and pushed his feet toward the fire. “Nothing very notable.” 
 
    “I love drunken brawls.” The horned woman crossed her arms. “You’re not allowed to leave me behind ever again. You go and have a lovely time, and I’m stuck here surrounded by silk pillows and perfume. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t leave you behind again,” I snorted as I put my arm around the Zencarri woman. “I think we were successful, though. One of Scourge’s contacts is getting the map for us.” 
 
    “So, what’s next?” the Dolrath woman asked as she watched Amrila and I out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “We have most of a day to rest, get any supplies we feel we might still need, and maybe enjoy this fine establishment a little,” Scourge replied. 
 
    “Good.” Amrila suddenly stood and turned to look at me on the sofa. “You can start making things up to me then.” 
 
    The red-skinned woman’s expression made it very clear how she wanted me to make it up to her, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse us,” I said to the group.  
 
    Bhakoth smirked, and Scourge waved a dismissive hand as his eyes slipped closed, but there was a look on Nileme’s face that I couldn’t quite place before Amrila took my arm and led me out of the room through one of several doors.  
 
    The adjoining room was a large bedroom, with a big, four poster bed, and teal and emerald-green lengths of silk hung from the ceiling around the mattress. The bed was covered in pillows and a down comforter, and around it were small, upholstered chairs and round tables that had bowls of fruit and a decanter of wine sitting on them. There was also a washbasin in one corner of the room, and a small fireplace provided a comfortable warmth.  
 
    The red-skinned woman looked around the beautiful room as she picked up an exotic piece of fruit and absentmindedly rolled it around in her hands. Then she turned, saw me watching her from by the doorway, and smiled. 
 
    “When I was a girl, I dreamed of growing up and sleeping in a room like this,” Amrila purred. “But, as beautiful as this room is, it cannot compare to the home you have given me.” 
 
    “I’m glad I make you happy,” I said as I walked across the room and put my hands on the horned woman’s slim waist. “But it’s you and Ibseth who make that house a home.” 
 
    I gently started to tug at the fastenings of Amrila’s armor, while she stared up at me with an expression that was half-amusement, half-challenge as she took a bite of the soft yellow and peach-colored fruit. 
 
    I bit my lip as I watched the Zencarri woman’s sharp teeth sink into the flesh of the fruit, and a trickle of its clear juices ran down her chin. Then I leaned down and took a bite from the other side of the mysterious fruit, and its sweet and tangy flavor exploded across my tongue.  
 
    As I pulled away, one of Amrila’s buckles came loose in my hand, and I started to work on the next. 
 
    “Patience, partner,” the red-skinned woman breathed, and she handed me the fruit as she sauntered over to the washbasin. 
 
    I took another bite of the strange fruit, which tasted something like a star fruit, and then I started to remove my cloak and the Dwarven breastplate. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as my wife made a show of slowly taking off her leathers. Amrila bent over at the waist to undo her boots, and she made sure I had a good view of her tight, firm ass. 
 
    I placed my breastplate on the floor next to the bed and pulled my shirt over my head, and then I turned to see the horned woman peel off her snug breastplate. Her small, perfect breasts bounced lightly as they came free of the armor, and my hardening cock throbbed at the sight. I started to unbuckle my pants, and I placed the Glock in its holster on the table next to the bed. Then I looked up again as the Zencarri woman wiggled out of her leather pants that tried to cling to her smooth, reddish skin, and desire ignited in my belly. 
 
    Amrila, now fully naked and unselfconscious, poured some water from the large metal jug into the ceramic basin and took a clean cloth from the stack of folded washcloths on the same side table. Then the horned woman looked over her shoulder, and she made sure I was watching her before she soaked the cloth and brought it dripping to her bare neck and chest. 
 
    My wife was clearly putting on a show for me, so I sat down on the end of the bed and leaned back to enjoy it. As the red-skinned beauty dragged the wet cloth across her breasts, her skin glistened with moisture, and I could feel the blood begin to rush to my crotch. Amrila moved the cloth down her stomach and then between her legs with a soft sigh, and I could feel my erection start to press against my fatigue pants. 
 
    “Now…” The Zencarri woman grinned mischievously as she blatantly moved the wet cloth against her pussy. “How are we going to make use of this big bed?” 
 
    Amrila brought one hand up to lightly stroke her nipple as she continued to touch herself with the washcloth, and I just needed to touch her now. 
 
    “I have the perfect idea,” I growled, and I stood and walked over to the basin as well. “Come here.” 
 
    I roughly grabbed the Zencarri woman’s hips, pulled her to me, and caused her to drop her washcloth, which fell to the floor with a wet plop. 
 
    Amrila ran her hands along my bare chest, and I could feel the cool dampness of her skin. I pulled the red-skinned woman over to the bed and sat her down on the edge, and her teardrop-shaped breasts rose and fell as her breathing became more rapid and excited. Next, I took hold of one of the lengths of silk that hung from the four-poster bed and tied it securely around one of Amrila’s wrists. Then I tied her other hand with another yard of silk. 
 
    The horned woman gave both sides a playful little tug to test it out. 
 
    “Oh, no,” the Zencarri woman sighed with mock-innocence. “Now you have me at your mercy. Whatever shall I do?” 
 
    I knelt between my wife’s firm legs and ran my hands along her supple thighs where goosebumps appeared in response to my touch. 
 
    “I want you to beg for mercy,” I rumbled as I parted the red-skinned woman’s legs and looked down at the sparse strawberry-blonde hair just above the brief lips of her sweet pussy. 
 
    “Never,” Amrila breathed, and she grinned down at me with a challenge in her dark eyes. 
 
    I leaned forward like I was about to go down on her and watched as she threw her head back, but I stopped short and let her feel my hot breath on her clit. The Zencarri woman shuddered and gasped, and then I moved one hand up and teased around the tight opening of her cunt. 
 
    “D-Do your worst, Goblin king,” Amrila joked in a trembling voice. “I’ll never ask for m-meeercy.” 
 
    “Mhmm, we’ll see about that.” I slipped the tip of my finger inside her and made a slight circular motion. The horned woman arched her back, so I began to move my finger in and out of her slowly. 
 
    “Uhhh, harder, Eddie!” Amrila groaned as she began to move her hips. 
 
    “Not yet,” I growled, and then I licked at a bead of moisture that had appeared from her slick hole.  
 
    I trailed my tongue up and over her pink clit and pushed my finger deeper into her, and I slowly began to quicken the pace of my tongue as I licked and teased my wife. Then I pushed a second finger inside her, and her walls immediately clamped down around my digits. 
 
    “Uhhh, uhhh!” Amrila mewled. “Yeeesss! Harder, Eddie. Fuck me. Use me!” 
 
    “Say please,” I said from between her legs. “Say please, and I’ll fuck you as hard as you want me to.” 
 
    Then I started to suck on her clit as I curled my fingers inside her to find her G-spot, and Amrila started to buck her hips as I found it and relentlessly moved my fingers back and forth. 
 
    “Uhhh! Oh, Eddie!” the horned woman keened. “Uhhh, uhhhhh, uhh, please!” 
 
    There was the sweet gush of juices as the Zencarri woman climaxed, and pride swelled in my chest as her body bent and spasmed for almost a solid minute from the pleasure I gave her.  
 
    But I wasn’t done yet.  
 
    “Fuck, I need you.” I stood and stared down at my sexy wife as her naked body still trembled from the orgasm I’d just given her, and her arms were still tied with the silken drapes around the bed. I unzipped my pants and let them fall to the ground as my impressive, throbbing erection stood at full mast. Then I crawled onto the bed and moved in behind the red-skinned woman, and I lifted Amrila up by her waist, sat down on the edge of the bed, and lowered her onto my hard cock. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Amrila squealed with delight as I entered her. “Ohhh, I love it when your big diiiick is in-inside me!” 
 
    I took hold of her hips and started to guide her back and forth, and I thrust forward as she slid back to meet me.  
 
    “God, you feel so good!” I snarled as her tight pussy spasmed with pleasure around my cock. “I love fucking your tight pussy.” 
 
    As the horned woman began to bounce up and down rhythmically, I moved my hands from her hips up to her firm breasts. I could feel her pert, tawny nipples between my fingers, and I began to gently pinch and caress them while she took in my cock. 
 
    Amrila started to come down onto my lap with greater force, and our skin loudly slapped together as I felt a sweet pressure build in my core. But I held back from cumming until I made the half-demon woman cum one more time. 
 
    “Ahhhh, yeeeesss!” Amrila moaned as I slipped one hand from her breast and began to play with her clit again. “Ohhhh! Fill me with your seed! Cum inside me, Eddie, please!” 
 
    “You first,” I growled as I flicked her clitoris and bucked my hips up to hit that spot inside her. “Cum for me, Amrila.” 
 
    “Eddieeeeee!”  
 
    The red-skinned woman’s tunnel tightened and clenched as she came hard, and as her body stiffened in orgasm, I released my seed inside of her like a fire hose cranked on full blast. We both cried out each other’s names as we felt the sweet ecstasy of ultimate pleasure, and our climaxes seemed to only grow more intense for the first dozen seconds before we finally peaked as we clutched each other desperately. 
 
    Then we slowly descended from our peaks as we took ragged breaths.  
 
    “Fuuuuck. That was amazing, Eddie.” Amrila slumped back against my chest with her legs still spread around my thighs, and I planted gentle kisses along the back of her neck as I felt our combined fluids drip down my softening shaft and onto our bed. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” I whispered in her ear before I kissed her more and more.  
 
    We both took another few minutes to pant and catch our breath before I untied her hands from their bindings. Then we both fell onto the bed in a tangle of arms and legs, and I fell into a contented sleep within minutes. 
 
    After a few hours of peaceful sleep in my Zencarri wife’s arms, we got up, dressed, gathered our things, and then joined the others in the sitting room. Bhakoth was already sitting at a small, round table drinking tea and eating slices of fruit as a serving girl arranged trays of food at a side table, and then she curtsied and scurried from the room. 
 
    My beautiful wife went over to the side table and started to gather various pastries and fruit onto her plate. I found an unobtrusive spot to set up and clean and check my guns, but I made sure to keep my cloak close by in case a servant or someone came in before I was done.  
 
    After a few minutes, Nileme came out and saw I had the Galil partly disassembled. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the warrior woman asked with a curious tilt of her head. 
 
    “Cleaning my rifle,” I said. “We should probably clean and check yours, too. It’s good to do it after you shoot it. Make sure everything is in working order. I’ll show you what to do.” 
 
    “I will get my rifle, then,” the dark-haired woman replied. 
 
    When Nileme came back with her AK, I showed her how to take it apart and what to look for when she was cleaning it, and soon, the room smelled like gun cleaner and oil. 
 
    “By the gods,” Scourge complained as he entered the room. “What is that awful smell?” 
 
    “Sorry.” I grinned and shrugged. “I should have probably waited until everyone had eaten before I did this. I just wanted to be sure I had the time before we leave. I actually love the smell.” 
 
    “I do, too, Eddie.” Nileme smiled at me.  
 
    Just then, there was a soft knock on the door, and I quickly threw my cloak over the gun parts on the floor as Amrila looked over her shoulder at me on the way to the door. Once she was sure I had everything covered, the Zencarri woman opened the door a crack to see who it was. 
 
    “A message has arrived for one of your party,” I heard a gruff voice say through the door. 
 
    “Thank you,” Amrila replied as she snatched a note from the blond Dwarven man I’d met when I arrived, and then she closed the door again. 
 
    “It is addressed to Scrello the Gray,” the horned woman said. 
 
    The Zencarri man held out a graceful hand, and Amrila handed him the note as he sat at the table, crossed his legs, and poured himself some tea. 
 
    “Oh,” the dark-skinned man said cheerfully. “It’s from Felpip. Seems he’s had an early success. I wonder if that means he’ll try to shake us down for more money. He asks that we meet him in a very seedy establishment in the eastern district. How exciting.” 
 
    “I’m willing to reward initiative,” I chuckled and slipped the rail on my Galil back in place. “We’ll leave to meet him after everyone’s had a chance to eat and I’ve finished this up.” 
 
    “I’m coming this time,” the red-skinned woman said in a firm tone around a mouthful of pastry. 
 
    “I know, partner,” I replied with a wink at my Zencarri wife. 
 
    When I turned away from Amrila, I caught Nileme staring at the two of us, but she quickly averted her blue eyes to the disassembled rifle before her. The warrior had caught on pretty quickly on how to assemble her AK, and she listened without asking many questions as I helped her put everything back together.  
 
    It was pretty impressive.  
 
    Once both the rifles and my Glock were ready to go, Amrila, Scourge, and I all left the Silken Shawl while Bhakoth and Nileme were kind enough to deliver the lions to Della the butcher. 
 
    Scourge led the horned woman and I through the city, and I was in awe of how beautiful the capital of the Yennih territory was. The domed buildings, the carefully-sculpted facades, and all the bright colors were really something to behold.  
 
    But, as we entered the eastern district, I noticed how all that changed. The buildings slowly became more run-down, and there were chips and cracks in their facades. 
 
    Near the Silken Shawl, almost everyone I saw were Night Elves dressed in fine clothing as they hurried about whatever business they had. Then I started to see more of the other races as we passed through the markets Scourge and I had visited the day before. Then there were almost no Night Elves, and I started to notice more Orcs and a few Zencarri. There were also more people loitering outside of houses and shops. 
 
    “I remember when this was a lively place,” the dark-skinned man sighed as we passed a group of dirty children playing on the street.  
 
    The kids scattered and ran out of the street except for one Orc boy that deftly grabbed his rough leather ball and glared at us until we passed. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked in a quiet voice so I wouldn’t be overheard, since I suspected I already knew the answer. 
 
    “This neighborhood has always been poor,” Amrila replied in an undertone. “But under the Mad Chief, they’ve had less and less every year. The spirit of the people has been dying piece by piece since that man seized power.” 
 
    “If only Ondur had survived,” Scourge lamented. “I think he would have been a good chief.” 
 
    “Who was Ondur?” I asked as we passed a group of old men who sat outside of their cracked houses and smoked pipes together. 
 
    “He was one of Ursenger’s brothers,” Amrila answered. “The one who was supposed to take over when the old chief died.” 
 
    “He was your Ibseth’s brother,” Scourge added quietly as he leaned toward me. “Her full brother.” 
 
    “She’s never talked about that,” I said as much to myself as anyone else, but then I paused and narrowed my eyes at the Zencarri man. “Wait, what do you mean my Ibseth?” 
 
    “Please do not ever mistake me for stupid.” Scourge smiled. “It’s no secret you rescued her, and it isn’t a far leap to guess the rest of it. Just because I have no interest in romantic entanglements doesn’t mean I’m oblivious to them. But the streets of the capital are probably not the best place to continue this discussion. Plus, we’re here.” 
 
    The Zencarri man pointed out a nondescript door, and then he stepped up to it and knocked in a strange pattern. 
 
    After a tense pause, the door swung open, and the most disreputable-looking Night Elf I had ever seen was on the other side. The man was slim, to the point of being painfully thin, and he had a shock of raven-black hair that was shaved on only one side. One of his eyes was clearly made of glass, but it was finely painted to resemble a Pit Wyrm’s eye. 
 
