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Hey you.

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

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

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

My books come out every Wednesday!


Cast of Characters from Book 13:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter One

Travis Meyer knew how to live.

I’d always assumed he had a little money tucked away, even though the CPA was never showy about it. But Meyer’s vacation home said it all and served as a reflection of the mild-mannered, always level-headed lawyer.

Among the many sleek, white, blocky beach houses along the coastal drive, Meyer’s blond brick and stucco home stood out. The place was huge, with a breezy, open design that was clearly meant for entertaining. Instead of the white, pristine interiors of the modern uppercrust, Meyer seemed to prefer warm reds, golds, and oranges in his decor, and all of the furniture was carefully selected antiques from the area so I never forgot I was in Spain.

There was a kidney bean-shaped pool out on the stone patio, and it was surrounded by immaculately landscaped walkways that led down to a private beach. There was a pool house filled with fluffy towels and spare swimsuits, a walk-in humidor, a climate controlled wine cellar, and even a gorgeous Aston Martin in the three-car garage.

Every aspect of the beach house spoke to both luxury and restraint, and I learned a lot about my lawyer as I explored his vacation home. The study/library was filled with books, but not stuffy first editions of classic novels that were for show. Instead, Travis had filled it with non-fiction books on topics like world history, aviation, and finance.

But what surprised me most was the massive collection of mystery paperbacks.

The paperback collection was organized by decades, and I saw Agatha Christie novels from the ‘20s and ‘30s, noir detective stories from the ‘30s and ‘40s, all the way up to recent titles by John Grisham and others. The paperbacks were well worn with cracked spines, and I could tell they were there to be read and enjoyed instead of just looked at. In fact, the only books that seemed to be for display were the first editions in the study, and housed in a glass-covered bookcase was a collection of Sherlock Holmes novels.

I continued past the library, and I found several fully-stocked bars, but with an emphasis on fine bourbon, whiskey, and Scotch. Meyer filled his vacation home with all the things he liked best, with no concern about status symbols, trends, or the opinions of others.

It made me respect him all the more.

There were also enough rooms in the house for each of my wives to have their own. I’d wondered how the women would take to travel, but they’d all fallen in love with the beach house from day one. Amrila and Pregia had been living in silky robes and designer bikinis for the past week. One of the Goblin Queen’s favorite pastimes was striding around the pool in high heels, an elegant sun hat, and several colorful swimsuits she’d bought in town on different shopping trips since we’d arrived.

Amrila had also gotten several bikinis but seemed to prefer a black and gold Versace number that showed off her lovely, round belly. My Zencarri wife was about seven months pregnant now but was still slim and fit otherwise, since she refused to give up her training routine. Amrila had remained adamant about joining me on my adventures right up to the point she gave birth, but I could tell she was also enjoying the relaxation of vacation.

Ibseth was also having the time of her life. The white-haired woman had returned to her beloved sundresses now that it was spring again. The warm, Mediterranean air tousled her long, shiny hair and ruffled the flowy fabric of her pink dress, and she spent most days playing with Wyatt on the shady veranda. My son was three months old now, and he looked just like his mother, except for the blue eyes and black hair he’d inherited from me.

Still, we were careful to keep the magical charm Scourge had given us on Wyatt most of the time. The charm changed my boy’s appearance to make him look human, and without the blue-toned skin and long ears of his Night Elf mother, Wyatt did resemble me more than I had first thought. During the day, there was a housekeeper and cook Meyers employed, but at night we didn’t have to worry as much about concealing Wyatt’s true appearance.

Bolra and Gwen spent a lot of time with Ibseth and Wyatt, too, but they also loved the beach. The two women would wander along the shore for hours as they collected shells and sea glass. The pretty Orc shaman felt a deep, spiritual connection with the sea, and Gwen liked the sound of the waves on the sand and the fact the sea breeze allowed her to wear her hair down. The pearl-skinned woman was followed by a phantom wind that played through her teal-colored hair, and it made her look like an effortless runway model.

In contrast, Sigrith didn’t care much for the bright sun, so she spent most days inside enjoying the luxurious house. Among Meyer’s many collections, the lawyer had a sitting room filled with classical records and fine art, and that was the Succubus’ favorite room. Sigrith could lounge in that sitting room in slinky, black rompers with a glass of wine all day, and then sometimes she invited me to enjoy the moonlit beach at night.

Meanwhile, Tiana had spent a lot of time in the gardens around Meyer’s home. The Dryad amused herself by touching the spring buds and magically making them bloom, and she particularly loved the palm trees that grew around the property. They were unlike anything she’d ever seen before, and the Dryad was disappointed they wouldn’t grow in Ohio.

“We could get you more plants for your house,” Ibseth said to cheer Tiana up. “They sell all kinds of lovely plants you can grow inside. Even some small trees!”

“Trees inside?” Tiana giggled.

“That’d be great,” Nileme agreed, since Tiana had moved in with the Dolrath woman. “I don’t know anything about plants or growing them. But they look so nice in Ibseth’s place.”

“We’ll make our home a garden.” The dusky woman grinned.

There was also a really nice gym where Nileme and I would work out almost every day. Tiana and the Dolrath Princess had gotten close, so the Dryad would join us when she wasn’t wandering around the gardens. Tiana had been pretty toned from a life of hunting in the Quartz Caverns, but the more she’d hung out with Nileme, the more the dusky woman’s lithe muscles became defined.

Over the past year I’d also filled out. After I found the Gloom, I’d gone from tall and slim to broad-shouldered and muscular. I’d always been in good shape, from my construction job in college, but now that I’d bulked up, I had to go up a shirt size. Turns out fighting tyrants, wearing armor, and walking for days on end was a pretty great workout. I recently noticed my clothes starting to get tighter, especially in the arms and shoulders. But I kinda liked that.

With my love of good food and beer, and the fact that I could afford to have such things now whenever I wanted, I decided to set up a home gym when we got back to the states.

It was our last day at the beach house before we moved on to a resort in France. The cook and the housekeeper had gone home for the day, and my wives and I had gathered outside on the large patio around the pool. I was lounging back on a deck chair with little Wyatt asleep on my chest, and I could feel the gentle rise and fall of his chest as my boy dreamed away the evening.

Since I was currently tending to our son, Ibseth was mixing up some cocktails and mocktails by the pool bar, and my eyes were repeatedly drawn to her sexy two-piece bikini with palm leaves printed on it. Sigrith was on a pool float as she soaked up the soft rays of the sunset, though she had on the highest SPF sunscreen we could find to do so. And the rest of my wives sat on the patio furniture or swam as they talked quietly. It was a perfect end to the first leg of our vacation.

I’d never traveled much before, but I had a feeling I could get used to it. This was the first time I’d gone overseas, and with millions in the bank, I was able to do it in style. Flying hadn’t been my favorite, but the long flight had been worth it for all of this now.

But, as I listened to Wyatt’s peaceful breathing, my mind drifted back to the airport bar where I’d met that Jason guy. I thought about the key he’d shown me, the one that looked so much like the iron key I’d found that had led me to The Gloom. Maybe it was nothing, or maybe it was some extraordinary coincidence, but I’d bet good money Jason was about to go on the adventure of a lifetime.

Idly, I wondered how many portals to the underworld there might be. There was the one in my backyard, the one I believed was in France where I’d go next, and possibly the one in or near that pub Jason had said he’d inherited. Were there others? Would I find the rest of the Armor of Vallis in them?

“I can take him,” Ibseth said as she came over to hand me a drink.

“Sure.” I grinned, even though I was reluctant to hand my baby boy over.

I couldn’t say what it was about a baby falling asleep on my chest that I loved so much, but it was one of the best feelings in the world. All that love and trust. Maybe it was because Wyatt was my son, my blood, but becoming a father was one of the best things I’d ever done.

Ibseth set my drink on the small table next to my chair and carefully picked our son up off my chest. Then the curvy Elf smiled at me, and her round face was filled with all the love and admiration in the world. My real fortune laid in the affection and happiness of my wives, and my cheeks hurt from smiling as I watched Ibseth carry my firstborn into the house to put him down.

Then I looked around at the rest of the ladies. Amrila, Nileme, and Gwen all came over and sat in chairs next to me, and Bolra perched herself on the lower half of my lounge chair as she rested her hand on my legs. The mystic was six months along now, but her stomach was even more swollen than Amrila’s, perhaps because she was carrying twins. Nileme was also pregnant, but she’d only just started to show at almost three months.

“This is lovely,” the dark-haired Elf breathed as she looked out at the sea.

“I like it, too,” Amrila agreed, and she leaned back in her lounger and rubbed her swollen red belly. “But I am starting to miss home. Not enough to wish to go back just now. I’m just not used to being idle so long.”

“Tomorrow we’ll leave for the Riviera,” I said. “Well, most of you will. I’ve got that stop in Germany to make with Pregia.”

“I’m surprised there are humans who still make swords, with all the advancements they’ve made in martial technologies,” Nileme remarked.

Because of Europe’s restrictive attitudes toward guns, I hadn’t been able to bring any of mine overseas without an insane amount of paperwork and red tape. I’d also found out it was almost impossible to buy any firearms while I was over here, which was a problem. I didn’t want to go down into the portal I believed was in the well from my vision without some form of protection.

So, I found a master blacksmith who boasted authentic weapons using a mix of ancient and modern techniques.

Otto Bauer made swords, spears, and other bladed weapons for collectors and movie studios. But his website had made it clear that all the weapons he made were one hundred percent combat capable, and I’d been in contact with him since just before we left the States to commission a broadsword.

I’d still prefer to have my Galil or the Glock with me, but I was comfortable enough with a sword now thanks to Nileme and Amrila, so I was confident we could handle anything we came across through the portal in my vision. I’d also shipped a package to Meyer’s villa, filled with the components for an enchanted elixir to enchant the sword I would buy from Otto.

That’s why Pregia would accompany me to Germany. The Goblin woman would be able to mix up the elixir with instructions she’d gotten from her advisor, Duik. After we picked up the sword, we’d take it to a secluded cabin I’d rented in the German countryside and enchant the weapon. Then we’d meet up with the rest of my wives in France.

Suddenly, my phone rang and shattered the tranquil evening. I’d sprung for a decent international service plan so Nate, Craig, and Travis could easily get a hold of me if they needed to.

“Hello?” I answered.

“Hey, what time is it there?” I heard Nathan’s voice ask. “Is it late? I can’t figure out all these crazy time zones, I swear.”

“You know the clock app on your phone can tell you what time it is here,” I snorted as I sipped my cocktail. “All you gotta do is go in there and add Spain or France so you know what time it is where I am.”

This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation.

“Why?” Nate grumbled. “So the government thinks I’ve got foreign contacts, and the FBI can put me on a list? No thank you.”

The depths of Pearson’s paranoia knew no bounds.

I could understand a certain level of caution. Cell phones and the internet had opened whole new options for surveillance and government overreach, I suppose. But from my experience, the biggest threat for most people were data brokers selling someone’s personal information to advertising companies based on internet histories.

Data breaches where hackers stole private information from massive companies was also a growing concern. But that wasn’t something Nate had to worry about with his prepaid cell phone and lack of a digital footprint. I guess we did own a business that specialized in firearms, and that might put Nathan and I under a higher level of scrutiny. However, we ran a clean business and did everything by the book, so we shouldn’t raise red flags with any official agencies.

“It’s not late here,” I said to move the conversation along. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to give you a little update on the range and all,” Nate answered. “Grant and his boys have the inside finished. Looks amazing. If the weather holds, they’ll have the outdoor paintball course and range done by the time you get back, and we can have our grand opening.”

“That’s great!” I grinned. “Here’s hoping the rains hold off for the next few weeks. How’s Craig doing?”

“Busy,” Pearson replied. “He’s moved into his new office at the range. Looks like something out of The Matrix in there. All wires and screens. He’s been in heaven. He also wanted me to tell you that all the dogs are just fine. He checks on them in the mornings and when he gets off work. Hell, he’ll even go over there on his lunch breaks sometimes.”

“That’s good. I’ll call you when we’re about to get on the plane back home so we can plan the big opening. Have Craig start hyping that up online. Maybe buy some ads on the big social media platforms and the local TV networks.”

“Sounds good,” Nate chuckled. “How’s the vacation going?”

“It’s beautiful over here.” I smirked as I glanced around at my wives. “You should plan a trip sometime. Broaden those horizons.”

“I might take a trip when we get the range off the ground,” Nate replied. “Maybe Florida or Vegas. You won’t catch me dead in no Europe. Though I hear there’s good fishing to be had in Canada.”

“I’ll talk to you later,” I snorted. “Take care, Nate.”

I hung up and enjoyed one more quiet night in Spain with my family.

The next day, we all packed our bags and ordered some taxis to take us to the airport, and once my wives were through security and headed to their flight, Pregia and I ordered another car and went to the train station. I’d gotten a Eurail pass for myself in case I needed to travel up and down the Riviera to find the town I’d seen in the vision the Eye of Vallis had given me.

At the train station, Pregia and I settled into our private car and ordered some food once the train was enroute. It was a great way to travel. The scenery outside whipped by too fast to see much, but it was fairly quiet in the private car, and the steady rocking motion was worlds better than the popping in my ears and close quarters on a plane.

Pregia and I snuggled on the wide seat and passed the time fooling around. Might as well take advantage of the privacy. It was almost a full day before we arrived in Germany, and once we got through the efficient customs line and showed our passports, we took another hired car to the small town where Bauer worked.

Otto had the luxury of the world coming to him for his specialized services. Füssen in Bavaria looked like something out of a storybook. The narrow, cobbled streets, colorful buildings packed tightly together, and scenic views of the majestic Tegelberg mountain range made me feel like I’d stepped into another time. I guess there were also several famous castles near Füssen, but we wouldn’t have time to see them.

The people and tourists did take note of Pregia’s unusual appearance, but no one stopped us. It was one of the nice things about European cultures in general. Most people kept to themselves and minded their own business. It took some getting used to, not making eye contact with strangers or saying hello. Midwesterners also had a culture of minding their own business, but sometimes when I was out with my wives, someone would stop to ask them questions or ask for a picture thinking they were internet famous.

Luckily, Instagram and TikTok had brought cosplayers to the attention of the American public, so we could shrug it off most of the time. But since we’d come to Spain and now Germany, the most we’d gotten was a few glances and some whispered comments, mostly from American tourists.

Before we went further into the countryside to meet Bauer, Pregia and I did look around the beautiful town. I didn’t know a single word of German, but we were still able to get around alright. Because of tourism to the castles nearby, I could usually find someone who spoke enough English to help out if I had a question. At one shop, I bought a lovely lute for Scourge. I wasn’t sure why, but it felt appropriate for the thief. I could picture the Zencarri man in his fine robes, with a steaming cup of tea as he lightly plucked the strings.

I also got a couple of old-fashioned wooden toys for Bhakoth’s kids from another shop, plus some chocolates for Bhakoth’s wives and Ekneme. I had a suspicion the fine chocolate, from the home of the best chocolate makers in the world, would go down big in The Gloom. I’d ship any of the gifts I got for my friends back to America so the airlines wouldn’t lose them on the way home.

After we’d finished sightseeing, we asked our driver to take us to the address Otto had given us. Bauer’s home was a simple cabin, built into the foothills, with a large workshop out back. Woodsmoke rose from the chimneys of both buildings, since it was much cooler here than it had been in Ibiza, and snow could still be seen in the upper reaches of the mountain range.

The cabin itself was darkly stained wood with whitewashed bricks on the lower story that was built into the hill. There was a wide, slanted roof and a long veranda made from carved, wooden rungs. The place looked like a less embellished version of the huge cuckoo clock in Sugarcreek, Ohio, and it struck me that the design of the playful clocks adorning the houses of my great-grandparents had been based on this more practical, traditional design. I’d only ever thought of them as a fanciful relic of the past before then.

That’s when Otto Bauer came out to greet us.

Otto was shaped like an industrial refrigerator. Just a rectangle of a man with a shaved head, walrus mustache, and small, gold-framed glasses. But Bauer’s welcoming smile and hearty laugh that could be heard for a mile in the echoey hills immediately put me at ease. The large man wore a long-sleeve Henley, jeans, and a leather apron spotted with burn marks.

I liked him right away.

Pregia and I walked up the drive as our hired car waited for us. The jade-skinned woman was wrapped in a fur lined coat against the stiff breeze, and I had on a well-lined leather jacket, but Otto didn’t even seem to notice the chill in his thin, long-sleeved shirt.

“How are you, Mr. and Mrs. Hill?” the bald man asked in his German accent as he shook our hands.

“Very well, thank you,” Pregia replied with a regal smile.

“Great, thanks,” I said. “And yourself?”

“I have no complaints,” Bauer said as he gave another full-belly laugh. “It would do no good anyway. But look at the size of you, sir. Is it as they say, that everything is bigger in America?”

“You’re nothing to spit at yourself,” I snorted. “Seems they make’em big here in Bavaria, too.”

“Maybe we have blood in common then?” Otto grinned. “I am a student of history, and I believe your Ohio was partly settled by Germans, yes?”

“Sure was,” I replied. “Lots of towns with ‘berg’ in the name.”

“I would like to see it one day,” the big man said in a wistful tone. “Unfortunately, my work keeps me too busy to travel much. But you did not come here to listen to my troubles. Come. I will show you both my workshop.”

Otto offered Pregia his arm to help guide her up the hill, since my stylish wife had worn a pair of high-heeled boots.

“Tell me, Mrs. Hill,” Otto said as he escorted us to his shop, “are you one of those young ladies who make costumes on the internet?”

“Not on the internet, so much,” the Goblin woman replied. “But more as a lifestyle.”

“I thought so.” Bauer smiled and gave Pregia a knowing wink. “You look like a kobold from stories my Oma used to tell me. A lovely, blonde trickster that would beguile unsuspecting men in the forest.”

“She sure did beguile me,” I laughed.

Pregia looked over her shoulder and winked at me.

The shop was a stone building behind the cabin that looked like it had simply grown out of the mountainside. I got the impression the working smithy had been there for generations. Inside, there was a strange mix of modern amenities and old-fashioned tools. The original forge looked like it was still functional, given the soot and coals in it, but there was also a newer, metal forge that was fitted with valves and hoses and connected to some kind of gas tank.

Rows of shiny weapons hung along the back wall, away from the forges so they wouldn’t be covered with soot and debris. Several anvils of various sizes and levels of wear and tear were anchored to the floor of the shop. There were also a number of workbenches that looked like they were set up for different types of work. Anything from metalwork to leather and even finer tools for jewelry.

The weapons on display were as utilitarian as the workspace, without any flashy embellishments, but Otto also had pictures hung along the walls of swords he’d made for films that had much more fanciful looks to them. Bauer clearly took pride in what he did, and from the pictures, I could see he wasn’t the first man in his family to take up a smith’s hammer.

“In your emails, you said you wanted a functional sword, Mr. Hill,” Otto said as we entered the shop. “I assumed you were a collector at the time. But now that I see you, I wonder if maybe you are a stuntman or performer?”

“Not quite,” I answered, because I knew the big man had some knowledge of the film industry, and the lie wouldn’t stick if he asked follow-up questions. “I’m more of an enthusiast. Some friends and I like to practice swordplay. It’s become more than a hobby for us. I’ve used sharpened swords before, but this will be the first one I’ve bought for myself.”

“Well, you’ve come to the best, if I may be so bold,” Bauer replied as he walked us back to where his collection was hung. “My steel is only rivaled by a handful of Japanese masters. But for European weapons, I’m one of the last master blacksmiths in the world. You are looking for a broadsword?”

“That’s what I’m used to,” I said as I looked at the steel on the wall. “I’ve used a greatsword a few times, and even shortswords. But I like broadswords the best.”

“Then that is what I shall show you,” Otto said with a proud smile. “All of my swords are full tang, so they will not snap at the hilt. I fold the good, German steel at least eight times for strength, then harden and oil quench to keep their edge.”

The tank of a man pulled down two swords and held them by their hilts so I could look at them.

One had a silver hilt with black leather wrapped around the handgrip and a flat, circular pommel with a keyhole cutout. The other sword had a wider hilt, with brown leather on the grip and a copper-colored pommel in the shape of a dodecahedron.

I took the first blade and hefted it.

It felt good in my hands, nicely balanced and not too heavy. Then Bauer let me hold the second sword, which was slightly heavier, but the grip felt like it was made for my hands.

“Is there any way I could take them outside and swing them around?” I asked.

“I can do you better than that, sir,” the German man replied with another booming laugh.

Otto led us outside to the back of the shop where there were three straw and wood dummies set up.

I could tell by the deep grooves in the wood that this was where Bauer tested his weapons once they were finished. There were also archery targets behind the shop and even a small, weathered trebuchet.

“Don’t worry about hurting the dummies.” Otto grinned. “I can make more.”

I took off my jacket and held the sword with the black grip. I gave it a few practice swings to get used to the weight, and then I went through one of the training routines Nileme had taught me. The honed edge of the sword sliced through the head of the first dummy, and I spun and ran the dummy behind me through. Straw and stuffing poured out of the rip I’d made, and Pregia and Bauer clapped.

“Pretty good, Mr. Hill,” Otto praised, and he brought me the other sword. “You have good form. Now, try this one.”

The sword with the copper handle weighed more, but there was something about the weight that appealed to me.

I went through the forms in the second half of the routine on the third dummy, and by the end, I’d cut the strawman in half at the waist.

“I think this is the one.” I smirked as my breath steamed in the cold air. “How much?”

“Forty-five hundred and fifty euros,” Bauer said as he chuckled. “It’s a good choice. I made it for a historical film that was never made. But I put a great deal of love into it.”

I did the conversion math in my head and realized it was only five thousand dollars. I’d expected to pay more for a genuine sword, honestly. Otto Bauer only made twelve to twenty swords in a year, from my research into the man, which told me Otto wasn’t out to fleece me. But he had every right to, given his reputation.

“What if I took both?” I grinned. “How much would that be? And maybe a couple of short swords for the road?”

I had no idea what to expect when I went through the portal, and it was better to be prepared.

Bauer’s face went from jovial to shrewd in a heartbeat.

“That’s a lot of steel,” Otto replied in a speculative voice.

“I don’t know when I’ll have the opportunity to buy from a master blacksmith like yourself again,” I said. “It’s going to cost me a fortune to ship them back to America, but I think it’ll be worth it.”

“Well, let’s see…” The big man stroked his bushy mustache. “I do have some short swords left from an order. I suppose I could let them go, but I put a great deal of work into them.”

“Would twelve thousand be enough?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.

That amount had to be close to a quarter of what Bauer made in a year from my guess. Maybe a fifth in a good year. All for stock he had laying around already.

“Thirteen,” the German man countered with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Twelve-five,” I shot back as I noted that spark.

“Twelve-seven-fifty,” Bauer said in a firm tone, but I could still see the hint of a smile under his prolific facial hair.

I wasn’t going to insult the man in his own house, and it was still a very good deal.

“And they’re all full tang?” I asked. “No prop swords.”

“I only make full tang.” Otto smirked.

“Then you got yourself a deal,” I said as I held out one hand to shake on it.

“Deal,” Bauer replied with one last booming laugh.

I did pay a little extra in the end, but just in expedited shipping costs for the extra three swords. I figured one sword wouldn’t raise eyebrows as I traveled to France, but four sharpened swords seemed like a lot to get through customs, even for a rich, American tourist.

Once I’d paid and given Otto the address of the hostel where we were staying, Pregia and I thanked the man and got back into the hired car.

I’d rented a small cottage outside of Füssen with a firepit, so my Goblin wife and I could brew up the potion Duik had given us the recipe for. Once we were at the simple, but pleasant accommodations, my usually regal and pampered wife rolled up her sleeves and got to work.

We had a magical potion to brew tonight.


Chapter Two

The potion was Duik’s twist on the enchantment that Tauric the Dwarf used on his weapons. The magic infused the metal with some kind of light spell that worked very well against Demons and other creatures from the Deeper Dark. But other components also helped the blade stay sharp and keep its edge. Tauric’s version of the potion had been helpful against many of the thick-hided creatures in The Gloom, and I hoped Duik’s enhancements would hopefully give us even more of an advantage.

As I got the fire going behind the cottage, Pregia prepared the herbs and powders Duik had given us. Then, after I had a nice fire started, the jade-skinned woman took over. The Goblin Queen set a large pot of water atop the flames and waited for it to come to a boil, and then she placed a metal bowl of oil over the steaming pot. Once the oil was heated, Pregia started to add the ingredients in so the oil would be infused with their power.

“Sure there isn’t anything I could do to help?” I asked as I brought the slim woman a mug of hot chocolate.

“You could feed the fire for me, my darling,” Pregia replied, and she glanced up at me from under her long lashes. “But there is a very specific order to how the components are supposed to be added to the oil. Once the oil is infused, we’ll let it cool and then carefully strain it before we apply it to your new sword.”

“I can definitely keep things hot.” I winked as I added more wood to the fire.

Making the magical oil took up most of the evening.

The smell of it was acrid and powerful, and I was glad the fire was outside so we didn’t have to attempt the process on a stove inside. There was no way we would have gotten rid of that smell in the cottage overnight, but outside Pregia and I were pretty cozy. It was almost romantic, being curled up under a blanket in the chilly spring evening as we sipped hot cocoa from the lovely little cocoa bar provided in the cabin.

Once Pregia declared the potion was done, I put out the fire, and we went into town for dinner while the oil set. By the time we got back, the potion was cooled, so after straining it, my Goblin wife took my new sword and applied layer after layer of the enchanted oil to the blade. Nothing happened at first, but after the third application, the steel began to glow with an otherworldly light.

On the last application of the oil, the whole sword was consumed by that strange, purple light, but then it dissipated.

“There you are,” Pregia said with a pleased grin. “It will now keep its keen edge and make any creature with an infernal legacy explode… potentially. Maybe tell Amrila and Sigrith to be careful around it.”

“Thanks, sweetheart,” I snorted, and I took the sword in my hands.

The weight felt good, but there was no outside indication of the enchantment yet.

I found an early spring sapling about three inches thick and took a swing at it. The sword cleanly lobbed off the top as if the sapling had been made of cheese instead of tough, green wood. I checked the blade for nicks, but the blade was still pristine. After a few more test swings, I checked the blade again, but it was just as sharp as when I started.

Awesome. That was one thing I could check off my list.

The next day, we took another hired car back to the train station and headed back south, to the warmer weather of the Riviera. The resort I’d found for my family rented out luxury beach houses. Technically, we had to share our section of private beach with two other houses, but it was early enough in the season that we were the only renters there at the time.

The house was massive, and it was built on a bluff that overlooked the blue-green sea with walkways leading down to the beach. A barrier reef half a mile from the shore kept the waves along the beach mild. As Pregia and I pulled up to the stylish, mid-century home, I took note of the wide, spiral steps that led up to the flat roof of the three-story building, and on the roof were several deck chairs and a bar.

Tiana was on the balcony where some vining plants grew up a trellis. The Dryad played with the tips of the vines that reached up toward the sun, and as she encouraged them to grow, they waved and danced at her command. Then the huntress saw us pull up the long, gravel drive, and she waved and ran into the house to tell the others we’d arrived.

As Pregia and I walked into the front room, I was impressed by how spacious it was. The entire house was decorated in white with cerulean-blue accents. It was even more beautiful than the pictures on the website. Even the best digital camera struggled to capture the expanse of the panoramic views of the sea from atop the bluff, or the way the large banks of windows let in the golden light of the afternoon sun.

My wives all came to welcome us back and tell us about their first few days in the Riviera.

“There’s a shower in the master bathroom big enough for three or four people,” Ibseth giggled.

I froze for a moment as I imagined my gorgeous wives all wet and slippery, but the women were excited to drag Pregia and I around the new beach house, so I let Ibseth grab my hand and pull me along.

The ladies were both perplexed and intrigued by the bidets, and there were a lot of giggles when I explained to them what exactly they were for. The property also had a pool, hot tub, a fully stocked bar, and even a safe and security cameras. It wasn’t as welcoming as Meyer’s house in Ibiza, but it was still really fucking nice.

I spent the next few days with my family as we enjoyed the last bit of our vacation. We tried out many of the fancy restaurants in the town, or ordered in, swam in the sea, and enjoyed one another’s company. By the end, I was the most tanned I’d been since I’d spent every summer at the community pool in middle school.

But as much as I was enjoying our holiday, I knew there were mysteries waiting to be solved.

I hated to leave my wives behind, but I knew I’d be able to travel faster and draw less attention if I went by myself. I spent my last night in the beach house showing all my women just how much I would miss them, and the next morning, I boarded the train and settled into a seat in one of the private compartments.

I’d been able to narrow down my destination to three towns along the coast that all got their clay roof tiles from the factory in Crooksville, Ohio.

Those pinkish-orange tiles had been the clue that had gotten me this far. I also had a sketch I’d made of the village from my vision. It was a rough draft, and I wasn’t sure how accurate it would be, since I’d drawn it weeks after the Eye had shown me the location of the well.

But it was all I had to go on for now.

The Eye of Vallis seemed to have a mind of its own. I’d tried to get the enchanted, armored belt to show me something more about the location of the rest of the armor, but the Eye had stubbornly refused.

As the train bounced and trundled down the coast, I wondered about Vallis himself.

Ondur, Ibseth’s brother, had said Vallis was one of the Demon Lords of the Deeper Dark. The only Demon Lord I had any dealings with was Belzat, the Lord of Chaos, and really, I’d only dealt with Belzat’s minions. Though it was possible I had briefly spoken to the Demon through Ursenger, the Mad Chief, before I’d killed the tyrant in the Great Forest.

Belzat’s goal had been to possess Ursenger, and there at the end I felt the Lord of Chaos had been close to that goal. But who exactly was Vallis and what was he like? All I knew was he’d given the armor I searched for now to the first Yennih chiefs, and he was called the Lord of Scales.

What the fuck did that mean?

Was Vallis lord over justice in the Deeper Dark? From what little I knew about the vile place, it didn’t sound like justice was a big part of the demonic world. Did that mean Vallis’ domain was over the concept of balance? That could explain why the Lord of Scales was willing to work against Belzat, who’s domain was chaos, but I had reservations about trusting the relics of any Demon.

Still, Vallis intrigued me, and I hoped to meet him face to face one day, even if it was to kill him and the rest of the Demon Lords.

The first town on my list turned out to be a bust. It was another beautiful resort town, filled with tourists from all over the world. But only some of the buildings had the clay roof tiles, and the sea front was wrong. I still had several more stops, so I wasn’t disheartened yet, and I stayed the night and picked up a couple gifts for my wives and friends back home.

The next day, the train took me to another coastal town, but this one was too built up and modern to be the one from my vision. The center of the town was still historic and had the pinkish-orange tiles on an old church and a few other buildings, but the marina was all too new and sleek to be the place I was looking for. Sometime around midafternoon, I got another room and enjoyed a nice meal at a three-star restaurant before calling it an early night.

I had one more stop on my list, and I rode the train for the better part of the next day and ended up in Saint-Porres-sur-Mer. As the train pulled into the small station, I was stunned by the cream-colored buildings and the uniform tiled roofs, and a feeling of familiarity tickled the back of my brain. A curl of excitement filled my stomach, and I quickly grabbed my bag and disembarked the train.

As I stepped out of the station, I looked up and down the side street. There weren’t as many tourists in Saint-Porres as the other towns I’d been to, and many of the tourists I did see didn’t look as obviously wealthy.

And I wasn’t certain yet, but the buildings seemed right.

Because I didn’t speak a word of French, I walked around the town for an hour or so to see if I recognized any landmarks from my vision. I had seen the town from the air as I zoomed over the shore and then off into the forest beyond. From the ground, it was hard to tell at first if this was the place that I wanted, but then I got to the sea front.

The piers, the boats, and the view from the edge of the furthest dock was exactly right. The church tower on the hill, the rocky shoreline, and even the smell of fish and saltwater were just as I’d perceived them weeks ago in my trailer.

Somewhere in the green, verdant forest beyond Saint-Porres-sur-Mer, there was a well, and all I had to do now was find it.

I lugged my bags to a small, modest, seaside hotel to ask about a room. My sword was packed in a large gym bag, along with the Eye of Vallis, several changes of clothes, and other personal necessities, but I also had a backpack with some hiking gear in it.

La Poissonniere was a nice hotel with an understated elegance, as if the establishment didn’t feel the need to try too hard. It felt more like a bed and breakfast than a full-service hotel and only had twenty or so rooms. The man at the desk looked to be in his mid-twenties, and he had strong, dark features.

“Bon apres-midi, Monsieur,” the concierge said as I walked up to the front desk.

“Afternoon,” I replied with a friendly, country-boy smile to telegraph I was a tourist.

“Ah, good afternoon, sir.” The concierge switched to accented English. “How may I help you?”

“I’d like a room for one, if that’s available,” I said as I set my bags next to me and pulled out my wallet. “A map of your fine town would be nice too, if you got one… Clint.”

I read the nametag on the man’s uniform twice to be sure I’d gotten it right, but the surprise must have shown on my face because Clint gave the rueful chuckle of a man who was used to that response.

“My mother was very fond of Western films, especially those of Clint Eastwood,” the dark-haired man explained with a smile. “We have a room with a sea view available, and you will find maps and advertisements for local points of interest, in English, in that display by the door.”

“Oh.” I grinned as I looked back at the door and saw a wooden display, filled with glossy, colorful pamphlets. “Thanks.”

I paid for three nights, and then Clint came around and picked up my gym bag so he could show me to my room.

I tried not to laugh when the slender man grunted and paused as he tried to pick up my bag. The concierge clearly hadn’t expected the bag to be as heavy as it was, but Clint was a professional, and he lifted the bag with a second grunt and didn’t comment on its suspicious weight.

My room ended up being really nice. The tall, four-poster, queen-sized bed had a thick comforter and four fluffy pillows. There was a desk in one corner with a phone, stationary, and several menus from nearby restaurants, and an antique chifferobe to store my clothes in sat in the opposite corner. The ensuite bathroom sported a clawfoot tub that had a shower attachment and plenty of clean towels and washcloths, and while the amenities were simple, all of them were of the best quality.

There wasn’t a TV in the room, which was strange to me as an American, but I got the impression most people who came to Saint-Porres didn’t spend much time in their rooms. As I’d walked through the town earlier, I saw dozens of restaurants, taverns, bakeries, boutiques, and nightclubs. This place gave me the impression it was a vacation destination for people who wanted to unplug and get a taste of what they assumed life in Europe was like.