    “Scrello, my good man,” the sketchy Elf said through several missing teeth. “I haven’t seen your sour face in ages.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was your smell that kept me away, Gally.” The dark-skinned man smirked. “When was the last time you bathed?” 
 
    “The ladies like my natural musk,” Gally replied with a smirk of his own. “Don’t they, Amrila?” 
 
    “How you disgust the she-trolls of The Gloom is entirely your business, you ugly fuck,” my wife shot back with a wide grin. 
 
    “Glad to see you haven’t lost your edge.” Gally nodded with approval. “Come on in. Come on in.” 
 
    We followed the seedy Elf through the door, and as I passed him, he looked me up and down. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” Gally asked as he stared hard at me and tried to get a peek under my hood. 
 
    “Edward,” I replied simply. 
 
    “He’s the deposed Goblin king of the Tectris Forest, here to hire an army of mercenaries to help him reclaim his birthright.” Scourge added in a jaunty tone. 
 
    “Doesn’t quite look like a Goblin,” the Elf with the glass eye said. 
 
    “Do you make a habit of traveling to the Twilight Region?” I snickered. 
 
    “Not really.” Gally shrugged. “Fair enough. This way, Your Highness.” 
 
    The one-eyed man led us down some stairs and through a rough, winding hallway, and I could hear the murmur of voices nearby. It sounded like a large crowd. 
 
    Eventually, the hallway led into the big open space that had been carved out of the bedrock of the cavern. There were lanterns hung along the walls, which provided a dim light, and one end of the large room was set up as a tavern. But all along the walls there were booths and carpets with various items laid out for sale, and that was the moment I realized I was in a literal den of thieves. 
 
    I kept a close hand on the Galil under my cloak as I looked around for the scarred Gnome. 
 
    “How do we find him?” I asked the dark-skinned man. “Is there a specific place we’re supposed to go?” 
 
    “I imagine he’ll be on the lookout for us,” Scourge replied as he moved toward a table near the makeshift tavern. 
 
    Amrila and I followed the Zencarri man and sat down, and I tried not to look around too much, since I knew that would make me stand out, but the cave-like space was filled with strange people and interesting sights. 
 
    One man had little cages hanging from his stall, and they were all filled with tarantulas, mice, and bats. I wasn’t sure whether they were being sold as pets or as food.  
 
    A dwarven woman just a few spaces down rattled something in a stone cup and then spilled the contents on the dirty rug in front of her. The cup was filled with bones, and the Dwarf looked down intently at them as if they held some kind of great meaning to her. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I saw a small, hooded figure approach our table, and once he was a few feet from us, the Gnome threw back his hood and hopped up onto a chair with the practiced ease of a man who lived in a world built for taller beings. 
 
    “Good to see you both,” Felpip greeted the group. “And lovely to meet you, Miss.” 
 
    Amrila inclined her head to the scarred man. 
 
    “I take it you’ve had a stroke of luck?” Scourge asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Indeed I have,” the Gnome replied with false modesty. “And I have a little bonus information for you, if you have some extra coin.” 
 
    “Let’s start with the map and go from there.” I held out my hand with an expectant expression on my face, even though he probably couldn’t see it beneath my hood. 
 
    “Here you are.” Felpip reached into the inside of his cloak and pulled out a rolled-up sheet of thick, yellow paper. 
 
    As I took the rolled parchment from the short man, I looked over at my companions. 
 
    “Is it safe to look at this here?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a brief glance.” Amrila nodded as she covertly glanced around. “So that you’re sure this is what you wanted.” 
 
    I unrolled the crackling paper and took a quick peek. 
 
    The paper had the floor plan of a simple, three-floor structure on it. There were separate drawings for the first and second floor, as well as a basement, but there was nothing written on the paper about what building the floor plan was for.  
 
    I handed the map over to Scourge to see what he thought, and the Zencarri man took the parchment and looked at it for a moment while Felpip flagged down a serving girl from the tavern counter. 
 
    “A round of ale for the table, please,” the Gnome said to the Elven woman that came over to serve us. 
 
    As the serving girl walked away, the Zencarri man rolled up the paper and nodded to me. 
 
    “Alright.” I reached into my pouch for some gold coins. “A deal’s a deal.” 
 
    Then I handed the scarred man the five coins I’d promised him, plus one more. 
 
    “Since you got it to us so quickly,” I added as the Gnomish man counted the coins. “Now, what’s this about bonus information?” 
 
    “We all know what that map is,” Felpip scoffed. “And I might have been able to find out a couple of things that would be of… interest to someone planning to go there in the near future.” 
 
    “How much do you want, Felpip?” Scourge sighed as the serving girl came back with a tray full of ale mugs. 
 
    “You could get this round.” The scarred man smiled slyly. “And maybe one or two more gold coins.” 
 
    I handed the Elven server several silver coins, and she winked at me before she walked back to the bar. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I handed Felpip two more gold. “But it’d better be worth it. Otherwise, my wife might get upset. And she has been known to pluck out a man’s eyes when she’s upset.” 
 
    “Or I can give you a scar to match the other side,” Amrila threatened in a sweet tone, and she placed a hand lightly on her black-pommeled sword.  
 
    “Come on, girl.” Felpip smiled at the Zencarri woman, but he swallowed nervously. “You know the guild won’t allow any such nonsense down here.” 
 
    “The guild?” I repeated as I looked from Amrila to Scourge. 
 
    “This is the headquarters of a thieves’ guild,” the horned woman replied. “Which means members have a certain amount of protection here. But that doesn’t count if you get your ass kicked for swindling another thief.” 
 
    “It’s in the charter,” the Zencarri man said in a dry tone. “Not that anyone has ever read it.” 
 
    “My information is good,” Felpip said as he held up his hands in a defensive gesture. “The first bit is you’re in luck. The owner isn’t home right now. He’s in the city at the moment, and there are only a few servants there when he’s away.” 
 
    “And the second bit?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.  
 
    “If you’re going there,” the scarred Gnome said as he leaned forward conspiratorially and lowered his voice, “it might be worth your time to check out the cellar. There are rumors the… owner has a secret prison in a hidden sub-basement. Supposedly, he likes to throw people down there who disagree with him, if that’s of any interest to you.”  
 
    I wondered if that would also be where Ursenger would hide evidence that he had broken a sacred treaty with the other Night Elf Tribes.  
 
    “Thank you, Felpip,” I said as I stood, reached into my coin pouch, and slapped one final silver on the table. “For your next round.” 
 
    Then Amrila and Scourge both got up from the table and followed me as I headed toward the street outside. 
 
    “What’s the rush, Edward?” the dark-skinned man asked as he caught up to me. 
 
    “This is perfect,” I said as I tried to control my sense of excitement. “And I want to get the others and get out into the woods to finish planning before anyone figures out we’re here. To be honest, I don’t entirely trust that Felpip guy.” 
 
    “He’s part of the resistance,” Scourge countered. “But he is also a thief, and therefore not to be trusted.” 
 
    “You’re a thief, too,” I snorted. 
 
    “This is true.” The Zencarri man nodded. “But I would never betray you. You’re the only source I have for that incredible Earl’s tea, and I wouldn’t jeopardize that for all the gold in The Gloom.”  
 
    “Let’s go get Nileme and Bhakoth,” I chuckled. “We have a burglary to plan.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The three of us headed back to the Silken Shawl to meet up with Nileme and Bhakoth and get the rest of our gear, but as we walked through the city, I was on high-alert, and there was a tense knot in my stomach. Felpip had said Ursenger was in the city, and the idea that I was so close to my unseen enemy put me on edge. I was careful to keep my hood up, and I made sure the Galil was well hidden under my cloak. 
 
    Once we were back at the inn, Nileme and Bhakoth were ready to go and already had the ox loaded up with our extra supplies. Then we slipped out of the northern gate of the city as quietly as we could. Luckily, the guards weren’t as worried about people leaving the city as they were about people entering, and we breezed past without much trouble. 
 
    “We should find a quiet spot in the woods where we can look over the map and make some final plans,” I said. “But we’ll still need to get a good look at the outside of the retreat itself. We have the floor plan and a good idea of where it is, but we still don’t know what the terrain around it looks like.” 
 
    “I think it would be safe to guess the trees around the manor itself have been cleared back a ways,” Bhakoth replied with a thoughtful expression. “And it’s supposed to be near a lake, so that might be a possible way of entry onto the grounds if we can find an unattended fishing boat.” 
 
    “I kinda like that.” I nodded. “We’ll be able to come up with a definite plan once we know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Once we were a little ways from the city, we turned and moved into the woods. There was a woodcutter’s or hunting trail we followed until we were deep inside the twisted forest, and then we found a small clearing next to a babbling brook.  
 
    I pulled out the map and laid it out on a flat boulder as the others gathered around to look at it. 
 
    “If this were your retreat, where would you put your guards?” I asked Nileme and Bhakoth, since they were both soldiers and military minded. 
 
    “Keeping in mind that our information says there is only a skeleton force there at this time,” Scourge added. 
 
    “If it were me,” Nileme replied in her calm, measured tone, “I would have two guards at every entrance, one or two on the roof to watch for intruders from every angle, and at least four to patrol the grounds in pairs.” 
 
    I counted the outside entrances into the manor house on the map.  
 
    “There’s the main door into the hall and the servants’ door in the kitchens,” I said as I thought out loud. “So that’s four. Two more on the roof would be six. Then four to walk the grounds would be ten. If we double that for multiple watches, that’s twenty.” 
 
    “I would say it’s more likely twenty-six,” Scourge interjected. “I’ve heard there’s a wall around the manor house. And there might be one or two more guards in the basement as well, if the Mad Chief does in fact have a secret jail.” 
 
    “So, it could be as many as thirty?” Amrila scrunched her eyebrows together as she looked at the map. “It might be best to try to sneak up as close as we can and quietly take out as many guards as possible before anyone raises the alarm.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” I replied as I rubbed my chin and thought. “And I’d rather not kill any servants who are there. The guards and soldiers are one thing, they serve Ursenger knowing what a monster he is. But some maid or butler might just be trying to make a living.”  
 
    “That’s very charitable of you,” the Zencarri man said in a dry tone. 
 
    “I imagine serving a clan chief is a pretty desirable job here,” I continued. “They might not have anything to do with the fucked-up shit Ursenger does.” 
 
    “We can revisit this argument once we see the inside of this retreat,” Bhakoth said as he waved his hand over the map. “Once we are inside the manor, how do you want us to go about searching it? What exactly are we looking for?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said as I looked at the three floors shown on the map. “I think we should clear the first floor as a group, then split up into two teams. Bhakoth and Scrello will take the second story while Amrila, Nileme, and I will take the basement. Upstairs, you gentlemen should only find more servants, maybe a guard or two. But if there is a jail in the basement, there could be a small regiment of soldiers down there, and I’d like to have both the rifles there to handle that.” 
 
    “Maybe it would be good for me to go up to the roof to keep a lookout after we’ve secured the manor?” Amrila offered. “If you end up using the rifles as we infiltrate the manor, then it could bring any patrols of soldiers who might be in the woods at the time.” 
 
    “That’s a good point.” I nodded. “So, you’ll do that. As far as what we’re looking for, I don’t know if we’ll be sure until we find it. But we should all keep an eye out for this symbol. I saw it on a pin we found on one of the goblins we fought in the Dolrath territory.” 
 
    I got a pencil out of my backpack and drew the little pyramid with the circles at the end of each point on the edge of the map, like I had seen on the golden pin. 
 
    As soon as I had finished drawing it, the dark-skinned Zencarri hissed, quickly reached over, and tried to rub the mark away. 
 
    “You cannot just draw things like that!” the horned man said with unexpected heat. “The marks of the Demon Lords have power in them.” 
 
    Scourge suddenly stood and moved back from the rock, and I could see the man was shaken. 
 
    “Are you familiar with this symbol?” I asked the Zencarri man. 
 
    “I wish I weren’t,” Scourge said with a dark expression. 
 
    The foppish Zencarri had always seemed outrageous and a little aloof, but I had never known him to be a coward. Now, as I saw something that hovered on the edge of fear on the dark-skinned man’s face, I wondered what it would take to cause that kind of reaction in such an unflappable man. 
 
    “So, it is the symbol of a Demon Lord?” I asked as I stood up and walked over to the black-horned thief. “Do you know which one?” 
 
    “I cannot speak his name,” Scourge said in a quiet, but determined, voice. “Just like their symbols, the name of a Demon Lord has its own special, terrible power.” 
 
    “That’s just superstition,” Amrila scoffed. 
 
    “No offense, my dear,” the dark-skinned man shot back with a glance at the horned woman. “But you grew up in the comfort of The Gloom. You do not know what it is like to live in the shadows near the Deeper Dark. If Ursenger has had dealings with this Demon Lord, there’s no telling how thin the barrier that keeps him at bay has become.” 
 
    “Alright, Scrello.” I placed a friendly hand on his arm and looked the Zencarri man in the eyes. “We can revisit this later. For now, let’s worry about finding the evidence we need.” 
 
    I could see the haunted look in the half-demon man’s eyes, and I didn’t think pushing him would help us much with the task at hand anyway. What we needed to focus on was getting the other tribes to move against the Yennih chief, and hopefully that would head off whatever he was up to with this Demon Lord. 
 
    “Once we get to the retreat,” I continued as I looked at the whole group, “I think Bhakoth and Amrila should scout ahead and get an idea of the land around the manor house. See if there are any weak points in their security and find the best way in.” 
 
    “Sounds like a solid plan.” The red-haired man nodded. 
 
    I rolled up the map and put it back in my backpack, and then I looked around at the forest and the gnarled green and purple trees surrounding us. 
 
    “Now, we just have to find that lake,” I said as I stood and dusted myself off. “We’ll keep going northwest. If we don’t find it in the next couple hours, we’ll cut further west.” 
 
    I thought about the map Ibseth had drawn for me back at the trailer. It wasn’t exact by any means, but I knew we couldn’t be far off. If we got close enough, we would be able to follow the sound of water right to it. 
 
    The group started to move through the woods again, and we picked our way through the underbrush as we watched for exposed tree roots that might trip us up. I found myself walking beside Scourge, who had fallen into a reflective silence since he’d seen the symbol of the Demon Lord. 
 
    “Why do you think Ursenger would keep a prison in his retreat?” I asked, though I had already guessed at the answer. “Seems like a risky move to me. I mean, if I were trying to be a tyrant, I think I’d avoid making such an obviously tyrannical move.” 
 
    “It’s hard to say what the Mad Chief is thinking at any given time,” the Zencarri man said as he looked up from his reverie. “I’m never sure if he’s an evil genius or an idiot who lucked into power through inheritance. There have been rumors he keeps political enemies there. But he’s also proven time and time again that he’s willing to simply kill his detractors publicly.” 
 
    “Like he killed Ondur?” I asked as I thought about the brother Ibseth had never mentioned. 
 
    “He killed Ondur to clear his path to chiefdom,” Scourge replied. “Along with several other brothers, some of whom weren’t even before him in the line of succession. He killed them just to cement his inheritance.” 
 
    “Do you think he has anyone there now?” I asked as I pushed a low-hanging vine out of the way. “At the retreat, I mean.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” the dark-skinned man replied as he stepped over a prickly shrub. “But if he’s not there to enjoy torturing them, it’s likely he killed any prisoners before he left the retreat.” 
 