I thanked Clint again and gave him a tip for carrying my bag. I hadn’t needed his help, but I wanted to be a gracious guest in a foreign country and chose to go with the flow. It wasn’t like a few extra tips would break the bank, and a little generosity went a long way.

The concierge thanked me before he left me to my own devices, so I unpacked and changed. Meyer had been a big help before I’d left the States, and he’d given me some pointers on what to pack and how to act to cover up the fact I wasn’t well traveled. I put on a fresh, white t-shirt, a stylish pair of well-cut jeans, and a pair of high-end sneakers. Travis had told me not to try to blend in, but rather present the best version of myself. The lawyer said it was about confidence mixed with good manners, as well as knowing when to and not to tip.

Once I’d cleaned myself up, I went back to the lobby and looked over the selection of pamphlets. Saint-Porres was clearly a shopping and dining town, and it was apparently known for its seafood. I could rent a boat, or take a fishing tour from expert fishermen. But at the bottom of the display were a bunch of maps, many of which showed hiking trails.

Perfect.

I grabbed several of those and one of the town that listed the businesses that catered to tourists. Then I found a small cafe where I ordered lunch and looked through the maps. I knew it was unlikely one of the maps would show a well circled and marked as a “portal to magical realm,” but it was worth a try.

Unfortunately, not one of the maps showed any ruins, a well, or anything helpful. One map was for bird watchers and listed the various species that could be found in the area. Another rated different trails by level of difficulty, while a third pointed out waterfalls and cliffs that overlooked the sea. As I searched through the maps, I drank strong coffee and enjoyed a selection of sardines, cheese, and breads drizzled with olive oil.

I’d been skeptical about the sardines, but they were so much better than what I’d had in the States. Salty, seasoned with different herbs, and not too oily.

“A fellow nature enthusiast, I see,” a heavily accented voice said from behind me.

I turned to see an old man with a neatly trimmed, snow-white beard, and he was wearing tweed slacks, a matching vest, and a linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up. The man also wore a driving cap at a jaunty angle, and an amused smile tugged at his wrinkled lips, as if he alone was aware of some cosmic joke that eluded the rest of us.

“Yeah.” I nodded, and I decided to lean into the narrative of an American hiker looking for a new challenge. “Figured I’d see what you’ens have over here. But these trails look kinda tame, if I’m honest.”

I played up my Appalachian twang a little for the older man, and it worked like gangbusters.

“An American, too.” The old man grinned as he sat at the table next to mine. “I had guessed as much from your look. I’m sorry our fair hills are not to your liking.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” I shrugged with a theatrical sigh. “This place is one of the prettiest I’ve ever seen. Tegelberg mountain was incredible, but Saint-Porres is damn near magical. But everywhere I went in Germany seemed to have some kinda story or legend attached to it. I thought I’d find more of that here.”

I figured I could goad the old man into sharing local myths with me out of a sense of local pride. That was a universal, human trait, pride in where someone is from. It’s why people rooted for sports teams, bragged about celebrities who were born or grew up in the same city, or kept up rivalries with people from the next town, state, or country for generations.

“How do you mean?” the old man asked with a slight twinkle in his eye, and a moment later, the waiter came over with a tray of coffee, bread, and sardines.

It was clearly the white-haired man’s usual order.

“Well, I grew up in Ohio,” I explained, and I turned my chair so I could look at the gentleman without craning my neck. “I’m Eddie, by the way.”

“Bruno,” the older man replied as he shook my extended hand. “I’ve heard of Cleveland. One of the great cities of rock and roll. But also of jazz. Tadd Dameron, Freddy Martin.”

That was out of my depth, but clearly I’d gained Bruno’s interests.

“I grew up a ways outside of Cleveland,” I said to get back to my point. “Out in the countryside. My Pop would take me for hikes out in the woods and tell me stories about ghost towns from the old coal mining days, or legends about Bigfoot. But my favorite were always the ones about the Gnomes he claimed to have seen in those woods when he was a boy.”

“I see,” Bruno chuckled as he took a sip of his coffee. “You are interested in fairytales, yes?”

“Or ghost stories,” I snorted. “Anything fantastical, really. Not that I believe them, but they add a little zest to life, don’t you think?”

“But perhaps you should believe them,” Bruno said as he shot me a sidelong glance.

Perfect.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I kept my expression neutral.

“It is a big world, filled with many mysteries,” the old man answered. “I have spent my life walking these hills.”

“That sounds like a story.” I grinned as I leaned toward him. “If I put your lunch on my bill, could I convince you to tell it to me?”

“It is no great secret,” Bruno chuckled. “You will not find it on your maps, though. There is a witch who lives in the forest.”

“A witch?” Now, we were getting somewhere.

“Mademoiselle Durand, the witch of Porres.” Bruno nodded. “Much has been said about the Durand women. I do not say it is true. But I know the Durand farm is a place where I’ve seen the strangest things in the forest. Mysterious lights, sounds not common to animals, fairy rings.”

“Does Ms. Durand let people hike on her property?”

“Yes, but only people she knows. Not so much tourists. Though the lady has been known to allow backpackers to camp on her land for a fee occasionally.”

This ‘witch’ sounded most interesting. I wanted to ask about the well, but I felt like that would raise too many questions.

“Can you show me on one of these maps where her farm is?” I asked. “Maybe if I ask nicely, she’ll let me take a look around her land. If not, then I’ll know where to avoid.”

“Of course,” Bruno said as I handed him a map and a pen.

The older man drew a rough line around where he believed Ms. Durand’s property stood, and then he handed the paper back to me.

“Do you really believe she’s a witch?” I asked Bruno as I got ready to pay our checks.

“Probably not,” the bearded man replied with a whimsical smile. “Manon Durand is likely just a beautiful woman who prefers to live alone. Such things often make for rumors, since it goes against our thinking. It’s a tragedy, a beautiful woman all alone. And the Durand farm suffers with only Manon to work it.”

“But you’ve seen strange things out there? And people said similar things about other women in her family?”

“Indeed.” Bruno nodded, and I paid for both of us when the waiter came around. “Back to her great-grandmother and perhaps further back. They are strange women, but only Manon remains. I would feel sorry for her, but she seems happy.”

I wondered if Bruno was in love with this Manon Durand woman.

But then again, an old woman living alone in the woods would lead to rumors like that anywhere in the world.

I thanked Bruno one last time before I headed back to the hotel, and once I was in my room, I got on the hotel’s Wi-Fi and looked up satellite images of the forest around Saint-Porres. I found a farm in the same area Bruno had marked on my map and tried to zoom in as far as I could. There was a rustic farmhouse, a few paddocks for livestock, and a small vineyard.

I knew from my vision that the well I was looking for would be in dense woods, so I had to hope it was somewhere in the acres of trees surrounding the farm.

With a destination in mind, I looked up a car rental service and reserved a car for the next day. My plan was to drive out to the farm and ask Ms. Durand’s permission to hike on her land. If she said no, then I’d drive out to one of the side roads near the property and try to sneak onto her property, just enough so I could rule it out as a location for the well.

But the old man’s stories about strange happenings near the Durand farm made me think it was the likeliest place. I wondered if I should offer to pay Manon for access to her land, but maybe that would offend her.

All I knew was it would have been a hell of a coincidence if the well wasn’t on the land of a rumored witch.

I even tried to ask the Eye of Vallis for some kind of confirmation, but the jewel in the center of the belt just stared up blankly at me. I was about to put it away after a few minutes, but as I held the cool metal in my hands, I could feel a slight pulse.

That was new. Would that pulse become stronger the closer I got to another piece to Vallis’ armor?

“Some help you are,” I snorted and hid the belt in my gym bag again until tomorrow.

Then I got dinner at a restaurant by the pier and texted the group chat I had with my wives.

I think I’ve found it, I wrote as I grinned to myself. I’ll send an update tomorrow. How’s the resort?

My wives sent me pictures of them in their skimpy swimsuits as they enjoyed the beach and fussed over Wyatt, and seeing them enjoy the wealth I’d built over the last year made me smile even more. I reacted to the messages and pictures, and then I set down my phone as I picked up my glass of wine.

The gauntlets were close, and I’d find them one way or another.


Chapter Three

The next day, I was up early to get ready for a day in the woods. I’d looked up predators, snakes, and poisonous plants in the area so I knew what to avoid, and as I dressed, I put the Eye of Vallis on under my light jacket and packed my new sword in the gym bag. I’d leave it in the car as I spoke with Ms. Durand, and then I would drive a little ways into the woods, if there was a back road and strap the scabbard to the Eye. I also made sure to have cash on hand to help convince the old spinster to allow me passage around her property.

I was confident I could get Ms. Durand to let me hike in her forest. Old ladies loved me back home, and hopefully that would be true in France as well.

I got a text that let me know my car had arrived, and I quietly made my way down to the lobby so I didn’t disturb any of the other guests. The man from the rental place had me sign a few papers, and he assured me the GPS had been switched over to English.

Then I drove through the quiet, narrow streets of Saint-Porres. The sun wasn’t even all the way up yet, and the only people I saw out were bakers, restaurant workers, and fishermen on their way to work. I followed the directions the GPS gave and drove up into the hills around the town. It was a gorgeous drive, with plenty of views of the sea and the spring foliage.

By the time I found the farm, it was a more reasonable hour, but I still hoped Manon Durand was an early riser. As I pulled up to the simple farmhouse, I noticed the property seemed a little run-down. The porch roof had started to sag in the middle, and only one paddock had a herd of goats in it. An ancient herd dog looked up from his morning nap on the porch as I pulled up, but he went right back to sleep.

There was still a kind of charm to the property. The lush, green forest around it was beautiful and filled with life, even if the gnarled vines in the small vineyard next to the house were withered and bare. I kind of felt sorry for the old gal, all alone out there with a farm to look after all by herself.

As I got out of the car, I kept an eye on the dog, in case he found a sudden burst of speed to chase me away, but the old pup just huffed as I stepped up onto the porch and knocked on the door.

There was a moment of silence, and then I heard movement inside of the house. Next thing I knew, the faded door creaked open, and I was face to face with a beautiful, young woman. She had long, shiny hair the color of chestnuts and shrewd, almond-shaped, hazel eyes. The woman’s skin was lightly tanned, and she wore a faded t-shirt with Arnold Schwarzenegger dressed as the Terminator printed on the front. The soft cotton of the t-shirt clung to the young woman’s sensual curves, as did her tight, ripped jeans that were tucked into heavy, rubber boots.

Fuck, she was hot.

“Puis-je vous aider?” the smoky beauty asked in French.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” I replied. “Do you speak English? Sorry, I don’t know any French.”

“I speak enough,” the woman replied in a sultry, if slightly annoyed, voice. “What do you want?”

“I was told by Bruno in town that sometimes you let people camp on your land for a fee,” I explained. “Bruno said the hiking was better here than on the public trails.”

“Bruno said?” the mysterious woman repeated with a raised eyebrow. “Perhaps Bruno says too much. What do you really want, Monsieur?”

Somehow, the flash of anger in the woman’s hazel eyes just made her hotter.

“Maaaaybeee we’ve got off on the wrong foot,” I said, and I was caught off guard by the sexy woman’s standoffish manner. “I’m Eddie Hill.”

“Well, Ed-ie Hill,” the woman retorted in her accented voice. “You can tell whatever land development firm you work for that Manon Durand is not selling!”

The fiery, rapid-fire French following that statement could only be Manon telling me where to get off, or to take a flying leap into the sea.

I was more surprised the beautiful woman in front of me was Manon, but I still couldn’t blame old Bruno for having a crush on the woman. Manon’s golden skin was flawless, and she didn’t wear a stitch of make-up. Even her anger was glorious.

“I’m not with any land firm,” I said in a calm tone, and I fished a business card out of my pocket. “I’m part owner of a surplus store and a gun range. Back in America.”

Manon took the card from me and looked it over, and I caught a glimpse of a Winchester leaning against a bureau near the door.

I liked Manon Durand more by the minute.

“Fine,” the French woman replied as she handed the card back to me. “The fee is twenty euros. But be off the property by dark.”

“Fair enough.” I grinned as I got the money out of my wallet and handed it to her. “Any points of interest you recommend I check out?”

“Stay on the trails and don’t get yourself hurt,” Manon said as she took the money and started to close the door. “The last thing I need is for some American tourist to get lost on my land.”

“Don’t worry, Ms. Durand,” I snorted as the chestnut-haired woman started to turn away from me. “This here is a temperate forest, not that different from where I grew up. I’m not concerned about the polecats, and I doubt you see many wild boar this close to a tourist town like Saint-Porres. But if I do see one, I’m a pretty good climber, so I’ll just scramble up a tree. There haven’t been any wolf sightings this year, but I bet you knew that already. And I can spot a snake at twenty paces in the dark, so I’m not too worried about the asps and vipers you got around here.”

Manon paused, and then she looked over her shoulder at me with the hint of a smile on her full lips.

“You seem to know a lot about the local wildlife, Eddie,” the French woman replied.

“I’d be a dumb tourist to go hiking in a forest without knowing what lives there.”

“Good luck.” Manon smirked, and then she closed the door behind her.

Ms. Durand seemed like a hell of a woman.

But I couldn’t get sidetracked by a pretty face, so I got back in the car and drove down a sideroad until I was out of view of the farmhouse. Once I found a place to park that wouldn’t block the one-lane dirt road, I got out, took my sword out of the gym bag, and locked the car. Then I strapped the broadsword to the armored belt under my jacket, and after I got my backpack out of the trunk, I started into the woods.

A few minutes later, I found a trailhead and paused as I touched the eye-like jewel on my belt.

“Alright,” I whispered, half to myself. “Show time. Which direction should I go?”

I waited for a moment.

I tried to quiet my mind and breathe, just as I had done when the Eye had given me the first vision back in the trailer, and I could feel my pulse slow as the sounds of the forest came into sharper focus. The world around me was alive with sounds and smells too subtle for my normal senses to pick up on.

A fox or other small mammal was digging to clear out their burrow of new, spring growth. The call of specific birds became clear and stood out from the general chorus of birdsong. And there was a low, musical whistle accompanied by an erratic tapping in many tones. I honed in on that one set of sounds as I wondered what it was, and I realized the taps were in time with the breeze that curled up the foothills from off the sea.

Maybe it was windchimes?

I started down a path, stopped again as I felt the pulse from the Eye stutter, and then took the trail branch to my right. The steady beat from the Eye grew steady again, so I kept going.

“You better be leading me to the well,” I chuckled. “And not some other weird bullshit.”

I didn’t know if the Eye of Vallis would respond to my words. In fact, I assumed it wouldn’t. I was still unsure how the belt’s magic worked, but it was an inanimate object. Sometimes it seemed like it had a mind of its own, but so did cars, computers, and power tools. All these things could only do what they’d been designed to do, and people just liked to assign them personality traits to explain away human error or other malfunctions.

But I wasn’t sure if I was attributing traits to the Eye of Vallis, or if something in the magic of the belt’s enchantment held a trace of consciousness. Maybe I was just talking to myself. Either way, it passed the time.

As I walked along the trail, I listened to the wildlife skitter away as animals heard me coming. I had been right about the wild boars and wolves. At least, the Eye didn’t make me aware of any immediate threats close by, but it also wasn’t long before the Eye led me off the trail.

Shit.

Manon had warned me to stay on the paths. I definitely wasn’t going to, but I did reflexively look around to be sure I was alone out there. Then I stepped off the trail and started into the woods.

I would have liked to have had my Galil, or any rifle on me, especially in an unfamiliar forest. Even though it was highly unlikely I’d come across any predators, there was still elk and possibly boar in these woods. Animals that had the potential to be dangerous if I caught them off guard. I had my broadsword, but even the Vikings used spears and bows to hunt elk and boars so they didn’t have to get too close to them.

As I followed the thrum of the magic, I kept an eye on the trees around me. I was the most comfortable in the forest. Half my childhood had been spent in the woods. My eyes and ears were tuned for any movement or sound that seemed out of place, and I didn’t have to go far off the trail before I saw the first set of windchimes.

They were high in a tree and made from four hollowed out wooden tubes of different sizes. When the breeze blew, the tubes acted like wind instruments. The semi-musical tone I’d been hearing was from them. There were more of those chimes the further I walked, as well as strange markings carved into the trunks of some of the trees. I even saw a few cloth bags hanging from branches.

I took one pouch from a lower branch and opened it. The small, burlap sack was filled with dried herbs, a few bones, and dirt. I scrunched my forehead as I closed the bag again, and I put it back in the tree before I walked a few more feet.

Then I stopped again to study one of the symbols carved into a tree. The symbol itself had no meaning to me, and the signal on my phone was almost nonexistent so I couldn’t try to look it up. Even though I didn’t know exactly what they were, the vaguely mystical objects and symbols looked like wards of some kind.

That was interesting.

If they’d been along the trail, I would have assumed it was one of the local things, like how people tie ribbons to a specific pole or tree for good luck or as a symbol of love. But Manon had been very clear that hikers were supposed to stay on the trail. So, was it a common thing for that rule to be ignored by visitors, or had these all been put here by the Durand family? And what might the charms be warding against?

I pressed further into the woods.

The morning had started off sunny, but the dappled light in the forest slowly disappeared as the clouds blew in. The air cooled, and the breeze picked up. The wind chimes started to clack as their musical tone shifted to a higher pitch, but the clouds were still white and at a high elevation, so I wasn’t worried about rain.

I focused on the steady pulse of the belt as it grew stronger and became a pulling sensation. I was headed in a northwest direction, and the longer I walked, the more of the charms, chimes, and carvings I started to see. At first, I thought the creeped-out feeling I had started to feel was from seeing these clearly arcane objects on the surface. In The Gloom or the Twilight Region, seeing something mystical or arcane in nature would have been normal, but it felt unsettling seeing it in the surface world.

Suddenly, I heard a twig break behind me. I froze to listen for a moment, and as my attention drifted from finding the well to the sound, there was a wrenching feeling in my gut. The thrum from the Eye of Vallis stopped, and I was suddenly aware of a presence.

Then the Eye showed me something huge forty yards behind me.

Through the belt, I felt a hard surface, like the rock creature I’d once fought in the Dolrath territory. But there was also the sense of spongy, soft, slimy flesh, tentacles, and an internal heat as hot as a furnace. I ducked behind a tree as I drew my sword, and then I glanced around the trunk.

I didn’t see anything.

The Eye told me the creature was massive. Too large to easily navigate between the trees. I knew it was there, but I couldn’t see it. Was it somehow hidden among the trees? Could it be invisible?

And what the fuck was something like that doing on the surface?

I weighed my options. I could make a run for the well, since I knew the approximate direction it was in. But if this hard-shelled, hentai nightmare was a guardian of the portal, that would only aggravate it more. If I was fast enough, though, I could get down the well before the mystery beast could catch up to me.

I took a deep breath and then started to sprint through the forest. I zigzagged from tree to tree as I made my way to where I believed the well was, but this creature was inexplicably fast and silent. As I ran, I would hear the snap of a branch, or an unpleasant squelch, and finally, I chanced a look behind me.

As I turned my head, a ghostly, transparent tentacle with a bulbous, spiked protrusion at the end came out of nowhere and swung toward my head.

“What the fuck!” I ducked away from the blow.

I watched as the eerie, grayish-pink limb passed through the trunks and branches of the surrounding trees before it swished over my head, but just as it went by me, the phantom appendage seemed to solidify and smash into a tree.

Branches were shattered, and the trunk splintered from the strike.

“Okay, what the hot fuck?” I growled.

I doubled my speed and threw caution to the wind as I ran over the uneven ground of the forest floor.

There was a pretty big risk of tripping on a fox hole, but whatever was behind me was way worse than a twisted ankle. I’d fought Cave Trolls, Pit Wyrms, and Kelpies. But with only a sword in hand, I knew it would be nothing short of foolish to stop and engage a monster that was not only nearly invisible, but wasn’t even truly physical in nature. This thing that chased me through the coastal forest was a threat like no other I had encountered in the underworld.

I pumped my legs until my muscles started to scream, and as I watched for some sign of the well ahead, I could hear more devastation behind me, like the protest of tree roots as they were ripped from the ground. Then another tentacle shot out a few feet to my left, wrapped around the trunk of a tree, and tore it out of the soft, mossy ground.

Suddenly, I saw fire erupt in a whirlwind around me. I could feel heat, and see ghostly flames, but the fire was only able to make several trees and shrubs in my field of vision smolder.

This bastard could breathe fire, and if it manifested itself anymore, it would burn down the forest and me in it.

I panted for breath as my lungs protested for more oxygen. The uneven ground served to slow me down, but if I stopped, I could be dead before I even saw what it was that pursued me. Then, finally, I saw a small clearing up ahead, and in the center of that clearing was the low, stone circle of the well.

I dug deep and put on a final burst of speed as another tree fell somewhere behind me. I made it into the clearing and found it was filled with even more of the burlap pouches, wooden wind chimes, and arcane runes carved into the trees. The ground around the well was cleared from any underbrush, and I noticed a ring of colorful stones had been placed in an intentional pattern around the base of the well.

I didn’t want to slow down and give the fire-breathing, tentacled freak a chance to catch me, so I smacked into the hard stone wall of the well and caught myself with my hands so I wouldn’t tumble headfirst into the abyss.

But it turned out that wasn’t a concern.

Because the well was sealed with a heavy, wooden cover.

The circle of hardwood on top of the well was held together with iron bands anchored into the stone with railroad spikes. There was also a thick bolt lock through a sturdy iron ring that held the cover shut. It would have been easy to panic right then, but panic was a luxury I didn’t have.

I had my Leatherman on me and could try to pick the lock, but that would take too long. It was possible I could hack through the wood with my magic sword and make a hole just big enough for myself to climb through, but I wasn’t as skinny as I used to be. I was out of options. I just had to hope my untested, enchanted sword would have an effect on a creature that wasn’t fully corporeal.

So, I turned to face the monster.

I couldn’t see all of it between the trees that ringed the clearing, but I saw enough to get the idea. There was a soft, fleshy, eyeless head on a long neck attached to a blob-like body, and on the beast’s back was a huge, shiny, spiral shell. From somewhere under the front ledge of that still semi-transparent shell, four glistening, sickly pink tentacles flailed around the monstrous snail, and they occasionally manifested long enough to smash the ground and vegetation around the beast.

Then the gruesome line of a lipless mouth opened and vomited out the spectral fire, and I ducked to the ground and covered my head. The flames were hotter this time. Hot enough to make the trees around the clearing smoke and smolder. When the torrent stopped, I steeled my will, stood with my sword in hand, and readied myself to rush the Cronenberg-esque abomination despite my every instinct to run.

Suddenly, the shot of a rifle rang out behind me.

The unexpected blast made me start, and I instinctively took cover behind the well. Then a second shot sounded from the unknown source. I got my bearings and looked into the forest where the monster fucking snail had been, but it was gone. The trees that had been devastated looked whole and healthy again. The sky was no longer overcast, and I could hear the gentle breeze pass through the wooden chimes as the echoes from the gunshot faded.

What in the hot, Appalachian fuck had just happened?


Chapter Four

The sound of the shot still rang through the distant hills as I hunkered down behind the well. Whatever it was that had stalked me through the trees was gone now, along with any sign of its presence. But now I had to worry about a very real, flesh and bones person who was armed.

“Whoever you are,” I said from behind the well as I tried to process the batshit crazy thing I had just seen, “I’m armed, too. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I will defend myself!”

I realized I was in another country, and the gunman or hunter might not speak English, but I hoped the firm tone of my voice would do the heavy lifting.

“I think my rifle will beat your sword, Monsieur Hill,” a feminine voice replied in a rich, French accent.

“Manon?” I asked as I poked my head around the side of the well.

“Oui.” The chestnut-haired woman smirked as she stepped into the clearing with her Winchester slung casually over her forearm and the barrel pointed at the ground. “I believe I told you to stay on the trails.”

“You did,” I conceded as I got up and dusted myself off. “But my curiosity got the better of me. Then something in the woods started to track me. I thought it might be a wolf. It cornered me by this well, then you showed up before I could get up into a tree.”

The hazel-eyed woman’s demeanor was so calm and casual. Had she seen the giant fucking snail, too? Or had the warning shot been to startle me? Either way, this situation felt more unhinged by the moment.

“Really?” Manon snorted as she cocked her head to one side.

The beautiful French woman didn’t look impressed by my story.

“It might have been a wild boar,” I chuckled as I sheathed my sword. “But I don’t think they stalk people.”

“Well, it is good I showed up,” Manon said as she took her rifle in both hands. “I will show you back to your car.”

As the enigmatic woman started to turn, she clearly expected me to follow her, but I did some quick mental math.

I could follow Manon, thank her for letting me hike on her land, and then try to find the well tonight or sometime tomorrow and hope that monster didn’t show up again. But I knew there was a reason Ms. Durand had followed me, beyond her general paranoid nature, and it was the reason for Manon’s distrust that interested me.

From what the old man in Saint-Porres said, the Durands had lived on this land for generations and were thought to be witches. It was possible Manon knew exactly what was down that well. The wood on the cover looked a little weathered, but it was in good repair, and there wasn’t any rust on the iron bands or the lock. Maybe the well had been sealed to keep animals and curious tourists from falling in, but my suspicion was the cover was there to keep something locked inside.

“Sure.” I nodded but didn’t move to follow. “But first, can you tell me about this kooky old well? Was there a farmhouse or cabin near here at one point? Seems like a long walk from where your family home is now.”

“It’s just an old well,” the hazel-eyed woman said, and now she sounded a little annoyed.

“Huh,” I snorted as I continued to play the fool. “Funny. I didn’t see any signs of old house foundations or roads on my way here. I suppose I must have missed them. But it’s just weird, to have a big ol’ well out in the middle of nowhere like this. They’re not easy to dig out. Who’d have gone to all this trouble when the closest dwelling is over a mile away, and the closest town is even further?”

“I don’t know,” Manon replied in an exasperated tone. “It was here when my great-grandfather bought the land. Come. I have chores to do still, and I don’t have time to babysit you all day.”

“It’s just so strange,” I said as if I hadn’t heard her. “You know, I also inherited some land from my grandpa, and it had this old mine shaft on it--”

“Is there a point you are trying to make, Monsieur?” the French woman asked with a heavy sigh. “Because if there is not, this is the worst flirting an American has ever tried on me.”

Fuck, did I like that sass.

“If I was flirting with you, you wouldn’t have to wonder.” I grinned. “I’m just pointing out that we seem to have a lot in common. We both inherited land from our family. We both like guns. And we both know it wasn’t a wolf you scared away just now.”

I watched Manon’s face as she processed what I’d said.

“Do you think it was a boar?” the French woman asked as she gracefully arched one eyebrow.

“Not unless boars are afraid of wind chimes and scribbles on trees.” I smirked. “Seriously, what the fuck was that thing?”

“What thing?” Manon replied without conviction.

The chestnut-haired woman wasn’t about to make this easy for me.

“Alright,” I chuckled as I shook my head. “Fine then. Cards on the table. I don’t know what the bags of dried leaves and dirt are about, other than they’re clearly some kinda magic meant to ward this well. I’d bet good money if we opened the well, we’d find a system of tunnels that led down into a whole other world. I’d even go so far as to say all of this is why you and the women of your family are rumored to be witches. And the reason I’m here is because there’s a tunnel just like that on my property where I found this.”

I pulled out the iron key that had led me to The Gloom all those months ago and showed it to Ms. Durand.

Manon stared at the key with a surprised expression, and I considered mentioning Jason, the guy I met at the airport, and how he also had a key like mine. But that was Jason’s business and not mine to share.

“I… I also have such a key,” the hazel-eyed woman said after a beat of silence. “But I have never gone into the well. My family has guarded it for generations.”

“And that big fucking snail thing that chased me here?” I asked.

“It’s a forest spirit,” Manon explained, and her face was troubled as she took in the gravity of the situation. “But I’ve never known them to try and take physical form before. Or appear in the daytime. I can’t see the spirits, but I feel them. At night, they come and trick the unwary into getting lost in the forest. My mother said they were drawn to the magic of the well.”

“Where’s your mother now?” I asked as I remembered the old man had said Manon lived alone.

“She passed two winters ago,” the French woman said in a flat tone that told me the grief was still fresh.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said gently. “I can’t explain the whole thing, because it would take ages. But I need to go down into that well. There’s something very important down there that could save a lot of lives.”

“And how do I know I can trust you?” Manon asked as her grip tightened slightly on her Winchester.

“That’s up to you. I’ve come a long way to find this well. I don’t know why your ancestors sealed it, but I have to ask you to unseal it long enough for me to have a look. Down in the tunnels on my property, there’s something mighty evil plotting a breakout, and the things I’m looking for will help me stop that from happening.”

A long stretch of silence passed between us, and Manon’s hazel eyes raked over me like she was trying to rip me open and find out all my secrets. I stood with my spine straight and my chin lifted, and when her eyes finally landed on mine, I stared right back.

“You are very convincing, Monsieur Hill,” she finally said, and I was shocked when her full lips stretched into a wide grin.

The French woman’s olive-toned skin glowed when she smiled. Her natural beauty was nearly flawless, and she had a dimple that appeared on just one cheek. There was something about her shrewd personality and frank demeanor that I liked right away. Manon wasn’t easily impressed, and her trust came slowly. I’d wager if I hadn’t flashed my key, she would have thrown me off her property no matter what claims I made.

I respected her tenacity.

“You could join me in the well, ya know, keep an eye on me,” I offered. “Like you said, your gun trumps my sword. Plus, you’ve gotta be curious about what’s down there. If it were me, I would have taken a peek a long time ago.”

“I have wondered,” the chestnut-haired woman admitted as her gaze darted to the wood and iron cap on the well. “Just a short look, though. And you walk ahead of me at all times. I also want to be able to see your hands, too. Don’t think just because you have thirty kilos on me that you can overpower me and take my rifle. I’m an expert in Savate.”

“What’s Savate?” I asked with a cheeky smile.

“Try to touch me and find out.” Manon smirked.

I couldn’t tell if that was a warning or an invitation.

“I won’t touch you until you ask me to,” I said.

“Ugh.” Manon rolled her eyes at my remark, but the smile didn’t fade from her pretty face.

“Told you that you’d know if I was flirting with you.” I winked.

“Back away from the well, thirty paces over there, where I can see you. Once I have it open, you go down first.”

I did as I was asked, and Manon walked around the well to where the padlock was and leaned her Winchester against the side of the stone wall.

Then the hazel-eyed woman pulled out a ring of keys that reminded me of the ones Jason had, but one key stood out as older and somewhat larger than the others. It wasn’t iron like mine and Jason’s keys, though. Manon’s key was made of polished brass that had the green patina of age in the grooves of the designs etched into it.

But the key Manon used to open the padlock was a little smaller and more modern. Once the cap of the well was unlocked, the French woman put away her keys and lifted the heavy wood and metal lid. Then she picked her rifle up again and motioned for me to go down first.

“No staring at my ass,” I teased as I walked up to look into the well for the first time. “I’m not just a hunk of grade A, American beefcake, you know?”

Manon rolled her eyes again, and I stifled a laugh as I glanced down over the edge of the stones.

I’d expected a deep, black hole and had been prepared to use my rope to repel down. But that turned out to be unnecessary. Cool, damp cavern air funneled up from a set of wide, stone steps that spiraled down into the darkness. I kneeled down to rummage through my pack for my headlamp, and after I put it on, I climbed over the stone wall and lowered myself onto the first step.

I gave the step a couple of test stomps to make sure it was sturdy enough to hold my weight. The sound of my boots on the stone echoed down into the well, but the steps seemed solid and well anchored into the wall, so I slowly started my descent. As I got further down, I had to duck so I didn’t hit my head on the steps above me. I could hear Manon climb into the well behind me and glanced back, and the tall woman also had to slightly duck once she was far enough down the steps.

Whoever had made the stone staircase must have been between five to five and a half feet tall by my guess. But that tracked for me. Most people in The Gloom and the Twilight were about that height. Bhakoth was maybe five-seven, but he was tall for a Night Elf. Even the Orcs, the largest humanoids of The Gloom, seemed to top out at five-nine. Xuag was nearly six feet tall, but the Orc captain was a beast of a man for the underworld.

As we wound our way down the well, I could feel the pulse from the Eye begin again. The belt seemed to want to pull itself toward the next piece of the armor, and maybe it was my imagination, but it was like the Eye of Vallis was as excited as I was to finally be this close to our goal.

I listened for any sound below us, but all I could hear was the sound of Manon, my footfalls on the stone, and the steady drip of water somewhere beneath us. It seemed to take ages, but we finally reached the bottom of the steps. Then we entered a six-foot-wide, circular chamber that seemed to have been naturally formed by water centuries ago. The fossils of barnacles and shells clung to the rock walls, and the damp air had allowed for algae to form on the stones.

“Watch your footing,” I cautioned Manon. “It’s a little slick down here.”

“It smells like a tidal cave,” the hazel-eyed woman noted as she wrinkled her nose.

“Yeah?” I looked around the small cave. “Is that something we should be worried about? I don’t want to be caught off guard if this place floods every time the tide comes in.”

“I don’t think it floods here.” Manon shook her head. “Or else there would be fresh barnacles and other marine life like mollusks on the ground. But there must be tidal pools further down. That would explain the humid air and the algae.”

“So, you think some of the lower tunnels flood?” I asked before I moved further into the cave system.

“It’s possible.” Manon nodded as she checked her watch. “We should watch for a water line as we proceed. It will be clear what tunnels flood. High tide was an hour ago, and it won’t start to come in again for another six hours. We’ll be safe as long as we watch the time.”

“Good to know,” I said, and then I walked toward the only tunnel that led out from the cave at the base of the steps.

The tunnel was long and winding, and I passed several side passages as I followed the thrum of the belt.

“How do you know you are going the right way?” Manon huffed after a couple of minutes.

Maybe it was the French accent, but even the chestnut-haired woman’s annoyance was attractive.

“Magic,” I teased my companion.

“What sort of magic?” Manon pressed. “I know I am a hermit who lives in a haunted forest, but do not expect me to accept that as a real answer.”

“That’s fair,” I said as a spot of light up ahead caught my attention. “But we’re still building trust here. I’m not gonna give up all my secrets just because a pretty woman asked me.”

“Flirt,” Manon grumbled.

“I’ll stop if you want me to,” I said, but the French woman didn’t reply. “I think I see something up ahead.”

There were patches on the stone walls that gave off an eerie green glow, and as we got closer, I realized it was some kind of plant life. Maybe a fungus, like the Gloom mushrooms.

“Is this algae?” I thought out loud.

“It’s lichen,” Manon remarked as she came to stand next to me. “Like algae and moss mixed together. But I’ve never seen one that’s bioluminescent before.”

“Bioluminescent? There’s a five-dollar word.”

“I wanted to be a marine biologist as a girl.” Manon shrugged. “But I had other obligations.”

That explained how Manon spoke English so well.

A lot of the people I’d met in Europe spoke English fairly well, but Manon had a strong command of the language. If she’d planned to go for higher education, the chestnut-haired woman would have needed a wider vocabulary in her second language to do that.

This small fact had also revealed Manon’s life hadn’t turned out how she’d planned.

That more than anything made me feel a connection to this mysterious woman. Only a year ago, I’d been an art school graduate working construction jobs to make ends meet. I was broke and looking for a job that didn’t require five years of professional experience and paid more than minimum wage.

But my inheritance had paved a way for a new life, while Manon’s seemed to have trapped and isolated her.

“Let’s keep going,” I said as I shook off my thoughts. “I have a feeling this lichen will become more dense the further we go in.”

We continued down the tunnels as we watched for any signs of flooding or a waterline, but I hadn’t spotted anything yet.

“What did you find in your tunnels?” Manon asked after a brief silence. “Were they also filled with this glowing lichen?”

“I found glowing mushrooms down in mine,” I said as I took the right side of a fork in our path. “And an underground forest beyond a huge door made of iron.”

“A subterranean forest?” Manon snorted. “Impossible. Trees need sunlight to grow.”

“You’re the scientist.” I shrugged. “So I’m not going to argue with you. But I did find an underground forest where the trees had purple and silvery leaves. Not sure how it got there, but it’s real, I promise you.”

“Were there animals?” the hazel-eyed woman asked with growing curiosity.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Colorful birds, insects, tiny deer-like creatures with blue fur and black stripes, and some Brownies.”

“Brownies?” Manon scoffed. “The little people who will fix your shoes if you leave out cream for them?”

“I doubt they’d fix much of anything,” I chuckled as I thought about Scar and his fierce warriors. “But I bet they’d like the cream. And they don’t look like people. More like rats with longer arms and legs, and opposable thumbs-- ohhhhh, shit!”

I grinned as we turned a corner, and a large pair of carved, brass doors came into view.

There was no Dwarven writing on these doors. Instead, fanciful sea creatures were molded into the dull green patina on the metal. Fish and sea turtles frolicked in beds of seaweed, and there were larger figures with unmistakably humanoid features.

There was no way around it. There were Mermaids and Mermen carved or etched into the brass doors, and in the background of the tableau were squid-like tentacles that framed the scene.

“Sacré bleu,” Manon breathed when she turned the corner behind me.

“I know how you feel.” I nodded as I shined my headlamp on the doors. “You want to finally try that key of yours?”

“I-I do not…” Manon looked dumbfounded, and her eyes and mouth were equally wide. “Is this what we will find beyond these doors?”

“Only one way to find out.” I shrugged. “What I found beyond my doors changed my life and made me a wealthy man. Go ahead.”

Manon stepped toward the door as she pulled out her keyring again. Then, with a shaking hand, the French woman inserted the brass key into the lock. I was a little concerned the dank air might have rusted the internal mechanisms, but Manon was able to smoothly twist the key. There was an audible click that made the hazel-eyed woman quietly gasp, and then one side of the doors smoothly opened as the French woman slid the key from the lock.

I pushed the one door further open before I stepped through. The glowing lichen grew in abundance on the other side and provided a dim, pale green light beyond that point. I held the door open for Manon, and she slowly stepped through the portal into the green light.

The look on the woman’s face was almost girlish and filled with wonder, and I hid my smile at the sight.

We walked further into the tunnel beyond the door. Here, there was more evidence of the barnacles, and there was a fine grit of sand on the stone floor.

“This tunnel floods,” Manon remarked as she looked around. “But I don’t see a high tideline. It must flood completely with regularity. But we still have… Six hours before the tide comes in again.”

“We’ll have to make the most of that time then.” I nodded. “Let’s keep moving.”

It wasn’t long before the tunnel we followed opened up into a cavern, but it wasn’t as large or as grand as the cavern that held the Great Forest and the Yennih Capital. This cavern was only two hundred yards across and maybe a hundred yards wide, and ahead was a dropoff that went down fifty feet. There was a path leading down to the cavern floor, where there was a large tidal pool. It was thirty feet across, and the water gently came in and out onto a sandy ledge. To the north, I saw a cave mouth that led off the main chamber, and a smaller one to the southwest.

The tidal pool looked deep, and as I shone my light down into it, I thought I saw a massive opening feeding seawater into the pool.

Then something moved in the depths of the water.

It was a colossal blob-like shape that recoiled from the light, and it darted into the underwater opening before I could get a better look at it.

“Dieu nous sauve!” Manon screamed when she saw the movement.

Suddenly, the French woman turned on her heels and booked it back the way we’d come.


Chapter Five

I heard a loud splash behind me as the dark, blob-like figure in the tidal pool pushed itself through the underwater opening that led out of the cavern. I wanted to get a closer look at the mysterious creature, but I had to run after Manon so she didn’t get lost in the tunnels.

The problem was, Manon was fast as fuck.

The French woman’s athleticism was incredible. Her long strides ate up the distance back to the brass door, but it had quietly shut itself behind us just like the iron doors into The Gloom did. But unlike the iron doors that had been engineered by the ancient Dwarves, the brass door didn’t look like a rock wall on the other side. The inner side of the door was also brass and showed a tableau of a forest.

Manon was several yards ahead of me. The chestnut-haired woman’s momentum carried her further than she intended, and she slammed against the metal. The brass door made a low ring like a massive bell or a gong, and Manon frantically tried to find a handhold.

“C’est chiant!” Manon exclaimed, and she pounded her fists on the brass.

“It’s alright,” I said as I came up behind the frightened woman. “I know that thing was big, but--”

Before I could finish, Manon abruptly spun and threw her arms around my neck.

“It is not alright!” the French woman sobbed as she buried her face in my shoulder.

I was shocked by how tightly she gripped me, and I gently stroked her back to try to calm her.

Manon presented herself as strong and stoic, but we’d also just met only a few hours ago. The sudden outburst and then physical contact caught me off guard, and Manon must have realized it because she let go and lightly pushed me away.

“Oh, putain!” Manon breathed, and she dragged a hand through her hair as she tried to compose herself.

“You’re going to have to switch back to English if you want me to help,” I teased to lighten the mood. “But I could probably follow you in Spanish… mostly. I learned from Mexicans and Guatemalans. You should have seen the looks I got in Spain when I tried to speak to anyone.”

Manon stared at me incredulously, but after a moment, she let out a deep, throaty laugh.

“I can imagine,” the hazel-eyed woman said with a half-smirk, but her face quickly grew serious again. “Fuck… What was that thing?”

“You’re guess is as good as mine.” I shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Hell, I could barely make it out in the dark. Maybe an octopus just found its way in?”

“Octopi don’t get so large in Saint-Porres. It might have been a squid, but ones that size are very rare, especially this close to land. Plus, its shape was all wrong. I do not know what that thing was.”

“Is that what bothered you?”

“No… and yes,” the French woman huffed. “This place, the creature… My mother and grandmother raised me to live off the forest. To know its ways and the animals that live there. They told me stories about the things that lived in the well, and the others that were attracted to it. I’ve seen many things I cannot explain, but I always tried to find a rational explanation for them. Because…”

Manon searched for the words, but I could guess what she was thinking from the guilt in her lovely face.

“Because you didn’t want to believe they existed,” I finished for her. “If the stories were true, you’d have to stay and guard the well for the rest of your life, instead of going to college.”

“It does not matter,” she said in a bitter tone. “I cannot see the forest spirits like my mother did. But there are other things in the woods at night I have seen, if only briefly. My grandmother taught me not to get close to them, so I always told myself they were vagrants or some such. But now I fear it’s all true, and I am stuck here forever.”

“Forever is a long time.” I nodded and felt for her. “But doesn’t this door bar the way? That’s how it works for me. The iron doors back home are magic and can only be opened with my key.”

“That’s what my family has sworn themselves to for generations.” Manon shook her head as she leaned against the door. “Things do come up from the well, supposedly. It’s never happened in my lifetime, but we watch the well to make sure nothing that can hurt the village comes out of the well. And we guard the entrance from the forest spirits.”

“Well, what would happen if the forest spirits got in?” I asked.

I was fairly sure the brass door worked like the iron doors, since Manon had never seen anything escape the well. But the idea of monstrous spirits on the surface was a new one for me. Maybe they were the reason the people of The Gloom believed the surface world was filled with monsters.

“I don’t know,” Manon replied with a deflated shrug. “I just know it’s important we do not let them near the well. Today was the first time I can remember one getting so close. Did you really see a giant snail?”

“Kinda.” I nodded and leaned next to the chestnut-haired woman. “It was all see through, like a ghost in a movie. But I saw it get clearer, and it even uprooted a few trees trying to get me. Then, when you showed up, the big-ass, fire-breathing snail disappeared along with any sign it’d been there in the first place. It was pretty wild.”

“I wonder why you could see it.” Manon pursed her lips, and her expression was thoughtful. “My mother had the sight. But my grandmother and I did not.”

“I think I can clear up that mystery.” I grinned as I lifted up the bottom of my jacket to show the armored belt around my waist. “This thing lets me sense things, like when I’m about to be attacked. It even showed me a vision once. That’s how I found your farm and the well.”

“You said you were looking for something,” Manon replied as she looked down at the jeweled eye on the belt, and then back at me. “What was it?”

“The rest of the armor that goes with this belt,” I said. “Somewhere down here there is a pair of gauntlets or bracers I need. The belt will help me find them.”

“You came all the way from America for a pair of bracers because a magical belt told you to?”

“I know, it sounds crazy,” I snorted.

“Not the craziest thing I ever heard,” Manon replied with a giggle, but then she took a deep breath and straightened up. “Do you want to go back to the pool? I think I saw an opening to the north in the cavern.”

“It’s getting late in the afternoon,” I said when I looked at my watch. “That’s when you said the tide starts to come back in, right? It’s probably better to wait for tomorrow to explore any further.”

“You are right.” Manon nodded. “It will be another two hours or so before the tidal cavern begins to flood significantly, I would say. But if the tunnels beyond that are prone to flooding, I would hate to be caught in them. Will you come back tomorrow then?”

“Maybe not tomorrow,” I said as the French woman started to unlock the brass door. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to bring my wives here to help. There could be trouble in the tunnels further in. I doubt the only monsters down there are water bound.”

“Wives?” Manon remarked with mild surprise as the key clicked and the door swung slowly open. “Plural?”

The chestnut-haired woman’s face was suddenly an unreadable mix of emotions.

“It’s complicated.” I shrugged and then thought about it. “Well, actually, it’s surprisingly uncomplicated because they’re all amazing women. But I get that it’s strange.”

“You are strange, so I suppose it is fitting. Yes, I think it is good to be prepared for whatever we will find. That is, if your wives will not be jealous that I come along as well?”

“If they were jealous women, I wouldn’t be married to all seven of them,” I chuckled.

Manon didn’t say much as we made our way back up to the well.

I wondered if she was scandalized by my confession, or if she was too French to be shocked by anything. Either way, I was glad to have it out in the open. I’d openly flirted with Manon, and the hazel-eyed woman had seemed receptive to the flirting, even if that’s all it was. It wasn’t in my mindset to lead anyone on, and in the human world, people didn’t often marry more than one person at a time.

I did hope Manon wouldn’t mind if I kept on flirting with her. She was something else, and I liked her. In The Gloom I’d met so many incredible women, and I married most of them. But I’d never met a woman in the human world who caught my attention the way Manon Durand had.

When we got back to the surface, the sky was pink with the last rays of sunlight.

“You should go,” Manon said as she looked around. “It will be dark soon, and I have things to do before the stars come out. But you will come back, yes?”

There was a strange note in her voice that I couldn’t put my finger on.

“I’ll be back.” I nodded. “It might take a couple days though. I won’t tell you what to do on your own property, but I wouldn’t recommend going down into that well alone. I’m sure you know your way around that Winchester, but I had a semi-auto AK with multiple magazines when I first started to explore the underworld, and I got into a few scrapes I’m lucky to have gotten out of. But I know if I were in your place, I’d be pretty fucking curious about what’s down there.”

“I am curious,” Manon agreed, and I could see a familiar spark in her eyes. “Just imagine the sort of creatures that might live down there. But I will wait a few days for you to return. I’m also interested to meet these women mad enough to tie themselves to you.”

Manon flashed a playful smirk at me, and I laughed.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said, and then I turned and walked back toward my rented car.

On the drive back to Saint-Porres, I thought about what I had seen down in the well.

The images on the brass door stood out to me. Back home, the runes on the iron door had been a clue to who’d made them. The Lost Dwarves had left a written warning about monsters and danger beyond that barrier, but I hadn’t seen any words or marks I would call writing on the brass doors.

But there was something about the style of the art I did recognize.

The curved lines and elongated figures reminded me of the structures and statues I’d seen in the ruins of the Rose Palace in the Quartz Caverns. The brass doors didn’t match the style of the High Elves exactly, but the similarities had been undeniable. Was there a connection there? No one knew what had happened to the High Elves, and the rumor was they had gone to the surface world after they’d left The Gloom.

Could the High Elves, or some of their descendants, have traveled across the ocean and come here? Or could the High Elves have used their considerable knowledge of magic to transport themselves? I could only speculate, and it might have been some kind of grand coincidence, like how humans the world over made pyramids of different descriptions.

I went back to the hotel, up to my room, and emailed the rental company to see about renting a larger vehicle. Then I called Ibseth.

“Hello, my king,” my first wife answered on the second ring.

“Hey, baby,” I replied, and I grinned at the sound of her voice. “I already miss you all.”

“We miss you, too. Did you find the well?”

“I did. There was a woman guarding it, but I talked her into letting me go down and explore a little.”

“A woman?” Ibseth giggled. “Is she pretty?”

Of course that was her first question.

“She’s very pretty,” I laughed. “But that wasn’t why we came here. The Eye of Vallis went nuts when I got close to the well. I’m sure the gauntlets are down there, but I wasn’t able to get very far. The tunnels are close to the sea, and the ones close to the well entrance seem to flood a lot. I’ll have to figure something out about that. But I’d like all of you to come meet me in Saint-Porres. I think I’ll need some help.”

“Was your new friend not helpful?” Ibseth asked with another giggle.

I swear, Ibseth was greedier about expanding our little family than I was.

“Manon seems like she can handle herself,” I snorted. “But we saw a big monster in the water in the first cavern. If that’s a clue to what it’ll be like down there, I’d like to have some of you ladies down there with us.”

“Manon? That’s a beautiful name,” the curvy Elf replied.

Ibseth wasn’t one to easily let go of what she felt was a good idea.

“Alright, don’t get your hopes up,” I chuckled. “Manon is a human woman from the surface. They don’t have the same ideas about marriage and relationships as Night Elves.”

“Orcs don’t usually take more than one wife, but that didn’t stop Bolra.”

“Have I ever told you that you can be stubborn?” I grinned.

“Yes, but only about this one thing. In all other things, I’m happy to defer to you, husband.”

“So are you good with meeting me here or not?” I joked as I tried to change the subject.

“I’ll see about train tickets for us,” Ibseth promised. “I don’t like driving here. Most of the roads are so narrow, and I’m always dodging motorbikes in the cities.”

“Yeah, that takes getting used to. Well, it shouldn’t take more than a day for you all to get to Saint-Porres. I’m at a hotel right now, but I’ll get us a house or something. I’m sure there’s a place I can rent out. I think you’ll like it. It’s very pretty here.”

“I’ll like just being close to you, beloved,” my first wife sighed lovingly. “I’ll send you a message as soon as I know when we’ll arrive. But right now, I need to go feed Wyatt and put him to bed.”

“Give him a kiss for me, and all my love to the other ladies. I’ll see you soon.”

Ibseth promised to do both, and we soon hung up. Then I had an unexpected evening to myself with nothing in particular to do, so I decided to explore Saint-Porres some more.

The town was beautiful, and it was built on the side of a hill that overlooked the sea. The boats in the marina swayed gently in the rising tide, and the street lamps gave the French village a golden glow. As I stood on the balcony of my room, I looked at the small map I had gotten from the lobby.

Saint-Porres seemed to have a lively nightlife. On top of the restaurants, night clubs, and cafes, there were a couple of casinos. L’or du Baron was an upscale casino on a luxury ship moored to the docks, and it boasted fine dining, gambling, and dancing, all in one place.

It was a decadent splurge, but I didn’t take a lot of opportunities to enjoy my money solo. It was more fun to spoil my wives and friends, really. But maybe it was time to see what it was like to live like a millionaire for once.

I got out the suit I had specially made when I’d hit the town with Ibseth last year. It was a little rumpled from being in the suitcase, but the small hotel had a laundry service listed on one of the many handouts I’d gotten at check-in, so I picked up the phone in the room and hit the button that connected me to the front desk.

“How may I be of service, Mr. Hill?” a friendly, professional voice with a light accent asked.

“I’d like to have my suit and a dress shirt pressed, please,” I replied, and I was secretly impressed by how quickly the concierge had answered.

“Will you be needing your suit for this evening, Monsieur?”

“Yeah, if that’s possible.”

“But of course. I will have someone collect it from your room. It should only take a half hour. Would you like to be notified once it is ready?”

“That’d be great,” I snorted. “Thank you.”

“Our pleasure, Mr. Hill.”

I’d only just hung up when there was a polite knock at the door, and it was a bellhop who took my suit and shirt with a bow.

“Will you need your shoes for this evening polished as well, Monsieur?” the dewy-faced bellhop asked.

“Oh, shit,” I chuckled as I fished a tip out of my pocket. “I didn’t even think of that. Yeah, that’d be great.”

I was sure the fact I wasn’t used to having money was obvious to the entire staff, but everyone was polite and helpful, and I genuinely felt looked after.

While I waited for my clothes to be ready, I went down to the bar attached to the hotel. The sun was almost set to the west, and the pink light made the patio of the bar very romantic. I ordered some top-shelf whiskey and sat at a table by myself. The other patrons at the bar were already dressed for the evening, and I was only in a t-shirt and jeans.

It was crazy how much the onset of evening changed the small town. During the day, I had mostly seen regular people going about their jobs, but now that it was getting dark, everywhere I looked there were people in fashionable evening wear. Beautiful women in short, designer cocktail and party dresses. Men in suits, or pressed slacks and well-tailored shirts.

As I sat at my table and sipped my whiskey, I could hear conversations in at least four different languages going on around me. I’d admit I did feel a little out of place, but only because this was a side of the world I still wasn’t used to. It was nice to visit, but I still preferred my life in Westherst, Ohio. Being a secret millionaire in a rural town was more fun, and my money went a lot further there.

Once my suit was ready, I went back to my room to change and then walked to the Baron.

“Ooh la la! Tres sexy!” a woman called from a cafe as I walked by.

The lady was in a scandalously short dress, and I knew without asking that she was a working girl.

“Thank you.” I grinned and gave her a brief bow as I continued on my way.

The woman said something else in French to try and keep my attention, but I wouldn’t waste her time since I wasn’t interested in her services.

L’or du Baron was lit up like a beacon with strings of white lights and fanciful paper lanterns. I could already hear the music from a string quartet on the deck where couples danced in hypnotic circles on a wooden dance floor. Next to the boarding gangway that led onto the ship, there were two men in dark suits with earpieces in their ears. The bouncers asked to see my ID, and I showed them my passport.

Sometimes I forgot how young I looked. The past year had felt like ten in a lot of ways, but I wasn’t even twenty-two yet.

“Welcome to the Baron, Monsieur,” one of the bouncers said as he handed back my passport. “There is a bar on the main and upper decks. The casino and dining room is on the second deck. High-roller tables are toward the aft. Have a pleasant evening.”

“Thanks.” I grinned and made my way onto the ship.

High-roller tables? I felt like I was in a Bond movie.

I started with a meal at the five-star restaurant, and the server recommended the rack of lamb that was served with asparagus spears in a lovely garlic and butter sauce. The port reduction on the lamb was tart and savory, and the lamb itself was the most tender meat I’d ever tasted in my life.

After dinner, I went straight back to the aft to see what the high-roller tables looked like.

As I walked through the casino, I passed roulette and blackjack tables where well-dressed tourists happily lost their money as they enjoyed complimentary drinks. There were a few more of the beefy men in dark suits who were clearly security, but when I got to the back of the casino, the men in dark suits doubled. Behind thick plexiglass sat a woman in a gold-colored dress, and behind the woman were stacks of colorful chips and a small safe.

“Bonne soirée, Monsieur,” the woman greeted me.

“Hey there,” I replied with a friendly smile and pointed to the elegant double doors that led to the good tables. “How much to get back there?”

“Fifty thousand euros, beau,” the woman replied as she looked me up and down. “But many of the tables in the rest of the casino take bets into the thousands if you prefer?”

“I didn’t come all this way to lose a couple thousand playing blackjack,” I said with a wink. “Let’s do an even hundred thousand, that way I don’t have to make a second trip to see you if it takes me a moment to warm up.”

“Of course, Monsieur,” the woman in the gold dress replied and took my card.

Then, with a stack of multicolored chips, I walked through the double doors into the high-rollers’ room.

It was even nicer back here than the rest of the ship. The music was lower and more ambient, there was more room between the tables, and the dealers were even hotter. In one corner was a small bar where the shelves were stocked with nothing but the best booze, and a few people were even smoking cigarettes and cigars. The smoke drifted out through a bank of open doors that led onto an aft deck with more tables, where gorgeous women and a few young, stylish men waited and socialized.

I didn’t gamble often, since everyone knew the odds always favored the house. But I’d spent a fair amount of time just after high school at the casinos in West Virginia thinking I had a system. Back then, I didn’t have a lot of money to lose, but I’d learned a lot about poker and even more about the men who played it for a living.

There was no delusion I’d walk out of this place richer than I’d walked in, but I also had no intention to lose all one hundred thousand. This was more about experiencing something new. To sit at the big boys’ table just once and see what it was like. Maybe I’d get lucky. But really, all I wanted was a good story to tell Jay later.

The fact that I could comfortably lose a few thousand alone was fun in itself.

I looked around for an open seat and didn’t have to wait long. A swarthy man in an Armani suit stood up from a table to the left and swore in an Arabic language. The man’s tanned face looked red as a brunette in spike heels hustled over to follow him out of the room, but I assumed that seat was open now.

I walked over to the table and joined three men and one very pretty dealer. One man looked to be in his forties and wore a suit that looked like he’d owned it for decades. Another gentleman had slicked-back hair and designer sunglasses on, even though it was dark outside. And the third man was slim, with dark hair that hung to his shoulders and a few gray streaks at the temples. The slim man was probably in his sixties, with a bored expression and sharp, pale blue eyes.

I sat down and placed my chips on the table. As soon as my butt hit the seat, a waiter hurried over to take my drink order. I got another whiskey, and the dealer dealt me in on the next hand.

“Bonne soirée,” the slim man said to me, but his accent sounded strange.

I couldn’t tell where he was from, but I was sure he wasn’t French.

“Evening.” I nodded. “Having a good night?”

“An American?” The slim man grinned as he looked around at the others at the table.

“A cowboy.” Sunglasses smirked. “Yeehaw.”

“Not at all,” I snorted as I slipped into my good ol’ boy routine. “I’m from the Midwest. Ohio specifically. We have ranchers out there, but we don’t call ‘em cowboys.”

“I’m Dimitri,” the slim man said as he held out his hand to me, and I realized he was Russian, or at least Eastern European. “This is Bob, he thinks his sunglasses hide his terrible bluffs. And Mark over there in the moth-bitten suit puts on a poor face so no one sees him for the card shark he really is.”

“I’m Eddie,” I replied.

The other men smirked when Dimitri introduced them, and I got the sense they were all old friends. Then the dealer briefly explained the rules of Texas Hold’em. I was familiar with the game, like any American man should be, but I let the young lady explain it anyway.

“And what do you do, Eddie?” Bob asked in a definitively French accent.

“I’m part owner of a firing range and an expanding chain of gun and ammo shops,” I said.

That wasn’t a total lie.

We had plans to expand the surplus store into a chain, and the range would be open soon. If the other men at the table thought I was the part owner of that large of a business venture, there wouldn’t be any question about how I could afford to be there.

“I thought you said you weren’t a cowboy,” Mark chuckled as he adjusted his dated tie. “That’s the most American thing I’ve ever heard.”

Mark’s accent placed him from somewhere in England. It wasn’t a high-class accent either and made me think he’d also come from humble beginnings.

The ante was five thousand, and minimum bets were three thousand. I was a bit rusty, but I gracefully lost the first couple hands as I observed the other players. Bob did have a bad habit of bluffing, and Mark seemed to compulsively drink when he thought he had a good hand. The man in the rumpled suit must have gone through two glasses of bourbon in a half hour, but he didn’t show any signs he was intoxicated. It was almost impressive.

Dimitri would be the real challenge. The slim man had a calm demeanor and made casual conversation as he won and lost thousands of euros, as if the money didn’t even have any meaning to him. By the fourth hand, Bob folded and took his sunglasses and small stack of chips with him. I won a big hand in the next round, and that’s when Mark called it a night but stuck around to watch.

Then it was just Dimitri and me.

“You play well,” Dimitri remarked as he threw twelve thousand euros worth of chips into the pot. “I think it is your face. So fresh and honest. If I had a face like yours, I could clean up along the Riviera and retire.”

“My mom always said I had a baby face,” I chuckled as I raised another three thousand.

The pot was up to two hundred and fifty thousand, and I had a pair of queens, with the queen of diamonds in the river.

My hope was the dealer would turn over a fourth queen, but I was a little worried about the ace of diamonds in the river. If Dimitri had the king of diamonds, I was fucked already.

The next card was the two of spades, though.

“To be young again,” Dimitri said absently as he raised again. “If I knew what I know now at your age, I wouldn’t have to play cards for my dinner.”

Given the quality of the slim man’s suit and his carefree attitude toward money, I doubted he was hurting for cash. What was more likely was that Dimitri wanted to put me at ease with his flattery, so I played along.

“I just got lucky, you know?” I replied with a shrug. “Lucked into a good business deal at the right time. I’ll see you, and raise.”

The pot was three hundred thousand as the dealer turned over the last card. And it was the last queen I needed.

“Let’s see.” Dimitri grinned as he looked at his chips and then at mine. “It’s late, and I am tired. A hundred thousand.”

I’d have to go all in to call, and the pot would be half a million. I could also fold and walk away with as much as I came in with, but that wasn’t fun.

“I call,” I said and slid the last of my chips into the center of the table.

“Fwaaaaaugh,” Mark grunted from over the top of his glass before he tossed back the last of his bourbon.

“Show me what you got,” I said with a neutral expression.

Dimitri threw down an ace and a jack, and he gave a hearty laugh.

I’d won. Four queens beat a pair of aces. Why had the slim man gone so hard on a pair of aces? He must have hoped I didn’t have any queens.

As I laid down my cards, Mark whistled and stared at Dimitri for his reaction, but the Russian just smiled as the dealer slid the pot toward me.

“Don’t spend it all in one place, young man,” Dimitri chuckled, but there was an edge to his voice.

He still had a hundred and thirty thousand left in chips, but the game was clearly over.

“It was nice meeting you,” I said as I started to stack my chips. “But like you said, it’s getting late, and I shouldn’t press my luck any further.”

“And who said wisdom only comes with age?” Dimitri remarked as a waiter came over with a tray to take my chips to the teller so I could cash out.

“Have a good evening, gentlemen,” I replied and walked away from the table.

There was something about the slim man and his friends that started to put me on edge, and as I followed the waiter with my chips, I glanced back once.

Mark had leaned in and was saying something to Dimitri, but the slim man had his eye on me as I left. The Russian didn’t look angry, but there was still something in his expression that told me it was best to get back to my hotel, and maybe watch my back to be sure I wasn’t followed.

I cashed out at the window. Luckily, the casino was able to wire the money to me electronically, so I didn’t have to walk back with half a million in my pocket. Not that I was worried exactly. Frances’ restrictive gun laws meant even if Dimitri held a grudge, he would have to come at me with muscle and maybe a couple knives.

I was battle-hardened by The Gloom, and it would take the slim man and a small army to jump me. I’d been in my fair share of brawls and could handle myself.

But I still wondered if I’d just made an enemy.


Chapter Six

I got back to the hotel without incident, but I’d kept an eye out over my shoulder to be sure I wasn’t followed by Dimitri or one of his buddies. The whole interaction had put me on edge for some reason. The Russian hadn’t shown any signs he minded losing his money to me, but Mark’s reaction had told me he’d expected Dimitri to be upset.

I made a mental note to avoid the casinos for the rest of the trip, but it wasn’t like that was a huge sacrifice. I had just won half a million euros, which was about five hundred and fifty thousand dollars, US. It was a big stroke of luck that had more than paid for my family’s European vacation, so it was as good a time as any to stop gambling. Lightning doesn’t strike twice, after all.

Once I was back in my room, I turned the lights off and watched the street from my balcony for a while, but I didn’t see anyone suspicious on the street in that time. Maybe my time in The Gloom and association with Owen McElfresh and Nathan had made me paranoid. But I would still be careful for the rest of my stay in Saint-Porres.

The next day, I checked out of my hotel and went over to the beach house I’d rented for my family. The house was a couple of miles outside of the town along the coast. It wasn’t as palatial as Meyer’s house in Ibiza or the house my wives were leaving, but it was pretty short notice. Still, the new beach house stood by itself and came with the use of a private beach.

Even though it didn’t have a hot tub, wet bars in half of the rooms, or a walk-in humidor, the place was still beautiful. The outside was all blond brick and ivy with lots of windows. Inside, the beach house was filled with British Colonial furniture and plenty of fine art. There was only one TV in the den, but there was a small pool, rooftop veranda, and an amazing beach surrounded with barrier reefs to calm the waves before they reached the shore.

My wives would arrive in about an hour, so I ordered a big breakfast for all of us from a patisserie and delicatessen in town. Just ahead of the ladies’ arrival, a big, white delivery van pulled up with the name of the bakery in fancy lettering on the side. Two older women in white and pink uniforms brought in trays of pastries, breads, meat, and cheese that were all artfully arranged on the platters, and I tipped them well as they left.

Then I made coffee and waited for my wives to arrive, and it wasn’t long before several shuttle cars showed up and dropped the ladies off.

“This is gorgeous!” Pregia gasped as her keen, sophisticated eyes took in the luxurious exterior of the brick beach house and cobbled driveway. “This might be the best place yet.”

“I thought the town looked lovely as we drove through,” Ibseth added as the drivers took the women’s bags out of the cars and set them on the pavement.

“It’s a nice town,” I agreed as I started to help with the bags. “Maybe avoid the casinos at night. But the restaurants here are nuts. You’re gonna love them.”

I took the women on a tour of the house, and once the ladies had picked their rooms, we sat down to the spread I’d gotten to welcome them. The fresh pastries and espresso were all out of this world, but it was just nice to sit down and share a meal with my family for the first time in a few days. I missed my wives when they weren’t around. They made any house feel full and alive. I liked to hear them talk and joke with each other, and the fact they lavished me with attention was just a bonus.

My family took the day to settle into the new house. The simple luxuries were a change from the more audacious accommodations we’d had on the trip so far, but that just meant we could spend more time together.

We all went down to the beach to enjoy the ocean and sun, and the barrier reef made the waves gentle at the shore. Most of my wives weren’t strong swimmers yet, since their lives in The Gloom and Twilight Region hadn’t given them many opportunities to practice the skill, but Nileme and Pregia had both lived near rivers most of their lives. Nileme’s natural athleticism made her a natural in the water, but the Goblin queen was more content sunbathing.

Bolra had grown up in the arid lands of the Crardu, where there were few bodies of water large or deep enough for real swimming, but the mystic loved all forms of nature and wanted to enjoy the warm seawater. Gwen was also drawn to the water. The Spiran woman could control the air, but the water also seemed to hold a special interest for her.

I spent the afternoon teaching them both to swim while the other ladies offered words of encouragement from the shore. Then some of the women decided to explore the town, but Gwen, Bolra, and I stayed back to take showers. I hadn’t fully explored the new beach house yet, and the three of us had some fun exploring the options for bathrooms we had.

“The listing said something about a Turkish bath, whatever that is,” I said as we looked from room to room.

The house was over a century old, but it had obviously been remodeled a few times over the years to appeal to modern tourists. Several of the smaller rooms shared a bathroom, but they all had stylish showers with rain style showerheads and lots of cool tile. The showers in the pool house were an elegant version of group showers, with brief walls between the showerheads to allow for some privacy.

But then, on a lark, I took a peek at the basement.

There was a cavern-like wine cellar, because this was France, after all. Each bottle of wine had a little slate label that listed the vintage and price in chalk. The cheapest bottles were fifty euros, but the most expensive one I found was five thousand and covered in a thin layer of dust.

We continued to explore the cellars, and the next room was naturally cool and filled with shelves that had high-end canned goods and jars. These were also labeled with descriptions and prices in chalk that could be changed as guests used them. I saw containers of caviar, sardines, wax-covered cheeses, fancy crackers, and even prosciutto. There was a cupboard with wine glasses, corkscrews, platters, cheese knives, tiny forks and spoons I didn’t know the purpose of, and little plates. There was also a set of elaborate double doors next to the cupboard and shelves.

“What’s through there?” Bolra asked in an excited tone. “This place is like a treasure trove.”

“Let’s find out,” I snorted, and I opened the heavy, creaking doors.

Then the three of us were speechless as we looked inside the vaulted room on the other side.

It was dark, but I found an old-fashioned, push button light switch. As a crystal chandelier overhead flickered to life, and several fluted wall sconces lit up, they revealed an intricately tiled room filled with little alcoves that echoed as we walked in. There were shell-shaped sink basins in the recesses along the walls on one side, and opposite were benches with cushions, blankets, and fluffy towels draped over them. In the center of the room was an octagon-shaped basin with a cone-like object in the center.

“It looks like a smaller version of the Dwarven baths,” Bolra breathed

“I think we found the Turkish bath.” I grinned as I looked around at the Middle Eastern style designs. “I’ve got an idea. I’m going to grab a bottle of wine. You ladies get whatever you need.”