    “If there’s anyone in the prison, I think we should take the time to free them,” I said firmly.  
 
    “You’ll certainly win the hearts and minds of the common folk,” the Zencarri man snorted. 
 
    “And it’s the right thing to do,” I said as I glanced over at the cynical man. “I’m not doing it to win anyone over.” 
 
    “And that makes you all the more noble, Eddie.” The dark-skinned man smiled. “Which might be helpful. This whole ‘Vampire of The Gloom’ thing doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “I thought you said names were like clothes. And you can just put them on or take them off as needed.” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, but if something doesn’t suit me, I’m not likely to keep it for long,” Scourge retorted with a grin. 
 
    We kept walking through the dense forest, and the sounds of birds and insects provided a background hum as we talked quietly amongst ourselves. Amrila and Nileme were up ahead, and I couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but every now and then one of them would look over their shoulder at me, and something about that made me blush slightly. 
 
    When we had been going for an hour straight, though, I heard another sound, like voices nearby, and I could also smell a campfire. Everyone else must have heard it, too, because one by one we all stopped and listened intently.  
 
    It sounded like the low rumble of male voices, and once I stopped moving and focused my attention, I noticed I could smell meat cooking as well.  
 
    The voices were at a low, conversational tone, and they sounded relaxed. I looked at the others, put a finger to my lips in the universal gesture for silence, and started to sneak toward where I heard the voices coming from. As I snuck forward, Amrila and Bhakoth fell in just behind me, and I came up to the edge of a small clearing just behind some bushes.  
 
    There were about fifteen Yennih soldiers around a fire where several small game animals were roasting on a spit, and some of the men were tearing chunks off a loaf of brown bread they passed around. 
 
    “Should have stewed them up,” one dark-haired Elf said as he poked at the roasting meat with a stick. “Not much fat on them. The meat would have been more tender.” 
 
    “Taste better roasted,” another soldier replied as he lounged against a tree trunk. “You get the flavor of the smoke.” 
 
    “Wish we didn’t have to be out here at all,” a younger Elf with white hair pouted. “We could be having lovely hand pies back at the barracks right now.” 
 
    “We’ll be out here until that priestess is found,” the first Elf with dark hair grumbled. “Until Princess Ibseth is back with the Chief, we’ll be stuck combing the woods for signs of her or the vampire.” 
 
    I watched the soldiers around the fire intently as I tried to hear every word. We were well hidden, but I knew there could also be other soldiers patrolling a perimeter around their little camp, and I kept my hand close to my Galil. 
 
    “I think the whole bit with the vampire was made up,” the youngest soldier scoffed as he stared moodily into the fire. “Just a way for the chief to save face after he couldn’t hold on to his woman.” 
 
    “You’re edging pretty close to treason with that talk, Bilken,” the white-haired Elf warned. “You don’t want to end up in the jail the chief has in his manor house.” 
 
    “I hear there’s a special room in that manor all made up for Lady Ibseth.” The dark-haired Elf smirked. “With silks, perfumed pillows, and golden chains. Wouldn’t mind having a weekend to ravage her ladyship there. I’d fuck my seed deep into her beautiful mouth and womb. Maybe even her tight asshole.” 
 
    “Keep dreaming,” the white-haired soldier by the tree snorted. “You’d be lucky to fuck a hog with that needle dick of yours.” 
 
    An instinct deep inside of me kicked in, and I moved to stand with the Galil in my hands. I felt a deep rage, hearing these fuckfaces talk about my wife like that, but then I felt a calm, steady hand touch my shoulder.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw Bhakoth as he tilted his head to the right to let me know he wanted to move away from the camp. But there was something else in his eyes, like a deadly understanding of the rage I felt in that moment. Just over his shoulder I could also see Amrila crouched down behind the bushes, and the horned woman’s eyes had gone flat as she stared at the lounging soldiers. 
 
    I looked back at the mohawked Dolrath, and we moved some distance back into the woods. Scourge and Nileme hadn’t been far away, and I saw they followed us back into the forest. We found a dense thicket of trees and hunkered down, but a curl of white-hot anger was still nestled in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “We will kill them,” the red-haired Elf said in a calm voice as he looked into my eyes. 
 
    “Aren’t we a little close to the city?” I asked as I fought my inner instincts and tried to be reasonable. “We don’t want to alert Ursenger’s whole army to where we are.” 
 
    “If it were me, and I heard a man speaking of someone I love in that way, I would kill him and all who stood with him,” Bhakoth replied without any emotion. 
 
    “But you said your wife has a nose like a hog,” I retorted with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, but she is my wife.” The Dolrath man nodded. “I can say that. I adore her upturned nose and the fact that she snorts a little when she laughs too hard. But if another man said that about her, I would run him through. It is my right as a husband.” 
 
    “This is why I avoid such entanglements,” Scourge sighed as he looked between Bhakoth and me. “But if we get to kill Yennih soldiers and weaken the Mad Chief even a little, then I’m in.” 
 
    The feeling of rage started to grow inside of me again and transformed into a sense of righteous indignation.  
 
    “Eddie, I want to kill them all for talking about my sister that way,” the horned woman said in a flat tone as she toyed with the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “They outnumber us three to one,” I said as I pictured the camp in my head. “And we can’t use the guns because they’re too loud for this situation. So is there a way to separate them? That way they can’t work as a unit.” 
 
    “I’d bet if these pigs heard a woman in distress in the woods, they’d come running,” Nileme chuckled darkly. “Amrila or I could place ourselves a distance from the camp and act as a decoy. They’d likely send a small group first, then the rest of them would come to see what happened when the others don’t return.” 
 
    “That’s a really good idea.” I grinned, and then I rubbed my hands together. “We’ll move back toward them a few yards, hide in a circle around Amrila, and then wait until the first one is within spitting distance before we spring the ambush.” 
 
    “Why do I have to play the damsel in distress?” the Zencarri woman groaned. 
 
    “You’re smaller, less obviously muscled, and not as well known,” Scourge said with a frank expression. “And you should hide your swords in the bushes next to you so you won’t be visibly armed.” 
 
    “Fine.” The red-skinned woman rolled her eyes. 
 
    Then the group repositioned a few yards closed to where the Yennih soldiers were still roasting their dinner, which I assumed would be dry as fuck now. 
 
    Amrila sat on the ground in front of a large tree, hid her swords in the underbrush next to her, and put her hands behind her back as though they were tied. Scourge posted up behind the tree and took a long, sharp throwing dagger out of his boot, while the rest of us found places in a semicircle where we could conceal ourselves.  
 
    My wife settled in and waited for all of us to do the same, and once she saw that we were all in position, the Zencarri woman took a deep breath and threw her head back dramatically. 
 
    “No! Please don’t! Leave me alone!” the horned woman shouted, and then she screamed for good measure before she slumped against the tree and pretended to pass out. 
 
    The five of us waited in the tense silence that followed. I resisted the urge to shift my weight, on the off chance the rustling of a stray leaf might give me away. It’s weird how you can sit still without any problem when you don’t have to think about it, but as soon as you know you can’t move you realize every itch and ache that needs addressing. 
 
    But I was able to resist and sat as still as a stone as we heard voices coming from the direction of the Elves’ camp. They sounded a little confused at first, but then more cautious as they came near. 
 
    “It sounded like it came from this direction,” I recognized the voice of the petulant young soldier.  
 
    “Are you sure we’re not just following the echoes?” the white-haired Yennih said as he came into view through the trees.  
 
    “Oh, shit.” The younger Elf stopped and looked at where the Zencarri woman was slumped against the tree. “There she is.” 
 
    I could see two or three more of the Yennih soldiers come up through the woods behind them. 
 
    “Hold on,” the white-haired soldier said quietly, and he looked over his shoulder and watched the other soldiers continue on, deeper into the woods. “If we wait to take her back to the captain, we can get the first crack at her.” 
 
    The disgusting grin on the younger Elf’s face made my stomach turn as I watched the two start to move toward my wife. I didn’t want them any closer to her, so I stood and ran at them. 
 
    “Now, Scrello!” I hissed as I approached with my combat knife drawn. 
 
    The dark-skinned Zencarri popped out from around the tree and expertly threw his dagger, and the long, sharp blade sunk into the white-haired Elf’s chest before he crumpled to the ground as he made a gurgling noise. 
 
    At the same time, I leaped toward the younger soldier and speared him in the side before the Yennih could bring his sword around to swing at me. We both hit the ground, and the Elf lost his grip on his sword, which fell into the underbrush around us.  
 
    But with the incredible speed of a trained soldier, the fucker pulled a dagger from his belt before I could pin his arms. 
 
    The forest around me was suddenly alive with shouts and the clashes of swords as the other soldiers came toward the sound of the fight. The soldier on the ground tried to slice at me with his dagger, but I was able to catch his arm with my free hand as I brought my knife into his side. Then the Yennih’s eyes went wide as the blade slid between his ribs. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have talked about raping my wives, you piece of shit,” I snarled as I twisted my knife. 
 
    The soldier’s body stiffened beneath me as a trickle of foamy blood dribbled out of the soldier’s mouth, and I rolled off him just as another of Ursenger’s men swung his sword and tried to take my head off.  
 
    I rolled onto my feet and popped up to face the newcomer. This one was broad shouldered and had a completely shaved head that made his long ears seem all the bigger, and he wielded a curved sword with a serrated tip that he swung at my trunk. 
 
    I jumped back on my left foot and waited the space of a heartbeat for the bald Elf’s follow-through on his swing, and once his sword was pointed away from me, I rushed forward again to close the gap between us. The skinhead Elf only had an advantage if he could keep me at a distance, but up close I had the upper hand with my shorter blade.  
 
    I slashed at the Yennih’s face, but he brought his arm up in time for my combat knife to cut through his forearm instead. Then the Elf soldier tried to take another wild swing at me, but I ducked, and as I came back up, I shoved the blade of my knife deep into his stomach and jerked my arm. The combat knife tore a hole in the bald Elf’s center, and his entrails began to spill out of the wound as I moved out of the way of the gore. 
 
    The bald fucker dropped his sword as he tried to keep his guts from spilling out of his body, but I was already onto the next soldiers I could find. As I looked around, I could see more of Ursenger’s men as they ran toward us through the forest, but I was more worried about the two fighting Amrila. 
 
    Scourge was able to dance in and out of combat with an inhuman ease and grace as he sliced and cut chunks out of various enemy soldiers who were locked in combat with Bhakoth and Nileme. And the two Dolrath warriors were hardened fighters, so I wasn’t too concerned for them.  
 
    As I came up behind one of the men that the Zencarri woman held back with her dual swords, I quickly wrapped one arm around his throat, cranked his head back, and slit his throat from one side to the other. 
 
    The man’s legs gave way, and I let him crumple into a heap at my feet as the horned woman spun and slashed the other soldier from his shoulder to his hip. My blood felt like it was on fire as I turned and looked for my next enemy, and then three soldiers came out of the trees and skidded to a halt as they saw the carnage we had brought down on their companions. The closest one tried to turn on his heels and run back toward the camp, but I recognized his long, dark hair, and I wasn’t about to let him go after what he had said about Ibseth. 
 
    I ran at full speed through the undergrowth and tackled him as Nileme and Bhakoth came from behind me to take on the other two soldiers. The dark-haired soldier and I hit the ground, and I quickly righted myself as the other man tried to wriggle away. Then I drove my blade into the base of his skull. There was a loud crunch that made my stomach churn as the combat knife went through the black-haired soldier’s spine and severed his spinal cord, and he stopped struggling beneath me in an instant and went still.  
 
    I looked up just in time to see Nileme run through the soldier she fought, and Bhakoth wiped the blade of his sword and looked around for any other enemies to fight. 
 
    “Did we get them all?” the Zencarri man asked as he started to count the bodies on the ground. “Ursenger really needs to train his men better.” 
 
    “Or let some of the women fight,” the Dolrath princess laughed. “They couldn’t be any worse at it than these sons of bitches.” 
 
    The five of us took a moment to gather up the bodies and pile some loose branches and leaves on them, so they weren’t too obvious. But there were fifteen dead bodies there, and that was how many I had remembered seeing around the campfire.  
 
    None of them had gotten away. 
 
    “Should we cut west now?” the hawk-nosed Elf asked as he examined the stream. “I think it would be a safe guess that this is a runoff from the lake. If we follow it upstream, we should find the retreat without difficulty.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded, but my blood was still boiling from hearing the way the soldiers spoke about Ibseth and what her half-brother had planned for her. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Nileme asked in her cool voice. “We can take a moment if you need it.” 
 
    “Nah,” I said as I readjusted the strap of my Galil under the cloak. “I shouldn’t have let it get to me like that.” 
 
    “I like how mad you get when your women are… spoken of with such disrespect,” Nileme said as her eyes met mine. “It shows you are a true man.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Bhakoth offered, “if the Mad Chief has his men patrolling these woods, and all over the Yennih territory, it’s a clear indication he has no idea where you have the princess. And he’s exhausting his resources looking.” 
 
    “That’s a really good point,” I replied as I looked over at the man with the red mohawk. “It’s actually really good to know that. Let’s follow this stream and see if we can find the lake we’re looking for.” 
 
    We followed the stream for a few miles while still watching for stray patrols of soldiers as we walked along.  
 
    Then I could hear a strange sound, almost like a sigh in the distance. It took me a minute to recognize the sound of waves lapping against the shore since it wasn’t something I had ever expected to hear in The Gloom. As we finally came to the edge of the forest, I saw the rocky shore of a massive underground lake. It wasn’t as large as Lake Erie, since I could see the other side was faintly illuminated by moss, but it was easily twice the size of any other lake I had seen in this subterranean world. I guessed it was a few miles wide at the point where I was looking, but it was hard to judge the exact distance since I wasn’t used to estimating how big lakes were in the Gloom.  
 
    The body of water was big enough to generate small waves at least, and I could feel a slight breeze coming off the surface. I wondered if it was caused by the temperature difference between the air and the water, but it was incredible to behold. The shoreline was a pebbled beach, and the water itself was crystal clear and didn’t have that weird fishy smell I associated with Lake Erie. 
 
    As I looked across the way, I saw a large white manor with a wall around it that reached to the edge of the lake, and a small dock with an elaborate pleasure boat docked next to it. Intricate, swirling designs were carved on the sides, and the boat was painted in garish shades of reds and greens. 
 
    There was no sail, but the boat had holes along the side that looked like they held a dozen or so oars. The manor house itself looked like it was two stories, and there were at least two outbuildings from what I could see from the opposite shore. The whole thing, including the tall wall around the manor, looked like they were made from a white stone of some kind. 
 
    “I’m going to take a wild guess and say that’s what we’re looking for,” I said to the group as we stood just inside the tree line so no one from the manor house could see us. “Let’s get a better look.” 
 
    I kneeled down and rummaged through my backpack for a moment until I brought out the binoculars and the bag of silicone earplugs. First, I handed the earplugs to Scourge, who opened the bag and handed two to Bhakoth, and then I lifted the binoculars to my eyes and stared at the manor. 
 
    “What are these?” the hawk-faced Dolrath asked from behind me. 
 
    “They go in your ears,” Scourge explained. “Eddie’s favorite toy is quite loud, and these will protect your ears from going deaf when he fires. They’re also a delight to squish between your fingers. I find it somehow soothing.” 
 