As Gwen and Bolra got their things, I opened a bottle of wine to let it breathe and grabbed some pomegranate juice from the fridge upstairs for Bolra. Then I made a platter of cheese, crackers, and a few other things that sounded like they’d be tasty.

When that was ready, I had to figure out how the bath worked. Obviously, the octagon in the center of the tiled room was the main bath, but there were also several smaller, rectangular tubs built into the ground. Maybe those were for washing and rinsing, and the one in the center was for relaxing in after?

I found the valves that turned the water on and played with them for a moment to figure out which ones went to which tubs. Soon, a lovely steam started to fill the room and wafted up to the vaulted ceiling, and I realized the purpose for the design was to keep the room from filling with steam too quickly. The whole room was covered in tiles of varying size and color, and it would get slippery pretty quickly if the steam settled on the ground.

By the time I had everything ready, Bolra and Gwen were back with their soaps, shampoos, and lotions. I had the fine cheeses, meats, and crackers set up, along with three drinks for us, and I’d already undressed and stood there with just a towel around my waist.

Bolra and Gwen took off their bikinis and hung them on hooks on the wall, and I immediately noticed how Bolra’s curves had only been enhanced by her pregnancy. The small rise of her belly, the mystic’s radiant, green-toned skin, and her full, round breasts glistened in the humid air. Bolra had her long, auburn hair up in an appealing tumble of a bun on top of her head, with wayward tendrils loose around her face, and I thought she looked like a goddess.

Gwen was more slim, with tear-shaped breasts and skin like a polished pearl, and the Spiran’s teal-colored hair wafted around her shoulders in the ghostly breeze that always followed her. My eyes followed the line of Gwen’s back, and it smoothly morphed into the cleft of her heart-shaped ass with two little dimples just above that sensual slope.

I smiled to myself as I admired the two gorgeous women. I was beyond lucky to be the kind of man they both would love so completely, and I loved them both beyond what I thought was possible.

The Turkish bath was soon filled with giggles as we washed the sea salt from our skin and talked about the memories we’d already made on our extended vacation.

Then we rinsed in the central tub together, and we relaxed in the warm water while Gwen and I sipped wine and Bolra drank her rich pomegranate juice from a wine glass.

“Is it strange that I miss home?” Bolra asked as she soaked her feet in the warm tub. “This place is incredible, but I can’t help but think about the garms and Buttercup, or my cozy house.”

“I miss it, too,” Gwen sighed as she snuggled next to me in the warm, soothing water. “My bed is the most comfortable place in all the world, and it’s nice to know I have a place that is all my own. I’ve never had that before.”

“You’ve taken such good care of us, husband,” Bolra purred as she set down her glass and positioned herself behind me. “That home is just as wonderful as all these many luxuries.”

The pretty Orc started to massage my shoulders and arms, so I leaned back onto Bolra’s warm belly and enjoyed the attention.

“Uhhh,” I moaned as the willowy woman found a knot in my muscles. “That feels amazing.”

“You deserve it, love,” Gwen breathed as she started to rub my thigh, and her hand inched toward my groin.

“So do both of you.” I grinned as I put my arm around Gwen to draw her closer.

Then I reached behind my head and lightly caressed Bolra’s breast.

“Mmmmm,” the Orcish woman softly hummed as my thumb worked against her pert nipple. “Your shoulders have gotten so broad, husband.”

“Just more room for these beautiful thighs,” I snorted before I suddenly turned and caused steamy water to splash out of the in-floor tub.

In one smooth motion, I also lifted Gwen’s slim frame out of the water and set her down on the edge of the tub.

Two pairs of perfect breasts were right at my eye level, and two feet below them were the luxurious, narrow channels of my wives’ pussies. More giggles echoed off the vaulted ceiling as I snaked an arm around each of their waists, and I started to kiss Gwen and Bolra’s necks, shoulders, and tits with abandon.

“Ohh!” Gwen keened, and her back arched when my warm lips wrapped around her soft areola. “Eddie!”

“I want to taste you both,” I rumbled, and the women continued to rub my arms and back as I kissed lower and lower.

I worked my way down Gwen’s stomach as I slowly slid one hand along Bolra’s thigh and then between her velvety legs. As my fingers found the mystic’s clit and gently teased that sensitive button of flesh, my tongue found Gwen’s pussy, and I lapped greedily at the sweet juices that had already started to flow.

“Ooooooh!” Bolra mewled as she was sent into throes of pleasure. “Ahhh, Eddie! Yessss!”

“Fuck me with you mouth!” Gwen begged as she threw her head back. “Uhhhh, gods! That feeeeels soooo good!”

As I listened to my wives moan and call out, my cock began to swell with almost painful anticipation.

Their pleasure turned me on more than anything, and I’d learned just what to do and say to help them reach their peak. Within minutes, I tasted that tangy squirt from Gwen and felt the warm gush of Bolra’s orgasm around my fingers.

“Yesssss!” Bolra squealed as she came. “Uhhh, my love!”

“I’m not done yet,” I snarled as I grabbed Bolra’s hips and pulled her toward the edge of the recessed tub.

“Ohhhhhhh!” the pretty orc gasped as I entered her. “Uhhh, I loooveee your cock, husband!”

“What about-- ahh!” Gwen called out as Bolra reached over to pull her closer, and I abruptly pushed two fingers deep into her tight channel. “Yessss! Right thereeeee!”

“Fuck!” I growled as I pistoned my throbbing erection in and out of Bolra. “Fuck, I love you two!”

It was hard to focus on pleasing Gwen, because Bolra’s pussy felt like a glove around my cock, but the Spiran woman’s gasps of joy were exquisite music in my ears.

The three of us were all tangled up there at the edge of the water and lost in a world of our private delights. Then Bolra’s movements became more urgent.

“I-I’m going to-- Uhhhhhhhhh!” Bolra almost screamed as she came, and I felt her walls clamp down around my rock-hard cock.

I kept thrusting through her orgasm until the pretty mystic began to squirm with sensitivity, and as she giggled and caught her breath, I pulled my cock out of her sweet pussy with a wet pop. The tip of my dick was still angry and red, and it bobbed in the air as I turned to Gwen and pulled her into the water with me.

“Eddie!” Gwen squealed with laughter and delight as I pulled her down onto my lap, but her giggles abruptly transitioned into a long, drawn-out moan as I lined myself up with her entrance and tugged her down onto my cock.

“God, you’re so beautiful,” I growled as I watched her throw her head back, and then I ducked down and dragged my tongue up the long white column of her throat

“Uhhh, fuck me, Edddddieee!” Gwen moaned as she began riding me with abandon. “Push your cock deep inside me and fill me with your gift!”

“Yesss!” I snarled as I started to guide Gwen’s hips up and down. “Fuck! You’re gonnnna make me cummmmm!”

“Cum inside me!” Gwen mewled and dug her nails into my shoulders. “Pleaseeeeee, husband!”

As the pearl-skinned woman’s inner muscles clenched, I came like a rocket and pushed my seed deep into her. Gwen shuddered in my arms as we rode our highs together, and I gently cupped her chin and brought her lips to mine. We kissed passionately as my cock pulsed out the last of my cum, and the Spiran woman sighed and clamped down around me like she didn’t want to waste a single drop.

Eventually, my cock softened enough to slip out of her, and then the three of us sat back and enjoyed the warm afterglow. Bolra ran her fingers through my hair as she laid at the edge of the water and sighed with contentment. Gwen stayed on top of me for a little while and feathered kisses up my neck and across my shoulders, but when she started to shiver from the cooling water, we had to get out and towel off. Even then, we remained physically close to each other, and the ladies touched my arm or hair affectionately, or caught each other’s eye and giggled yet again.

By the time we got dressed again, my other wives had returned home with everything they needed to make dinner. We spent a lovely night together, and I stayed the night with Tiana. Despite my exploits in the baths earlier, I still had plenty left for my Dryad wife, and her moans of pleasure echoed in my ears when I finally drifted off to sleep.

The next day, the family was up early, and Ibseth had already started breakfast even though the sun hadn’t even cleared the horizon yet, and the sky was still shades of pink and purple with streaks of warmer oranges and reds just starting to show.

“I think Nileme, Tiana, and Sigrith should come with me today,” I said over breakfast. “I want to keep the group small so we can move quickly and avoid notice as much as possible.”

“You don’t want me to come along?” Amrila asked with a pout.

“Of course I want you to come along,” I replied firmly. “But we’re in a foreign country and an unfamiliar town, so I need you and Pregia to stay and look out for Ibseth, Wyatt, Gwen, and Bolra. I’ll be able to focus on finding the gauntlets if I know everyone is safe. Next time, I’ll bring you, I promise.”

“I’ll feel very safe with you here, sister,” Ibseth added as she smiled at the Zencarri woman. “Without the garms and our guns for protection, I for one will feel much better knowing you’re here. Just in case.”

“Fine,” Amrila relented as she petulantly folded her arms over her pregnant belly. “But you better not kill anything fun without me, Eddie.”

“I’ll try not to,” I snorted as I tossed back the last of my coffee. “But I think we should pack some food and whatever we’ll need for a night in case we find some part of the caves that don’t flood. We have the Seer Stones so we’ll call back here to let the rest of you know if we won’t be back before nightfall.”

After breakfast, my wives and I finished preparing for the trip. We’d spent the last few weeks in Europe and had gotten plenty of cheap wine, and cheap wine in France was way better than twenty-dollar wine in the States, as much as my pride hated to admit that. Ohio had a few wineries, but France had a hell of a head start perfecting the craft, so we packed a few bottles for trade if we found people down in the well.

We also had a couple small wheels of wax-covered cheese and some links of cured sausage I’d picked up in Germany. I’d also developed a fondness for some of the kooky junk food in different places we’d been to. I especially enjoyed the Kinder chocolates that had tiny, cheap toys in the middle, like the old prizes in Cracker Jack boxes. Those would be good if we met any kids, or needed to win over their parents.

Really, my only complaint about the snacks I’d found in Europe was that there was no peanut butter in anything. In fact, I found the French’s attitude toward peanut butter a little snobbish. Terms like “unhealthy” were thrown around a lot when I asked shopkeepers about it, but as a kid who’d grown up poor, peanut butter had often been a good source of protein and fat in the lean times.

Still, I tried to respect the difference in cultures.

Once our provisions were packed, Nileme and Tiana put on their armor and then covered that armor with sweatshirts and loose athletic pants. It wasn’t the best look, but they’d be able to take off the baggy clothes once we got to Manon’s farm. Sigrith didn’t have any armor, so she chose a black tank top with a wide, leather belt and skinny jeans tucked into boots, but the Succubus could even make a utilitarian outfit sexy.

After we did some final checks, we said goodbye to the rest of my wives and got into the Rolls-Royce Specter I had rented for the week to drive around. It was hands down the nicest car I’d ever sat in. It was a deep gold with a black hood, roof, and trunk panels, and the body had an amazing, aerodynamic shape. A little boxy in the front, but swooping back to a smooth, rounded line.

This was a hot car.

The interior was pure luxury, with black leather seats and star lighting that looked like the door pads, dash, and ceiling were lit by the night sky. The Specter handled like a dream, too, as I drove us to Manon’s place. It almost felt like the car hovered over the road, and the wheel responded to the slightest touch.

I really opened it up on the straight stretch of road along the sea that led into Saint-Porres. It was early, so no one else was on the road, and I nearly floored the gas. The women shrieked and giggled, and Nileme let out a full-throated cheer as we took a sharp corner. Once we got into the hills, I took it a little slower, but the way the Specter handled going uphill still impressed me.

We finally got to Manon’s cabin, and as we pulled up, the French woman stepped out onto her porch with a quizzical look on her face. The elderly dog on the porch barely looked up as I parked the Specter, but as far as I could tell, the old hunting dog was in the exact same spot as the last time I’d seen him.

My wives and I got out of the car and walked up to the porch, and I plastered on a friendly smile when I saw the French woman practically gawking at my wives.

“Hey, Manon,” I said as I waved to the chestnut-haired woman. “Sorry to just show up. I didn’t have a number to reach you.”

“Eddie,” Manon replied by way of greeting and stepped down off the porch. “It is fine. I have been up for hours.”

I wondered if Manon slept at all. Between rising early to take care of her crumbling farmstead and her mysterious duties around the well at night, that didn’t leave much time for rest or a personal life.

“These are some of my wives,” I introduced the ladies. “Nileme, Tiana, and Sigrith. Ladies, this is Manon Durand. She’s the guardian of the portal here.”

“I’m glad to meet you,” Nileme said as she stepped forward and offered her hand to Manon.

“My God,” Manon breathed as her wide eyes swept over the Night Elf, but she quickly stepped forward and shook the Dolrath woman’s hand. “You are all exquisite. And you… Nileme? You have such an… extraordinary appearance.”

Sigrith and Tiana could almost pass for humans, but with her blue-toned skin and long, graceful ears, Nileme stood out. The princess was the tallest of my wives, but Manon still had six inches on Nileme. Maybe that was part of what drew me to the French woman. Ibseth barely broke five feet, and Nileme was maybe five foot six even though she towered over both the men and women in her tribe.

But Manon was nearly six feet tall, with an athletic build. As a tall man myself, I had to stoop to kiss or hug all of my wives, which wasn’t a bad thing. I just wondered what it would be like to be with a taller woman.

“I’m a Night Elf,” Nileme said as she cocked her head and dropped her arm. “I’d think you would have met plenty of us, being the guardian of a portal.”

“I-I have only been down in the well once,” the hazel-eyed woman explained. “Eddie and I did not see any people down there, but we did not travel far into the caves down there.”

“You’d never been in the well before that?” Tiana asked, and her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Weren’t you curious?”

“Of course.” Manon shrugged. “But my mother and grandmother raised me to fear what lives in the earth. Our job was to protect the village from anything that might try to escape the well, and to keep away the spirits that were attracted to the well.”

It was a strange reversal to the stories in The Gloom about monsters that lived on the surface, but both myths served to discourage exploration.

I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. The parts of the underworld I’d explored were dangerous but filled with natural resources. Magic actually worked in the caves, even if the metamagical exchange meant magic came at a high cost. I could only imagine what humanity would have done to The Gloom if they knew about it. Strip mining and the coal companies had taken their toll on Ohio and left the communities that had built up around them high and dry when the coal was gone.

I couldn’t help but feel it would have been the same way in The Gloom.

But I was glad Manon could see not all the beings who lived in the underworld were scary, tentacle monsters.

“We should get going,” I said as I checked the time. “I want to make the most of the time we have before the next high tide.”

“Leave your car here,” Manon replied as she nodded and grabbed her Winchester from just inside the door. “I’ll show you the way through the forest.”

Nileme and Tiana removed their sweats as I opened the trunk to get our swords, and Manon’s expression changed from perpetually unimpressed to surprised admiration when she saw Nileme’s iridescent, chitin armor and Tiana’s white and green leathers.

“I don’t suppose you have another rifle tucked away?” I snorted as I strapped on my new sword. “I’m missing my Galil back home. I usually carry that and a Glock when I go underground.”

“This is France,” Manon replied with a breezy laugh. “I’m lucky to have the permit for this gun. I do have my mother’s old lever action Lone Star, but I will have to know you better before I consider letting you touch it.”

There was a playful lilt in Manon’s voice when she said that, but I didn’t blame the French woman for not fully trusting me yet. We’d only met a few days ago. I’d hoped meeting my wives would put Manon at ease, but I guess I would just have to earn the hazel-eyed woman’s trust the old-fashioned way. A lever action rifle would be cumbersome anyway, after the smooth, semi-auto action I was used to.

The five of us trekked through the woods until we found the well, and I noticed the number of charms and talismans on the trees had almost doubled in the clearing around the entrance. They looked like weird, folksy Christmas ornaments now.

Manon unlocked the well’s cover, and I clicked on my headlamp and then went down first. It felt like it took half the time to get to the brass door, though that might have been because I knew what to expect this time.

As Manon pulled out her key, I took more time to study the images on the door.

It was the images of the Merpeople that interested me most. They weren’t the lovely humans with fishtails instead of legs from fairy tales. Instead, the Merfolk shown on the brass doors were hairless and had large eyes and webbed fingers. The women didn’t have seashell bras, either. In fact, they didn’t have breasts at all.

The only way I could discern the Mermaids from the Mermen were their smaller waists, wider hips, and a small, horizontal vent on their tails that I assumed was the artist’s depiction of a cloaca. These weren’t marine mammals by any stretch of the imagination, but the Merpeople did have nostrils, as well as gills along the curve of their necks. Maybe they were amphibious?

“Does anything about this art seem familiar to you?” I asked my wives.

“Not at all.” Tiana shook her head as she tore her attention from the glowing algae. “I’ve never seen such creatures before.”

“Me, either,” Sigrith agreed.

“I’m not familiar with these fish people,” Nileme added as she studied the doors. “But it looks like an Elven design.”

“That’s what I thought.” I nodded.

Once the door was open, we headed on to the tidal cave.

The water was higher than it had been last time because the tide was still going out from the early morning surge. The tidal pool now took up half of the cave, and it would be difficult to reach the opening on the other side without getting our feet wet.

“I don’t love that,” I sighed as I looked down into the dark saltwater. “I don’t see any movement down there, but you should have seen the size of that squid or whatever it was. It had to have been ten or twelve feet long.”

“It’s hard to tell,” Manon agreed. “The tentacles weren’t fully unfurled, but that is a good guess. What do we do?”

“I can help,” Tiana said in a casual tone, and then she knelt down and touched a spot of algae that clung to the ledge of the drop-off.

The rest of us watched as the spot of glowing algae began to bloom and expand as it creeped down into the water.

The algae seemed to be excited at the Dryad’s touch, and it glowed brighter as the patch branched out under the surface of the sea water and snaked its way in different directions around the tidal pool. There were small schools of fish in the water that darted away from the illumination, but I didn’t see anything bigger than a foot long.

As the Dryad encouraged the algae to grow and expand, a few sucker fish started to swarm patches of the algae and began to feed. The fish were kinda pretty for bottom feeders. I’d only seen the muddy brown ones that lived in the Stark or Cuyahoga rivers, but these had frilly fins and were black with white stripes that started to glow the same blue-green as the consumed algae.

“They’re like the Gloom hogs,” Nileme noted as the fish slowly vacuumed the rocks clean.

“They look like Zebra Pleco,” Manon said, and she leaned down to get a better look at the sucker fish. “But Pleco are freshwater and much smaller.”

“That’s the underworld for you,” I chuckled. “Full of surprises. We should cross now while the coast is clear. Come on.”

We moved down to the cave floor, and the water came up to our shins. It was colder than I was expecting, but not enough to stop us.

Once we were past the water, we went through the cave opening on the other side. The tunnel beyond was lit by patches of the algae that seemed to grow everywhere down here, and as we traveled further into the cave system, I kept note of any turns we took and what could pass as landmarks so we could find our way back.

Then we reached another cavern, and it was huge. Maybe a mile across and cut in half by a chasm that had a rope bridge suspended over it. I held up my hand to stop the ladies and pulled out my binoculars.

“At least we know there are people down here somewhere,” Sigrith remarked.

“Or there were people,” Nileme said in a quiet tone. “That bridge looks old and in disrepair. Gods know how long it’s been there.”

“Some of the boards aren’t as grayed with age,” I replied. “Someone replaced parts of the bridge, but I couldn’t say how long ago. Probably not in a few years, given the algae and fungus growth on the ropes. But I can see the beginning of vegetation on the far side of the cavern. Some kinda ferns. That means fresh water.”

“Fresh water that could sustain a civilization?” Nileme asked. “It would have to be a sizable amount.”

“We’re under the foothills of the Alps,” Manon remarked. “There would be snow-thaw and rainfall that could collect in underground aquifers.”

I wasn’t actually sure if we were really anywhere near the Alps now.

The Gloom and Twilight Region seemed to operate under a different set of natural laws than the world I knew on the surface. I’d probably never understand the mechanics of it all, but something happened between one side of the iron and brass doors to the other. Something deeply magical, I’d bet.

“I don’t see anyone out there,” I said as I put the binoculars away. “But let’s move forward cautiously. Even if there are people down here, they might not like strangers.”

We moved out to the foot of the rope bridge, and I noticed there were a few barnacles on the stone pillars that held up the heavy ropes.

Then I glanced down into the chasm and saw it was filled with water far below. From the smell, I would say it was saltwater. When the tidal cave flooded, all that water must funnel through the tunnels and empty out into the chasm. Maybe that meant the other side didn’t flood, too. The ferns on the far side of the bridge supported the idea.

I went across the bridge first, since I was the heaviest. Thankfully, the poor, old bridge held together, even if it creaked and groaned in the scariest way possible. Once we were across, we continued to explore the caves. There was no high tideline on this side of the bridge, which confirmed my idea that the chasm prevented the sea from flooding this part of the caves.

The Eye of Vallis continued to vibrate around my waist, but it didn’t pull me in any particular direction. Sometimes it seemed like the armored belt had a mind of its own. I tried not to think about it like a person, but it was like a mismatched set of Bluetooth headphones that refused to consistently pair with a cellphone or game console.

It wasn’t that the headphones chose not to pair sometimes, but the factors that made them work were so far beyond me that it was easier to think the headphones simply chose not to work on a whim. That was how I felt about the Eye. Whatever factors determined when it gave me visions and guidance were too mystical to be easily understood.

I did feel a familiar curl of excitement in my gut though as we explored this new cave system. The strange, salty tang in the air, and the promise of all new creatures and races to discover, was a thrill. Like the first time I’d found The Gloom all over again.

Eventually, we passed through a cave mouth that led onto a ledge overlooking a massive cavern. There was a small copse of stunted trees and bushy ferns just below us. The trees had black leaves that turned blood red when I shined my headlamp down on them, and the greenish light of the algae or lichen that grew on the rocks and tree trunks distorted all the colors.

Beyond the growth of trees was a wide, rolling field of tall grass and wildflowers. And about a half mile out, partially hidden in the lush vegetation, was the ruins of a town or large farmstead.

“Well,” I huffed as I started to look for a way off the ledge, “looks like there were people here, but they’re long gone now.”

The wall of the cave was rugged enough for us to easily climb down, so the five of us slowly made our way to the cave floor.

It didn’t take long to reach the ruined buildings, but we approached them carefully all the same. Leafy, vining plants covered the walls and pillars, but the bricks of the cobbled streets were set so closely together, the grass and vines had not been able to find purchase. The further we went into the ruins, the more we could see of what had once been an extensive and beautiful settlement.

The stone buildings were covered in aesthetic embellishments, like carved facades with artistically depicted scenes of strange animals, plants, and Elves.

“By the gods,” Nileme breathed as she stopped to study one of the tableaus. “These are High Elf structures!”

“High Elf?” Manon asked as she cocked her head to one side. “How many kinds of Elves are there?”

But before any of us could explain further, the sound of a stone being dislodged further into the ruins startled us.

“I guess we’re not alone,” I hissed as I reached for my sword.


Chapter Seven

My wives and I pulled out our Pro Xs, and I handed a spare pair to Manon.

“Wait until we see whatever it is and assess the situation,” I whispered to Manon. “Nileme, Tiana, and I will move in first to get a look. You hang back with Sigrith. If it’s something big, that rifle of yours will come in handy.”

“Why do you carry these around?” Manon asked as she took the headphones.

“I was hoping we’d find a guided hunting tour on an old estate.” I shrugged. “But it was too early in the season here for that. Come on, ladies.”

I crouched a little, and we creeped along the wall of one of the interior buildings that was mostly intact.

As we got closer, I could hear low, harsh voices. Whoever they were, they spoke in another language that sounded like someone trying to clear their throat. I couldn’t tell what was being said, but the voices I heard sounded like they were in an argument about something. I motioned for Nileme and Tiana to go around the other side of the narrow but tall building we were behind, while I went around the other side.

As I slowly snuck around the stone wall, I heard a scuffle around the corner, so I paused to listen and glanced back at Sigrith and Manon, who were about ten paces behind me. As I listened, the scuffle came to an end with little more than some angry grumbles, and I inched forward enough to see around the edge of the building.

Outside of a partially ruined house on the edge of the town, there were three small men in brown clothing and pointed hats in various colors. They looked like a nightmare version of garden gnomes, or like potatoes that had been in the back of a pantry too long and come to life. The little men had brown sacks they held as if they were filled with prized treasures, and they cast the occasional suspicious glares at each other.

I could also see movement inside the half-fallen structure behind them, so I assumed there were more of them. From the size of the remaining building, I guess it could be as many as six more of the potato men, but there could be more of them in the rest of the long abandoned town.

As I watched the lumpy, unwholesome-looking men, I considered our options.

We could sneak away and keep exploring further into the caves. I’d brought along enough supplies to camp down there for the night, and we had found part of the caves that didn’t flood, so we could still cover a lot of ground. Then again, these were the first intelligent beings we’d encountered so far. Well, maybe “intelligent” was reaching, since I watched two of the spud-like men tussle over a broken, metallic object one had pulled from his sack.

Their language sounded like barely more than grunts to me, and if they were that aggressive with each other, how friendly could they be to strangers? Still, the strange men were in a group, which implied some sense of community. I didn’t think they lived in the ruins of the Elven town. It was more like they were salvaging what they could from it.

I did see some of the tiny men carrying daggers and rust-pitted short swords, and if there was one thing I’d learned from the Feral Goblins of The Gloom, anyone who didn’t take care of their weapons probably didn’t know how to use them well. The fugly men might outnumber us, but between my size, my wives’ skills, and Manon’s Winchester, I was confident we could take them in a fight.

I had to make a choice. Those gauntlets weren’t going to find themselves.

I’d had luck with the Brownies in The Gloom. Even though we didn’t speak the same language, Scar and his warriors had responded well to an offering of food, so maybe that could work on the potato men. They all looked painfully thin, save for their wide, lumpy faces.

Tiana and Nileme would wait for my signal to reveal themselves since it was part of our tactical training, so I turned and held up my hand toward Sigrith and Manon to signal they should stay where they were. Then I sheathed my sword and stepped out into the open with my hands out in a universal gesture of “I mean you no harm.”

“Gentlemen,” I said so they wouldn’t think I was trying to get the drop on them.

The potato men’s reaction was immediate.

The three men outside of the crumbling house started to shout, which sounded like an old man in the throes of an aggressive coughing fit. Two more of the men in the pointed hats appeared at the door, and three others poked out their misshapen noses and nocked arrows around broken bits of wall and through busted windows.

I stood still and kept calm with my empty hands in full view.

“I come in peace,” I said as I counted all eight of them.

“Peace?” one man with a nose the shape and color of a beefsteak tomato rasped as he spat on the ground. “Long-strider’s peace is worth less than runny shit!”

Well, at least I could understand them.

I could also see the purple and blue veins in the speaker’s bulbous nose, which was usually a clear sign of a drinking problem.

That gave me an idea.

“That’s fair,” I replied as I slowly pulled my backpack off my shoulder so I didn’t startle the gnarly men. “But maybe we could start with a peace offering? I got some nice wine here.”

I pulled out a bottle and showed Tomato-Nose, and the little man stared at the bottle with greedy eyes and stroked his scraggly, dirty beard.

“Kill the long-strider and take the hooch!” Tomato-Nose grunted as he drew his rust-spotted sword.

I tensed, but the potato men all hesitated for a moment.

Tomato-Nose didn’t seem to have a strong hold on his buddies, and the fact I was three and a half feet taller than them also acted as a strong deterrent. I could see the other men didn’t back away as they eyed my backpack, sword, and boots, but the fugly little men had no idea I wasn’t alone.

“Take a deep breath, boys,” I rumbled as I stared them down. “I just have a couple of questions, and I’d be happy to give you all something for your time. But if any of you take a step closer, you’re going to regret it.”

Tomato-Nose just snarled and launched himself at me.

The rest of the small, fierce men rushed through the door after their leader, like they were driven by their fear of missing out on whatever treasures I might have on me. I took a defensive step back and drew my sword, and I let out a low whistle I knew wouldn’t trigger my crew’s Pro Xs.

The women heard the signal and poured out of their hiding spots.

The bulbous-nosed leader raised his rusted short sword and tried to take a swing at my midsection, but I just lifted my shiny, new sword to block and smirked as the little man’s blade shattered.

Meanwhile, Tiana drove several of the lumpy men back with her spear and made room for Nileme to come out from around the building like a lit rocket. The Dolrath woman swung her broadsword in a wide arch, and she knocked down one of the attackers with the flat side of her blade.

As the red-capped man hit the ground, he quickly scrambled out of the way and was suddenly more interested in living than potential plunder.

“There’s more of ‘em!” one of the potato-men squealed as he backed away from the two wild, armored women.

“Kill them!” Tomato-Nose snarled and jabbed his jagged, shattered sword at my leg. “More plunder, boys!”

The leader’s eyes had gone wide and flecks of spit sprayed from his thin lips. Tomato-Nose was deep into some kind of bloodlust, but the others clearly didn’t share his resolve.

I pushed forward and swung my sword to knock the lead potato-man’s blow off course, and I caught his forearm. My enchanted blade bit deep into the man’s flesh, and he dropped his broken weapon. If I’d put any more weight behind the stroke, I would have easily severed the man’s arm clean off.

“Ahhhhhrg!” Tomato-Nose wailed as he quickly pressed his other hand onto the spurting wound.

Then I kicked out my leg, caught the drunkard leader in the side, and drove him to the rubble on the ground.

As I grabbed Tomato-nose with my free hand and held him down, Nileme and Tiana held the other potato-men back, and I could hear Sigrith’s throaty laugh behind me. The Succubus had stayed out of the fight so far, but she’d spotted an archer who had stayed hidden in the ruined house.

“Run!” the pale woman intoned with relish as she pointed a long finger at the hidden archer.

The coward dropped his bow as he followed the compulsion of the Succubus’ magically-augmented voice.

Then, as another archer aimed an arrow at my head, Manon leveled her Winchester at the man. As the French woman fired, all sound was cut off by our headphones, but the impact on the fugly, pointed-capped men was profound. Some covered their ears as other’s faces contorted into horrified screams. They all broke and ran, though, except for Tomato-Nose as I held him in place.

“Fuck you, long-strider!” the ugly man growled as I pinned him to the ground.

“That’s not very nice,” I snorted. “I was the one who wanted to be friends. And it looks like your old friends have left you here with us.”

“What manner of creature did you whore Elf mother fuck to give you those round ears?” Tomato-Nose sneered.

“Let’s leave my mother out of this,” I rumbled as I pushed my forearm harder against his neck. “All you have to do is answer a couple questions, and I’ll let you go.”

“Never!” the man shouted in a hoarse voice, and he tried to wriggle away.

But I had at least a hundred pounds on him, and the guy wasn’t going anywhere.

“Alright,” I grunted as I tried to keep hold of the tiny man without breaking anything. “That’s enough. Sigrith! Can you make him talk?”

The slinky Succubus walked up to stand over the tiny man with a smirk. Then Sigrith slowly bent over at the waist as her red eyes bored into the Tomato-Nose’s gray ones.

“Where are the Gauntlets of Vallis?” the pale woman purred.

Sigrith’s voice took on that strange aspect it always did when she used her powers of compulsion. It was like many voices were speaking at once from Sigrith’s full, pouty mouth, and the gremlin-like man stared up at the Succubus as his eyes went blank with adoration.

“I don’t know, mistress,” Tomato-Nose replied in a monotone. “Never seen them. But the Elves hoard all kinda pretty things in their city. The Merfolk, too. They take anything worth having and leave only scraps for the rest of us.”

“If my husband lets you live, will you go in peace?” Sigrith asked in a kittenish voice as she held the small man’s gaze.

“I’d jump off that cliff and into the waters below if you asked me too, lady,” Tomato-Nose answered with reverence.

“That won’t be necessary,” the raven-haired beauty said coolly as she suddenly lost interest in the conversation. “Just tell us where the Elven city is.”

“That way,” the man said as he gestured with his bulbous nose. “Through the cave and down the main tunnel. Hendon, the city, sits in the center of a forested cavern several hours walk from here.”

I let Tomato-Nose go, but I kept my hand close to my sword in case he tried anything.

But the little man just scrambled away and ran off in the same direction his friends had, and we watched him go. I’d give Tomato-Nose one thing, he could really pump those skinny legs of his.

Once he was out of sight, I sheathed my sword and turned to the ladies.

“Well, I guess we go through that cavern and look for a forest.” I grinned.

“Do you really think we can trust that Goric?” Manon asked as she skeptically raised one eyebrow. “He might have said anything to get away.”

“He told us the truth.” Sigrith smirked, and her expression oozed confidence.

“Sigrith has the ability to compel some male creatures to… listen to her, I guess?” I snorted. “I don’t pretend to understand how it works.”

“That’s because you’re immune to it,” the Succubus giggled and winked at me. “But it worked on that… what did you call him? Goric?”

“That’s what I think they were.” The French woman nodded. “My grandmother told me folk tales about them. There are all manner of Gorics. They are attracted to burial grounds and other places of the dead where they gather treasure.”

I looked around at the ruined village with a new perspective.

If the Goric were attracted to this place, were there long-dead bodies buried in the rubble? I’d be more careful about where I stepped, that was for sure. Not out of superstition, but respect.

“I’m sure we got the truth out of the Goric,” I said as I sidestepped away from a suspicious pile of bricks. “But he knows where we plan to go now, and that means he and his little friends might regroup and try to ambush us.”

“That’s not a concern yet,” Sigrith replied. “When I bring a man into my thrall, he’s under my sway for at least a day or more. Depending on how long I’ve focused my will on him. We have at least a day before he comes back to his senses.”

“I bet he’ll be angry then,” Tiana said with a breezy laugh.

“Most likely.” The pale woman shrugged. “But we’ll be long gone by then.”

“Let’s keep our guard up all the same,” I said as I started toward the cave mouth on the far side of the ruined town. “I’m sure the Gorics aren’t the only things we have to worry about down here.”

As we walked, Manon fell in beside me.

“Why didn’t you just kill the Gorics?” the chestnut-haired woman asked in a guarded tone. “They’re dangerous, and you seem to know that.”

“I think we’re more dangerous,” I replied. “And I wanted to give them a chance. Sure, they’re greedy little bastards, but they ran because they knew they were outmatched. If they’re as smart as I think they are, they’ll also know we could have run them down, or you could have picked them off from a distance with that Winchester.”

“Would they not see that as a sign of weakness on our part, that we did not kill them?” Manon pressed.

There was a probing quality to the hazel-eyed woman’s tone and question that I noticed right away. Manon wasn’t concerned with my tactical choice. She wanted to understand the reason I’d made it.