    I suppressed a snort of laughter as I looked along the shoreline, the stone walls, and on the roof of the manor. I counted at least five guards from where I crouched, but I knew there would be plenty more. 
 
    “So, how are we going to get in there?” I asked the group. 
 
    Because we were underground, waiting for the cover of night wasn’t an option. 
 
    “If we wait for the mist,” Nileme replied as she looked out over the lake, “we might be able to use Bhakoth’s idea of commandeering a fisherman’s boat and approaching over the water. But I imagine that’s when they will be on the highest alert during the day.” 
 
    “The mist?” I repeated. 
 
    But sure enough, when I looked to the center of the lake, a foggy patch was forming. There must be small temperature changes throughout the day down here that caused that, which explained partly how the plants survived down here without rain.  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I put away the binoculars and stood. “Let’s go steal a fishing boat.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    If you’d like to see a map of Ursenger’s Retreat, you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for ‘fans of Logan Jacobs’ in Facebook Groups), or on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    The fog started to roll in along the shoreline as the five of us searched for a fishing boat that would be big enough to carry us across the lake. We stuck close to the tree line and tried to stay out of sight of the manor house on the other shore, but as the mist on the water got thicker, Ursenger’s retreat became less distinct until it disappeared from sight. 
 
    “How long will this last?” I asked as I scanned the edge of the water. 
 
    “Usually a couple of hours,” Scourge said as he slinked from tree to tree. “It’s never exactly the same. We should hope that we find a boat soon, though, or else it might start to dissipate by the time we find the retreat.”  
 
    “Are there a lot of people that live on the edge of this lake?” I asked as we continued to move.  
 
    “I don’t think the Mad Chief would allow anyone to live within sight of his secret hunting lodge,” the red-skinned woman replied. “But I’m sure there is some brave soul who fishes these waters anyway. Even oppressed people need to eat.” 
 
    “I think I see a boat!” Nileme gasped.  
 
    Up the shore about fifty yards was a small boat that was half-covered with old branches. 
 
    The fog had obscured the bank on the other side, so we were able to finally leave the forest and step out onto the rocky beach. The vessel was just a small rowboat that looked like it could comfortably carry four, but the dark-skinned Zencarri man narrowed his eyes as he watched the rest of us uncover the boat and push it into the water. 
 
    “Maybe one person should go back and see if they can quietly get over that wall,” Scourge commented in a steady voice as he looked at the rickety boat. “Make sure there are no guards on the dock.” 
 
    “Are you afraid of the water?” Bhakoth asked as he climbed into the boat and took up one set of oars. 
 
    “Of course not,” the Zencarri man said defensively. “In limited circumstances, it can be quite nice. But there’s something about a large, natural body of water that feels incredibly unhealthy.” 
 
    “If you want to go along the shore and make sure the dock is clear, that seems like a good idea,” I told the dark-skinned man as I tried to suppress a knowing grin. “I won’t make you get in the boat if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with the boat,” Scourge said with an indignant expression. “Though I think it would be asking a lot of that dinky little boat to hold five people in it.” 
 
    “It’s okay that you’re scared of the water, Scrello,” Amrila joked in a bantering tone as she sat down in the boat. “We promise not to think less of you for it.” 
 
    “You’re all impossible,” the horned man huffed and then started to walk away with his shoulders squared and his back as straight as a broom handle. 
 
    I chuckled under my breath before I got into the boat as well and then used one of the oars to push us further away from the shore. 
 
    Bhakoth and I started to row together and found a decent rhythm pretty quickly, but it did take a few times to figure out how to sink the oars into the water without making a loud splash each time. Soon, we pointed ourselves to the southwest, where we knew the manor house would be, and started the long, silent journey across the water. 
 
    Nileme sat at the front of the rowboat with a bow in her hand and watched for the shoreline and the manor house through the thick fog. Amrila, on the other hand, sat just behind me and watched out back while the mohawked warrior and I sat with our knees almost touching as we pulled the oars back, up, and down again in smooth arcs.  
 
    My brain was still on fire with the thought of the secret room Ursenger had made for Ibseth. That sick fuck couldn’t convince his half-sister to sleep with him, so now he wanted to force her into committing incest. There was a part of me that wanted to burn the manor down, and the secret room with it, too, but even though this was personal for me, I knew I had to keep shit in perspective and not let my emotions get the better of me.  
 
    As much rage as I felt, I had to let it run cold and help me focus, rather than hulking out and just destroying everything. Ibseth was safe and out of Ursenger’s reach for now. If I played everything right, I’d be able to get the other Night Elf tribes to help me fight the Mad Chief and make sure that when he was dead and gone, some other tyrant won’t pop up in his place.  
 
    Then I’d just be able to explore The Gloom, get super rich, and enjoy my life with my wives. 
 
    We drifted across the eerie lake in silence while surrounded by the dense, white mist. It felt surreal and almost like we weren’t moving sometimes since there weren’t any visual cues to track our progress with, but soon enough, I saw Nileme raise her hand, and then the dock lantern materialized out of the fog. 
 
    As the first few feet of the dock came into view, I saw Scourge start to lower the limp, bloody body of a guard into the water while he tried not to make any noises. Then the four of us pulled alongside the dock, Amrila grabbed a mooring rope, and Scourge finished letting the body of the dead guard slip into the water. The body disappeared for a moment before it bobbed back up, but then I reached over and gave it a push with the oar to send it out toward the center of the lake.  
 
    The dark-skinned man gave me a quick nod and then came over to help us with the boat, and once we were all on the dock, I looked around. I still couldn’t make out the back of the manor house, but the closest outbuilding was just visible.  
 
    The five of us huddled together while we kept a wary eye on the yard and walls of the retreat. 
 
    “There are two on the wall,” the Zencarri man said as he pointed. “But they seem to be focusing their attention outward. And I think there might be as many as four in the yard. Two are patrolling the grounds, and the other two are guarding the door to the kitchen. There might also be some stablehands to worry about.” 
 
    “Okay…” I thought about what I knew of the layout of the manor house and grounds. “We want to do this as quietly as possible, but everyone should have their ear protection at the ready, just in case. Nileme, Amrila, and I can wear ours, but you guys might want to wait to put in your earplugs until any actual shooting starts, or you won’t be able to hear anything. We’ll split up into groups. Scrello and Bhakoth will go to the right. Amrila, Nileme, and I will go left, and we’ll meet at the kitchens. Once we’ve secured the kitchen, we’ll regroup.” 
 
    “Then we shall see you in a few moments.” Bhakoth grinned at me, and then he and Scourge quietly padded down the dock, toward the retreat’s grounds.  
 
    I kept low and motioned for Amrila to keep an eye on the walls as we passed to make sure no guards were there to spot us. As we moved forward, I kept my eyes on the yard beyond the dock, and I waited for the back portion of the manor to come into view. I could hear occasional snatches of conversation or a cough as one of the guards in the fog cleared their throats, but it was hard to tell how close any of the sounds were in the fog. 
 
    The ladies and I came up to the side of the wall at the end of the dock and paused to look along the curve of the wall. About twenty feet into the yard, right across from where we stood, was one of the big buildings. From the smell that came out of it, I guessed the building was the stable, but I couldn’t hear the stamping of hooves or the whinny of any large animals. I idly wondered if there were horses down in The Gloom as we moved forward and slipped around the back of the building, but I quickly shook the thought away and focused on the situation at hand. 
 
    Then I heard the tramp of footsteps, and I stopped as I pressed myself against the cold, stone wall. The women stopped and followed my lead, and we all listened intently to the footsteps. From the sound, I knew it was someone on the ground, and they were heading toward me. I wanted to get a look at them before I sprang to attack since our goal was to kill any guards and try to subdue the servants.  
 
    I inched closer to the corner of the building as my heart started to race. The last few days had all been building to this raid, but now that we were here, it felt like everything had happened in a flash. I carefully poked my head around the corner and saw a soldier in the light-blue leather of the Yennih Army as he swaggered toward me. The man fiddled with his codpiece as he walked, and he was clearly trying to get behind a building to relieve himself. 
 
    I brought my head back and leaned back against the wall before I pulled the combat knife out of its sheath at my waist.  
 
    Then I waited. 
 
    Within moments, the guard came around the side of the building as he started to whistle to himself, and I acted with a speed that surprised me. I punched the soldier as hard as I could in the nose, and the man lifted his hands to his bloodied face and looked around at me with a shocked expression.  
 
    Before the surprised Elf could shout or react in any way, I took a step forward and drove my knife into the side of his neck. The soldier made a strangled choking noise, and he weakly grabbed my hand before he crumpled to the ground. I helped to guide him down, so there wouldn’t be a thud of a body, but he was dead by the time he was on the ground.  
 
    Then Nileme and Amrila came up behind me, and the Zencarri woman kept her eyes on the walls while the Night Elf helped me grab the dead man’s feet and carry him behind the stables. As we set him down in the blue-green grass, the Dolrath woman caught my eye and winked at me, and then she gave me an approving nod.  
 
    I could tell she was impressed with how I had handled the situation, and for just a moment I got caught up in the exotic curve of her lips and her almond-shaped blue eyes. There was a hard edge to Nileme’s beauty, and it was breathtaking.  
 
    But I couldn’t think about that right now, so I nodded back before I stood and started back toward the back of the manor. As I came back up to Amrila, she quickly grabbed the combat knife out of my hand, took the tip of the blade between her thumb and forefinger, and then threw it at the top of the wall. 
 
    I was shocked and about to say something, but then there was a thunk, followed by an audible groan, and a body fell from the top of the wall.  
 
    My sassy wife turned to me with a wicked smile on her angular face. 
 
    “Now there is only one guard on the wall,” she whispered between her sharp teeth. 
 
    “That’s my girl.” I grinned back. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    The beautiful half-demon woman blew me a silent kiss, and then we focused back up on our task.  
 
    After we had retrieved my knife and hidden that guard out of sight as well, we moved along the outer wall toward the manor, and once it was in sight, the three of us moved along the back wall. My heart was hammering, and I could feel the sweat prickle along my forehead.  
 
    There was no way to tell when another guard might come out of the fog. 
 
    The manor came into view, and the women and I moved across the open yard to hug the back wall of the retreat. From the map I’d gotten from Felpip, I was pretty sure we were behind the dais in the meeting hall. If we moved to the right, we’d pass the back of the dining hall and then to the kitchens along the rounded western wall of the manor. 
 
    As the wall of the building began to curve, I knew we were close to the kitchens. I could no longer see the stables through the mist over my shoulder, but I could see the other back building.  
 
    We slowed our paces until I finally saw an elbow in light-blue armor that poked out around the curve of the building. 
 
    I craned my neck to try to see more of the soldier the elbow belonged to, but all I got was part of an arm and the man’s hip. But he was holding still, and I guessed it was the guard who watched the door to the kitchens.  
 
    I looked around the yard for any other guards, or a sign of Scourge and Bhakoth, but I didn’t see anyone else. 
 
    “There are two of them by that door,” I heard Scourge’s voice say in a conversational volume. 
 
    The sound of the Zencarri man’s voice startled me. He sounded like he had said it right next to me. I looked behind me, in case he and Bhakoth had snuck up right behind me, but only the women were there.  
 
    Nileme and Amrila stared at me with expectant expressions, as if they were waiting for my next move, but I was confused. The dark-skinned man had sounded so close, but I didn’t see him anywhere. 
 
    “Over by the outbuilding, Eddie,” I heard Scourge’s voice say with dry amusement. 
 
    Then I felt a small pebble hit my right shoulder. 
 
    I looked over at the out building to the right and saw Scourge and Bhakoth peek out from behind it. But how had I heard the Zencarri man’s voice so clearly? 
 
    “It’s just a simple demon’s trick, Eddie,” I heard Scourge again and saw the dark-skinned man point to his head. “Don’t worry. I can’t hear your thoughts. I can just project my own.” 
 
    Demons were fucking weird. 
 
    I knew Zencarri could use some amount of magic. I had seen Amrila do it once to save us from a swarm of huge spiders, but she’d been physically drained afterward, so I wondered how much energy it took the fastidious Zencarri man to project his thoughts into my head. 
 
    I held up three fingers so the women behind me, Scourge, and Bhakoth could all see me tick them down one by one, and as I lowered my last finger, I pointed in the direction of the two soldiers by the door of the kitchens and surged forward.  
 
    I got to them first and was able to shoulder the closest guard into the other before they knew I was there. The three of us stumbled, but only the guard who had been on the furthest side of the door fell to the ground. I grabbed the first guard and pushed him up against the wall before he could reach for his sword. The soldier began to struggle and shout, but then Amrila and the others were there with me.  
 
    Bhakoth was on top of the other soldier, and he started pummeling the poor bastard like he owed the redhead six months of unpaid rent. Meanwhile, I took my combat knife and quickly jabbed it into the side of the struggling soldier before he could call for help, and then I pushed through the kitchen door. 
 
    On the other side of the door was a large, round room with several worktables that were covered in food. A cavernous oven had a crackling fire burning under it, and large pots were boiling on hooks in the fireplaces. Something about the scene set off a warning flag in my head. Then I looked around and saw several Night Elf women in long dresses and white aprons staring at me as I busted through the door. I didn’t know anything about running an old-fashioned kitchen, but this looked fully staffed to me. 
 
    One of the Night Elf women found her voice and screamed, so I rushed to action. The other four of my companions came in behind me, and I started to shout over the terrified woman’s scream. 
 
    “Everyone, down on the floor!” I hollered. “We’re not here to hurt you. Once we have what we want, we’ll leave. There’s no need for anyone to get hurt.” 
 
    Even as I said the words, I knew they sounded like something from a lame heist movie, but I guess it was a cliché for a reason.  
 
    With Nileme and Scourge’s help, I was able to calm the kitchen staff and get them to sit on the floor. The Zencarri man found some thick twine that we used to tie the ladies’ hands, but just as we got them calmed down, two Elven men in nice tunics came in from the dining room door. Bhakoth and Amrila rushed to meet them with their swords already drawn, and then they forced the two men into the kitchen and sat them down. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” the older of the two men demanded and allowed the red-haired Dolrath to tie him to the chair. “Do you know who this house belongs to?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said in a flat tone. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    The older Elf was an elegant man with a short, iron-gray beard, and I guessed he was the butler from his fussy air of authority. 
 
    “You’re the Vampire,” the old man gasped. 
 
    “Oh, gods!” one of the kitchen women whimpered as another just fainted. 
 
    “I’m not a vampire.” I rolled my eyes. “And this will be over soon. Is there anyone else in the house? I don’t have any interest in killing anyone but soldiers. Once I have what I want, I’m gone.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for valuables,” the old man said as he scowled at me, “they’ll all be in the master’s private room upstairs. But there isn’t a treasure hoard here. I can tell you that.”  
 
    “What about a secret room?” Bhakoth asked as he finished tying up the older man. “You seem important, in the way that a man with limited power might. I’m sure you know all sorts of interesting things about ‘the master.’” 
 
    “Why don’t you just wait and ask the master yourself?” the old Elf retorted. 
 
    Bhakoth shot me a look from over the head of the tied-up servant, and everything clicked in place at that moment. 
 
    “He’s here,” I said in a quiet voice. 
 
    I stood, went over to the door that led into the dining room, and cracked it open.  
 
    There wasn’t anyone in there, just several large tables that were set with plates and drinking goblets, but there were already trays of fruit and flagons on the head table. 
 
    “Where is he?” I demanded of the old serving man as I turned back to the kitchen. 
 
    “He and his generals are out on a hunt,” the gray-haired man said as he glared defiantly up at me. “They should be back before the mist dissipates.”  
 
    My mind roiled with all the different possible outcomes. I could end this all now. Just wait in the meeting hall and shoot him as soon as he stepped through the door.  
 
    But if Ursenger had all his generals here, that probably meant even more soldiers were with them than the ones we saw here at the retreat. Even if I was able to get within range of the Mad Chief, he could have enough men with him to overwhelm us before we could put up a fight. 
 
    “We’ll continue with the plan,” I said to the others. “Just like we discussed, and try to be gone before Ursenger comes back. But we have to be fast about it.” 
 
    “But we could end it now, partner,” the horned woman protested. 
 
    “I know.” I nodded as I looked at my wife. “But it wouldn’t mean much if we all die. We could be in the middle of an army right now for all we know. It’s better to just get what we came for and get out of here.” 
 
    I watched the wheels turn in my wife’s dark eyes. She was a fiery woman and didn’t really care for the concept of delayed gratification. If she saw an opportunity, Amrila took it. But we had to think about the big picture, and if she and I died in The Gloom, Ibseth would be all alone on the surface with no idea what happened to us. 
 
    “Alright,” the Zencarri woman finally relented. “Let’s get this over with and go home.” 
 
    I looked over at Bhakoth and Scourge, and the two men nodded and came to stand next to the door. Amrila and Nileme came over, too, and I was the first through the dining room door. We silently swept between the tables and headed to the other side of the room, and I knew from the map that the next door should lead to the meeting hall. 
 
    As a group, we combed the first floor and looked for any servants or guards. The long meeting hall had a lush, purple carpet that ran down the center of the room and stopped before the raised dais, but the space appeared empty. 
 
    “Should we search this room?” Bhakoth asked as he looked around the hall. 
 
    “I think we should focus on the upstairs and the basement,” I said as I looked at the garish throne on the dais. “I don’t think he’d keep a contract with a Demon Lord framed on the wall.”  
 
    The next room was the armory. There were rows of animal heads stuffed and mounted on the wall, and under the creepy heads were heavy wooden racks with swords, flails, and other various weapons lined up along the shelves. We passed by without much interest in the room, because the next door led to the stairs.  
 
    As the four of us stood in the stairwell, Bhakoth and Scourge made their way up to the next floor, while the ladies and I descended to the basement.  
 
    The next floor had a strange smell I couldn’t quite place. There was the usual musty smell of dust and damp, but there was something else just underneath that. Almost like the carnal smell of a butcher shop, and my stomach flip-flopped inside me.  
 
    As we came to the bottom of the stairs, there was a short hallway that seemed to L to the right, and the wall at the end facing us had a doorway. 
 
    I pulled out the map from my backpack and looked down at it for a moment. 
 
    “I think that’s the servants’ quarters.” I pointed to the door. “Next to us are some holding cells. Let’s look in there first.” 
 
    “If we’re assuming the evidence we need is in the hidden room,” Nileme commented in her quiet voice, “I don’t think the entrance would be in the jail. Wouldn’t he want it in a place where he could access it without being seen?” 
 
    “That’s a really good point.” I nodded. “But if there’s anyone locked up down here, I want to talk to them. Maybe help them out.” 
 
    The cellar was completely quiet except for us, but when we entered the jail, I almost gagged. The scent I had noticed on the stairs was much stronger down here, and I immediately saw why. Every one of the shitty, straw-stuffed beds were stained with blood and human waste. But there wasn’t anyone there. 
 
    “Ugh,” Amrila retched. “Gods. Why wouldn’t the guards clean this up for their sakes if not for the prisoners?” 
 
    “It might be part of the torture,” the dark-haired woman replied with her hand over her nose. “This is disgusting.” 
 
    After a cursory look around the room, the only thing of note were two chests in the corner, but all that was in there were some clothes and shoes. I assumed they’d been taken off the last prisoners who had been held here. Some of the bloodstains were still bright red, so there must have been people held here recently. 
 
    We left the jail and continued into the rest of the basement. The chambers on the far west of the cellar were set aside for storage. Crates and boxes were piled on top of each other, and I wasn’t quite sure where to start. The three of us started to poke around looking through crates kind of at random, but I felt like it was about time to give up and see what Scourge and Bhakoth had turned up when something caught my eyes. 
 
    Maybe it was the hypervigilance and the remaining adrenaline from when I’d fought the guards earlier, or maybe it was years of playing video games that made me notice some of the bricks on the back, northern wall were a slightly different color. 
 
    “What’s that?” I pointed to the discolored bricks that were just visible behind a stack of crates. 
 
    I moved toward them, and Amrila was just behind me as she came over to take a look for herself. 
 
    I started to move some of the crates by handing them off to the Zencarri woman, and she stacked them off to the side. Eventually, a six-by-three-foot section of wall was exposed where the bricks were slightly lighter than the other aged bricks around them. 
 
    “That looks like a door to me,” I said as I felt along the edges. “But how does it open?’ 
 
    I couldn’t see any mortar between the lighter and darker bricks, but then there was a sudden grinding sound, and I just about jumped out of my skin as the newer bricks of the door began to move back.  
 
    I looked around and saw my black-eyed wife as she smiled mischievously with her hand on a lever that had been hidden behind some boxes. 
 
    “You’re very funny,” I said in a sarcastic tone before I looked into the dark opening. Then I pulled the Galil out from under my cloak and clicked on the newly-mounted flashlight.  
 
    I instantly regretted it.  
 
    The room beyond the opening was filled with torture devices. There was a rack with a dead Night Elf still hanging from it and long tables with eviscerated bodies strapped to them. 
 
    “What the fuck!” I nearly shouted as the horrors of the room were revealed. 
 
    I could see there was a passageway in the back of the room, so I braced myself as I started my way through the grisly chamber. 
 
    “The monster,” I heard the red-skinned woman growl just behind me as she followed. 
 
    As I turned to say something, I saw my wife slip a large ring off the finger of one of the corpses. 
 
    “I love you, baby.” I shook my head. “But you’ve gotta stop looting dead bodies.” 
 
    “Ugh! I know. We’re the good guys now,” the Zencarri woman said in a way that made it sound disappointing. “But I’m not looting. This is the signet ring of a nobleman who went missing. He helped to fund the resistance. It’s proof that Ursenger is killing off his political rivals.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, and I tried not to breathe in the smell of rotting flesh and blood. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Further down the corridor, we found a large, round chamber that was filled with colorful, silk pillows, a golden vanity table, and lush drapes on the stone walls. There were also golden chains hanging from the wall, right next to a bed made of large pillows.  
 
    The sight was almost worse than the torture tables.  
 
    “That sick fuck,” Nileme said under her breath. “I had heard the rumors that he wanted to fuck his sister, but I didn’t know whether or not to believe them until now.” 
 
    “Let’s get a good look through here,” I said as I handed my headlamp to the tall Dolrath woman. “If there’s evidence anywhere, it would be here.” 
 
    We searched the round chamber from top to bottom. One chest turned out to just have silk dresses in it, but there was nothing in the drawers of the vanity besides perfume and scented oils. As the ladies started to dismantle the bed and look through the cushions, I began to look around the walls and around the tapestries.  
 
    Behind one there was a hole that led into another room, and I shone the light into it. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said aloud as I stared at a low table that looked as if it had been made into an altar of some kind. 
 
    There was a large, red cushion on the floor in front of the table, as if someone spent a lot of time kneeling there, and the table itself was a mess of melted wax, the bones of small animals, and several knives and elaborate daggers that were scattered across the filthy surface in a haphazard way. 
 
    “What did you find, Eddie?” Nileme asked as she shook the feathers out of a purple pillow she had slashed open. 
 
    “I think this is what we’ve been looking for,” I said as I stepped into the room and picked up a yellowed piece of paper that was laid in the center of the altar. 
 
    I couldn’t read the writing on it, but I sure as shit recognized the mark at the bottom. The mark on the bottom of the page was Ursenger’s signature.  
 
    And just under Ursenger’s mark was the symbol of a pyramid with circles drawn at the end of all three points. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Is this the contract?” Nileme asked in her calm voice.  
 
    “I can’t read it,” I replied as I looked at the strange, spidery script. “But it sure as fuck looks like it. Ursenger has signed it, and it has that weird symbol on it. Can either of you read what it says?” 
 
    The dark-haired woman shook her head, but Amrila leaned in closely to look at the parchment. 
 
    We were standing in the pillow-strewn chamber the Mad Chief had built to imprison my wife in, if he ever found her. I knew we had to hurry and get out of there soon, too, because the Yennih leader and his men could come back to the manor house at any moment. 
 
    “I think it might be written in Enochian,” the horned woman said as she squinted at the crinkling paper. 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I remembered that was the language spoken by the Demons in the Deeper Dark. “What does it say?” 
 
    “I can speak Enochian,” Amrila sighed and shook her head. “But my mother never taught me how to read it. I grew up in The Gloom, and writing in the demon language was forbidden. She already took a great risk to teach me how to speak it.” 
 
    “We’ll take it and see if Scrello can read it,” I said as I rolled up the parchment and put it into my backpack. “We should get out of here.” 
 
    The ladies and I went back through the passageway and then the torture chamber, and I tried to hold my breath as we went through the gore-filled room and out into the rest of the cellar. There were still no signs of any other servants or guards, but if most of the household had gone with the Chief on his hunt, that would explain the eerie silence in the manor house.  
 
    But when we came up the steps to the first floor, the sound of feet above us made the three of us stop until we saw it was Bhakoth and Scourge coming down the stairs.  
 
    “We need to leave,” the half-demon man puffed breathlessly. “The Mad Chief is on his way back!” 
 
    “What?” I gasped as I reached the top of the lower staircase. “Did you see him?” 
 
    “From the balcony in Ursenger’s chambers.” The red-haired Elf nodded as he stopped on the first-floor landing. “I could see movement in the forest that looked like a legion coming this way.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I started to run through possibilities for escape in my head. “I think we found what we wanted anyway. Which way were they coming from?” 
 
    “The west and southwest,” the mohawked warrior replied. “They’re coming down along the west bank of the lake. I couldn’t see much through the trees, but I would guess there are at least sixty men altogether.” 
 
    “So we can’t escape the way we came from,” I said as I thought out loud. 
 
     “The mist has started to recede.” The Zencarri man looked out of the slit of a window there in the stairwell. “They would certainly see us and try to pick us off with arrows.” 
 
    “Then that just leaves the front gate.” I rubbed my chin as I worked through the problem. “There will be two guards just outside of the front door. We’ll blitz attack them. Deal with any guards out in the front yard and near the gate, and try to slip into the woods.” 
 
    “Ursenger and his men will have almost reached the gate by the time we could do that.” Bhakoth shook his head. “The hunting party would see us.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied as I started to take off the cloak, rolled it up, and stuffed it into my backpack so it wouldn’t get in the way. “Our goal is to be seen, run off into the woods in different directions, and circle round to the west where we can assume Ursenger will be surrounded by an honor guard in the middle of his forced. Once we get eyes on him, Nileme and I will open fire and take him and anyone else we can out. We just have to focus on not letting ourselves get surrounded. Their advantage is numbers. Ours is our mobility and the element of surprise. If we get separated, we’ll all head back to the Eastern Lake in the Dolrath territory and meet back up there. Sound good?” 
 
    “Ohhh,” Bhakoth sighed. “That’s good. Yes. Let’s do that. We can use the trees to our advantage. And the racket of your rife-ells will add another layer to their confusion.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded as I took hold of my Galil by its shoulder strap. “Everyone, put on your ear protection. Bhakoth and Scrello, try to keep an eye on me for hand signals, since you won’t be able to hear much with your earplugs in.” 
 
    Once everyone had their ear protection on or in, we made our way into the armory and then through the meeting hall into the entryway.  
 
    Nileme and I stood in front of the huge double doors that led outside into the front courtyard, while Amrila and Scourge took hold of the door handles and waited for my signal. Bhakoth was just behind me as I took a deep breath to steady myself, but then I nodded, and the doors were flung open.  
 
    Nileme and I didn’t waste any time. The two of us marched through the arched doorway and found two surprised guards on the other side, so I raised the butt of my rifle and smashed it into the face of the Night Elf on the right while the Dolrath princess did the same on the other side. Both of the men crumpled to the ground as the sounds of shouts started to fill the courtyard.  
 
    Other soldiers had seen us and sounded the alarm.  
 
    “Wait to fire until we’re outside the wall, if you can help it,” I said to the warrior woman next to me. “I don’t want Ursenger to know we’re here too early on.”  
 
    “As you command, Your Highness,” Nileme replied with a wide grin on her beautiful face.  
 
    I started down the steps of the manor and looked across the yard to see where the other guards might be. I could see two running up a paved center path from the gate about a hundred yards away, and I could see another two guards armed with bows up on the wall. 
 
    “Scrello, Bhakoth, deal with the ones on the wall!” I shouted as I started to run forward in a zigzag pattern. 
 
    I saw a dark streak rush past me and knew it was the Zencarri man as he went to take care of the problem.  
 
    Within moments, Nileme and I met the gate guards in the center of the path, and I ducked a wild swing from one of the guards’ longswords. As I popped back up, I slammed the butt of my gun into the Yennih soldier’s stomach and caused him to double over. If the guard hadn’t been wearing leather armor, I would have probably knocked the wind out of him, but he was able to recover quickly and brought his sword back around for another swing. 
 
    I was in the sweet spot, though, and much too close for him to use his long sword effectively. As the soldier tried to bring up an arm and push me back, I jerked forward and headbutted the warrior, and there was a crunch as my skull crashed into the man’s nose. 
 
    I wasn’t really super skilled in fighting, but I outweighed these guys by at least sixty pounds and was at least half a foot taller than most of them, and I’d been training with my half-demon wife long enough to feel more confident going old-school on these bitches.  
 
    “Aww, fuck!” the Yennih gurgled as blood poured from his flatted nostrils. 
 
     Next to me, Nileme kicked a powerful leg out at the other soldier and caught him in the chest, so the second guard was forced to throw out a leg behind him to steady himself. The dark-haired warrior pressed her advantage and used the butt of her rifle to strike the knee of his other leg. The man’s knee bent suddenly in the wrong direction, and he fell onto the paving stones.  
 
    The Dolrath woman smoothly stepped behind the man, put one hand under his chin and the other on the side of his head, and twisted with a decisive motion. The other soldier’s neck snapped, and then he fell forward with a blank expression on his face. 
 
    As the other soldier fell dead, I brought up my Galil and clicked on the flashlight right into the eyes of the guard with the bloodied nose. The man screamed, dropped his sword, and covered his eyes as he was blinded for a moment by a light that was a thousand times brighter than anything he’d ever seen before. I moved around him in a blur and snatched up the longsword, and then I turned and plunged it into his side to end it all quickly. 
 