“I’ve learned in the past year the power of a reputation,” I said in a firm tone. “We stand out here. You heard the crack old Red-Nose made about my ears. The people in every town, city, and camp we’ll encounter will probably remember us and spread rumors. So, we have to decide if we want to be known for our ruthlessness, or for being reasonable and trustworthy.”

“And you think someone like… Old Red-Nose cares about such things?” Manon grinned and seemed amused for some reason by my reply.

“Probably not.” I shrugged. “But will he or his friends trade with someone who might? That’s the question. I felt the risk of letting them go was lower than the risk of becoming known as a cold-blooded killer. They got their warning, and if they come after us again, I won’t be as reasonable.”

“That’s our husband,” Nileme said from right behind me. “Always one to make a friend of an enemy. It’s why he’s respected across The Gloom, with a list of titles longer than a Pit Wyrm’s back.”

“Titles?” Manon giggled. “Should I call you ‘my lord’ then?”

“His Grace would be more appropriate,” Sigrith bantered. “Or Highness. Duke, Prince Consort, and High Warden are just a few of our Eddie’s titles.”

“High Warden?” Tiana snorted. “Which province gave him that title?”

“Grimthorn,” I replied as I glanced at the sexy Dryad over my shoulder. “But I’m pretty sure that one is more ceremonial. The Grimthorn Gnomes never gave me a house or extra duties to go with the title.”

Manon didn’t ask any more questions, but I gave her a sideways glance and saw the impressed look on her face.

When Tomato-Nose had told us to take “the main tunnel,” I wondered how I would know which one he meant, but it turned out to be very obvious. As we passed through the cave mouth, I could see tool marks, and the tunnel was the same way. I could tell this tunnel had been dug out a long time ago. It was broad enough for three grown men to walk down, shoulder to shoulder, and free of debris.

As we went further into the drier caves, the glowing algae changed from the slimy substance we’d first encountered, to a more moss-like substance. The color also changed from that eerie green to a more colorless light. When we stopped to rest our legs and eat something in a wide opening just off the main tunnel, I wrote some notes in my sketchbook for Tauric, Beclin, and Dorrem.

I knew the Lost Dwarves would be very interested in anything I found in these caves, so I drew a picture of the Gorics with some notes about their height and possible weight. Drawing the glowing algae and moss was a little harder, since I only had my charcoal pencils with me. But I did make a note about how the color of the light changed as the climate grew drier.

My notes were in Elven, since the Dwarves couldn’t read in English, and I was sure the grammar and spelling were terrible, since I was still learning. But still, I was proud I was able to do it after less than a year of studying the Elven language.

“So…” Manon said as she sat down, and Nileme handed her some cheese and bread. “What is it like, where you all are from?”

“It’s lovely,” Tiana replied as she munched on some roasted nuts and dried fruit. “I come from a forest in a grand cavern where veins of crystal crisscross the rocks and give off a pink light.”

“A pink light?” Manon echoed with a smile. “That does sound beautiful. They say the light in Paris is also pink. I haven’t seen it since I was a little girl, but I always thought the streetlights were more yellow.”

“I was born in a rocky territory in The Gloom,” Nileme remarked. “The light is more blue there and comes from mushrooms that grow everywhere. Especially along the river. My people live in tents, and most of us are nomads.”

“What about you, Sigrith?” Manon asked with keen interest.

“I am from a dark and dangerous place,” the Succubus answered in a more serious tone. “Filled with monsters and Demons. The Deeper Dark is a cruel and treacherous place, and the few civilized people who manage to live there are ruled by fear and violence. I didn’t mind that back then, before I met Eddie. But I doubt I could stomach it now.”

“Dieu nous sauve,” Manon breathed as she stared at the Succubus.

The rest of us looked at Sigrith, too. The red-eyed woman almost never spoke about her life in the Deeper Dark.

I’d wanted to ask, but I could tell it was a painful topic for my pale wife. Sigrith had always been ready to share what little she knew about the Demon Lords that ruled the vile kingdom, but they were a mystery to her as much as the rest of us. From what I’d gathered about Demons, they had secrets on top of secrets.

One day soon, I’d have to broach that painful topic with Sigrith, but I didn’t look forward to it. I’d seen a major change in Sigrith since she’d come to live with us. The Succubus had transformed from a guarded, suspicious woman to playful and damn near warm in her nature.

“We should keep going,” I said to end the awkward silence. “That Goric said it was a few hours walk to somewhere called Hendon. We’ve got to be getting close.”

We put away our food and all got one last drink from our canteens before we walked back to the main tunnel.

The worst part about traveling through tunnels for me was how boring it was. There was very little variation in the surroundings, and it always made me feel like time had stopped. But finally, I saw what I thought was a bend in the tunnel up ahead, and I could also hear what sounded like a waterfall.

The bend turned out to be an opening that led to a sharp turn, and then to a set of stone steps that went up over a hundred feet. The crevasse we found ourselves in was maybe twenty feet wide, and there was a waterfall to our right that made the stone underfoot slick and dangerous. The climb up out of the crevasse was a wet, cold, and arduous process. There was no way to move quickly without the risk of losing our footing or a handhold on the rocks to our left, and I definitely didn’t want to fall down into the dark, wet abyss to our right.

Finally, we reached the top of the stone steps. I waited to make sure the women got safely to the top, and then I looked around at the landscape around us. The ceiling of the cavern was so high above us it was lost in shadows, and before us was a green and blue forest on a wide plain. But unlike in The Gloom, these trees didn’t look small and stunted. The trees looked like massive junipers, pines, and oaks, and the bioluminescent algae on their trunks gave the forest a creepy, internal glow.

And deep within that misty glow, a brick spire rose above the tree line.

We’d finally found the place where the High Elves had gone.


Chapter Eight

“Do you think they’re still there?” Tiana asked as we stared up at the single spire that reached above the treetops.

We’d traveled a mile or so into the forest, and my guess was we were only a half mile away from the High Elf city.

“That Goric said they were,” I replied. “And I don’t think he could lie while under Sigrith’s sway. We’ll need a better look, though. I don’t want to go in blind.”

I took my binoculars out of my backpack and handed the pack and my sword to Nileme, who was standing next to me. Then I found the tallest tree in sight and started to climb. Everything about this version of the underworld felt strange to me. Tall, robust trees, patches of white, glowing lichen…

But the strangest part was the High Elves, the mysterious and advanced race that had disappeared from The Gloom, were now within walking distance of me.

I carefully picked my way up through the branches until I was high enough to see through the crown of leaves, and then I ran out of thicker perches I was certain could hold my weight. Already, I could see the buildings of Hendon through a gap in the leaves, and figures moved along paved, curved roadways that reminded me of the abandoned city in the Quartz Caverns.

When I looked through the binoculars, more details came into sharp focus. The people out on the streets of Hendon were taller than the people of The Gloom and Twilight Region. They had skin that ranged from fair to a soft brown, hair that could be anything from a silvery-blond to golden-brown, and ethereal, angular faces with long, tapered ears. Loosely fitted silk garments, dyed in pastel shades, or deep jewel tones, seemed to be the primary fashion, and if they weren’t the High Elves, I didn’t know who the fuck else could be.

Most of the men and women I saw seemed to be High Elves, but there were other races in the city as well. I spotted Dwarves in clothes that hinted at armor, with metal rivets and even metal plates sewn onto them, but the style of the Dwarven clothes looked more like an aesthetic choice than practical. Some people I assumed were children turned out to be adults who were even smaller in stature than Gnomes. I didn’t know what they were, but something about them reminded me of the Pixies. They had fair skin with unusual undertones that could be anything from pink, yellow, or even green.

The little people were two to three feet tall, where the Pixies in the Quartz Cavern were barely a foot tall at most. But they had a strange glow to their skin, and I wondered if there was some ancient relation there, like two branches on the same evolutionary tree.

Hendon was a bustling city, that was for sure.

I climbed back down to where the women waited on the ground.

“I’m sure that’s Hendon,” I reported, and I put the binoculars back in my pack. “I saw High Elves and Dwarves, and there’s some smaller, colorful people there, too. Not sure what they are. But they kinda look like bigger Pixies.”

“Fairies?” Manon asked in a breathless, almost girlish voice I hadn’t heard from her yet.

“Could be.” I shrugged as I belted on my sword. “They don’t have wings, though. I saw a road that leads into town, it should be somewhere to our left. I think we should find it and enter town that way. It might look weird to just wander in from the trees.”

“What do we say if anyone asks where we’re from?” Nileme asked as we trekked through the forest to find the road.

“Is The Gloom not an option?” Sigrith asked. “It’s mostly true, since Eddie is a lord there. For all they know, Eddie has been sent here by Ondur and the other Night Elf chiefs to extend the hand of peace and discuss open trade talks.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I agreed. “But I don’t want to get stuck talking politics with a bunch of minor nobles and merchant princes. I didn’t come here to get bogged down in local governments. Maybe we can just say we’re explorers and leave it at that.”

“Do you think they’ll ask what we are?” Manon asked with apprehension. “It is not as if we’ll blend in--”

“You’d be surprised,” I interrupted the French woman before she got caught in a spiral of overthinking. “Not one person in The Gloom ever asked me directly what I was. Don’t get me wrong, a lot of folks made assumptions. My favorite was Vampire. But I get the impression most people think it’s rude to ask about someone else’s lineage in these situations.”

“Why would anyone think you were a Vampire?” Manon asked with a perplexed frown.

“I thought the same thing when I saw a real Vampire for the first time,” I snorted. “But I think as long as we’re polite, keep our questions simple and straightforward, and don’t hang around for too long, it should be fine.”

“Or we just have to hope we’re faster than the city guard,” Sigrith chuckled.

It didn’t take long to find the road to Hendon, and we slowly started to follow it toward the city.

“You all speak of the High Elves with such reverence,” Manon said as we walked down the well-kept, brick-paved road. “What is special about them?”

“It’s hard to say,” Nileme answered. “Most of what my people know about them is that they invented the schools of magic some still practice today. They also are said to have saved us from an invasion of Demons from the Deeper Dark.”

“Wait, I thought it was the first Chief of the Night Elves that did most of that,” I mused. “The Yennih man who made the deal with Vallis and got the armor we’re looking for killed the Demon King. What part did the High Elves and the Lost Dwarves play?”

“That’s all new information.” The Dolrath Princess shrugged. “The story I grew up with was that the High Elves drove the Demons back before they disappeared. Much of our early history was lost or cast into obscurity when they left.”

“Well, the citizens of Hendon seem to be their descendants,” Sigrith remarked. “Perhaps we’ll find out more.”

Outside of the city walls, two guards in burnished armor and conical helmets stood watch as a trickle of travelers entered or left the city.

That was good. We’d be able to slip in with the flow of traffic and avoid probing questions.

As we made our way into the crowd, I looked around at the people closest to us. Most of those leaving the city were High Elves, but the groups of people who were making their way into Hendon were some other type of Elf. They were smaller and swarthier than the High Elves, and they almost looked like a cross between High Elves and Dryads because of their earthy coloring. These Elves drew carts or carried rough bags filled with produce, and I realized they were farmers bringing in their goods to the city to sell for the day.

Obviously, night and daytime had no meaning in a cave, but I got the sense we were near the beginning of the daily cycle here in Hendon.

As we passed through the gate, we entered the outer ring of the city which was an open air market.

The earthy Elves and some of the tiny, Pixie-like people set up stalls, carts, or blankets on the ground where they arranged their products for sale. No one here was dressed in the fine, bright silks I’d seen in the center of town. Instead, they wore garments made from something like cotton or linen that were dyed in shades of brown, sage green, or muted rust.

Then I was almost startled by the sight of a huge figure in the back of the market. He was massive, and for a moment I nearly mistook him for an adolescent Troll. The man had to be nearly seven feet tall, but it was hard to gauge it from a distance, partly because the man was seated. His skin was a grayish-blue, like slate, and his thick hair and beard were a lush, shiny black.

Before I could point the unusual man out to the ladies, I was jostled by the crowd into the rest of the city. I motioned for the women to step into a side street with me, so we could talk about where to start asking about the gauntlets.

“I don’t think we should open with, ‘hey, where could I find a pair of Demon enchanted, historically significant, crazy powerful gauntlets?’” I said.

“If only we had Scourge with us,” Nileme sighed. “He’d sniff out the nearest nest of criminal activity and bribe the information out of someone.”

“Why could we not do that?” Manon asked. “Do you have anything to bribe someone with?”

“Of course.” I grinned. “Wine, fancy cheese, chocolates, some gold, and a few other things. Let me check something real quick, too…”

I acted like I was about to adjust my pants as an excuse to touch the Eye.

I didn’t have the time to focus my thoughts and meditate on the idea of the gauntlets, but they were heavily on my mind, and I hoped that was enough to make a connection. As I rested two fingers on the cool jewel of the Eye of Vallis, the hard surface of the stone eye pulsed, and I felt that same pulse deep inside of me. The pulse had a slight pull to it, and I could sense a tug to the west, and down, deeper into the caves.

But the gauntlets sure as hell weren’t in Hendon.

That wasn’t a dead end, so much as another challenge. It wasn’t a big leap to assume this version of the underworld was as populated as the one in my backyard, so maybe we’d be able to learn more about the lay of the land in town.

“We should see if we can find anyone who sells maps,” I said out loud. “Or maybe some old guys who like to tell stories if someone’s willing to buy them a drink.”

“Do you think they have those here?” Tiana asked with a skeptical look around the stately city.

“They have those everywhere,” I laughed. “And I think we could have luck finding a couple back in that courtyard if the map doesn’t pan out. It’ll be cheaper to get poor farmers drunk than two old lords.”

“Why the map first?” Sigrith asked as we stepped back out onto the main streets. “Why not just find some drunk old men?”

“The map might also be cheaper in the long run,” I snorted.

There was no denying Hendon was beautiful. The bricks that made the buildings, roads, and garden walls shifted from a baby pink, to butter yellow, to that same gray-blue of the roads outside. The city looked like a scene you’d see hanging in a pediatrician’s office, or a daycare center. Flowering vines hung from balconies and wove their way up trellises on the fronts of buildings. The proud, regal High Elves swept up and down avenues in billowy silks, and it all looked very romantic on the surface.

“Excuse me?” I said with a friendly smile as I approached a High Elf man in spectacles who operated a cart of books and scrolls.

“Not interested, far-traveler,” the man in the glasses replied as he glanced at the women behind me. “I don’t sully my bed with the lower creatures.”

“You mistake what I’m saying--” I started, and I was a little heated at the man’s gross implication.

“I said no, thank you,” the man in the glasses reiterated with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Now, go, before I report you for unlicensed prost--”

“I’d like to invite you to not finish that sentence,” I cut him off as I stepped right up to the bookseller and got within an inch of his face.

“My-- my mistake,” the High Elf man stuttered as he tried to look past me for the closest guard. “H-How may I help you?”

“I wanted to buy a map of the area,” I said but only took a half step back. “I’m a traveling merchant and would like a better idea of the territory.”

“What do you sell?” Glasses asked in a doubtful tone.

“Fine wine and cheese from my farm, far, far away from here,” I smoothly lied. “I’d offer you a sample, but I wouldn’t insult you by offering anything I’d already touched.”

“I’m afraid I don’t sell maps,” the bookseller sneered as the possibility of a free drink got away from him. “They are too costly to make and too delicate to transport easily. The only maps I know of are on the walls of great lords and ladies homes. But if you want to break into the markets, try talking to that dull Half-Giant in the lower market. I’ve heard he’ll speak with anyone.”

“Then maybe he’d like a sample of wine.” I smirked as I chose not to lower myself to the snobbish merchant’s level.

“Lovely books, by the way,” Tiana remarked as the rest of us turned to walk away. “But you should take care so that rot doesn’t spread.”

“My books don’t have rot-- what?” Glasses looked down and saw the inky, black mold that had started to work its way across several matching volumes in an expensive-looking set. “No, no, no!”

As the Dryad followed us, she had a pleased expression on her dusky face.

“Did you just force mold to ruin that man’s books?” I whispered.

“‘Forced’ is strong,” Tiana giggled. “The mold was already there, and it really enjoyed consuming those dusty pages.”

I grinned and put my arm around the huntress, and the five of us worked our way across the city.

But most of our interactions were just different versions of our encounter with the bookseller. The High Elves turned out to be a closed-off, suspicious society. They turned out to be assholes, really. Maybe it was just Hendon, the handful of people I’d met, or whatever the fuck had happened to them since they left The Gloom. Either way, I wasn’t very impressed by what I’d seen of them so far.

“What about that market near the gate?” Manon eventually suggested. “Those people seemed more like farmers. Perhaps they would be more helpful?”

“The bookseller said something about a Half-Giant there.” I nodded. “I think I saw him on the way into the city. We can try there.”

As we made our way back, I made a point to observe the High Elves. I didn’t want to judge them too harshly based on a handful of snobbish merchants, and while almost no one looked twice at our group, I did see things that made me think the High Elves were more than elitist pricks. Some Elven children were playing a complex game with small hoops and flat, glass marbles. I couldn’t figure out how the moves were determined, but the children laughed and clapped every time someone made a long series of moves.

Young couples could be seen in shaded corners of buildings exchanging love tokens or stealing kisses when they thought no one was looking. Friends strolled down the avenues together while discussing fashions and politics. There were parts of the High Elves’ culture that I think anyone could relate to.

When we got to the open air produce market, I gave each of the ladies some gold.

“Get whatever you like, be friendly, and see what you all can find out about the area,” I said as I divided out the coins. “Say we’re merchants. Maybe drop hints about us being interested in buying arms and armor for caravan guards. Anything that could get us the information we need.”

“What are you going to do?” Nileme asked.

“I’m going to talk to the Half-Giant.” I smirked. “Rumor has it he’ll talk to anyone.”

As the women began to wander around the market, I slowly made my way to the large man with blue-gray skin. The path I took through the market was indirect, since I looked at the goods on display and made it seem as though I was simply shopping. Then I finally stopped at the edge of the large man’s blanket and looked at what he had on offer. A dozen or more cast-iron pans, copper pots, and kettles were carefully placed on the blanket, and I stooped to inspect them.

“Do you like to cook?” the Half-Giant asked in a hopeful tone.

The big guy’s voice was as resonant as an old Chevy engine.

“I don’t know anything about cooking,” I replied with honesty. “But I have a friend who loves to. He makes the best stews with just whatever we have on hand on the road. Which of your pots would be best for something like that?”

“If he’s cooking on a campfire, he’ll want something with a thicker bottom,” the big man said as he handed me an iron pot with a good weight to it. “That way all the lovely bits that sink to the bottom won’t burn before the stew is finished.”

I took a moment to inspect the pot carefully, and I took in the small details.

The thickness at the bottom was consistent, the fittings were tightly riveted onto the sides, and the metal looked to be of a good quality.

“Did you make this?” I asked as I pointed to the pot.

“I did, good sir.” The Half-Giant nodded. “You can see my mark on the bottom. A for Aenoth.”

“Aenoth,” I repeated, and then I held out my hand to the big man. “I’m Eddie. How much?”

“Five silver, Friend Eddie,” Aenoth answered. “But I assure you it’s made from fine, quality materials.”

“I’ll take it.” I grinned and started to count out the coins.

“But, sir!” Aenoth gasped when I handed him the money, and he looked down at the coins in his hand. “The coin of your realm is heavier than ours. I’m afraid you’ve overpaid.”

“What’s a little extra silver between friends?” I shrugged.

“We’ve only just met,” Aenoth replied in a confused tone.

I liked Aenoth. The Half-Giant had a young air about him, but he wasn’t foolish because of it. The muscular man was right. He should be suspicious of a stranger, but at least Aenoth wasn’t an asshole about it.

“Alright,” I snorted and gave the big man an amused nod. “That’s fair. But I’d like to be friends, and I’ll tell you why. I’m trying to learn more about the area to see about expanding my operations. But I’m also interested in weapons and armor to protect my wares. You obviously know a little bit about metallurgy.”

“A little,” Aenoth admitted. “But the Elves make much finer things than I could.”

“The Elves around here are kinda pricks, though,” I said in a confiding tone, and the Half-Giant had to stifle laughter. “I’m hoping to find some rarer items, and I have enough heavy coins to pay well for them. Things like this…”

I held up the bottom of my shirt to reveal the Eye of Vallis.

“Do you know where I could start looking for things like that, Aenoth?” I whispered as I covered the belt with my shirt again. “I’d be happy to pay you for your time.”

“I don’t know about fancy armor, sir,” The Half-Giant shook his head. “But my friend, Delphine, might.”

“Would it be possible to meet Delphine?” I asked, and I was excited at the prospect of inching closer to the gauntlets.

“I think so.” Aenoth nodded and then turned to the wizened, old, swarthy Elf next to him. “Rowan, will you watch my wares for an hour? I’ll share the profits with you if you sell anything.”

“Of course, lad. But mind that you’re back in an hour so I can take lunch with my wife back home.”

“Thank you, Rowan,” the blue-skinned man replied with a grateful smile and stood.

Aenoth towered over me by nearly a foot, and I realized that must have been how I made my wives feel on a daily basis. If I had to talk to Aenoth for very long, my neck would hurt in minutes. I’d try to keep that in mind when I hung out with my friends from The Gloom in the future.

I whistled for the ladies to follow Aenoth and I out of the city gates, and the women finished up any transactions they were in the middle of and then followed us.

“Ladies,” I said as we stopped a short distance from the gates. “This is Aenoth. He’s going to introduce us to a friend who might know where we can get some enchanted armor. Aenoth, these are my wives, Nileme, Sigrith, and Tiana, and our friend Manon.”

“My pleasure, ladies,” Aenoth said with a stoic nod and a slight bow. “This way, please.”

“So, tell us about your friend.” I grinned as we started to walk up the road, away from Hendon and further into the cavern.

“You will like her, Friend Eddie,” Aenoth replied in a whimsical tone. “She is a Mermaid.”


Chapter Nine

As Aenoth led us away from the city, I paid attention to the landmarks around us. The Half-Giant seemed like a friendly enough guy, but we’d only known him for thirty minutes, and it was only prudent to keep track of where he took us. If we needed to get back to the city quickly, or find our way back to the road that leads back out, I wanted to have a general idea how to get there.

“Where are you from?” Aenoth asked as we walked through a field of tall, fragrant grass that started where the forest around Hendon ended. “None of you fine people look like you’re from Faibla. Maybe Aufond? We don’t get many visitors from the deeper regions around here.”

What a fucking pickle. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing and raise more questions, but I knew fuck all about whatever the hell Aufond was.

“We traveled weeks to get here,” I replied to side-step the question. “But the journey will be worth it, I think. Faibla is beautiful. The trees grow so large here.”

“Our caverns are blessed.” Aenoth grinned and nodded. “The lake is just ahead.”

To my surprise, the lake was as beautiful as the forest, in a strange and surprising way.

As we crested a small rise, the party looked down into a natural bowl in the cavern floor. The depression was circled by the tall grass and a rocky shore around a perfectly still body of water. The only thing that broke the mirror-like surface were the brief touches of flying insects that created tiny ripples which radiated outward. From time to time, a fish or other aquatic creature would breach the surface just long enough to suck a bug down before sinking into the depths again.

The water itself, though, looked almost black, with patches of light from the algae, and I could almost taste the salt tang in the air from the small lake of sea water. That meant the lake had to be connected to the sea somewhere through flooded tunnels deep in the earth, and somewhere at the bottom of that flat, fathomless pool was one or more of those tunnels feeding water into this cavern.

Aenoth led the way down the rise until we were fifteen feet from the edge of the water, and then he held up his hand for us to stop.

“Need to make sure it’s safe first,” the Half-Giant remarked before he bent down and placed one large hand face up on the ground.

I couldn’t help but notice the smokestack of a man had hands that were bigger than regulation catcher’s mitts, and they were covered with tiny burn scars. Then the blue-skinned man made a low whistling sound, so low I almost mistook it for a distant train whistle even though we were many miles from the nearest freight train, and I spotted a small movement in the grass between us and the lake.

Before I could even guess what caused the movement, four smooth, flat rocks about the size of silver dollars rolled end over end from the shoreline and into Aenoth’s hand.

The Half-Giant could call rocks to him. Very specific types of rocks too, because I instantly recognized the four stones were perfect for skipping across water.

“You’re a very interesting man, Aenoth.” I grinned as he stood and showed the rocks to me. “What are you gonna do with those?”

“I’m going to make sure it’s safe,” Aenoth said again.

Then the big man tossed the stones one by one over the surface of the still lake. The sudden disruption of the surface startled insects and fish alike, and they scrambled either deeper into the water, or frantically away from the water altogether.

Aenoth watched the lake intently for a few seconds and then nodded.

“It’s safe,” the Half-Giant said as he looked around at the rest of us.

“Is no one going to ask, safe from what?” Manon blurted out through an explosive, anxious breath.

“I’m assuming water monsters?” Sigrith replied in a casual tone, and she looked at Aenoth for confirmation.

“There are many.” The big man nodded. “But the rocks disturbing the surface would have excited the bigger ones, and we would have seen the ripples from their movements. Let’s get down to the shore.”

When we reached the edge of the water, Aenoth kneeled down and dropped several more pebbles into the water in a rhythmic pattern.

As we waited for something to happen, I watched the fish and insects begin to return to the surface of the lake. Then there was a glimmer of color in the water. A shimmer of gold and orange that caught the light of the luminous algae. Between one blink and the next, that swirl of color became a tail connected to a torso and a halo of reddish-brown hair, and as the Mermaid rushed up from the depths of the lakes, her bulbous, round, gray eyes came into view.

The Mermaid didn’t look at all like I had expected. The tail covered in gold and orange scales and human-like torso were there. But the aquatic woman also had gills that flared from the side of her neck, those unblinking, staring eyes, and webbed fingers.

As the Mermaid broke the surface, she pushed her long, wet hair away from her face and tilted her head up to stare at the Half-Giant.

“Aenoth!” The Mermaid grinned and revealed rows of serrated, shark-like teeth. “Who are your friends?”

“Hello, Delphine,” Aenoth replied before he pointed at me. “This is Eddie. I don’t remember all the ladies’ names, but they’re very nice. Eddie is looking for something, and I thought you might be able to help.”

“Hello, Eddie,” Delphine said in a flirtatious voice I found a little unsettling.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I replied as I got closer to the shoreline. “I’m looking for some rare armor, and Aenoth said your people might know where to find things like this?”

“Pretty,” Delphine breathed when I lifted my shirt to show her the Eye.

“Have you ever seen anything like this before?” I asked.

“If I had, it would be decorating my cave, with all my lovely shells and seaglass,” Delphine answered as she tore her greedy eyes from my belt.

“Dammit,” I sighed. “Well, thanks anyway.”

“Wait!” Delphine cried out, and she sounded clearly reluctant to end our meeting so quickly. “If the Elves had pretties like that, they’d sooner cut their tongues out than admit it. But you might have some luck in Atlantide. There are all sorts of wonders in the Merfolk city.”

“Atlantide?” I repeated. “I’m going to assume that’s underwater somewhere. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to see that, but I don’t think I could hold my breath that long.”

Delphine opened her mouth to say something, but then she stopped and turned to look at the water behind her.

My eyes followed the Mermaid’s gaze to a large shape deep in the water. Delphine’s shoulder went rigid as she tracked the shadow on the far side of the lake, and even Aenoth gasped when he saw the outline of the monstrous creature.

“What is that?” Nileme asked from behind me.

“Back away from the water!” the Half-Giant shouted as he snatched up a fist-sized rock. “Swim away, Delphine!”

Aenoth chucked the rock halfway across the lake, and the rock roughly splashed into the water and created a disturbance of circular ripples.

Meanwhile, Delphine dove back under the surface and shot away like a torpedo, down into the murky depths and presumable safety. Then a four-foot-long, spiked crest broke the surface of the water on the other side of the lake, and while I couldn’t see much of the creature, I could see enough to know it was massive. Maybe as large as a Pit Wyrm.

Aenoth and I ushered the women back from the shore as the partly breached monster made waves across the lake with its powerful wake. The shadow under the surface rocketed toward the spot where Aenoth’s rock had hit, and there was an explosive disturbance as the monster thrashed in frustration when it didn’t find any prey.

“Stop!” Aenoth hissed once we were five yards from the shore. “Keep silent, friends.”

The women were gathered around me, and we watched the turbulent water in a tense knot.

A moment passed. Two. Then a broad, scaly head lifted just above the surface as the water grew still. We could see the top of the three-foot-wide, crested head covered in brownish-green scales. There were also two milky eyes and a pair of flat nostrils at the end of the square snout that opened to suck in the air.

Fuck me twice.

The blank, colorless eyes told me the monster was probably blind, but it could breathe air, and that meant it could potentially come onto the land. The beast moved its head back and forth as it tried to intuit the presence of some new prey, and I kept my hand close to my sword while Aenoth kept his hulking mass between us and the thing in the lake.

As the standoff stretched on, my heart began to pound hard enough that I could feel my pulse in my ears, and I had the irrational thought the monster might be able to hear it. But a blind predator had to have some other heightened senses to track their next meal, and I did wonder if it would be able to smell us. Even our breath seemed impossibly loud as we watched that slimy, flat head in the water.

If I had my Galil, I wouldn’t have been half as worried, but at that moment, I was sweating bullets hoping Aenoth was good in a fight.

Finally, the monster gave two slow, lazy blinks of its blind eyes, exhaled, and sank back beneath the surface. As the beast turned, there was a small wave in the water that lapped against the shore, and we watched the shadowy form dive down into the mysterious depths.

Once the surface settled again, we all breathed a sigh of relief.

“The Guivre is out feeding,” Aenoth observed in a still quiet tone. “I feel bad for the Merfolk. Hopefully, Delphine was able to get far away from here.”

“The Guivre?” Manon repeated with a laugh that sounded like it was more a release of tension than humor. “Well, why did we not take our clothes off and scare it away, like in the stories?”

All of us paused and looked at each other and then Manon in stunned silence.

“What?” The French woman shrugged. “That’s what the folktales say you are supposed to do when you encounter Guivre.”

“Why would nakedness scare away a giant serpent?” Aenoth asked as his large face twisted into a perplexed expression. “If anything, you’ve made yourself easier to swallow.”

“It sounds to me like some young man, ages ago, thought of a clever way to get his sweetheart to undress.” Sigrith smirked.

I glanced out over the lake and sighed. We hadn’t exactly found any concrete clues about the gauntlets, but I looked at my watch and realized we either had to make our way back, or be stuck in the caverns until low tide tomorrow morning.

“Thank you for your help, Aenoth,” I said as I shook the big man’s hand. “And I hope your friend is okay. We’ll come back soon, but I’d like you to take these…”

I took out a couple of bottles of wine, some cheese, and a few sausage links, and I handed them over to our new friend.

“Thank you, Eddie,” the Half-Giant said in a surprised, but grateful voice. “Know you’re always welcome at my stall, sir-- and ladies! Enjoy your pot and good luck in your quest.”

The ladies all wished Aenoth well and waved goodbye, and the five of us moved away from the water and back toward the road. We wouldn’t have to rush to get back to the tidal caves before high tide, but we didn’t have time to dilly-dally, either.

“Aenoth was precious,” Tiana remarked as we walked. “Like an overgrown child.”

“I’d hate to have been his mother, though,” Nileme said with a sarcastic laugh. “He would have been something as a baby.”

“Let’s hope for the lady’s sake that his mother was the giant,” Manon giggled.

“Delphine said I might have luck in the Merfolk city,” I mused since my head was still stuck on the problem at hand. “I think she was about to say something else, but she was interrupted.”

“How do we get down to a city underwater?” Nileme asked.

“Well…” I huffed as I rolled the question around in my head. “We could get some scuba gear. But I have no idea how deep the city is, or how long an air tank would last.”

“Maybe an hour,” Manon answered without having to think about it. “Or a little less than an hour at these depths. There are tanks that can last somewhat longer, but they are very expensive and hard to get hold of.”

“Fuck,” I said, and I felt both disappointed and a little impressed by the chestnut-haired woman’s knowledge. “We’ll have to think of something else. That’s not going to be nearly enough time.”

“But what other solution?” Manon asked. “Scuba gear is how you breathe underwater. Unless you are friends with Jean-Michelle Cousteau and can ask to borrow a submersible, I don’t know what other option we have.”

We. That phrasing was interesting. Manon had just assumed we’d go to Atlantide together.

I pushed that thought away for now and focused again on how to get to the Merfolk city at all. There had to be a way. Maybe that was what Delphine had wanted to tell me when the Guivre came along.

We hurried and retraced our steps back to the ruined town where we’d encountered the Gorics. The party was vigilant on our way through the cavern to make sure the potato men hadn’t returned, but we didn’t see any sign of them and were confident we wouldn’t be followed back to the copper doors.

Before long, we climbed out of the well and into the late afternoon light.

“What a strange day,” Manon sighed as I climbed over the wall of the well.

I was the last one out, so I helped secure the cover back on the well.

“You’re welcome to come to dinner,” Nileme said to the French woman as I dusted off my hands. “I’m sure we’ll be discussing plans on how to get to Atlantide. You should be there for that.”

For whatever reason, Manon looked over at me with an uncertain but expectant expression.

“Yeah, you should come with us.” I nodded and grinned. “I’ll order some food from town, we’ll talk things out, and then I can give you a ride back here later.”

“Alright,” the hazel-eyed woman replied as she looked back at Nileme. “I would enjoy coming to dinner.”

“Awesome,” I snorted. “I’ll call Ibseth and make sure she hasn’t started cooking yet.”

I called my first wife on the way back to the car to let her know we’d have a guest and that I’d order food or pick something up on the way home.

Then I drove us all back to the villa, and as we pulled up with take-out bags from a seafood place in town Manon had suggested, my other wives came out to greet us.

I introduced Manon to everyone, and Ibseth handed Wyatt off to Bolra and stepped forward to give the French woman a hug.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” the petite Elf said, and Manon stiffened at the unexpected physical contact. “And you’re so tall!”

“Thank you?” the chestnut-haired woman replied as she awkwardly hugged Ibseth back.

“Come inside and freshen up, everyone,” the white-haired woman said, and she smiled as she pulled back and seemed sweetly unaware of the other woman’s discomfort. “I’ll take care of the food and get the table set.”

“Thanks, baby,” I said and kissed the curvy woman on the cheek.

Nileme, Tiana, and Sigrith took Manon into the house to clean up while I went to the bathroom connected to the master bedroom. First, I unstrapped my breastplate and leaned it against the nightstand. It felt good to have it off. I loved the protection it provided, but it wasn’t the most comfortable piece of equipment.