    When I looked around, I saw one guard lying dead at the foot of the wall, and the dark-skinned Zencarri man was going through his pockets. On the other side of the courtyard, Amrila neatly ran a Yennih soldier she had been toying with through, and Bhakoth wiped his sword on the corpse of a fallen enemy.  
 
    As my wife looked around for anyone else to kill, she caught sight of the dark-skinned man. 
 
    “No fair!” Amrila shouted as she pointed at the other thief. “Why does Scrello get to loot bodies?” 
 
    “Because I’m not married to him,” I snorted as the five of us converged on the front gate. 
 
    “I adore Eddie, but I’m saving myself.” The demonic man smirked as he came up to the gate. 
 
    “For whom?” Bhakoth asked with a raised eyebrow as he sheathed his sword. 
 
    “Someone as magnificent as I am, I suppose,” the Zencarri man said with a straight face. 
 
    “The virgins of The Gloom weep for their loss,” Nileme replied in a bantering tone. 
 
    “This is where things get serious,” I said as I peeked around the half-open gate. “Whatever any of you do, don’t let yourselves get surrounded. They may have heard that one guard scream, and they are going to be cautious. If any of you get separated from the group, try to find your way back to the meeting place.”  
 
    As the group slipped through the gate, the sound of hooves could be heard on the road, and I could see the first of the soldiers and servants as they came out of the tree line that surrounded the retreat along the road to the north.  
 
    I hugged the wall of the manor house, kept low, and glanced back behind me to see that the others followed my lead. I didn’t want to let Ursenger’s forces get too close to the manor house, otherwise he would close himself up inside and throw men at us until we were dead or we fled. And while the idea of trying to use the Yennih chief’s own house as a fortification against him was appealing, we didn’t have enough people to hold it. 
 
    If we closed up the gate and tried to fight Ursenger from the walls, it could easily turn into us being trapped in a meat grinder where the enemy had the home-court advantage. We needed to push them back into the woods. They’d still have the advantage of being more familiar with the territory, but out in the woods, we had a better chance of getting away if things went south for us. 
 
    I held up my hand, stopped, and watched the column of Yennih on horseback as they rode out of the woods. These steeds seemed small, like everything else in the closed, underground world, and they were much shaggier than any horses I’d ever seen before. 
 
    I could feel my adrenaline start to pump again as I watched the closest soldier near the three-hundred-yard mark come within range of my rifle. The force was easily sixty or more strong, and there were some warriors in varying shades of purple armor that marked their higher ranking, too. I’d faced thirty or so Yennih guards in the closed quarters of Bermshire before, but they had all been peons.  
 
    This was a real fighting force. A small army rode toward me, and it was a bone-chilling sight. 
 
    I knew it would also be naive of me to think Ursenger and his generals hadn’t been thinking up strategies to deal with me and my rifle. They’d had weeks to try to come up with solutions since the first reports of what I could do had started to filter back to them, so I needed to get the drop on them with a little shock and awe and try to keep them off-balance. 
 
    “Nileme, on my signal, we’re going to run onto the road and start shooting.” I turned to the dark-haired warrior woman. “Our goal is to push them back into the woods and away from the manor. Make sure to aim a bit higher than you think you should until we get within a hundred yards. If they haven’t started shooting arrows, or their horses haven’t gotten spooked and bolted, we’ll be able to fire with better accuracy once we’re closer. But when they start shooting arrows, that’s when all of us run into the woods. We want to stay just far enough ahead to keep them interested, but not give them a chance to flank us.” 
 
    “Smart.” Bhakoth nodded as he leaned in to hear me better while wearing the earplugs. “If we get surrounded, we’re as good as dead.” 
 
    “Ready,” I said quietly with my hand raised again, and then I dropped it suddenly and shouted, “go!” 
 
    Nileme and I dashed into the center of the road, lifted our rifles to our shoulders, and began to fire into the front line of the Yennih soldiers. 
 
    The chaos that followed was instantaneous.  
 
    Men fell from their horses as bullets hit them, or their mounts reared and tried to bolt from the deafening sound of our gunfire. With each round of bullets, the Dolrath woman and I moved closer to the line of Yennih soldiers, who were starting to shout and panic as they tried to either control their horses or get the fuck out of the way of the terrified animals.  
 
    The sounds of rifle fire, screaming horses, and the confused shouts of the Night Elves came in and out as my Pro Xs blocked the higher decibels.  
 
    The scared horses started to bolt into the woods, with or without their riders, and Ursenger’s army desperately tried to rally and mount a defense. There were even a handful of low-ranking soldiers on foot who broke and ran into the woods as the Yennih were forced to give ground in their desperation. Nileme and I managed to gain almost a hundred yards, and we took out twenty or more men before they got their shit together enough to shoot their first arrow.  
 
    It hit the ground about two feet to my left, and I knew it was time for the second part of our plan. 
 
    “Into the woods!” I shouted, and I waved my hand toward the forest so Scourge and Bhakoth would know which way to go. 
 
    Amrila and the men made a mad dash from the wall of the manor, across the road, and we all ran into the twisted forest together. We were careful to keep several feet between us so we wouldn’t be in a clump and draw the attention of any of the enemy archers. Once we’d fallen back fifty yards into the trees, I held up my hand to stop and hid behind a thick tree with white-and-gray bark.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Ursenger yet. At least, I didn’t think I had. 
 
    He could have been any one of the warriors in the dark purple armor. I wasn’t sure how to tell a Night Elf chief from any other Night Elf because I had only met Ekneme, and she just wore the same armor as her warriors. I was sure that Ursenger would stand out, though. The man had an ego the size of a fucking Pit Wyrm, and he wouldn’t be the kind to blend in with his subordinates.  
 
    I looked around the trunk of the tree to see if we’d been followed yet. I could hear the soldiers shouting back and forth since they were half-deafened by the sounds of the rifles, but I didn’t see any assholes in the forest yet.  
 
    I lifted my hand, looked around for the others who were also hidden behind trees and bushes, and motioned for us to keep moving. 
 
    The five of us swept in an arc back toward where the soldiers had been on the road. We moved through the underbrush and crouched low as we tried to make as little sound as possible, even though I doubted any of the Yennih could hear much right now.  
 
    As we moved up in position, I started to see movement in the woods in front of us. The first turned out to be a terrified, riderless horse who bolted past us, but the next was a clump of six soldiers that moved carefully through the forest as they looked for us. There were five Yennih in light-blue leathers and one in the lavender armor. I guessed the man in purple must have been a lieutenant or a captain from the color of his armor, so I took a knee, lined up my red dot, and aimed at the leader.  
 
    My hands had started to sweat in the heat of battle, but I took a deep breath and steadied myself before I squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit the man in lavender in the chest with a bright red spray, and he fell into the undergrowth as the five soldiers started and looked around them. To my left, I saw Nileme pop up with her rifle shouldered, and she fired at one of the other soldiers. The Yennih’s head snapped back as he fell backwards, and the others started to shout and rush forward.  
 
    “Wait!” I groaned. “Just let us shoot—” 
 
    “Ayyyyeeeee!” Amrila screamed as she led the charge toward the remaining soldiers, and Scourge and Bhakoth ran a step behind her. There was an ugly little fight as the three fell upon the confused soldiers. While Amrila and the red-haired Dolrath engaged the four Yennih, Scourge darted in and out of the fight with a lithe precision, and his daggers flashed as he cut away chunks of armor and flesh. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled to Nileme, “we can let them have their fun.” 
 
    “That is fair.” The beautiful Night Elf warrior nodded to me as she flipped the safety on her AK down with her right pointer finger. “We have had our own fun.” 
 
    Once our friends had taken care of the foot soldiers, the group pushed forward again, but the woods were suddenly alive with Yennih warriors. Most of them had abandoned their horses as they waded through the thick undergrowth on foot, and I switched on my laser so I wouldn’t have to waste time sighting the enemy as I continued to move toward Ursenger’s main force. 
 
    One soldier came out from behind a tree just three feet in front of me, and I shot him right in the face before he could bring his curved sword around. Then our progress slowed to a crawl, and I lost track of Scourge. But the man was a thief, and I knew he would rely on his stealth in a fight like this, so I had to assume he could take care of himself.  
 
    The mohawked Dolrath was behind me and to my left as he slashed his way through the enemies, but Nileme and Amrila were much closer, and I made sure to keep them in my peripheral vision.  
 
    The fierce smile on my Zencarri wife’s face made it clear that she wasn’t concerned.  
 
    I found the closest Yennih and put the bead of my laser right on his chest as he ran screaming toward me, and with a squeeze of my trigger, the soldier went reeling back as my bullet tore a hole in his chest.  
 
    Before long, I had to pause and quickly change out my mag, and a broad-shouldered Yennih with flowing black hair and violet armor rushed toward me, but Amrila came out of nowhere and was screaming like a banshee with her swords held high. The horned woman ran him through before he realized what was about to happen, and the soldier crumpled to the ground with a dumb, surprised look on his face as she severed his head from his shoulders with a decisive swing. 
 
    I pushed the fresh mag in place and felt the satisfying click as it locked in place. Then I charged the Galil and moved forward, with my warrior women at my back. 
 
    Finally, we broke through the line of soldiers, and the woods seemed suddenly still. I started to move back toward the road, but then I heard a strange sound that made my head snap to the side as I listened closely. There was an unnaturally loud voice in the woods to my right, and it sounded like someone chanting in another language. 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Amrila said from just behind me. 
 
    I turned to look at her and was surprised to see the Zencarri woman had gone pale. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked my wife. 
 
    “It’s Enochian,” Amrila breathed. “But an old form of Enochian. Ursenger is calling on Belzat. I think it’s a transfiguration evocation.” 
 
    There was not enough time to unpack what any of that meant, but I got the gist. 
 
    Ursenger was calling on his Demon Lord buddy to help him, rather than fighting me himself. 
 
    What a little bitch. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to the women as I walked toward the chanting with determination. 
 
    As we moved, I listened to the sound of Ursenger’s voice. There was something horribly wrong about it. It almost sounded like more than one voice, merged into a single, warbling sound. Next to me, Nileme’s face was set in an emotionless mask, like she was ready for whatever would happen next. I popped out the mag I’d just put in and switched it to the special rounds the Lost Dwarves had given me, and then I handed the other mag of the magical bullets to Nileme.  
 
    The Dolrath woman quickly switched out mags as we walked and then charged her AK with a practiced ease. It was almost as if the beautiful warrior had been born with a rifle in her hands, since she handled her weapon just as well as I did with only a fraction of time spent actually shooting. 
 
    There was a small clearing ahead, and I could see there were people in it, but the trees made it hard to see how many until we were right on it. But nothing above or below the earth could have prepared me for what I saw as we snuck up to the edge of that small clearing. 
 
    The Mad Chief stood in the center of the small, beautiful clearing, and he was stripped to the waist with his hands raised to the cavern ceiling. Ursenger was big for a Night Elf and covered in the sinewy muscles of a warrior. His closely cropped white hair was matted with sweat, and his blue skin was so pale that he looked almost like a decaying corpse to me. The man might have been decent looking if it weren’t for his nasty skin, petulant sneer, and grossly fat lips. 
 
    As the Yennih chief chanted, his blood-red eyes bulged in a grotesque display, and veins stood out on his neck and naked torso as if he was trying to shit a turd the size of his skull.  
 
    But the worst thing was his bloated-looking chest. 
 
    Ursenger looked like one of those dudes who had taken way too much steroids. He wore a large silver pendant around his puffy neck that looked as if it had started to fuse with his skin. Tattered bits of flesh had started to grow over parts of the red jewel of the pendant where it hung over his heart, and the entire area looked red and swollen, as if it were horribly infected. 
 
    At the madman’s feet there were two generals in dark purple armor. The Night Elf men kneeled and genuflected before their chief, but they weren’t really Night Elves anymore. The generals’ armor had torn in places as their backs and limbs bulged and grew at an alarming rate. Their skin was no longer the grayish-blue of their race, because it started to turn raw shades of red and the angry purple of a fresh bruise. The elves looked as twisted and as malformed as the trees around them, and I watched in horror as one of the generals reeled back and screamed.  
 
    The man’s face had elongated into a wet, hairless snout, and his mouth was filled with rows of crooked, razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    I put the red dot of my Galil on the center mass of the Mad Chief and fired three rounds in rapid succession. 
 
    Ursenger was forced back several steps and stopped chanting, but when he righted himself, I saw that there were only three welts on his chest where the bullets had hit him. 
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    “Kill the vampire, my pets,” the Mad Chief sneered as he looked at me. 
 
    The kneeling abominations sprang to their feet and ran full-tilt at me, and the cold fear I felt made my ears start to ring. 
 
    Fuck this.  
 
    I shouldered the Galil and started to fire. 
 
    Ursenger fled the clearing, and his gloating laughter lingered behind him. 
 
    The transformed generals bared down on me, and I opened fire. As my bullets rained down on the deformed monsters, they slowed, and chunks of flesh were blown off in a bloody spray. 
 
    Then Nileme stepped into the clearing and started to fire on the generals as well, and as the beasts held up their arms to protect their faces, bits of gleaming skin and muscle were shot away in meaty tatters. 
 
    “We need to fall back!” the dark-haired woman shouted as the monsters staggered toward us. 
 
    I nodded and took several steps back as I continued to fire, and then I turned and ran with the women in tow to a better defensive position.  
 
    As I ran, I could hear the generals crashing through the woods behind us. My heart hammered against my ribs, and I started to worry about whether or not we were going to get out of this one. The transformed generals weren’t immune to the Dwarves’ new bullets, but the ammo wasn’t as effective as I would have liked, either.  
 
    I wondered where Bhakoth and Scourge were now as I tried to push myself to run faster than I ever had before through the woods. 
 
    Once I found a place where the trees thinned out a little, I stopped and turned with my Galil racked and ready. Nileme took up a position to my right, and Amrila was on my left with both of her swords drawn. Then the two deformed generals crashed through the woods. They were only fifty yards behind us, and they pulled bushes up by their roots and threw them to the side to clear their way. 
 
    “Fire!” I shouted, and the Dolrath princess and I fired several more rounds at the raging abominations.  
 
    Once again, the beasts were slowed and wounded as more bloody red holes were torn into their bodies, but they didn’t stop. Then the beast with the snout roared, put both hands on a tree trunk, and pushed the whole thing over in its rage. 
 
    Oh, fuck.  
 
    And I knew our magic bullets were going to run out soon. 
 
    Double-fuck.  
 
    “It’s just like the jewel-skinned Troll!” Amrila suddenly yelled and turned to me. “Remember? From the day we met.” 
 
    The Zencarri woman was on to something. It was risky, but it could work. 
 
    “Okay, partner,” I said as I grimaced. “But don’t let those things anywhere near you.” 
 
    The red-skinned woman winked at me and then ran to the side as she screamed her battle cry.  
 
    Amrila was careful to stay out of the line of my shot. She had learned a lot since that first day, and we’d really become an awesome team. 
 
    “She’s distracting them,” I said to Nileme as I started forward. “Aim for the monsters’ eyes and be careful not to shoot at Amrila.” 
 
    “As you say,” the warrior woman replied as she followed me with her AK at her shoulder. 
 
    The Zencarri woman made a huge racket, and I hoped the transformed generals were half as dumb as that Troll had been. 
 
    The bastard with the snout set eyes on my wife as she got closer while waving her swords and shouting insults, so I ran up for a good angle and kneeled to steady my shot, and as the ugly fuck lumbered toward Amrila, I tracked his movements and breathed in. Then, as the laser lined up with his pus-filled eye, I exhaled and squeezed the trigger. My heart stopped for the millisecond it took the Dwarves’ magical bullet to explode the general’s ruined eye, and then the fugly beast crashed backwards into the undergrowth. 
 
    Amrila didn’t even pause to celebrate. The red-skinned woman leaped and did two somersaults, and then a backflip to distract the other abomination. My wife was smart, too, because her acrobatic display had carried her well out of the way of our line of fire. 
 
    The deformed Night Elf stopped and stared at the Zencarri woman in confusion, and I took aim with my red dot again. This time, I watched through the sight as not just one but both of the bastard’s eyes exploded in a hail of gore. 
 
    Then I lowered the Galil and looked over at Nileme, who wore a self-satisfied smile on her face. 
 
    We had just killed the last of Ursenger’s transfigured generals together. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “We can still catch him!” Amrila shouted with the light of battle still in her dark eyes. 
 
    “Wait up, partner.” I shook my head and held up my hands. “I’m not so sure about that idea. I mean, did you see how my bullets just bounced off Ursenger? There’s something weird going on there.” 
 
    “But we can’t let the bastard get away,” the Zencarri woman argued as she furrowed her brow. “He’s stronger than ever.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I agreed. “But this isn’t a loss. We learned a lot here today. Information we can use to take him down for good. If we go chasing after him now, we could end up dead. I don’t know what that sword of yours might do against him, but my bullets were pretty much useless.” 
 
    “It’s better to regroup and come prepared for the next fight,” Nileme said in her quiet voice.  
 
    “She’s right,” I said as I walked up to my fiery wife. “I love how you’re not afraid of anything, but we have to do this right. Otherwise we’ve lost before we even got started. But I promise you, we’ll kill him together when the time comes.” 
 
    “I will not let him hurt our Ibseth,” the red-skinned woman declared as she looked deep into my eyes. 
 
    “Me, neither,” I assured her in a quiet voice. “We’ll go see the Dwarves and tell them what we know. I’m sure they’ll be able to come up with something that will do the trick. 
 
    “Let’s not forget we’ve killed at least half of the Mad Chief’s top generals, too,” Nileme added. “That’s a victory in my book.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked around the woods to keep an eye out for any stray soldiers. “He’s not just going to bounce back quickly from that one. Let’s try to get out of this fucking forest and get to the meeting place. We’ve got a long walk ahead of us.” 
 
    And with that, the three of us turned to the southwest and started the long journey back to the lands of the Dolrath.  
 
    There was no question about using the road to find our way back. That wasn’t an option. I was sure Ursenger had gotten back to his gaudy manor house by now. He would see all his dead guards and the ransacked rooms, and he would soon realize I knew his dirty little secret, if he didn’t already. 
 
    The Mad Chief would want revenge, but his forces were in ruins or scattered to the wind, and that was what would give us enough time to get away. 
 
    We carefully picked our way through the forest, but we stayed on our guards for stray Yennih soldiers who’d survived the standoff, or had run away under our hail of bullets in front of the retreat. I also kept my eyes peeled for any signs of Bhakoth or Scourge. We’d lost them in the tumult before we found Ursenger, and I just hoped they were alright. I had come to think of them both as my friends. They were both capable men in their own ways, and I was sure they’d have gotten out of the forest just fine, but I would feel better when I laid eyes on them again. 
 
    As the women and I worked our way through the underbrush, I didn’t see any signs of the other men, but there was mute evidence that they’d been here. Dead Yennih soldiers dotted the forest floor, even as we moved away from where the bulk of the fighting had taken place.  
 
    “It looks like they were followed for quite a ways,” Nileme commented as we came across another body dressed in light-blue leathers. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded as I bent to examine the long, red wound across the dead Elf’s throat. “But they fought every step of the way. My guess is they’re still together.” 
 
    “Scrello has a very strange and specific moral code,” Amrila said as she leaned restlessly against a tree like she was already bored after all the fighting. “If he fights, eats, or drinks tea with someone, they’re as good as family to him. That’s why he almost never eats in public.” 
 
    “That’s an odd practice,” Nileme replied. 
 
    “Scrello is an odd man,” the horned woman lightly laughed. “He says it saves him from eating dinners with tiresome people.” 
 
    “We should keep going,” I said, and I brushed off my hands and stood. “We can rest once we get to the Thieves’ tunnels. Maybe we’ll find our boys there. 
 
    We continued on, but it took a few hours to find our way to the entrance of the Thieves’ tunnels in the south. 
 
     None of us were very familiar with these woods, and we needed to make sure to give the Yennih city a wide berth, since there was no way of knowing how long it would take Ursenger to get back to the capital and raise the alarm. Navigating was difficult, but between my half-remembered skills from Boy Scouts as a kid, Nileme’s survival tactics, and Amrila’s keen instincts, we finally found the tunnels, and I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    There had never been an indication that any of Ursenger’s men knew where the Thieves’ tunnels were, or how to navigate them, so there was a relative safety to the closed corridors and side passages. The three of us walked for as long as we could, but it had been a hard day, and we eventually needed to find an out-of-the-way cave within the tunnels to catch a few hours of sleep.  
 
    The stone floor wasn’t very comfortable, but exhaustion can help someone sleep almost anywhere. We chose to sleep in shifts, since these were still tunnels populated by thieves, and during my watch, I sat and sketched a little by the light of my headlamp. I had time to do one of Scourge and Gex the ox outside of the gates of the capital, one of Bhakoth brooding by the fire in the Silken Shawl, and then one of Amrila and Nileme sleeping there in the cave as I watched over them.  
 
    As I looked over my friends, I idly wondered what had become of the ox. I supposed we’d left him in the city. It made sense, since taking him into the woods on the raid wouldn’t have been practical, but in all the excitement, I hadn’t thought to ask what Scourge had done with him. At least I had this sketch to remember Gex by. He’d really stunk, but he’d seemed like a good ox. 
 
    Once we’d all gotten some rest, the three of us continued on. It took ages, and travel through the tunnels was safer, but it became claustrophobic after a while. Thankfully, Amrila was able to take us most of the way to Bermshire through the Thieves’ tunnels, and we finally came out into the larger cavern, just outside of the Gloom Growth.  
 
    As we snuck out into the open, I looked around for any signs of Yennih patrols.  
 
    “We might still be ahead of them,” Nileme said as we skirted the edge of the mushroom forest. “We only rested a few hours in the tunnels. And it takes time to organize an army.” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” I sighed. “I’m still good on bullets, but I’d rather not have to spend days dodging patrols to get back home.” 
 
    “Where is home for the two of you?” the Dolrath woman asked in a tone that brimmed with curiosity, but when I hesitated, her expression softened. “I understand you have your reasons for keeping it a secret.” 
 
    Amrila and I slowed our pace and looked at each other for a moment.  
 
    I liked Nileme, and I was pretty sure I could trust her. God knows I was attracted to her. But this was like a superhero taking off his mask and revealing his secret identity to a woman he’s involved with. It didn’t just put him in potential danger. It could put her in danger, too, if the supervillain thought they could use her against him. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to know just yet,” I said with an apologetic wince. “But one day, maybe you’d like to come and see it for yourself?” 
 
    The warrior woman gave me a mysterious look I couldn’t quite place, and then she smiled. 
 
    “I would like that,” the dark-haired Elf said in her quiet voice with a shy smile on her face. “Yes. I would indeed.” 
 
    The women and I continued on to the entrance tunnel of the Dolrath territory. I had hoped we would have caught up to the Zencarri thief and the Dolrath warrior by now, but I had to trust that they would make it to the meeting point by the eastern lake.  
 
    The three of us descended into the connecting tunnel just outside of the Bermshire cavern, and as we came out into the lands of the Dolrath tribe, I felt a profound sense of relief. For the first time since we’d entered the forest near the Yennih city, we were safe. Ursenger wouldn’t bring his soldiers down this far into The Gloom unless he was ready to declare all-out war with Ekneme.  
 
    Finally, we came to the edge of the clear lake, and I saw Scourge lounging against a boulder with a supremely bored expression. Meanwhile, Bhakoth had a wicked twinkle in his eyes as he annoyed the Zencarri man with a small pocket flute. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” the dark-skinned man said with clear relief as he saw the women and I walk toward the lakeshore. “I was prepared to ram that infernal thing down that man’s throat if you didn’t show up soon.” 
 
    “Glad to see you boys are getting along,” I chuckled as the mohawked warrior put his tiny flute away. “Are you both okay?” 
 
    “We got caught up with a particularly tenacious captain and his unit,” the horned man said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Shame we had to kill him,” Bhakoth sighed. “He was an excellent tactician.” 
 
    “Yes.” Scourge nodded as he maintained a serious expression. “Was. How did all of you fare?” 
 
     “We found Ursenger,” I said, and then I explained our encounter in the forest with the partially-transformed generals and the pendant that seemed to have embedded itself in the Mad Chief’s skin. “Do either of you know what any of that means? Or how he was able to do those things?” 
 
    “Magic requires an exchange,” the Zencarri man mused as he ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. “If you want to make something, something else has to be destroyed. But for something like that, I don’t even know what the cost would be. Unless Ursenger is sacrificing his body.” 
 
    “He didn’t look well.” Amrila shuddered at the memory. 
 
    “That reminds me,” I said as I took off my backpack and looked through it. “Can you read this, Scrello?” 
 
    I handed the parchment we had found in Ursenger’s dungeon to the dark-skinned man. 
 
    “Gods have mercy on me,” the Zencarri man breathed, and his eyes widened. “I would guess this is the contract you were looking for. It’s in Enochian and everything.” 
 
    “You guess?” I repeated. “You can’t read Enochian, either?” 
 
    “Most Zencarri can’t, unless one of their parents was actually a Demon,” the elegant man explained as he started to gather up his things from where he had been lounging by the lake. “It’s a forbidden language in The Gloom because it has power to it. My father taught me how to speak it in secret, so that I could use its magic to protect myself when I was little. But without proper instruction, that power is very limited. I don’t think he even knew how to read Enochian.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope this is enough to convince Chief Ekneme,” I replied as I rolled up the parchment and put it back in my pack. 
 
    “My mother is a cautious woman.” Nileme shook her head. “She will want definitive proof before she moves against Ursenger.” 
 
    “Really?” I could almost feel my chest deflate. “All of that was for nothing?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the princess said with a mysterious smile. “This is compelling evidence the Mad Chief has some connection with a Demon Lord named Belzat--” 
 
    “Don’t speak the name,” Scourge hissed as he looked at the Dolrath woman with a scandalized expression. “Names also have power. Why do you think I keep mine to myself?” 
 
    “The point is,” the dark-haired woman continued with a sidelong look at the horned man. “That my mother also hates Ursenger, and I think she will scour The Gloom for someone who can read this and tell her what it says. She will just want to know exactly what it says before she decides what action to take.” 
 
    “I can respect that.” I nodded as I started to lead the way southwest along the lake to the Encampment. “Your mother seems like a wise leader.” 
 
    “Or overly cautious,” Amrila muttered. “No offense meant, Nileme. But the longer we wait around to do anything, the more powerful the Mad Chief could become.” 
 
    “None taken,” the Dolrath woman said in a mild tone. “You are entitled to your opinions.” 
 
    “You have a point, partner,” I said to Amrila as we walked along the marshy land that surrounded the crystal-clear lake. “Either way you go, there’s a risk. If we tried to attack Ursenger now, he won’t have time to prepare, but we could also fuck things up. There’s a lot we don’t know, and there’s not many of us. But if we wait and prepare, he has that same amount of time to make plans.” 
 
    “I have been a soldier all my life,” Bhakoth offered as he looked out at the lake with a philosophical air. “And in my experience, the element of surprise will only win a battle, not the entire war. I think His Highness is right. We need to take the time to plan our actions.” 
 
    Our group lapsed into a contemplative silence as we walked, and soon, the edge of the tent city came into view.  
 
    There was something I loved about coming to the Encampment. It was one of the few places in The Gloom where I felt comfortable enough to walk around without my face covered. There was an element of that in Bermshire, but the threat of the Yennih guards showing up at any time made it impossible to relax. Here, I was a known entity. Eddie the Goblin king. 
 
    The five of us walked through the Encampment, and several people stopped to watch us pass as we turned toward the large, wooden meeting house. Soon, there was a stir in the city, and more people came out of the tents and onto the dirt streets as word traveled ahead of us.  
 
    By the time we got to Ekneme’s meeting house, the doors stood open for us, and an honor guard of Dolrath soldiers flanked the street that led up to the only permanent structure in the Encampment. As we entered the meeting house, I saw Nileme roll her eyes while the line of warriors saluted us, so clearly, she wasn’t one for fanfare. 
 
    I stepped into the Dolrath chief’s meeting hall and up to the dais where Ekneme sat and waited for us. The chief didn’t smile, but she didn’t look pissed, either. Ekneme’s expression was unreadable, and that made my stomach knot up as I approached her. 
 
    “Chief Ekneme,” I greeted the tall Night Elf woman as I respectfully bowed my head. 
 
    “So, this is where my daughter went,” the chief said with mild amusement. “I was beginning to wonder if she had been kidnapped by Goblins. It appears I was not far off.” 
 
    “Hello, Mother.” Nileme approached the dais and went down on one knee briefly in a ceremonial gesture. “I think you will want to hear what Eddie has to say.” 
 
    “Eddie?” the older woman repeated with a raised eyebrow. “So informal. Well, Eddie, king of the Tectris Forest Goblins. Tell me, what do you have to say?” 
 
    “I have found the evidence you asked for,” I said as I took off my backpack and set it on the closest table to look through it. “I can’t read it, but I’m certain this is a contract between Chief Ursenger and a Demon Lord named Belzat.” 
 
     As I handed the parchment to the Dolrath chief, I went on to describe my encounter with Ursenger in the forest outside of the retreat, and how he had transformed the two Night Elf generals into hideous, mindless monsters.  
 
    The entire hall went silent as I spoke, and every warrior present hung on my every word. Ekneme unrolled the parchment and examined it while she listened to me without interrupting, and when I was finished, the chief looked to her daughter. 
 
    “And you witnessed all of this, Nileme?” the imposing older woman asked. 
 
    “I helped Eddie fight the abominations.” The Dolrath princess nodded. “Amrila did as well.” 
 
    “I am not familiar with this script,” Ekneme said as she looked back down at the parchment. “But the chief of the Crardu or a member of his court might be. The Crardu Tribe are renowned for their scholarly pursuits. I will take this to them and discuss what the next, appropriate steps should be.” 
 
    “If it’s not presumptuous of me to ask,” I interjected, “I would like to go along with you when you do that. I have to go take care of some personal business at the moment, but I can return soon.” 
 
    “That is a reasonable request,” the Dolrath chief agreed with a nod. “I will need time to make preparations anyway. Thank you for bringing this to me. It is possible you have done the Dolrath and all of The Gloom a great service today.” 
 