I quickly stripped off the rest of my clothes, and once I’d taken a quick shower and changed into something clean, I headed downstairs.

“Do you want some wine?” Bolra asked as I came into the dining room, and the pretty mystic looked lovely in a blue and white sundress that lightly clung to the curves of her full breasts and round, pregnant belly.

“That sounds perfect.” I smiled as I took a seat. “I’m kinda missing beer, though. Next time I’m in town I’ll look around for some.”

Ibseth, Amrila, Gwen, and Pregia came in and worked together to get the food set out on the table, and by the time Nileme, Sigrith, Tiana, and Manon came in, I’d filled the ladies in on our adventure in Faibla.

As we took our seats and filled out plates, I opened another bottle of wine.

“The problem we’re facing is trying to get to this underwater city,” I said as I broke open a lobster claw.

“Wouldn’t it be easier to start searching the Elven cities?” Amrila asked before she started tearing into some crab legs.

“The High Elves were very elitist,” Nileme replied. “It could take weeks, maybe even years, to get anywhere with them. But the Mermaid seemed very friendly.”

“We just have to get around the giant water serpent,” Tiana pointed out.

“And how to breathe underwater,” Sigrith added.

“So, it’s a problem of needing air?” Gwen asked with a furrowed brow.

“Pretty much,” I said as I turned to the pearl-skinned woman. “Humans have tanks filled with air that we could theoretically use, but Manon mentioned they don’t last very long.”

“There are also concerns about water pressure, hypothermia, and the effects of spending long periods being exposed to these extremes,” Manon commented.

“I don’t know what most of that means, but I might have an idea,” the Spiran woman said as she straightened up in her seat. “I could try to create a sphere of air around all of you. The Spiran learned how to do it to survive cave-ins. An Air Spiran can wrap a barrier of oxygen around themselves and survive in that pocket until the tribe can dig them out.”

“How much time can someone breathe in a bubble like that?” Manon asked with a look of keen interest.

“A few hours,” Gwen said.

“I could extend that time,” Tiana chimed in, and there was a glint of excitement in the huntress’ eyes. “Plants absorb what we breathe out and release fresh air. I could enchant some flowers or vines that we could wear around ourselves to help us breathe longer.”

“You both can do such things?” Manon asked as she looked between Gwen and Tiana with a slack jaw.

“They sure can,” I chuckled as I smiled proudly at my wives. “All these women are extraordinary. That’s why I love them.”

The French woman looked back at me, but she quickly turned her eyes down to her plate. I could tell something about her mood had changed, but I couldn’t understand why.

Tiana and Gwen continued to refine their plan to help us reach the Merfolk city as we finished up dinner, and once that was finalized, we made small talk over some pastries Ibseth had made. Then, afterwards, I gave Manon a ride home.

The hazel-eyed woman was oddly quiet the whole drive. I played back what I had said in my head before Manon had reacted and tried to figure out what had upset her. I could have asked, but I didn’t want to embarrass her. I still didn’t know the chestnut-haired woman very well, but she did come off as a guarded person.

All I had said was I loved my wives. That seemed like an obvious and uncontroversial thing to say. It wasn’t lost on me that there was a strong chemistry between Manon and I, but that just happened sometimes. It didn’t seem like something to get all pensive about.

But Manon was human, and not a lot of human women would go for the kind of relationship I had with my wives.

Could it be jealousy?

I put that idea to the side right away. Women were mysterious, and for all I knew, Manon’s change in demeanor had nothing to do with me.

Finally, I pulled up to Manon’s cabin, and I turned off the car before I got out and opened the passenger door for the olive-skinned woman.

“Merci,” Manon said as she glanced up at me and got out of the car.

“No problem.” I grinned and tried to feel out the French woman’s current mood. “I can give you a call or something tomorrow. We’ll probably try out Gwen and Tiana’s idea, see if we can make it work. You seem to know a lot about diving, so your input will be pretty valuable.”

“Of course.” Manon nodded as she lingered near the car, but she didn’t meet my eyes. “I feed the animals and take care of the chores very early, so I’ll be free after that.”

“Great.” I nodded back and wondered why the moment had started to feel tense. “Well… see you tomorrow.”

I walked back around to the driver’s side of the car and reached for the door handle.

“Eddie?” Manon said suddenly, and I paused to look up at her.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I… I, uhh…” Manon struggled to keep a neutral expression as she took a single step closer to me. “I noticed you share your beach with the other house close by. I know of a private beach where we can test the bubble idea. I do not think we should be observed performing magic.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, but I was fairly sure that wasn’t what she had really wanted to say. “That sounds perfect. I’ll call you in the morning.”

Manon nodded one last time, and then she turned and walked back to her cabin.

Once she disappeared through her door, I got in the car and smiled to myself as I drove back down the hillside to my wives. But as I listened to a random, French pop station, I was hit by a sudden realization.

Manon wanted to kiss me back there.


Chapter Ten

The next morning, my wives and I enjoyed breakfast together, outside on the veranda. Little Wyatt was in his portable playpen, in a shady spot, as he had some tummy time next to the table, and all of my beautiful wives were dressed in their bikinis and sheer cover-ups in preparation for a day at the beach.

As Ibseth, Bolra, and Gwen brought out the food, the other women helped set the table, made coffee, or watched over the baby. They refused to let me help, so I stepped up to the railing and leaned against it as I looked out over the shared beach. The ocean was a perfect shade of blue, and the sun was already warm, even through a cool, spring morning breeze.

I took my phone out of my pocket and dialed the number Manon had given me, and I held my cell up to my ear as the ringtone sounded.

“Hello, Eddie,” I heard the French woman’s rich voice answer a few moments later.

“How’d you know it was me?” I asked as I grinned to myself.

“Your number begins with one,” Manon replied with a warm laugh. “What other American would be calling at this time?”

“Fair point. We’re about to have breakfast here, if you’d like to join us. Then we can head over to the beach you mentioned. I don’t know how long it’ll take to iron out Gwen and Tiana’s idea, so I figured we’d get an early start.”

“Very well. I’ll head that way.”

“Do you want me to pick you up?” I offered without thinking.

“I do not want to pull you away from your family,” Manon said in a hesitant tone.

“It wouldn’t be for very long,” I assured her. “And I don’t mind, really.”

I definitely wouldn’t mind spending a little more alone time with the French woman, but I kept that thought to myself.

“Alright,” Manon relented after a moment of silence. “But before we go to the beach, I think it best we rent wetsuits from a place I know. The water can still be cold this time of year.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I smiled. “See you soon.”

I quickly filled my wives in on the plan, and then I drove out to Manon’s to pick her up. She thanked me several times for making the drive, but I just waved her off. The ride back to the villa was mostly silent in a comfortable way, but when I flicked on the radio for some background noise, I saw Manon mouthing the French lyrics to herself out of the corner of my eye. That sparked a casual conversation about music, and I was surprised to find Manon had wide and varied tastes.

The rest of the drive passed quickly after that, and when Manon arrived back at the villa, all the ladies made her feel welcomed.

As we ate, the talk around the table was mostly Manon asking my wives about themselves and their lives in the alternate version of the subterranean world of Faibla.

“Actually, Ibseth and I are both princesses,” Nileme explained. “From different tribes.”

“I’m not really a princess anymore,” Ibseth insisted, as she always did. “I gave up that life when I met Eddie. I’m far happier as his wife and a mother than I ever was in the Yennih court. I only answer to that title now when we visit my brother Ondur, who’s the current chief.”

“And what about the rest of you?” Manon asked as she sipped her coffee and looked around the table. “Do you all have such titles?”

“I’m the queen of a Goblin city state,” Pregia answered. “But I let my most trusted advisor run the day-to-day business of my kingdom so I can be close to Eddie.”

“My people do not have nobility in the same way,” Tiana remarked as she munched on a pastry. “There is our Queen, who is more like a mother, and then everyone else. But my rank is huntress. That just means I lead hunts for my sisters when some creature or monster upsets the balance of our forests.”

“I don’t have any titles,” Amrila noted with pride as she rubbed her pregnant belly. “I was a thief and resistance fighter when I met Eddie.”

“La Résistance!” Manon smiled. “And what force did you resist?”

“A mad man with ideas of grandeur,” Sigrith replied in a dark tone.

The Succubus had as much reason as anyone to hate Ursenger. It was one of the Mad Chief’s cronies that had enslaved Sigrith and forced her to submit to his will through powers Ursenger had granted him.

“We French are not strangers to such men.” Manon nodded. “And the rest of you?”

Bolra told the chestnut-haired woman about how she was the Shaman of her village before she came to live with me. Meanwhile, Gwen had been held captive by another of Ursenger’s minions, and then she was cast out from her people because of the Spirans’ strange ideas about purity. Because Gwen had been touched by mortal hands, they saw her as unclean and tarnished.

Manon listened to the women’s stories with empathy, and I tried to add as little as possible, since many of the stories involved my previous exploits. I’d rescued some of my wives from exploitation or abuse. Others I had met in battle, like Amrila and Sigrith. I didn’t want to make their stories about myself, but the ladies weren’t shy about how they felt about me and my part in their lives.

Each story ended with my wives coming to live on the surface with me, and how much they loved me and the way I took care of them. I was touched to hear that over and over again. How none of them would change anything, since their lives were perfect now, as far as they were concerned.

From time to time, Manon would glance over at me. I was sitting at one end of the table as I held my son and bounced him gently to help him fall asleep for his late morning nap, and every time I caught the French woman’s eyes, I would flash her a small smile that made her flush and quickly look away.

After breakfast, I went to pack up the car with beach towels, sunscreen, and a cooler with some food and drinks for later while the ladies cleaned up and said goodbye to Manon. It would just be Tiana, Gwen, Manon, and I going to the beach since we wanted to keep the group small and avoid drawing too much attention.

Before noon rolled around, the four of us got into the car and drove down the coast a few miles, and Manon directed me to a place where we could rent wetsuits, goggles, snorkels, and anything else we’d need to test our idea safely. We even got a couple of dive tanks to compare their utility against the magical air bubbles we hoped we could make work.

“You have a lovely family,” Manon said as we waited for the owner of the shop to gather the items we’d rented.

“Thanks.” I grinned. “It’s about to get a whole lot bigger, too. Amrila doesn’t have much longer to go before she has her baby, and Bolra isn’t far behind Amrila. And then a few months after that, Nileme will give birth. I’m gonna be a busy man here soon.”

“Yet all your wives seem happy,” the French woman commented as she curiously cocked her head to the side.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” I snorted.

“I mean no offense. It is just so… unusual. I have never met a man who could keep my attention for long. Plenty of men think they are capable of satisfying many women, but you actually have, by all reports.”

“I’m the luckiest man in the world,” I replied as I listened to the shopkeeper rummage around his backroom. “I didn’t wake up and decide one day, ‘hey, let’s do polygamy.’ It actually started as Ibseth’s idea. It’s part of her culture. Then I met Amrila and fell in love with her too, and well, the rest is history. It’s my privilege to love each one of them and be loved by them, not some ego thing.”

“If any other man said such a ridiculous thing, I would have laughed in his face,” Manon said with a mysterious smile. “But from you, it sounds like the soul of sincerity.”

“I’m glad you think so,” I said as I looked into Manon’s deep, hazel eyes.

The French woman blushed slightly as she looked back at me, but then the shop owner and his assistant came out with our items and helped us pack them into the back of the car.

The beach Manon had mentioned ran along a cliff. The hilly area was majestically beautiful, with a somewhat more rocky beach near a grotto. I parked just off the road, and the four of us carried our gear down to the water. I shot a couple of covert glances at Manon in her simple, black bikini, and I thought I saw her checking me out when I stripped down to my swimming briefs, but then I got distracted by the task at hand. I’d never put on a wetsuit before today, but it was not as simple as I’d assumed it would be.

The thick material seemed to want to cling to my skin and was tighter than I expected.

“I think it’s too small,” I grumbled as I tugged and pulled at the legs and crotch in an attempt to get everything in place.

“You put them on like jeans,” Manon giggled, and she smoothly slipped her arms into the sleeves and pulled the tether on the back that zipped the suit up. “Both legs at once. No, no. You have to pull on one leg at a time, like stockings or yoga pants. Then you finesse it on from there.”

“It shouldn’t surprise you that I’ve never worn stockings or yoga pants,” I chuckled. “A little warning before I barreled on in would have been helpful.”

After some more tugging, stretching, and several positions that might as well have been yoga, I was finally in the wetsuit and ready to go.

“Alright,” I said, once I was zipped into the suit. “What do we do now?”

“First, the flowers.” Tiana smiled.

The Dryad went up to Manon first, with a small cutting of a plant from the villa. Then she placed the cutting in Manon’s hair and started to encourage it to grow. A small vine started to weave its way through the French woman’s chestnut-colored hair she’d pulled up into a bun, and as the green vine grew, little white flowers started to circle her head like a crown.

It wasn’t lost on me that the flowers made Manon look something like a bride.

Tiana then repeated the same process with me. The vines tickled a little as they circled my head, and when the flowers bloomed, they gave off a light, almost spicy perfume.

Once we were all flowered up, we walked down to the surf to start the next part of our plan. Gwen even squealed a little as she got into the cool water, since she wasn’t in a wetsuit that provided some insulation against the cold.

“Okay, let me try this…” Gwen waved her hand just above the ocean’s surface as her eyebrows crinkled together with concentration. Then the Spiran woman placed her hands as if she was holding a beachball and pushed them down into the water.

For just a moment, I watched the water beneath the pearl-skinned woman’s hands indent into a bowl shape before it splashed back into a flat surface like the imaginary beachball had burst.

“Ugh,” Gwen grunted in frustration. “Let me try again. I’ve never had to do this before.”

“Take your time,” I said. “We’ve got all day, so you don’t have to rush yourself.”

It took several more attempts for Gwen to sustain the air pocket underwater, but she eventually succeeded.

After that, the next challenge was to keep the bubbles from collapsing when Manon or I tried to insert our heads inside. Finally, I kneeled down in front of the teal-haired woman and let her form the air pocket around my head before I dunked myself into the saltwater.

It was the strangest sensation, being able to breath under water.

Once I was under the surface, the bubble wasn’t as large as a beachball. It formed closer to my head and shoulders, but I didn’t feel claustrophobic. I could also breathe normally, so I gave a thumbs up above the water and swam out a little ways to wait for Manon.

Gwen repeated the same process on the hazel-eyed woman, and Manon swam out to join me. The bubble looked like a clear, malleable helmet on the French woman, and I suppressed a smile at the slightly ridiculous sight.

“How does it feel?” I asked.

Manon shook her head and pointed to her ear to signal that she couldn’t hear me. I nodded to show I understood and made a plan to bring some of the Seer Stones next time so we could communicate when needed. But, for now, I waved my hand and indicated the open water in front of us.

The two of us explored the area around the shoreline to test the air bubbles. I wanted to be sure the air would last longer than the air tanks we could rent. The smell of the white flowers also grew stronger in the bubbles, but I could breathe easily as we swam.

Manon was a strong swimmer, which didn’t surprise me. The olive-skinned woman had grown up next to the ocean and studied, for at least a while, as a marine biologist. I swam not far behind Manon and did my best not to stare at her apple-shaped ass, but the French woman moved with purpose, as if she knew right where she wanted to go.

A short ways out, a colorful patch loomed into sight from the green-blue of the ocean. As we got closer, I realized it was a coral reef covered with algae, anemones, and a diverse assortment of sea life. The reef itself was shades of golden yellows, muted greens, and a prolific type of coral that was one of the most vibrant reds I’d ever seen.

Schools of colorful fish circled or darted around the shelter of the reef, and Manon swam closer, but was careful not to disturb any of the delicate coral or sensitive plant life. Then she scooped something up and came back over to me, and with a girlish smile on her face, the hazel-eyed woman held out her hand to reveal a bright orange starfish.

I grinned as I looked at the creature. It moved in a slow and ponderous way for something so small and fragile, but I had to admit, it was cute as fuck. Then Manon grabbed my hand, which surprised me, and she placed the starfish in my palm. It felt weird, like thousands of tiny fingers as it clung to me.

I remember visiting the touch tanks at the Cleveland aquarium as a kid and lightly touching starfish, sea cucumbers, and sand sharks. But to be able to hold this strange, living creature that might as well have been an alien was a whole new experience.

I smiled at Manon and handed it back to her.

The French woman smiled back at me before she took my hand with her free one and showed me the rest of the reef. I couldn’t name most of the fish and invertebrates that the marine life enthusiast pointed out, but I enjoyed how excited Manon was to show me it all.

The tour around the reef also helped to test how long we could breathe underwater with the air bubbles. I wasn’t sure if it was the flowers, some magic infused by Gwen’s mysterious powers, or both, but the method seemed sustainable.

As we swam together, Manon and I got physically closer, and we became used to each other. If my arm brushed hers, we didn’t automatically pull away from each other with apologetic looks. Then, as we floated above the reef, I placed my hand on her slim waist and maneuvered around to see something she wanted to point out, and neither of us seemed to find it strange.

At one point, I turned to look at the chestnut-haired woman’s almond-shaped eyes, and they were glinting with excitement to share her deep interest in the ocean with me. I grinned back at her, and I became momentarily lost in the rich browns and greens of her eyes.

If it wasn’t for the bubbles, I might have tried to kiss her.

Unfortunately, I was ripped out of that daydream when I saw Manon look past me, and her eyes suddenly bulged with fear.

I turned my head to look at what had startled the French woman and froze. Thirty yards out from where we were, there was a single, juvenile great white shark. Without a point of reference in the open water, it was hard to tell exactly how far away or how large the shark was, but I was sure it wasn’t fully grown and that it was lazily making its way toward the reef. The reef was probably a feeding ground for the young shark, and we just had the bad luck of being there at the wrong time. I’d grown up with Shark Week and remembered just enough to know a shark that small probably wouldn’t attack two healthy, adult humans unless it was threatened or starving.

I also knew any movements we made would alert the shark to our presence. There was no way to know how hungry the shark was, but I didn’t want to risk leading a desperate shark back to Tiana and Gwen if they were both in the water back at the beach. There was also the fact Manon and I would have to move to tread above the reef, so being still wasn’t an option.

I considered the outcomes with lighting speed, and then I turned to Manon and pointed to where my two wives waited for us by the beach. Manon shook her head, and her eyes were still wide and terrified.

I pointed again, more firmly this time, and the hazel-eyed woman stared at me for a moment before she reluctantly nodded.

I let go of Manon, and she started to swim as fast as she could toward the shore. Meanwhile, I turned and watched the juvenile shark as I treaded in place. My plan was to wait long enough to make sure the shark wouldn’t go after Manon. If it did, I was between Manon and the shark and could distract the young great white until the French woman got away. But if the shark ignored Manon, I would be able to follow after.

There was a tense moment as I watched the shark, and the great white’s tail twitched as Manon pumped her arms and legs as hard as she could. Then the shark turned and launched forward with a burst of speed, so I gunned into action and swam toward the young great white. The shark’s movement stuttered as it detected me, but then its maw opened, and it raced toward me instead.

My heart pounded in my chest as my stomach roiled. I was unarmed, and my only protection was a wetsuit I was sure wasn’t designed for shark attacks and a bubble of air around my head. My only hope was that shark’s noses were actually intensely sensitive, and that wasn’t just a half-remembered fake fact from Shark Weeks past.

As the great white got close, I forced myself to keep calm and focused. Now that it was closer, I saw the killing machine was close to six feet long, but even though it was shorter than me, it was still a perfect, apex predator.

The shark grew closer and closer, but just before it reached me, I kicked my legs as hard as I could to move out of its direct path.

The shark couldn’t change directions in time, and I had to press my advantage for all it was worth. I quickly flipped around and used the momentum to punch down, right on the young shark’s nose as hard as I could. Then, before it could shoot away, I drove my fist right into the great white’s gills.

I grabbed something, fucking who knows what, inside the gill and held on for all I was worth. The shark began to thrash, and I quickly became disoriented as I struggled to keep my grip and avoid the great white’s powerful tail.

I didn’t want to kill the shark, or even do permanent harm to it. The juvenile had just acted on its instincts. It was an animal and did what animals do. But right now, the only goal was to make sure that when I let go, the shark would want nothing to fucking do with me.

I continued to hold the fleshy mass inside of the shark while I pummeled the soft area around the gills until its thrashing became frantic instead of aggressive. Then, with two more big blows for good measure, I let go and kicked off the side of the shark to propel myself away as quickly as I could.

I spun around and looked back just long enough to see the shark as it swam away as fast as it could, with a slight stream of red trailing behind it. I wasn’t happy I’d hurt the shark, but it was him or me. Also, I was the only person I knew who could say they fought a shark and won.

That’d be a fun story to tell Jay when I got back to Ohio.

Once I was sure it was safe, I made my way back to the beach. As I broke the surface of the water, the air bubble burst, and I breathed in the salty air of the Riviera. I’d gotten a little turned around and hit the beach a quarter-mile away from where we’d parked, so I took a moment to catch my breath on the rocky sand before I got up and started to walk down the beach.

It was a few minutes before I saw the ladies down the beach. The three women held each other as they stared out at the water, and they were clearly distraught as they waited for me. That also felt gratifying in a strange way.

“Hey!” I shouted as I waved my hand in the air so they wouldn’t miss me. “Hey! I’m over here!”

All three women half screamed, half gasped when they saw me, and then they ran at full speed in my direction. When they reached me, all three of them threw their arms around me.

“You’re alright!” Gwen sobbed as she kissed me on the lips.

“We were so worried!” Tiana added before she covered my cheek and neck with kisses.

“You damned fool!” Manon scolded, but she also leaned in to kiss my cheek.

Unfortunately-- or maybe fortunately-- I’d been turning in her direction at the same time, and our lips brushed against each other in a real kiss.

Manon’s breath caught in her chest as she realized what she’d just done, and she quickly stepped back, but a soft blush touched her cheeks.

It was one step closer to the real kiss I knew we both wanted.


Chapter Eleven

Manon looked at me with wide hazel eyes, and she was clearly surprised at her own display of affection. I didn’t want to make her feel even more embarrassed, so I just chuckled, turned, and walked up the beach to start peeling off my wetsuit. Gwen and Tiana helped to gather up the rest of what little gear we had brought and get it packed up, and both of my wives were flashing me sly smiles that said they had clearly seen the tension between Manon and me.

A few minutes later, a still-blushing Manon finally joined us and changed out of her wetsuit, and the four of us walked back to the car. I drove back to the stand where we had rented the gear, returned it, and then took Manon back to her house.

“I think we can mark that down as a success,” I said to fill the awkward silence as I drove up the hilly countryside.

“Yes, it was easier than carrying a bulky air tank on my back,” the chestnut-haired woman agreed, but she hadn’t directly looked at me since our accidental kiss.

“I’m glad I was able to make the air pockets,” Gwen chimed in from the backseat. “I think they worked really well with the vines of flowers. They looked like crowns. That was my favorite part. Is that how you grow the flowers in your hair, Tiana?”

“It is.” The Dryad nodded. “I have been growing these flowers since I was a girl. They’ve just become a part of me now. So, when do we try to find the Merfolk city?”

“Good question,” I replied as I pulled onto the drive that led to Manon’s farm. “I’d like to spend the rest of the day with the family. I feel like I’ve spent the last week running from one thing to the next. Manon, would you like to come hang out with us? I’m sure Ibseth would be thrilled to have you over for dinner, and the other ladies have taken a shine to you.”

“O-Oh, no, no.” Manon shook her head and was clearly still flustered from the kiss earlier. “I should attend to the animals and… take care of things here.”

“Are you sure?” Gwen asked in a sweet tone from the back. “Maybe we could help you with your chores real quick, and then we can go back to the beach house together.”

“That is kind of you,” Manon said as the car pulled to a stop, and she unbuckled and started to get out. “But I will be fine.”

“Maybe we’ll come by tomorrow?” I suggested. “I’d like to buy some diving gear so we don’t have to worry about returning rentals, or possibly paying for damaged items. I could use your help picking up what we need.”

“Oh, umm…” Manon stammered as she stepped out of the car. “Y-Yes. I can do that. I will see you tomorrow, Eddie. Have a good day, Gwen and Tiana.”

“Does anyone else think she was acting strange?” Tiana asked after Manon had shut the door and walked to her front door.

“Maybe she’s tired,” I said, though I suspected Manon was wrestling with some feelings she wasn’t ready to address openly.

There was nothing I could do about it now, though, so I drove us back to the beach house and spent the rest of the day with our family.

Wyatt was just over two months old now. That meant he couldn’t do anything on his own yet, but each little step forward in my son’s development felt huge. He could hold his head up by himself, but we were still a few months away from things like crawling or him sitting up on his own.

But I looked forward to every little milestone.

Even little things, like feeding him with a bottle of breastmilk, or changing his diapers, was a joy. Maybe it was because he was my son, because I’d never thought much about babies before I was a father. But, as I laid down on a blanket next to Wyatt for tummy time, I was amazed by every little movement and expression.

It was also nice to spend a quiet afternoon and evening with my wives. I wasn’t good at staying still and taking things easy, but it was good to slow down a little and enjoy the fruits of my labor. The luxurious villa, with its big wine cellar and Turkish bath, was as good a place to take a break as I could imagine.

The next day, I picked Manon up again so we could go to the marketplace in Saint-Porres. Ibseth and Nileme chose to join me, and we wandered around the shops, carts, and booths taking in the sights. There were a lot of the normal trinkets and souvenirs you’d expect from a tourist town, like hats, t-shirts, snow globes, and postcards with the town’s name on them. But there were also small art galleries, boutiques that sold anything from fine chocolates to handmade soap, and many delicious-smelling restaurants.

We actually weren’t far from where L’or du Baron, the boat casino I’d gone to several nights ago, was docked. As Ibseth and Nileme looked around at some of the booths of produce setup along the street, Manon said she saw an acquaintance she wanted to say hello to. I watched the French woman slip through the crowd as she made her way down the street, but then something, or rather someone, briefly caught my eye.

The man was broad, with dark-blond hair, and dressed in a black t-shirt tucked into khaki slacks. The blond man was seated at a cafe across the way from my wives and I and wasn’t doing anything overtly sketchy, but when I glanced in his direction, the man immediately looked away.

Something about the broad guy’s body language and how he’d suddenly looked away made me uneasy.

The man might have just been checking out Ibseth and Nileme, since they were both hot as fuck and stood out. But I was used to other men stealing a peek at my wives when we were out. If I caught them at it, most men would look away and seem a little embarrassed, and a few would even give me a nod of acknowledgement, as if to say, “well done.”

But the man across the street didn’t seem embarrassed at all. His shoulders were tight, and everything about him gave me the impression he was waiting for something.

“I am back,” I heard Manon say behind me.

“Manon!” Ibseth gasped as she turned away from a display of fresh fruit. “You startled me.”

“I apologize,” the French woman said with a faint smile.

“Apology accepted,” my first wife giggled. “Especially since you have such a pretty smile. Doesn’t she, Eddie?”

“Uhh, yeah, o-of course.” I turned to look at the French woman and my wives.

Manon did look really pretty today, and it wasn’t just her smile. The olive-skinned woman had on a loosely fitted, white t-shirt, dark jeans that stopped just above her ankles, and a pair of red espadrilles. It wasn’t a flashy outfit, but there was something about the breezy way Manon wore it that made it sexy.

I glanced back over my shoulder to see if the blond guy was still looking at us, but he was gone.

“Merci,” the chestnut-haired woman said to Ibseth. “The scuba shop is just up the street. I know the owner.”

“Lead the way,” I said with a grin.

As we walked toward the shop, I looked over my shoulder one more time. I still didn’t see the broad, blond man, though, so I decided to just keep an eye out.

The scuba shop was in an out of the way spot near the dock, and it had the feel of a place you kinda had to know was there to notice it. Boucher and Sons was nicer and better stocked than the rental stand by the beach we’d been to the day before, but it was still a simple and stripped down space. There were racks of tanks, various goggles, mouth pieces with hoses I didn’t know the name for, and wetsuits. There were also all kinds of accessories, like gauges, small metal detectors, and other instruments that did who knows what.

Manon and the slim, sun-beaten, middle-aged man behind the counter talked in French for a moment while we looked around. I went over to check out the rack of wetsuits by the front window. I didn’t know much about scuba diving, but I did want to make sure we had some suits that were well insulated. I could only imagine how cold the water in the caves could get.

Then I glanced up and out the window at the street outside. The docks were in the background as a handful of tourists got on or off the handful of floating casinos and restaurants, but then I noticed two men across from the scuba shop.

I partly hid behind the neoprene suits as I watched them.

One was the big blond guy in the black t-shirt I’d seen earlier, and the other was a skinny guy with black, slicked-back hair and an obnoxious pair of sunglasses. Recognition flashed through me as I stared at the dark-haired gentleman. I’d met him before at L’or du Baron. What was his name?

Bob. Bob the Frenchman who was friends with that greasy Dimitri at the poker tables.

A tense curl settled in the pit of my stomach when I saw the two men together. Saint-Porres wasn’t a big town, and it wasn’t crazy that I would run into one of the guys from the one night I’d played poker. Maybe Bob lived here. He was the only one of the trio I’d met that night who was French, after all.

But then, why talk with the big blond guy who’d been watching me, right outside of the shop where I happened to be with my wives?

As Manon haggled with the shopkeeper about the gear we needed, I discreetly caught Nileme’s attention and jerked my head toward the window. The Dolrath woman gave me a confused look, but she came to stand next to me by the window.

“What’s the matter?” Nileme asked in a hushed voice as she pretended to look through the suits on display with me. “Does it have something to do with the two thugs outside?”

“You noticed them, huh?” I smirked.

“The one looks as though he’s poured a pint of molasses on his head. And the other is not very subtle. Should we confront them?”

“Maybe, but not just yet. I think we’re close to finding what I came here for, and I don’t want to get kicked out of Saint-Porres or the country for getting into a street fight in broad daylight. Let’s just keep an eye on them for now.”

“Understood.” Nileme nodded.

I left the dark-haired Night Elf by the window and went to check on Manon’s progress.

“So, what are we looking at here?” I asked.

“L’ excuse,” Manon said to the leathery man and then turned to me. “I have asked for two wetsuits, dive masks, tanks, spare regulators, should we need them, flippers, diving bags to collect items we might find in, and dive knives.”

“I think we should get enough gear for four people,” I replied as I thought about it. “You, me, Nileme, and Tiana. Gwen and the rest of the ladies aren’t strong swimmers, so they won’t be diving with us. I’d also like to make sure our suits are well insulated. The water down there is probably going to be cold as fuck.”

Manon relayed the request to the shop owner, who pulled out his phone to write it all down. Then the middle-aged clerk said something in French.

“He says he can sell you all of that for three thousand, seven hundred euros and have them delivered to your villa later today,” Manon translated.

“Sounds perfect.” I nodded.

I paid the shopkeeper, and then I waited as Manon ironed out the final details with him.

I looked over at Nileme by the window and raised my eyebrow to silently ask if the goons were still there. The Dolrath woman shook her head, and I frowned slightly.

Where the fuck had they gone? Was it possible they weren’t following me and that I was being paranoid?

I could suddenly hear Nate in my head, “better a little paranoid than dead.” Maybe he had a point. But Nate also believed there was a whole other world inside the Earth that someone could get to through a giant hole in the Antarctic. Then again, I had accessed two previously unknown, underground worlds through holes in the Earth, so maybe Nate wasn’t so crazy after all.

As we left the scuba shop, I made sure to keep Ibseth close to me. I didn’t want to scare the sweet, kind-hearted Elf, so I just took her hand and walked with my first wife to keep her safe. Nileme and Manon were quicker on their feet, and I didn’t have to worry about them in the same way, but I was still on guard as we walked back.

As we were about to turn a corner and get back to the general marketplace, I noticed the tourist crowd had thinned. Suddenly, there wasn’t anyone around, and I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up on end as I became very aware of my surroundings. The docks were behind me, and the sidewalk on the other side of the road didn’t have a railing on it even though it overlooked the ocean.

“Wotcher, Eddie,” I heard a slick, English voice from a dark alley ten feet ahead of us. “You’re looking well.”

Mark, the man in the old, rumpled suit from the poker game, stepped out of the alley with a slimy smirk on his face.

“Eddie?” Ibseth breathed as she clung apprehensively to my arm.

“Mr. Dimitri would like a word with you,” Mark continued as he looked the ladies up and down and leered.

“Okay.” I nodded as I gently pushed Ibseth behind me. “And?”

“And what?” Mark scoffed.

“And why is that my problem?” I asked. “I don’t have any business with him, and I’m not in the mood for another game of poker, so why do I care what Mr. Dimitri wants?”

“I’d suggest you start caring, boyo,” the middle-aged man replied in a threatening tone. “Mr. Dimitri wants to talk to you about his half-million euros you walked away with.”

“What is he talking about, Eddie?” Manon asked in a tense voice.

“Nothing.” I shook my head but didn’t break eye contact with Mark. “His boss is just a sore loser.”

“Two more coming up behind us,” Nileme announced in a tone that said she was unbothered by that fact. “The fair and dark ones from earlier.”

So, it was an ambush then.

That meant “talking” was probably going to be more “hitting” than anything. I could feel poor Ibseth pressed against my back, and I knew she was nervous and afraid. My first wife knew I’d protect her no matter what, but I could only imagine the kinds of memories this scene had brought back to Ibseth.

It was time to end this.

“Nope.” I shook my head again as I kept my eye on Mark. “I thought about it, and no. You can tell Mr. Dimitri to go fuck himself.”

“That is unfortunate,” a greasy, heavily accented voice said from the alley, and Dimitri himself stepped out into the light.

Dimitri was followed by a man with a head like a thumb and ginger-colored hair, which took the count to five.

There were three of us, not including Ibseth, who was unarmed and not really a fighter by nature.

“Keep Ibseth in the middle,” I said to Nileme. “Don’t let anyone touch her. You good, Manon?”

“Oui.” The French woman grinned as she stepped into a fighting stance with one leg in front of the other and turned her body slightly to the side.

I nodded with approval and then turned and stared down Dimitri.

“Soooo… what now?” I asked with a shrug.

“Take care of them,” the Eastern European man said with a flippant wave of his hand.

The two men at our backs reached us first.

In the blink of an eye, Manon spun around and kicked out her foot with shocking force at Bob’s knee. The dark-haired man’s leg buckled, and he crumpled with a high-pitched scream.

I stepped backwards as Nileme anticipated my move, and we switched places. My Dolrath wife was fierce, but Blondy had fifty pounds on the blue-eyed Elf.

As Bob continued to wail, I stepped into the big guy’s personal space and cocked back my hand. The blond man jerked to one side to avoid my blow, but I was ready for that with a left hook. I drove my fist into the brawny man’s side and knocked the wind out of him, and as I sorted out Blondy, Manon and Nileme closed ranks in front of Ibseth.

The ginger guy and Mark cautiously approached the women, but Manon wasn’t one to wait, I guess, because she lunged forward and delivered three quick kicks to the ginger’s shin and thigh. When the red-haired man reacted and leaned toward his now sore leg, Manon snapped her knee up and right into the ginger’s kidneys.

Nileme was more patient, though, and she waited for Mark to get in close.

“Now, there’s no need to make a fuss, little lady,” the Englishman said as he inched closer. “We only wanted to talk--”

Nileme’s fist shot out and connected with Mark’s jaw so hard that his head cracked to one side, and then he hit the cobbled street with a slapping sound.

A moment later, Blondy did manage to get a solid blow in as he punched me in the side of my head. My ear started to ring, but I kept my wits about me and delivered another powerful blow to the big man’s side. Then, as he hunched forward, I headbutted Blondy right on his nose. The blond man was on his knees with his hands over his face in an instant, and I turned to look for Dimitri.

But he was gone.

The greasy man must have run away when he saw the fight was going south for his boys. All of Dimitri’s goons were on the ground after only seconds, and he was too much of a chickenshit to stick around. Fucking coward.

“Halt! Levez les mains!” I heard a man shout as I was about to suggest that we get out of there.

“The police!” Manon gasped as she put her hands in the air.

“Shit,” I growled as I also put my hands up.

Three men in dark blue uniforms and matching side caps on their heads came around the corner.

“Sur vos genoux!” the officer in the lead barked at us as he pulled a baton out of his belt.

“He said to get on our knees,” Manon translated again as she complied.

“Does anyone need medical attention?” the head officer asked in English when he heard Manon speaking to us.

“Moi!” Bob moaned as he rocked in pain on the ground and held his knee.

The three officers started to take us into custody, and I didn’t really blame them. They had no way to know who had started it, or what had happened next to the alley.

“There was another man,” I told the officer who seemed to be in charge as he cuffed me. “Slim, with shoulder-length hair that’s graying and either a Russian or Eastern European accent.”

“Yes, I know this man,” the officer replied.

The man had dark brown hair and a mustache with just a touch of white sprinkled in. I guessed he was in his late thirties or early forties.

Several squad cars arrived shortly after, and we were taken to the station. But once we got to the Saint-Porres station, it was a lot of waiting on the hard, wooden benches in the main lobby. I was surprised they didn’t separate us or something, but I was allowed to sit with Ibseth, Nileme, and Manon.

“Do we get a phone call?” I asked Manon. “Or the right to a lawyer?”

“We haven’t been booked.” Manon shrugged as she sat next to Nileme. “I don’t think we’re under arrest, they might just want to ask us questions.”

“Some written statements will do for now,” the mustached officer said as he rounded a corner. “But I may have questions later. I’m Lt. Laurant, and I would like to thank you all for your role in helping us apprehend Dimitri Slovoski. He and his associates have been a thorn in the side of Saint-Porres for months now.”

“You’re welcome?” I replied as Lt. Laurant handed us all sheets of paper to write our statements on. “You don’t have any questions right now?”

“No.” The lieutenant shook his head. “The altercation was caught on CCTV, and witnesses have already placed you at L’or du Baron a few nights ago. I am to understand that you won a large sum of money at the same table as Mr. Slovoski, yes?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “The guy in the cheap suit said that’s what Slovoski wanted to talk to me about.”

“Well, that wraps up your part in this matter then,” Laurant said with a professional smile. “It is no crime to gamble in Saint-Porres. And I hope you will not let this unfortunate matter color your perception of our fair city.”

“No,” I said, but I was a little confused by the lieutenant’s demeanor. “These things happen. And once we fill these out, we can go?”

“Oui, Monsieur,” Laurant answered with a slight nod. “One of my officers will be happy to give you a ride back to your vehicle, once you are done.”

“Thanks,” I said as I started to fill out the paper.

Laurant was true to his word. Once we’d filled in our statements, an officer drove us back to the market in town. It was starting to get dark by the time we got back to the car, and I mulled over the way we were treated at the police station.

“I would have thought they would have questioned us or something,” I said as the four of us got into the car. “But it was almost like that Laurant guy was apologizing for taking up my time. Is that usual here in France?”

“Absolutely not,” Manon snorted as she buckled in. “Only if you’re rich, and apparently you are very rich.”

“Huh,” I chuckled as I started the car. “I still don’t think of myself that way.”

I drove Manon back to her farm and made plans to meet again the next day to go back to Faibla and see what we could find in the water. Then I drove Ibseth and Nileme home.

“You were very brave today, my king,” Ibseth said from the passenger seat as she placed her hand on mine.

“I was just doing what had to be done,” I replied.

“You always downplay how good you are,” Nileme said from the backseat. “Let the woman compliment you.”

“Okay, thanks, baby.” I grinned at Ibseth. “Now I just have to find those gauntlets.”

And tomorrow I planned to do just that.


Chapter Twelve

At noon, Amrila, Gwen, Tiana, and I arrived at Manon’s small farm. I had everything we’d purchased in town, before Dimitri and his goons had tried to fuck up my vacation. As we unloaded the gear, Manon came out dressed in tight, gray-wash jeans and a black bikini top with an unbuttoned white, linen shirt thrown on top. The chestnut-haired woman also had her Winchester rifle over her shoulder.

Manon and I were the strongest swimmers, so we decided that it would just be the French woman and I to dive the tidal pool today. On future ventures, Nileme and Tiana might join me in the water, since they were the most athletic of my wives. But we were still testing the air bubbles, and I didn’t want to take unnecessary risks just yet.

“Low tide is in an hour,” the hazel-eyed woman said in a cool, efficient tone. “We should get down to the tidal pool to make the most of the time we have.”

“We’re ready if you are.” I grinned as I hoisted a pack over my shoulder.

“As ready as I will ever be,” Manon ruefully laughed. “Every trip to Faibla brings something stranger than the last.”

“This will be an exploratory mission,” I said as we all started to walk in the direction of the well. “Just to test how far we can reasonably get into the underwater tunnels. Last thing I want is to get overconfident and get lost down there. We’ll stay close to the tidal pool and take a look around to get an idea of threats and obstacles we might encounter further in.”

“I’m sure Delphine would be willing to guide you to this city, Atlantide, next time, assuming this mission goes well,” Tiana added with an amused smirk. “She seemed very taken with Eddie.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “I noticed that, too. I’d like to think I’m an open-minded guy, and Delphine seemed nice enough, but that’s a hard pass from me.”

“If a Mermaid is half fish, how would she even mate and have babies?” Amrila asked as she cocked her head to the side and tried to picture it.

“I would guess like most fish.” Manon shrugged. “She would either lay a clutch of eggs and wait for her mate to come fertilize them, or the males of the species are equipped with pelvic fins that clasp onto the female so they can release their sperm into her cloaca.”

“That sounds very romantic,” Tiana said with heavy sarcasm.

“It is just a guess based on what I observed the other day,” Manon replied. “A sentient, evolved species of aquatic humanoids is well outside of science’s current understanding.”

“I think there’s some things I’d rather not know,” I snorted.

Once we got down into the well and past the copper door, we set up a few yards back from the tidal pool and started to get ready. Manon and I got into wetsuits again, which was easier for me this time, now that I knew better how to do it. Then we grabbed the long flippers and the bag with our other diving supplies I’d bought and walked over to the edge of the water.

I looked around, picked up a couple of smooth rocks, and skipped them across the surface of the large pool like Aenoth had. Then we waited for a few moments and watched the water for any sign of movement. Between the squid-like creature we’d encountered in this pool, and the Guivre near Hendon, I didn’t want to take the chance that some giant sea monster was lurking just out of sight.

I skipped a couple more rocks to be safe, but we didn’t see any movement in the partly algae-lit waters, so Manon and I put on our flippers, and I handed her one of the Seer Stones.

“How do I use this again?” the French woman asked as she frowned down at the stone.

“You just need to have it on your person,” I explained. “Then just think of the person you want to talk to, and I should hear your thoughts clear as day. And vice versa.”

“You will hear all of my thoughts?” Manon asked with a strange tone in her voice.

“Not all of them,” I chuckled, though I wondered what thoughts the hazel-eyed woman wanted to hide from me. “Just the ones you’re focusing on while you’re holding the Stone.”

“Okay.” Manon nodded and tucked her Stone away while I did the same with mine, and then we both got into the bracing water.

I was glad I sprang for better insulated suits.

“Alright,” I said as we treaded water. “Tiana, we’re ready for you”

The Dryad kneeled down near the pool and placed the cuttings she’d brought from the villa in our hair. Once Tiana had grown the wreaths around our head, Gwen came up to the edge of the pool and made the air pockets that would let us breathe. Then Amrila handed me the diving bag.

Manon and I looked around at what we could see. The glowing algae that grew on the rocks provided a dim light, but I dug out a couple of the chemical glow sticks I’d bought. I cracked and shook them until they gave off a bluish glow, and then I handed one to Manon.

Once we’d attached them to clips on our suit, we started to swim further down into the water.

Is it working? I heard Amrila ask in my mind through the Seer Stones. Are the bubbles holding?

We’re fine, I replied with the stones. I don’t think we need to worry until we get to lower depths, but there’s no reason to think the air bubbles won’t hold even then. Is everything good up there?

Yes, Amrila answered. I’m keeping an eye on the exit further into the caves. I’ll let you know if we get into any trouble.

I grinned to myself. From Amrila’s tone, it sounded like she almost hoped there’d be trouble. My bloodthirsty wife had been cooped up too long, I guess, and was starved for some action. Still, it was my hope that nothing would come into the tidal cavern, and we could explore unimpeded for an hour or two.

As Manon and I swam deeper into the pool, the bottom came into view. There was a bed of seaweed or kelp at the bottom, along with a few small, silvery fish.

Eddie, Manon’s voice sounded in my mind as she used the Stones for the first time. Look at this. These clams are huge!

I swam over to where the French woman floated and looked where Manon pointed.

The shells were blue and pink on the outside and almost the size of my hand. Manon picked up one of the clams and pulled a dive knife out of the sheath on her calf. Then the chestnut-haired woman carefully inserted the knife’s edge into the closed clam and worked the blade back and forth until it popped open. Inside, the clam had fleshy, cream-colored meat that Manon pressed on with her finger.

I’ve never been a big fan of clams or oysters personally. Clam chowder and fried clams could be good, but any other preparation just wasn’t for me. It looked too much like something a person would cough up, rather than a delicacy. But Manon massaged the soft, white flesh until it gave up a cherry-sized, black pearl.

“Oh, shit,” I chuckled, but the bubble kept my voice from traveling any further than my own ears.

That’s one hell of a pearl, I said through the Stones.

And it should not be here, I heard Manon reply as she looked at me.

What do you mean? I asked.

Pearls can be found anywhere there are mollusks, but they are rare, especially in Europe. Most natural pearls come from Southeast Asia. And black pearls are even more rare. It is extraordinary to find one of this size by opening just one clam.

How much do you think it’s worth?

I have no idea. I don’t even own any jewelry, let alone know its value. But it could be worth hundreds of euros for just this one.

Really? I grinned. Maybe we should gather up a few of these clams and see if we get lucky.

You might not be able to take them back to the States with you easily, Manon answered. I am not sure of the laws, but I believe pearls are heavily regulated because of overfishing.

I’m sure I can figure something out. Unless you think it would hurt the ecosystem here to take a dozen or so.

Twelve clams would not hurt anything, Manon replied as she looked around at the patch of fifty large clams. It does not look as if there are many natural predators for them here, since they have taken over this spot.

I nodded and pulled out a mesh bag from a pocket of my diving pack. The mesh bags were meant for holding anything we found on the dive, and the clams would stay alive until we got out of the water, since the mesh let the water in and out. After a moment of consideration, I took only twelve clams, since Manon said that wouldn’t hurt the patch.

Then I made a mental note to talk to Meyer and McElfresh when we got back to the villa about how I could get any pearls we found back to the US. If Meyer didn’t know, I was sure McElfresh would have some advice about safely getting them back to America, especially since Owen would be interested in buying them.

I think we should take a look down that tunnel, I said to Manon as I glanced at the large cave mouth ten feet above us. I don’t want to get too far into the tunnel, but I’d like to see what’s beyond this point.

Since the water goes in and out with the tide, it has to open up to the sea somewhere, Manon mused. But we have seen creatures that are not known to live in the waters near Saint-Porres. Do you think there is a magical barrier somewhere between Faibla and the outside world?

Maybe, I said as I swam up to the tunnel mouth and considered the question. I’ve seen that kind of thing before. I don’t understand all the rules around magic, but I guess it would be possible for water to be allowed through that kind of barrier, while keeping the sea monsters trapped in here. Or there are openings out into the sea that are too small for the sea monsters to fit through.

It would be interesting to find out, Manon agreed as she swam up behind me and into the tunnel.

Maybe next time. It could take weeks to explore these caves, though, and I’m hoping to get back to the States soon. If we stayed in Saint-Porres that long, I’d have to start applying for visas.

I had faith in Owen’s attention to detail on the fake identifications he’d gotten for my wives, but I also didn’t want to push that to the limit and see how far those IDs would stand up to the scrutiny of international agencies. Eventually, we’d have to go back to America, and my focus was to do that with the gauntlets safely packed up and in transit to the US.

It was probably best not to try to smuggle magical gauntlets through customs or in my carry-on.

Manon didn’t respond to my last statement and got quiet as we swam through the next portion of the tunnel. I wondered what the French woman was thinking. We’d had an obvious connection, but it’d only been a little less than a week. I knew from experience that sometimes love and romance moved on its own schedule. It had with most of my wives.

But Manon wasn’t from a world where it was normal for a man to have more than one wife, and I suspected that held her back from expressing her feelings toward me. I didn’t want to add to that pressure by saying how I felt about Manon, either. It was hard to say how much time we might have left together, because I did intend to go back home once I’d found Vallis’ gauntlets.

Maybe I’d get lucky, and the reserved, hazel-eyed woman would make up her mind sooner rather than later. For now, though, I had to keep my eye on the prize and find what I had come to France for.

And when it was time to go, I’d let the chips fall where they may.

Suddenly, I saw the opening to another underwater cave up ahead, and my thoughts refocused. There was a shimmery light that came from the chamber at the end of the tunnel. At first, I thought it could be sunlight that flickered through the surface of the water, but the light was the wrong color for that. The shifting light was in shades of pinks, blues, and greens, almost like it was filtered through a stained-glass window.

As we got closer, we stopped at the cave mouth and looked into a wide, open space that was completely submerged.

Mon Dieu, I heard Manon gasp with wonder through the Stones. It’s beautiful.

I had to agree.

In the center of the sea cave was a thirty-foot column of small, bioluminescent fish that swirled like a tornado. Along the floor of the cave and even up the walls were more of the large clams, as well as other sea creatures. Big hermit crabs, starfish, and anemones crawled around the stones and added their bright colors to the beauty of the wide sea cave, and Manon and I just stopped there at the opening and took it all in.

This is a biologist’s dream come true, Manon said next to me. There has to be a dozen or more undiscovered species just in this chamber.

It’s a sight to behold, I agreed. Let’s get a closer look before we head back.

The two of us swam into the open space, and the current caused by our movement made the column of glowing fish react slightly.

But the fish continued their mysterious dance as Manon and I took a lap around the large chamber. The French woman paused here and there to get a closer look at a crab or a shell, and I would stop and wait for her as I let my eyes wander around the wonders before us. As Manon examined one of the large hermit crabs that had a deep blue shell decorated with bits of plant life and a small, crimson anemone, I let my hand rest on the rock walls as I looked at the cave floor.

Then I felt something crawl over the back of my hand.

My instincts kicked in, and I jerked my hand away, only to look and see a small, three-inch octopus attached to my hand now. The little guy tried to flatten himself, and his rubbery skin took on the tone of my black and blue glove, but I could still clearly see the octopus’ big, silvery eyes as they looked up at me.

I smiled and looked back at the octopus, and I was about to point him out to Manon, when the little creature lifted two of his front tentacles to try to mimic my facial expression. I paused and stared at the small guy, and then I made an exaggerated frown to see what it would do.

The miniature octopus curled his front two tentacles under in a mock frown, and I couldn’t help but laugh. It was kinda cute. In response, the octopus partly shut the translucent membranes that served as his eyelids and bounced as if he were laughing with me.

I’d always heard octopi were intelligent, but this seemed like it was on another level.

Manon, come look at who I found, I said with the Seer Stones.

How sweet, the chestnut-haired woman replied with amusement when she swam over to me and saw my new friend.

Check it out. I waved my free hand, and the octopus waved a tentacle back at me. He’s a smart little guy.

Incroyable, Manon remarked in an amazed tone.

I wondered how far I could communicate with my little buddy. If I’d been wearing the Eye of Vallis on the outside of my wetsuit, I would have pointed to it to see if the little cephalopod recognized anything about it. But I couldn’t take off my suit in the middle of the cold salt water.

I did have an idea, though.

I moved my hand back to the cave wall and let my tiny passenger off. But once the octopus crawled off my hand, it turned to look at me and still seemed curious. I took off my right glove and pointed to the ring that Saggor had given me. The octopus’ eyes looked from my face to my hand, and then he reached out and touched the ring with a long, delicate tentacle.

As my new friend touched the ring, it started to glow slightly. The glow from the ring then traced up the little guy’s appendage before he let go, and the glow dissipated.

What did he do? Manon asked as she watched this mysterious exchange.

I don’t know. Something magical, I think. I’m pretty sure we’re looking at a species just as smart as us. I just wish I knew how to speak to him.

Suddenly, the small, boneless creature started to vibrate his whole body. It looked wild as the water around him distorted with his rapid movements, and his skin turned a brilliant shade of turquoise. Manon and I watched the strange display and were unsure of what it meant, until a bunch of other tiny forms along the cave wall started to move and turn different shades of blue and green.

There were dozens of the little octopi camouflaged on the rocks. A whole school of the intelligent, weird creatures. Then they began to launch themselves from the cave wall and swim in formation. Manon and I followed them to the column of bioluminescent fish, who quickly scattered around the bottom of the living cyclone as the octopi and us humans got close.

But the flurry of all that movement kicked up a fair amount of silt that Manon and I had to wave away until we saw what the school of glowing fish had been circling.

There was a white skeleton, half-buried in the silt, and I stared in disbelief as I looked for any indication of what or who the skeleton might have been.

They were small, but not stocky like a Dwarf or with the shortened limbs of a Gnome. I swam closer and started to gently wave my hand over the rest of the skeleton to uncover it without causing another cloud of silt and dirt. Soon, I’d uncovered a pair of legs, so I at least knew they hadn’t been a Mermaid.

Then my little turquoise-colored friend swam into my view and jerked one tentacle at the top of the skeleton. I cocked my head to one side, as if to ask, “what’s up?” My buddy must have understood, because he dove down to the side of the skeleton and pushed his slender limbs into the dirt. Then he turned his back end toward me and with a strange kind of spasm launched something at me.

I reached out and caught the shiny object without thinking, and I looked at what the bright little octopus had given me. I was horrified to see it was a skeletal finger with a gold ring still around it. I removed the finger bone and took a closer look at the ring. It was an Elven design with a large sapphire set into it, and in the center of the sapphire was a rune etched and filled in with more gold.

I didn’t recognize the symbol, but it was a hell of a find. How had the body gotten all the way down here? Did the High Elves have a way to breathe underwater? Or had this poor soul gotten too close to the edge of the tidal pool and got pulled in by one of the sea monsters, only to be unceremoniously deposited here?

I took a closer look at the skeleton to see if there were any clues to their fate. There were several gnaw marks on the bones that had been eroded over time, but I could still make them out.

Manon, I said as I looked at the remains and then at the French woman. What kind of animal could have done this?

I put the sapphire ring on my index finger and pulled on my glove again. It would have been more sanitary to put the ring in the mesh bag with the clams, but I didn’t want to risk losing it.

It is hard to say, Manon replied as she moved in closer to see the teeth marks and measured them with her hand. These do not look like they were made by fish. The bite pattern is wrong for any shark small enough to make them, and most other fish have more needle-like teeth to rip small chunks of flesh away. Maybe grouper, but they do not--

Manon suddenly stopped when our turquoise friend swam in front of our faces and frantically waved his tentacles to get our attention. I froze and placed my hand on Manon’s arm as the little octopus pointed up above us. Then I looked up through the swirl of the glowing fish that had begun to circle again.

Thirty feet above me, at the top of the column of fish, was another opening I hadn’t been able to see before. Four small creatures descended down through that opening, and they started to pick the fish out of the column to brutally devour them. The creatures were black with green mottling in patches, probably so they could blend into the rocks, and a few even had patches of the glowing algae on their thin, spiny bodies.

On the sides of the creatures’ heads were fanned fins, and their long fingers and toes were webbed. But the worst thing about them were their wide, lipless mouths that were filled with sharp, predatory teeth.

I was pretty sure we’d found what might have made the marks on the skeleton.

As I gently tugged on Manon’s arm to pull her back to the opening we’d come through, one of the grotesque monsters caught sight of us.

And fuck me were they ugly.


Chapter Thirteen

Manon jolted when she saw the rail-thin, spiny creatures. They looked like something between rabid monkeys and evil axolotls, but there was also an unwholesome look of corruption and rot about the creatures. Their inky skin and patches of sickly green that appeared to be scum or algae just growing on them only made their strange appearance more upsetting.

I tugged on Manon’s arm again to pull her to the opening we’d come through, but the wiry monsters flew through the water as they aimed down at Manon and me. The school of colorful octopi scattered, and they quickly disappeared as they changed their skin to blend into the seaweed on the cave floor. Bits of the half-eaten fish the monsters had abandoned for a hardier meal slowly floated down to the sea cave floor to be devoured by the hermit crabs and other scavengers.

The chestnut-haired woman and I started to swim toward the tunnels that led back to the tidal pool, but the four fugly monsters were faster than us, with their webbed hands and feet meant to cut through the water at great speeds. I raked my arms and legs through the resistant salt water as hard and fast as I could, but the demon sea monkeys were on us in seconds.

One grabbed a fistful of my wetsuit’s collar and wrenched my head back, while another tried to snatch Manon’s left arm. I reached behind me and wrapped my hands around what I thought was my attacker’s slim shoulders, and then I yanked the beast over my head while being careful of my bubble. The creature floated down right in front of me, and I hauled my arm back and punched the fucker in the face as hard as I could. I felt the crack of something breaking under my fist, and the bastard sank away from me in a cloud of dark blood.

Meanwhile, Manon showed great agility as she flipped her legs around over her head, so she could face the toothy prick who had tried to grab her. The French woman was shockingly good in the water, that’s for sure. The monster that had tried to grab Manon now launched toward her, with its toothy maw open and ready to snap shut around the chestnut-haired woman’s face or neck. But rather than shrink away or throw up her arms to protect her face, Manon savagely balled up her fist and rammed it down the fucker’s throat.

Manon then pushed the fingers of her other hand into the gills on the side of the beast’s neck, and it panicked and started to claw at her arms and shoulders. With deadly concentration, Manon held the spindly monster in place, and she continued to push her arm further into its gullet.

As Manon slowly suffocated the slimy fuck, she started to swim toward the exit, and the other creatures looked more hesitant to swarm her.

Manon pumped her powerful legs as hard as she could as the beast in her grip started to convulse, and it gave one last spasm as it died. But the third bizarro sea monkey had caught up to the French woman and reached out its cold, diseased-looking hand to try and catch her ankle.

I wanted to get to Manon to help, but the last of the sea beasts came up from underneath me and clamped his sharp, dagger-like teeth around my left forearm. The thick, insulated material of my wetsuit proved to be a match for the bastard’s toothy-jaws, but the inky-beast started to shake its head violently in an attempt to saw through the rubber-like material.

I wrapped my right hand around the spiny monster’s neck and jerked my left arm in the opposite direction as hard as I could.

Just as I felt the sickening crunch of the bastard’s neck bones, the slimy prick brought its webbed hand around and swiped at my face. Before I could react, the gremlin-like beast’s claws raked across my face and neck. The wound was superficial, because the blow had been weak as the fucker went limp and died, but the air bubble around my head burst into a thousand smaller bubbles.

I didn’t even have time to gulp down a breath of air before my pocket of oxygen was destroyed, but I knew if I panicked, I’d run out of what little air was in my lungs before I could do fuck all about it. So, I dropped the slender creature’s lifeless body and looked around for Manon.

The French woman was struggling to kick the last monster off her ankle as she desperately tried to swim away.

I kicked my legs to propel myself through the water, and I grabbed my knife from where it was fastened to my calf. My lungs started to burn as I expended energy. For some reason, there was also a searing pain behind my ears, but I didn’t have time to stop and think about what the fuck that could have been.

I shot up behind the black and green creature, took hold of its slick side, and rammed my knife into its narrow chest. Dark blood poured from the knife wound as the beast shuddered and grew still, and Manon pumped her limbs and swam several feet away before she looked back and saw me. The chestnut-haired woman screamed something, but I couldn’t hear through her air bubble and the salt water between us.

Suddenly, my vision started to narrow and turn black around the edges as I started to pass out from lack of air. Manon reached me as my limbs started to grow weak and refused to work. I tried to motion for her to swim away, back to safety, but even that was more effort than I could muster as the world started to fade.

My air-starved body convulsed as I started to lose consciousness. On instinct, my chest heaved to draw in nonexistent air, but through a sheer force of will, I kept my mouth shut because I knew if I gulped in ocean water, I’d be dead in seconds.

Then, right before I passed out, I felt a cold rush behind my ears, and oxygen flooded my system.

Suddenly, the sea cave around me grew impossible bright as my awareness shocked me back to life. I grabbed Manon’s hands as she held the front of my suit, and the hazel-eyed woman looked back at me with confusion and concern on her beautiful face. I felt the sensation behind my ears again and then the relief as I continued to breathe without the use of my mouth or nose.

As I stared in wonder at Manon’s lovely, almond-shaped eyes, I reached behind my left ear with one hand and felt three slits there.

Gills? How the fuck was that possible?

I looked around to see if the octopi had come back, but if they were anywhere around, they’d hidden themselves again. Had my little buddy used some of his magic to make me grow gills?

Maybe it had something to do with the Elven ring I’d found. But I didn’t give a fuck. I could breathe, and I would figure out the rest when I wasn’t in the water anymore. For now, I just gave Manon a thumbs up and pointed at the tunnel mouth we’d entered the sea cave from.

Then Manon said something, paused, and remembered the Seer Stone I’d lent her.

How are you alright? You almost drowned just now! I heard Manon say in my mind.

Don’t know, don’t care. Let’s get the fuck out of here, I thought back to the French woman. We can talk about it on dry land.

We swam back to the tidal pool as quickly as we could, fueled by adrenaline and the strong desire to be as far away from those spiny, slimy fucks as possible in case there was more of them. Soon, we were back at the tidal pool, and it was well before the tide had started to turn.

As Manon’s head broke the water, her air bubble popped, and she turned to me.

“What happened back there?” the chestnut-haired woman demanded, but I could see she was using anger as a mask for her concern and fear.

“Is everything alright?” Amrila demanded from the edge of the pool. “What’s she talking about, partner?”

“Everything is fine,” I said as I breathed normally again. “But we should get out of here before the blood draws something bigger this way.”

“Blood?” Tiana repeated in surprise. “Who’s blood?”

“The Grindylows’ blood,” Manon answered as the two of us swam to the shore and got out. “At least, that is what I think they were. Though I have only heard stories about them in freshwater.”

“They looked like sea monkeys from hell,” I snorted as I cautiously felt behind my ears again and found that the gills were gone. “Listen, let’s just get back to the house, get cleaned up, and order some dinner. Then we can talk about what just happened. It’s been a weird day.”

“As long as you’re okay, darling,” Gwen said with a look of concern. “You didn’t have your air pocket when you came back out of the water. Are you sure you don’t need a moment to rest? And there are marks on your face. Did you know that?”

“I’m fine, I promise,” I gently reassured the women as I touched the scratches on my cheek. “Let’s just get back to the villa, and we can talk there.”

The ladies agreed, and we made our way back to the beach house. Manon and I took off our wetsuits and put them in a waterproof bag so they wouldn’t ruin the upholstery in the trunk of my very expensive rental. Then I threw on a t-shirt and joggers over my dry trunks before I got in the driver’s seat.

When we got back to the house, the four of us went inside. I found Ibseth before I went upstairs and asked my first wife to order some dinner for everyone.

“What happened to your face, my king?” Ibseth asked as she lightly touched the Grindylow scratches.

“Just got into a little fight,” I chuckled. “You should see the other guys.”

Ibseth had been with me long enough to know when I wasn’t in the mood to talk, so she just kissed my cheek and told me she’d take care of the food.

Once I was finally alone in the bathroom connected to the master bedroom, I took a few deep breaths. Then I touched my hand to the Eye before I took it off to get in the shower.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked the belt, even though I didn’t expect an answer.

But the Eye of Vallis played ball for once, and it abruptly showed me a vision of a set of stairs within a black void. Then I saw myself as I took a step onto the weird stairs that led into a golden light before the vision faded.

“Smartass fucking belt,” I muttered as I chuckled to myself.

The steps were obviously a metaphor for me getting one step closer to the gauntlets. It wasn’t a helpful vision, but at least it was kind of an answer to my question.

I shook my head, and then I got into the shower and got cleaned up.

When I stepped out of the shower fifteen minutes later, I stopped and looked at the mirror, and I studied the long, thin red marks across my cheek and neck. The fucking Grindylow, or whatever it was, hadn’t even broken my skin for the most part. The marks would go away in a day or two, and I didn’t think they would leave behind any scars in their place. I nodded and winked at my reflection, and then I got dressed and went downstairs to join the ladies.

By the time I got down to the living room, I could smell the delicious scent of food and heard Manon telling my wives about our fight with the weird, slimy creatures in the sea cave.

“Then I turn to see the Grindylow bleeding into the water, and Eddie was there with a knife in his hands, but his air bubble was gone. I thought he was about to lose consciousness, then the life came back into his eyes. I do not know how he could survive without air for so long.”

“That’s a mystery to me, too,” I chuckled as I walked into the room.

Manon’s hair was still wet, but I could smell feminine soap and shampoo and figured she’d also gotten a shower.

“Eddie!” Bolra gasped as she turned and saw me. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” I said yet again, and I smiled to ease the worried looks the women all gave me. “I don’t know what happened exactly, but somehow I grew gills behind my ears. That’s how I was able to breathe. My guess is either my octopus friend gave me an assist, or it was this…”

I walked up to where Ibseth and Nileme were seated next to each other on the couch and handed them the sapphire ring.

“This is the rune of water,” Ibseth said as she inspected the object and pointed at the markings. “I remember reading about it in the temple of Llynoth. There’s something else written on the band… I think it’s a spell. Something about the breath of life? The dialect is old, but I think that’s what it says.”

“Well, that clears up our mystery,” I replied, and the curvy Elf handed the ring back to me. “The ring was on a skeleton in the underwater cave, and some really smart octopi led me to the ring. The bones could have been the remains of some High Elf. Not sure how long they were down there for, but I think it’s safe to assume this ring lets the person who wears it breathe underwater. Pretty fucking lucky, if you ask me.”

“Indeed,” Nileme agreed. “So, what now?”

“Well,” I said as I took a seat between Bolra and Gwen, “I think we should eat, watch a movie, and then tomorrow we’ll go back to that lake near Hendon and try to talk to the Mermaid again. Maybe she’ll be kind enough to take us to Atlantide, and we can find out if the gauntlets are there.”

“And then you all go back to America?” Manon asked as she looked at me from across the coffee table.

“If we find what we need in Atlantide.” I nodded. “Or else we’ll have to come up with another plan.”

“When we go back home, you can visit us, Manon,” Ibseth said as my sweet, perceptive wife sensed the slight tension in the air. “Have you ever been to America?”

“I have hardly ever left Saint-Porres,” the chestnut-haired woman answered with a rueful smile. “I’ve always been stuck in place, tied to the well on my farm. My family has always protected it from outsiders, and protected the town from what might live in the well.”

“But the copper doors are there to protect everyone,” Pregia pointed out as she raised an eyebrow. “Back home, the iron doors kept The Gloom and the Twilight Region safe for millennia. Surely the magic of the copper doors can do the same for a while? It seems a shame to give your whole life up when there are other protections in place.”

“I will think about it.” Manon nodded as she looked at the Goblin woman and then at me.

“You should come and visit,” I said firmly as I stared back at the French woman. “Everyone needs a break from time to time.”

Manon didn’t answer but instead demurely looked down at the ground as a slight flush touched her cheeks.

The ladies and I spent the rest of the night eating, drinking a little wine, and watching old westerns. I’d logged into some of my streaming accounts, and when The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly popped up as an option, Manon had gotten excited.

The French woman seemed to have a fondness for westerns.

“They remind me of my father,” she told us. “He passed when I was young, but he loved Clint Eastwood. It does sound strange though, hearing the actors talk in their own voices. I’ve only seen them dubbed in French before.”

After the movie was finished, Manon stayed the night in Nileme’s room. The two women seemed to get along well. Maybe it was their shared interest in guns and combat, or the similarities in their personalities. Manon had a little more fire in her than my stoic, Dolrath wife, but both women had a practical mindset and strong work ethic. Nileme was always the first to help me with home improvement chores around our houses, and Manon had grown up on a working, if somewhat run-down, farm.

I stayed the night with Sigrith that night but was up early the next day, despite how demanding my Succubus had been the previous evening once she’d gotten me alone. I went down to breakfast and found that Ibseth, Nileme, and Manon were already awake, and as I sat down, Ibseth was kind enough to hand me some coffee and some pastries she’d had delivered earlier that morning.

Manon and Nileme were stationed at the kitchen island as they shucked the clams I’d gathered the day before and looked for pearls inside. They had some old newspaper laid down to catch most of the mess, and there was already a small clutch of the black pearls in a bowl on the counter.

“We were just talking about how to go about finding the gauntlets in Atlantide,” Nileme told me as I sipped my rich coffee.