    The formality of the chief’s speech kinda threw me off, so I inclined my head to acknowledge her thanks. I wasn’t used to formal occasions on the surface, and the etiquette of the Dolrath was equally a mystery to me still. 
 
    “Thank you, Chief Ekneme,” I said as I put my backpack back on. “I’ll return soon.” 
 
    Ekneme nodded her head to me in return, and I backed away from the dais and turned to leave.  
 
    Amrila turned to leave with me, but so did Scourge, Bhakoth, and Nileme. Then the five of us left the meeting house and stopped out onto the street to say our goodbyes. 
 
    “I’ll go back to the Yennih territories and see what I can dig up there,” the Zencarri man said as he shook my hand. “It’s been a pleasure, Eddie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Scrello.” I smiled at the dark-skinned man. “I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    “I know,” the horned man replied with a mischievous grin. “You can repay me by bringing more of that lovely tea when you come again.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” I snorted. 
 
    Then the Zencarri man shook everyone’s hands in turn, put up his hood, and melted into the crowd of people going about their daily business in the city streets. 
 
    “When you return, I would take it as kindness if you both would have dinner with me and my wives,” the mohawked warrior said as he too shook my hand. “They will be delighted to meet a Goblin king.” 
 
    “I’m sure they would,” I laughed. “And of course, we’d love to have dinner with your family. Thanks for everything, Bhakoth. You’re a fine warrior.” 
 
    “As are you.” The red-haired man smiled and roughly patted my shoulder. “It’s an honor to be sword-brothers with you. You’ll excuse me, Lady Nileme? I am sure my wives have missed me greatly.” 
 
    The Dolrath captain bowed to the princess, turned on his heels, and left for his home and his reportedly ugly wives that he loved so much. 
 
    I turned to say goodbye to Nileme, and I noticed that Amrila stepped a few feet away as she pretended to become very interested in a sign outside of a shop. 
 
    “Thank you, too, Nileme,” I said in a quiet voice. “You were amazing.” 
 
    “I look forward to your return, You Highness,” the warrior woman said as a small smile crept to her full lips. “I’ll be counting the days.”  
 
    Then the dark-haired woman leaned forward and kissed me softly on the lips.  
 
    I felt a jolt of electricity at the touch of the warrior woman’s tongue, and I slipped my hand around her slim waist as I kissed her back. The kiss was brief, but it left a lasting impression. As we pulled back from one another, I was surprised to see the girlish smile on the usually serious woman’s oval-shaped face, and without another word, the Dolrath princess turned and walked away with a confident strut that caused her hips to swivel in a very pleasing manner. 
 
    I grinned foolishly as I watched Nileme leave until I heard a wicked giggle next to me. Then I looked and saw Amrila smirking up at me. 
 
    “She is very beautiful,” the horned woman cooed. “But I’m not going to share my room. You’ll have to build her another one or share the room with her and Ibseth.” 
 
    “Stop it,” I snorted. “It was just a kiss. And no one is asking you to. Let’s go home.” 
 
    The Zencarri woman and I left the Encampment and started the journey through the Dolrath territory to the southern iron door, and within a few hours, we were back in the surface tunnels and then at the metal hatch that led to my backyard.  
 
    As we came out into the late afternoon sun, the half-demon woman grumbled from under her sunglasses, but I felt a profound sense of calmness and contentment.  
 
    I was finally home again, and that feeling was cemented by the sight of Ibseth as she ran out of the back door to greet us. The Elven woman looked like an angel in her flowered sundress, and her full breasts bounced as she bounded toward us. Then my first wife leaped into my arms, and she kissed me deeply as she ran her fingers through my hair. 
 
    The magic of Ibseth was that each kiss was as exciting as the first, and I felt something stir in my core. Her love, and the feeling of her voluptuous body against mine, renewed and refreshed me as the fatigue of the last few days fell away. 
 
    “My king,” the white-haired woman whispered into my ear. “You are finally home.” 
 
    “I missed you,” I rumbled as I held the blue-skinned woman tightly. “Was everything okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Ibseth nodded as I set her back on the ground. “Stanton was not a problem. Mrs. Tinor told her husband about how that horrible man has been harassing us, and I guess Mr. Tinor used to be a please-man because he asked some of his please-friends to patrol the cul-de-sac at night. There were no problems after that.” 
 
    “Please-man?” I repeated in confusion before it dawned on me. “Oh! Do you mean a policeman?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ibseth blushed at her mistake. “But I am glad to have my family home.” 
 
    The Elven woman suddenly threw her arms around Amrila and almost knocked my red-skinned wife over, but the Zencarri smiled tolerantly and hugged her back. Then Ibseth let go, took both of us by our hands, and led us toward the house. 
 
    “Come, my loves,” the violet-eyed woman purred. “Let’s celebrate your return home. With some delightful pleasure.” 
 
    Once we were in the house, Ibseth turned to me while she still held onto Amrila’s hand and grabbed the front of my shirt. Then the Elven woman pulled me to her again and kissed me again. The kiss was passionate, but brief, and as soon as she pulled away, Ibseth turned and kissed Amrila fully on the lips. 
 
    I didn’t know who was more surprised, me or Amrila. I watched the half-demon woman stiffen with shock, but after a brief moment, she leaned into the embrace and lightly touched the white-haired woman’s face as she began to kiss her back. Then I noticed Ibseth watching me out of the corner of her eye, and a little smile played at the corners of her pouty mouth. 
 
    “Come on,” I growled as I put a hand around each of their waists and gently pushed them toward the master bedroom. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to do.” 
 
    Amrila and Ibseth ran down the hallway before me in a fit of giggles. The sexy pair tumbled through the bedroom door before I could get there, and by the time I came through the door, I found the two of them on the bed as they waited for me. The women kneeled on the covers and watched me come in. Then, with a wicked little grin, Amrila ran her hands up Ibseth’s torso and along one of her large breasts. 
 
    “Come here, partner,” the Zencarri woman commanded. “Suck on your first wife’s yummy nipples while I get this wretched armor off.” 
 
    But before Amrila got off the bed, she took hold of the straps of Ibseth’s little dress and pulled them off the blue-skinned woman’s shoulders. The Elven woman’s ample breasts fell out of the front of her dress, and Amrila bent down to gently kiss and lick Ibseth’s plum-colored nipples.  
 
    “Oh!” Ibseth gasped and threw her head back in delight. 
 
    After a moment, Amrila crawled off the bed and came up to me with hooded eyes filled with desire. The half-demon lightly danced her fingertips across where my erection pressed against my pants, and then she pushed me toward the bed where Ibseth was pulling her dress off over her head.  
 
    As the little sundress came off, I could see the rose-colored, lacy panties she wore underneath.  
 
    I quickly pulled off my shirt, unbuckled my pants, and let my clothes fall to the floor. As I climbed onto the bed, I pushed Ibseth back and covered her in kisses, and I paid special attention to her neck, breasts, and nipples. 
 
    “Ahhhhh,” the Eleven woman sighed. “Yesss, my king!” 
 
    Then my first wife took hold of my face with her delicate hands and pulled me up to look in her eyes. 
 
    “I want you inside of me first,” she breathed. “As first wife, it is my right.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I said as I moved on top of the writhing Elf woman and inserted myself into her tight, wet tunnel.  
 
    “Ohhh… yeeesss…” she whined. 
 
    “Fuuuck! You feel so goood. I missed you so much.” 
 
    “Uhhh!” Ibseth squealed with pleasure as I began to move in and out of her with slow, deep strokes. “Not as much as I missed you, my king.”  
 
    Usually, I would tease and play with the blue-skinned woman before I went to town fucking her, but there was something raw and visceral about this time, and my thrusts quickly became more urgent as her whines of pleasure filled our bedroom. 
 
     It was as if a wild sex goddess had bloomed inside my usually mild-mannered wife, so I went with the flow, and being inside her right then felt so right. I moved a hand up to cup one of Ibseth’s incredible breasts as I bucked against her, and then Amrila climbed onto the bed and laid down next to us, with her red skin bare.  
 
    Somehow, she had already removed her elaborate leather armor. 
 
    I reached down between the Zencarri woman’s legs with my other hand and felt the slick wetness of her pussy as I began to tease her clit. 
 
    “Uhhh,” the horned woman moaned, “I love watching you fuck her, Eddie.” 
 
    “I can tell,” I growled. “Your pussy is gushing.” 
 
    “Only for you… husband…” the half-demon panted. 
 
    I could feel Amrila’s hands start to touch and caress Ibseth and me as she joined in on the fun, but I wanted more. 
 
    I took hold of Ibseth as I rolled us both over, and then I looked at the naked Zencarri woman in all her glory. 
 
    “I want you to sit on my face,” I rumbled to Amrila as Ibseth straddled my cock and continued to buck her hips back and forth with wild abandon. 
 
    The red-skinned woman obliged as she threw a long, firm leg over my face, and then she lowered her trembling womanhood over my waiting mouth.  
 
    “F-Fuck,” Amrila stammered when I smacked a wet kiss against her engorged clit.  
 
    Then I started to suck and lick at Amrila’s sweet, tangy pussy, and the horned woman reached for Ibseth and pulled her into a kiss. My wives made an archway above me as the three of us lost ourselves in the pleasure of each other’s bodies, and as I satisfied them from beneath, Amrila and Ibseth touched and teased one another to heighten the sensations. They caressed one another’s breasts and playfully licked each other’s nipples, and I felt as Ibseth’s velvety tunnel began to tighten and contract around my throbbing cock.  
 
    “Uhhh, uhhh, uhhhhh!” Ibseth mewled as she spasmed with delight, and then the Elven woman’s back arched as she came. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I gritted out through clenched teeth as I tried to stave off my own orgasm for just a little bit longer. 
 
    “Eddie…” Ibseth whined as she bucked and thrashed on top of my cock, and I felt my eyes roll back in my skull as her pussy just got tighter and tighter around my cock while she climaxed. 
 
    I focused all my energy on eating out Amrila, but then she orgasmed a half-moment later, and I used up ninety-nine percent of my willpower trying not to cum while both of the women screamed my name and rode my cock and mouth in ecstasy.  
 
    “Ahhh,” the Elven women panted after they had both come down, and she lifted herself off my throbbing dick with a wet slurping sound. “Now, you must orgasm for us, husband. We each need your seed.”  
 
    Amrila moved from off my face and tackled Ibseth to the bed, and the blue-skinned woman shrieked and giggled with surprise.  
 
    “Take me, Eddie,” the red-skinned woman said as she wiggled her tight ass at me. “Fill me up to the brim with your cream. I will keep our princess occupied while you do so.” 
 
    Amrila pushed Ibseth to the bed and then lowered her face between the Elven woman’s legs as she started to lick the white-haired woman’s sopping wet pussy. 
 
    My cock began to throb even more painfully as I watched them on the bed next to me, and Ibseth writhed while Amrila licked and teased her little pink clit. It was hot as fucking hell, so I moved myself into position, grabbed the horned woman’s hips, and pushed myself inside her slick, ready hole.  
 
    “Mmmm!” came the Zencarri woman’s muffled groan as I filled her up. 
 
    I started to thrust in and out of Amrila as I watched her pleasure the Elven woman, and we all moved together and became one being of carnal desire. I moved one hand along Amrila’s hips and then down between her legs to massage her clit while I fucked her, and she somehow became even wetter.  
 
    “Mmm… mmmm… mmmmmm!” The red-skinned woman began to buck harder against me, and Ibseth’s panting became quicker as she responded to the horned woman’s desperate tongue lashings. 
 
    “Ohhh! By the gods. That’s soooo goood!” Ibseth whined. “You’re both so amazing! I’m-- I’m going too-- Uhhhh!” 
 
    “Me, too…” I growled. 
 
    “Yes, Eddie!” Ibseth gasped as she began to spasm. “Fill Amrila up. Pour your seed deep into her! Nooooow!” 
 
    Ibseth orgasmed again, and then the tight coil in my stomach snapped as my balls tensed.  
 
    A thousand needle pricks of blissful agony descended my spine, and my balls tightened as I sprayed my first volley of sperm as deep as I could inside of Amrila’s soaked pussy.  
 
    “Mmmmmmm!” The beautiful half-demon whined as soon as she felt me begin to pour my seed into her, and I felt the red-skinned woman’s tunnel jerk around my shaft as she suddenly climaxed with us. 
 
    The three of us formed what felt like an endless circle of pleasure. Each time my balls tensed, another gush of my jizz flooded into Amrila. She whined when she felt my heat flood her womb and urgently licked Ibseth’s pussy. Then the beautiful night elf climbed higher in her climax and begged me to keep filling up my other wife with my seed. The cycle seemed to repeat itself for a good twenty times, but eventually, after what felt like ten minutes of incredible pleasure, we all came down and let out gasps of relief as we collapsed.  
 
    Both women fell to the bed in a warm embrace like two kittens in the afternoon sun, and they softly began to kiss each other as they stole smoldering glances at me. Somehow I was still as hard as a rock, and they both began to tease my sensitive tip by taking turns stroking the head of my penis with their fingers.  
 
    “I feel a bit selfish taking all of your seed today…” Amrila purred as she moved her fingers from my shaft and began to gently squeeze my balls. “Feels like there might be some more in here for Ibseth?” 
 
    “I would… love to feel our husband’s seed inside of my womb, if he is able…” the beautiful Night Elf purred.  
 
    “I would love it, too. I want to cum inside both of you.” I lowered myself on top of Ibseth, and she looked up at me with glowing eyes as she spread open her thighs. Then my first wife wrapped her legs around me as I slid inside her again, and her hips lifted to meet mine. 
 
    Then I was pounding deep and hard inside of her again.  
 
    “Uhhh! Yessss, my king!” she cried out with each of my deep thrusts. “Fill me up with your strong seed!” 
 
    “Yeeesss…” my half-demon wife purred in my ear as she began to run her fingers down my spine. “Fuck her hard, Eddie. Fill her up with as much cream as you just filled me up with…” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Yeesss…” I growled as I started to pound the priestess’ perfect little body like a jackhammer, and soon a sweet pressure built up inside me and demanded to be released. 
 
    Then, with one final thrust, I filled the curvy Elven woman with the seed she wanted so badly, and she came around me one final time. We both held each other tightly as we shook through the aftermath, and I covered my wife’s face in kisses until my softened cock slipped out of her gushing tunnel.  
 
    The three of us laid there for a long time in a tangle of limbs and the juices of our lovemaking. I had never felt so contented, and even though it was still early evening, I must have fallen asleep. I was startled awake by the sound of my phone ringing, so I gently untangled myself from my wives and found my cell phone in my pants on the floor.  
 
    The screen said it was Travis Meyer, so I grabbed my boxers and snuck out of the room so I wouldn’t disturb my sleeping wives. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered the call in a quiet tone, and I struggled to hold the phone and pull my shorts on. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Hill,” I heard Travis reply on the other end. “It’s after business hours, so I won’t keep you long. I just wanted to let you know that the money for your home purchase has been wired to the escrow account, and the escrow process has started. Unless something unforeseeable happens, you’ll own your new home in thirty days.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” I cheered as a broad grin spread across my face.  
 
    And just like that, I had bought my first actual house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 3 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Backyard Dungeon 3! I’ll start working on book 3 as soon as this one gets 100 reviews, so please leave your nice review right here! 
 
    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 © 2022 by Logan Jacobs 
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