“That’s a good question.” I nodded. “I guess it depends on if they’re actually there, and if whoever has them knows what they are.”

“Do we have anything we could trade for them?” Ibseth asked. “The negotiation could be difficult. If someone thinks we’re too eager to find the gauntlets, they could come at a dear price.”

“The same is true if they do not know what the gauntlets are,” Manon added in a shrewd tone. “They could realize these gauntlets have more value than they first thought and not want to give them up for any price.”

“That’s true,” I said as I mulled over that thought in my head. “A lot of the stuff I have for trade might not be of any use. Wine, cheese, some sausages. Not much good underwater, really. I didn’t bring much gold because it’s heavy.”

“You didn’t have any gold when we first met,” Ibseth chimed in as she came and sat next to me. “Just your lovely trailer, an old rifle, and your wonderful heart.”

“What are you saying, baby?” I asked as a smile crept across my face.

“Your riches and resources are a product of your greatness, not the source of it,” the white-haired woman said as she placed her delicate hand on my thigh. “What makes you a good leader is who you are. There isn’t hardly a soul in The Gloom you haven’t won over with your charm and kindness. Why should the people of Atlantide be any different?”

“Well, they’re part fish,” I snorted. “That seems like a big difference. “But I take your point. I’ll have to find some way into the good graces of the people of Faibla.”

“And I’m sure you will,” Ibseth said as her violet eyes sparkled.

One by one, my other wives filtered into the kitchen for breakfast. It was a nice rest from the rigors of adventure, to be there with all of the women. The ladies passed Wyatt around so Ibseth could get a chance to eat, and Nileme and Manon finished with the clams and then cleaned up the mess.

Finally, it was time to get our gear together and head back to the well. Gwen came along again, so she could make the air bubbles that would let some of the other wives and Manon breathe underwater. We knew now the bubbles had limits, especially in combat, so we also brought some air tanks with us, just in case.

Nileme and Tiana were both athletic enough to join Manon and I in the water, but none of the rest of the women were strong swimmers. So, Amrila and Sigrith would stay with Gwen to protect her and each other, while the rest of us dove to Atlantide.

I felt better about Ibseth and Bolra being home together, now that Dimitri and his goons were behind bars. Pregia would also stay at the beach house. The Goblin woman had her own set of combat skills and some magical ability, so I knew they’d be safe. But I also made sure Ibseth had the number for the police station and would arm the security system when we left.

That was one of the nice things about having more money than a king. Most of the places you stayed had built-in security and the benefit of responsive law enforcement officials.

I learned that money talks, thanks to Dimitri Slovoski.

It was a tight fit in the rental car, but we managed to squeeze in and headed up the hills above Saint-Porres to the well. Thank fuck for the roomy trunk, because we had a fair amount of gear with us on this run. But we were able to get back to Hendon without too much trouble. The High Elf guards watched us as we passed through the gates, but I’d come to accept the High Elves were just suspicious dicks and didn’t pay much attention to them.

Once we were in the market, I looked for our Half-Giant friend. Aenoth was in a different spot this time, and I got the impression that in the gate market it was first come, first serve when it came to the good spots.

“How’s business?” I asked as I walked up to the blue-skinned man.

“Eddie!” Aenoth grinned as he looked up from polishing one of his copper pots. “It’s good to see you again. What brings you to Hendon on this fine day?”

“Well,” I said as I lowered my voice and leaned toward the big man, “I was hoping you could help me talk to Delphine again.”

I was determined to find the Merfolk city and get what I’d crossed the ocean for.

It was gauntlets or bust, and I wasn’t about to accept bust.


Chapter Fourteen

Aenoth was happy to help us contact his friend again and led us back to the underground lake. The Half-Giant repeated his ritual of throwing stones and waiting for the water to settle, and once the hulking man felt it was safe, we approached the water.

“No monsters?” Amrila pouted, and her tone was profoundly disappointed. “I’m starting to think I’m not going to get to kill anything on this vacation.”

“Come now,” Sigrith said as she gave the Zencarri woman an encouraging grin. “The trip isn’t over yet. Maybe some terrifying Eldritch horror whose form defies your mind’s ability to comprehend it will come out of that lake any minute now and drive you mad even as you hack away at its innumerable limbs.”

“Don’t tease me with a good time.” The red-skinned woman smirked.

As Aenoth gathered more rocks to call up Delphine, the rest of us set up a makeshift basecamp not far from the shore. Gwen, Amrila, and Sigrith would have to spend some time in this location, and I wanted to be sure they’d have everything they needed. As the ladies dug a small fire pit and cleared a patch of ground around it, I hunkered down next to Aenoth at the edge of the lake and waited for Delphine to arrive.

“I know you’ve got your place in the market,” I said to the Half-Giant. “But I was wondering if you could spare a day to stay here with my wives? I’ll pay you whatever you normally make from your fine cookware in a day.”

“Friend Eddie,” Aenoth replied as he looked over at me with wide eyes. “I am honored that you would trust me with your family, but you are too generous--”

“You know what threats are out here better than any of us,” I interjected as I shook my head. “Amrila, Gwen, and Sigrith can take care of themselves, but you know what to look out for. Like the monsters that come to the surface of the lake. I’m sure there are also other animals or even people they’d need to watch out for out here. And not to put too fine a point on it, but you’re big as hell, and I can’t imagine any of them would be in a hurry to mess with you.”

Aenoth had a kind and unassuming way about him. I barely knew the big guy, but even if the sweet, childlike thing was an act, I knew Sigrith could use her power of compulsion on the Half-Giant if he did get out of hand. But I was certain it wasn’t an act. Maybe Aenoth was younger than he looked, or there was something different about the way his mind worked. But I sensed Aenoth was just a gentle person who happened to be big as hell.

“I can stay with them.” Aenoth nodded slowly. “But I don’t need coin to do so. You… not many have shown me the kindness and regard that you have.”

“Your time has value,” I said in a firm voice as I gave the big man a direct look. “Out of respect, I won’t ask you to give up a day of work without giving you something in return. Plus, I’ve only shown you common courtesy. Seems like a shame others haven’t done the same.”

“I am a half-breed,” Aenoth replied as he hung his huge head with shame. “The Wood Elves don’t mind as much and show me pity. But the High Elves and the Dwarves, the masters of Hendon, only tolerate my presence at the best of times.”

“Well, that’s fucked up,” I said frankly before I thought to stop myself. “What I mean is, who gives a shit where you come from? All that matters is who you chose to be. I mean, look at you. If you wanted to, you could rip a guard in half. But instead of becoming a bandit, or something worse, you make the best damn pots I’ve ever seen.”

“You are kind to say so.” Aenoth shrugged as he stared at his feet.

“He is wise to say so, friend,” Gwen’s voice said from behind us.

The big guy and I looked around to see the Spiran woman had crept up quietly while we were talking.

“My people decided I was not good enough for them when Eddie found me,” the pearl-skinned continued as she sat on the bank of the lake next to us. “They said I was tainted and impure, and they were ready to cast me out and leave me for dead. But Eddie taught me that I have value beyond the opinions of others. And he was right.”

Before the Half-Giant could think of a response, Delphine suddenly broke the surface of the still lake and smiled up at all of us with her unsettling, shark-toothed grin.

“Good ‘morrow, friends,” the Mermaid giggled. “Did you find the thing you were looking for?”

“Not yet,” I snorted. “But I was hoping you could help me with that. Would you show us the way to Atlantide?”

“I don’t know,” Delphine said with a theatrical sign. “It could be dangerous for land walkers in the Merfolk city. Not to mention, that’s a long time to hold your breath.”

“Would these help change your mind?” Manon asked as she and my other wives came to join us by the water, and the French woman held out three of the black pearls she and Nileme had harvested from the large clams.

I recognized the look of greed in Delphine’s large, gray eyes as soon as the Mermaid saw the smooth, irregular jewels. I’d seen that same look in Amrila’s eyes anytime she gambled, or when Pregia laid eyes on a pair of designer shoes she wanted.

“Where did you get those?” Delphine asked as she leaned closer to the chestnut-haired woman.

“In a submerged cave filled with Grindylows,” I answered as I carefully watched the Mermaid’s reaction. “At least, that’s what we think they were. Do you want them?”

“All of them?” Delphine replied in a breathless voice.

I looked over to the pearls in Manon’s hand. They were each the size of a chickpea or bigger, but it was just a small portion of the black pearls we’d gathered. As valuable as I knew the pearls were, I weighed that against the pricelessness of the Gauntlets of Vallis.

Even if I got the pearls out of Europe and sold them to Owen, it’d be a drop in the bucket of my already vast wealth, and I decided that was a fair tradeoff for magical gauntlets that would help me slay a Demon Lord one day. The real goal of this vacation, and almost everything I’d done in the past year, was to defeat Belzat before the Lord of Chaos could find a way to break out of the Deeper Dark.

“Yeah,” I said. “Those three pearls are all yours if you show us the way to Atlantide. Deal?”

“Deal.” Delphine vigorously nodded. “The Grindylows make these hard to gather. I can’t believe you found so many.”

The cave we’d found the clams in had been full of them. That told me the Merfolk likely didn’t have easy access to the sea cave we’d found the clams in. The large clams had been plentiful there, and I’d barely made a dent in their numbers. But I also gleaned that the Grindylows must be a pervasive problem in the submerged areas of Faibla, not unlike the Feral Goblins in the Twilight Region back home.

I gave Aenoth some more wine and cheese to compensate him for giving up a day’s work. The Half-Giant would be able to trade them for other goods, or keep them for himself. Amrila had one of the Seer Stones on her, so we’d be able to communicate if anything happened too, but I knew the women who stayed behind would be okay.

Then Manon, Nileme, Tiana, and I all pulled on our insulated wetsuits, gloves, and flippers. Delphine seemed very amused by the flippers, but to be fair, they were long and awkward on dry land. We also strapped on our sword belts. I fastened my sword to the Eye of Vallis, because I would need the Eye to help guide me to the gauntlet. I was sure the salt water wouldn’t be good for the steel, but Manon’s guns wouldn’t fire underwater, and harpoon guns would have been too bulky and limited. We also had dive knives that would help out in a pinch.

More than anything, we’d have to be clever and shrewd as we explored the underwater world. I had no idea what to expect, but if I could survive The Gloom those first few months when I had no idea what I was doing, I’d be able to face this challenge with the help of my wives and Manon.

Tiana used her nature magic to grow the flowered vines on each of us in the water, and then one by one, the ladies swam up to Gwen so she could make the pockets of air around their heads.

After I took a moment to say a last goodbye to my wives who would stay behind, I dove under the water and again felt the strange, sharp pain behind my ears as the gills magically opened up.

Breathing water was a weird sensation, and I couldn’t say I was a fan. But I had to admit it was pretty convenient. Another benefit of the strange ring I’d found was that I somehow felt at home in the water. The resistance of the heavy ocean wasn’t as great as I kicked my legs, and I easily followed the bright orange and gold Mermaid down into the depths of the lake.

As we approached the bottom, spires of algae-covered stone reached up like tapered fingers. The alien landscape started to come into clearer view, and it was illuminated by the bluish-green glow of the algae and small, bioluminescent fish that lived in the kelp and seaweed growing around the base of the stone spires. The lakebed had a foreign kind of beauty, but the oppressive silence of the water was somewhat unnerving.

I kept one eye on Manon and my wives as we swam, and I kept the other on the water around us for signs of the massive sea monsters I knew lived down there. Then Delphine brought us to the mouth of yet another tunnel. It was twenty feet wide and just as high, and as the party entered it, I couldn’t help but think it was like swimming right into the jaws of one of the great ocean beasts.

But we weren’t swallowed whole, and we continued swimming through the wide tunnel.

“Atlantide is an hour’s journey from here,” Delphine said ahead of me in her bubbly voice.

That caught me off guard. The Mermaid’s voice reached my ears clearly, but it also sounded like she was incredibly far away, even though she was only five feet in front of me. I hadn’t expected the Merfolk to be able to verbally communicate, but they must have some physical mechanism that allowed them to project their voices through the water.

I looked around at Nileme, Tiana, and Manon to see if they heard it, too. From the look on the women’s faces, they had and were also surprised. I wondered what the limits of the water breathing ring were and took a deep breath through my new gills.

“Are we going to be welcome there?” I asked out loud.

Delphine paused and looked back at me, and her expression was as shocked as I felt.

“Look at you, landwalker!” The Mermaid grinned. “Just full of surprises. What are you anyway? You’re not an Elf, but clearly you’re a magician of some kind.”

“I’ve had a lot of names,” I replied as I continued to test my voice in the deep waters. “Vampire. Goblin. Longshanks. But I think of myself as a Buckeye.”

“Buckeye?” Delphine repeated as her large, staring eyes lit up. “That sounds exotic. I’ve never met a Buckeye before. Come on then! I don’t want to be in open waters all day.”

As the Mermaid started to lead us through the tunnel again, I couldn’t believe that had worked. Why hadn’t I thought of that before? I could have probably said I was human, but in The Gloom there were some legends about humans being monsters from the surface world.

I didn’t know if there were similar legends in Faibla, but considering the High Elves were likely the ones who had started the rumor in The Gloom, it was possible they’d done the same here.

It was best not to take chances.

The tunnel went down deeper into the earth and then eventually opened up into a massive cavern. We came out into an open space that was so large the walls of the cavern were lost in the distance, and I saw huge coral reefs that were all the colors of the rainbow. Large schools of glowing fish darted in and out of the reefs’ protective shelter, and crabs the size of footballs scuttled around while sea plants I’d never seen before danced in the currents.

Delphine stopped as she reached into the satchel around her shoulder and pulled out a small orb made from organic material. The Mermaid muttered something in another language, and the orb floated up three feet above her in the water and hung in place. Then several of the bioluminescent fish broke away from their school and went for the orb, and as the fish started to feed on the orb, Delphine started to swim again.

The orb and fish followed and lit our way.

That was fucking clever. I had wondered how we’d be able to see, since the glowing algae only grew on the rock walls and ceiling in the titanic cavern, and there were stretches of darkness left unilluminated. But the Merfolk had figured out how to use the natural sea life to provide light for themselves.

The party swam past many more wonders on the way to Atlantide. A group of sea turtles that had anemones growing on their shells, like tiny gardens. More of the small, intelligent octopi that had built small communities on the reefs, with homes woven from seaweed.

And then the Merfolk city came into view.

Atlantide was a sight to behold. Somehow, the Merfolk had cultivated the coral that thrived in the waters of Faibla and grown it into towering structures with houses, shops, and a sprawling castle that were all lit by the orbs of vegetation that attracted the bioluminescent sea life like living street lamps.

As we entered the city, I saw how diverse the Merfolk were. The men and women could only be told apart because the women were slightly smaller and much more colorful, but there were also some Merfolk who had tentacles instead of fish tails, or whose tails were smooth and unscaled like sharks.

Many of the Merfolk stopped and watched us with curiosity as we passed by, but they eventually went about their daily tasks. I considered the possibility that the Elves or the Dwarves might have some way to reach Atlantide and occasionally did so. That would explain why the Merfolk were politely curious, rather than astounded by our presence.

Delphine led us down into the lower reaches of the underwater city. The waters around us grew darker, and there were fewer of the baited orbs to light the waterways. I could tell the bad part of a city when I saw it. Some of the Merfolk, like Delphine, had their own private orbs or pet fish to light their way, but I noticed more individuals half-hidden behind a coral wall or door that furtively watched us as we swam by.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked Delphine as I glanced back to keep an eye on my wives and Manon.

Both Nileme and Tiana had their hands close to their weapons, but Manon seemed enchanted by the Merfolk and strange, new sea life. The biologist in the French woman was winning out over her good sense.

“I have some friends who frequent a tavern in the Bedrock District,” Delphine replied. “They’re very good at finding things. I think they’ll be able to help you.”

Nileme, I said through the Seer Stones, keep an eye on Manon. I’m pretty sure we’re about to meet a local gang of thieves.

Too bad Amrila and Scourge are not with us, the Dolrath woman replied as she inched closer to the French woman. It would be nice to have some thieves with us to help us navigate any sticky situations.

We’ll just have to do the best we can.

As we reached the cavern floor, the coral buildings became less bright in color. Down this low would be the oldest part of Atlantide. Barnacles grew on the walls, and broken seashells littered the alleys between buildings. Amorphous slugs and tiny crustaceans skittered out of sight like rats as we approached, and my nose wrinkled.

This was definitely the poor side of Atlantide.

Delphine swam into the wide square that looked like it had been nice once. In the center of the public space, there was a statue of a Merman with a long beard, and he held a spear in one hand and an orb in the other. A clutch of the little octopi had taken up residence in the orb and helped to light the square, but the statue was in a state of disrepair. The nose had been broken off, and there were also a few fingers and the tip of one fin missing, but the glowing octopi at least seemed to keep the statue free of barnacles.

Delphine took us to the far side of the square, and she tossed a handful of what looked like brine shrimp from her satchel as we passed the statue. The little octopi darted out from their orb and began to snatch the shrimp out of the water, but they quickly zoomed back to the safety of their glass home.

Then we entered a tavern through an open portal in the coral. Inside the establishment, there were seats and tables that grew out of the coral walls and a bar area with trinkets from the dry land above set on coral shelves like trophies. A rotund Merman with the lower half of a squid tended the bar. The barman laughed at some joke a slender Mermaid had told, and the man used his tentacles to squeeze a bladder that looked to be made from some kind of leather into a small glass orb. Once the glass ball had been filled with a bright, orange liquid, which was thick and viscous enough to not disperse into the sea water, the barman handed it to another patron further down the bar.

The tavern was nearly full of Merfolk and one sea turtle that swam in lazy circles around the taproom as he ate floating scraps of food that had gotten away from patrons. As Delphine swam up to the bar, the ladies and I hung back at the porthole-shaped doorway. Several of the Merfolk glanced our way, but most seemed to be content to mind their own business.

I was surprised to see the general vibe of the tavern was jovial and upbeat. Groups drank and ate together, and they joked and laughed. A server with a scar down her cheek ran orders from the bar, and I saw what I assumed was a kitchen through a seaweed-covered porthole in the back of the taproom. Every now and then, the sea turtle would get close to a crowded table, and someone would reach out a webbed fingered hand to pet him like a treasured dog.

In one corner, there was a rail-thin Merman who had a set of hand drums that he played a complicated rhythm on. The high and low tones of the drums worked into a melody with notes and counter harmonies, and the musician closed his eyes as he got lost in the ecstasy of his craft.

This tavern was a happy little haven in a run-down corner of a large city, and it was filled with a mix of obvious low life, underworld types but also regular working-class Merfolk. It was strange to me that even in this alien landscape, I would recognize types of people and relationships I found familiar and universal.

“This isn’t at all what I expected,” I said out loud to Manon and my wives.

“What did you expect, drylander?” I heard a heavily accented, masculine voice say behind me.

I turned and was shocked to see a man with dark, blue-toned skin and long, tapered ears. At first, I thought he was a Night Elf, but then I noted the gills on either side of his neck, shimmery scales along his bare scalp that spilled down his neck and shoulders, and webbed fingers and feet.

But the stranger did have red eyes, two legs, and the teeth on an omnivore. The guy sure as fuck wasn’t a Merman, but he also couldn’t be a Night Elf, right?

“Well,” I said as I tried to put on a friendly grin and offer the man my hand. “I can say I didn’t expect you, sir.”

“Indeed.” The stranger smirked as he shook my hand. “The sentiment is shared. I’m Telvin. And you are?”

Telvin? That sounded like a Night Elf name if I’d ever heard one.

What the fuck was going on?


Chapter Fifteen

The Eye of Vallis gave a strong pulse around my center as I shook Telvin’s hand, and for half a heartbeat, I saw the vision of the hooded figure with the pale hands again. The last time I’d seen that figure was when the Eye had first shown me Saint-Porres, and the vision of the French town had been preceded by one of Vallis, the Demon Lord of Scales, giving the enchanted belt to the first Yennih chief.

But why had the Eye shown me that now, as I met a Merman who looked so much like a Night Elf? Obviously there was a connection, but what? All I knew was the Eye was telling me Telvin was significant to my search for the gauntlets, and it had led me to meet him.

“I’m Eddie,” I introduced myself to the blue-skinned Merman. “These are my wives, Tiana and Nileme, and our friend, Manon.”

Telvin nodded politely to the women, but I noticed his eyes lingered on Nileme for a moment. The Dolrath woman’s expression showed that their similarities hadn’t been lost on her, either.

Eddie, he looks like if Bhakoth fucked a fish, Nileme’s voice said in my mind.

I know, I thought back and tried not to laugh at the image. There’s something going on here, but I’m not sure what. Let’s see where this goes for now and keep our heads on a swivel.

“And you know Delphine?” Telvin asked with mild interest.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We asked her to show us around Atlantide. I’ve never been to a Merfolk city before and was curious. It’s incredible.”

As I exchanged pleasantries with Telvin, I glanced once more around the tavern. None of the other Merfolk looked anything like the red-eyed man, but no one paid any attention to him, either, as if he were a regular fixture in this place.

“Ugh,” Delphine groaned as she swam back up with a glass orb filled with a pink viscous liquid in her hand. “What do you want, Telvin?”

“I was just greeting your friends,” Telvin said with a casual shrug. “It’s not often we see new faces here. Let alone some so smooth, yet hairy. Why don’t all of you join me at my private table?”

Well, wasn’t that suspiciously friendly.

I looked over at Delphine and saw the play of emotions across her face. The Mermaid was clearly tempted, but she also plainly didn’t trust Telvin very much.

“My friends haven’t even gotten drinks yet,” Delphine said after a pause. “Tell you what, why don’t you go back to your table, and we’ll join you later?”

“Suit yourselves,” Telvin replied after an even more tense pause, and he spared me one last lingering glance.

Then Telvin swam off, through another of the porthole-like doors, and into another part of the tavern.

“Nosy Nereids,” Delphine said as she rolled her eyes.

“Nereids?” I asked as we swam with the Mermaid to the bar.

“They’re like Merfolk, but not exactly,” Delphine explained. “They have legs instead of fins and keep to themselves mostly. A few, like Telvin, come to Atlantide to trade… Oh, no! Can you all even drink with those things on your heads?”

The Mermaid’s face fell as she pointed at the air bubbles around the ladies’ heads and shoulders.

Manon gave an exaggerated shrug as Tiana shook her head. That could be a problem if we stayed in Atlantide much longer. The women would need to eat and drink eventually. We’d already been in the water for almost two hours, and I could imagine now that it had been brought up, they would be thirsty, even if they hadn’t been before.

“Well, fuckery,” Delphine pouted. “Telvin would have some neptonia. But we’d have to talk to him to get some.”

“What the hell is neptonia?” I asked.

“They’re crystals that let landwalkers breathe here,” Delphine said as if I should have known that. “The Elves use them on the rare occasion they ‘grace’ us with their presence. Ugh… You poor things. I can’t enjoy my drink if you can’t have one, too. Let’s go talk to Telvin.”

“Would anyone else have something that let us drylanders breathe down here?”

“Oh! Don’t call yourself that!” the mermaid said through a shocked gasp.

“What?” I frowned in confusion.

“Dr-- drylanders. That’s very offensive.”

I couldn’t say what the difference between landwalkers and drylanders was, but it was clearly significant to Merfolk.

“My mistake,” I said as I lifted my hands. “Let’s just go talk to Telvin about the neptonia.”

Delphine ordered a few more drinks and then gathered the glass orbs haphazardly in her arms before she led us back to the private back rooms where Telvin had gone. The architecture of the Merfolk was wild to me. There was no need for stairs underwater, so rooms and features of the coral building weren’t arranged on level plains like I was used to.

Strict delineations between the first, second, and third stories didn’t really exist. It was more about how to make the best use of the space within the organic structure of the coral. As we swam through the portal between the taproom and the private area, the corridor beyond wasn’t flat, like a hallway in a normal building. It sloped to match the line of the coral’s growth and had several portals that led off the main corridor and into private dining rooms, and each of the dining rooms had a curtain of seaweed to give them a measure of privacy.

The orange and gold Mermaid swam to the last room on the downward slope at the end of the corridor, paused at the threshold, and knocked on the coral next to the portal.

“Come in,” I heard Telvin say as I swam up behind Delphine.

Inside, the spacious, round chamber was lit with globes of the glowing algae set into recesses in the walls, and Telvin sat alone at the table in the center of the room.

“Please,” the Nereid man said as he gestured to the open seats around him. “Join me. I could use some company, and right now you five are the most interesting people in the bar. May I buy you some drinks or food perhaps?”

I didn’t even know if I could safely eat anything the Merfolk could offer, or if I wanted to try to.

“Oh!” Delphine said as she set her clutch of drinking orbs down. “Our friends here could use some neptonia so they can partake, too. I’d hate to be the reason landwalkers think Mer are poor hosts.”

“Neptonia doesn’t come cheap.” Telvin scowled at Delphine, but then he looked at me, and his expression changed into a welcoming smile. “But then, how often does one get to host far travelers? Especially in Atlantide. Very well.”

The blue-skinned Nereid reached into a pouch at his waist and handed Manon, Nileme, and Tiana each a small, smooth white gem. The three women looked at me, and I had to admit I had some reservations about this substance, too. If it didn’t work, all we had for backup was the air tanks that only had a couple hours’ worth of air.

As far as I knew, it was a long swim back to the dry caves. We could make it, but only just.

“We’re sure this stuff will let them breathe down here, right?” I said to Delphine and Telvin. “They might pop those bubbles when they take the neptonia, and I don’t want my wives and friend to be in any danger.”

“I swear on the line of my father that no harm will come to these women in my presence,” Telvin replied, and he suddenly sounded deadly serious as he looked at me. “The neptonia will allow them to breathe underwater for twenty hours before they require more.”

Fuck me, Telvin was an intense guy.

But if I wanted his help, trust would have to begin somewhere. Manon had one tank in her pack and would be able to get her mouthpiece in and working quickly, but I would need her help to get the tanks working for Nileme and Tiana.

I nodded to the ladies as my hand crept closer to my own pack next to me, just in case. The third tank was in Nileme’s pack, so I was ready to act quickly in the event of an emergency.

As each woman went to put the neptonia in their mouths, the magical air pockets burst into thousands of tiny bubbles that floated up to the coral ceiling, where they danced along the uneven surface until the air found escape routes through small holes in the coral.

I waited and watched with a tense knot in my stomach.

Suddenly, Nileme’s eyes went wide as she clapped her hands on the sides of her neck, and a panicked stream of bubbles escaped her mouth and nostrils. As Manon and Tiana had similar reactions, I quickly freed the air tank from the side of my pack, but before I could get its strap to release, Telvin had launched himself across the table and taken hold of Nileme’s hands as he tried to pry them from her neck.

“Hey!” I snarled when I saw him grab my Dolrath wife.

“Dear lady, have a care!” Telvin exclaimed with what looked like genuine concern. “You have gills now, and they cannot work if you cover them.”

As Telvin finally pulled the princess’ hands away, I saw she and the other two women had indeed grown gills on the sides of their neck.

“Thank you, Master Telvin,” Nileme said as she started to breathe normally and jerked her hands from his. “I’m alright now.”

“My apologies,” the Nereid man said as he sank back into his seat. “I should have warned you that the process was… uncomfortable.”

“To say the least,” Tiana grumbled as her gills began to work.

“Well, then,” Telvin said as he gathered himself. “Now we can enjoy a drink and speak as friends. What brings you to this fair, watery burg?”

Delphine handed out the drink orbs to the ladies and seemed excited that her new friends could drink with her, but Nileme abstained because of her pregnancy. After a quick discussion, Delphine went to fetch my wife something she could safely drink and left us alone with Telvin.

“I’m looking for something of significance to my family,” I said after a moment. “Pieces of a suit of armor I have reason to believe might be somewhere in or near Atlantide.”

“Really?” Telvin asked as he slouched back in his seat and locked his red eyes on me. “I’m very good at finding things, for a price of course. Can you describe this armor to me?”

“I’ve never seen them before,” I explained. “But I’m looking for some gauntlets, or maybe bracers that would have a similar design to the armored belt I’m wearing.”

“I’ll admit I noticed your sword belt when I bumped into you.” The Nereid man nodded. “It’s very unique. A fine piece of craftsmanship, really. May I ask how your family heirlooms were lost?”

“That’s a private matter,” I said in a firm tone. “But if it’s payment you need to help me find them, we can talk about that.”

“I only ask because it might help me figure out where to begin the search,” Telvin countered. “Were these gauntlets stolen? If so, do you know the name of the thief who took them? All details that would be of use to me.”

“They were lost a very long time ago,” I said in a flat voice. “I have no idea how they would end up in Atlantide, just that this is where the trail led me.”

“They must be very valuable then.” Telvin smirked. “To bring you all this way.”

“They are to us,” Nileme interjected. “But don’t let that make you think we’ll pay you a chief’s ransom to get them. Coming to you is a matter of convenience. We’ll find them with or without you.”

“I mean no disrespect, lady,” the Nereid remarked as he brought his drinking orb to his lips and took a sip. “But I doubt you’ll get far without my help. You’re outsiders, and that’s the worst thing you can be in Faibla, above or below the water. I have many contacts, and the cost will be high. But not because I wish to cheat you. It’s simply the way of things here.”

“You know more than you’re saying,” I asserted. “Just tell us what you want.”

“What are you willing to give, Eddie?” Telvin asked, and his red eyes were oddly intense again. “I suppose the answer lies in what drives you. Ambition? Greed? Power? I’ve only just met you, but you don’t seem the type to me. A scoundrel knows his own when he sees them. So, tell me, drylander, what drives you?”

It didn’t escape my notice that Telvin had smoothly called me a slur, but before I could say anything, Manon jumped in.

“How dare you,” she said and caused everyone at the table to turn and look at her. “If you have a price, then say so. But Eddie is above your reproach. I have known him only a short time myself, and he has only been a gentleman. In only a matter of days, he has proven himself to be kind and brave. I have never known anyone like him, and I will not stand to hear a thief like you question him.”

Telvin gave Manon a mild look of surprise, but then he turned his face back to me like the French woman hadn’t even spoken.

“I am waiting for your answer, Eddie,” Telvin said.

“I’m not going to tell you why I want the gauntlets, Telvin,” I replied with a shrug. “But as for what drives me, I want to keep my home and the people in it safe. I’ve spent the last year fighting tyranny, injustice, and honestly, pure evil, to make sure no one on my watch is going to be harmed by the cowards that hide in darkness. Does that answer your question?”

“The deepest of darknesses?” Telvin asked in a pointed tone.

What the fuck was that supposed to mean?

Was it just a turn of phrase? Or did Telvin know something about the Deeper Dark? The Nereid was clearly hiding something, and I wasn’t dumb enough to believe Telvin’s similarities to the Night Elves was a mere coincidence.

“I guess you could say that,” I said cautiously. “Now, do you know where the gauntlets I’m looking for are, or not?”

“I believe I know where to start the search,” Telvin said with another mysterious smirk. “If you and your charming ladies would care to follow me?”

“Lead the way,” I said, and I was undaunted by the Nereid’s enigmatic smile.

“I’ll give you a few moments to gather yourselves,” Telvin replied. “I need to settle my tab, and then we can depart.”

The Nereid didn’t wait for a response before he quickly swam out of the private dining room.

“This all feels very strange,” Tiana said into the stillness. “That man is not being completely honest.”

“I know.” I nodded. “But the Eye has told me Telvin really can lead us to the gauntlets, so at least he’s not being totally dishonest. We should be ready for anything, though.”

“But why does he look like a Night Elf?” Nileme asked as she looked at me with concern.

“I can’t answer that, either.” I shook my head. “But with any luck, we can find out. If we turn back now, we might not ever find the whole armor. I think we need to see this through, but if there’s any indication that Telvin is about to turn on us, or lead us into a trap, we will be ready for the fight. Let him underestimate us for now. It’ll be at his own peril.”

“Let’s go back to the taproom,” Manon suggested. “Just to be sure he is not up to something out there. We should not take our eyes off him.”

“I agree,” I replied. “Let’s go.”

The women and I picked up our packs and swam back into the corridor where we met Delphine, on her way back from the bar with more drinks.

“Are you leaving already?” the Mermaid asked in a disappointed tone.

“Sorry,” I said with a kind smile. “Telvin thinks he can help us, and we need to go. But thanks for all your help. Hopefully, we’ll see you again before we leave.”

“I understand,” Delphine replied with a slight pout that was only marred by her razor-sharp teeth. “But it was fun meeting you. Aenoth is my only landwalker friend. It’s nice to have a few more.”

“Take care, Delphine,” Nileme said as she hugged the Mermaid. “Thank you for the drink all the same.”

We said our goodbye to the sweet if strange Mermaid and then swam back to the taproom.

Telvin was at the bar counting out multicolored pearls as he paid his tab to the barman. When the Nereid turned and saw us behind him, Telvin didn’t look surprised.

“Shall we?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said with a curt nod.

Then Telvin gave me a wild and fierce grin and swam out of the tavern as fast as a shot.

“Fuck,” I rumbled and motioned for the women to follow me.

As soon as we were outside again, I looked around for the Nereid man.

I spotted him some distance away to the right as he darted between two buildings, and the Eye of Vallis gave me a tug around the middle as if to pull me in the same direction.

I fucking know, I thought at the belt as I started to swim in the same direction.

Telvin was fast, but I had the Eye to help me track him.

As we chased the Nereid through the coral buildings of Atlantide, I would catch glimpses of Telvin. Even without a tail, the Nereid was an incredible swimmer, and it took everything my wives, Manon and I had to keep pace with him.

Something came up, I thought as I pictured Amrila to contact her through the Stones. I think we’re close to our goal, but it might take a minute. Are you three alright?

Aenoth is still here, Amrila responded. He made us dinner from some fish he caught. We’re fine. Hey… you’re not getting into a big fight without me, are you? No fair!

There’s no fighting right now, I replied, and I couldn’t help but smile at my fierce Zencarri wife’s jealousy. But I promise if there is, I won’t enjoy it without you. Keep the others safe, and we’ll be back as soon as we can.

Ugh, you’re having all the fun. Fine. We’ll wait here. And I want every bloody detail when you do get back.

See you soon, I thought and then severed the connection so I could concentrate on catching up to Telvin.

Soon, we were out of the city and in open water again.

It was easier to keep eyes on the Nereid out there, without any convenient cover for him to pass behind, but we would have to also watch for the massive sea monsters that lived in the waters of Faibla.

“Keep up, goodman Eddie!” Telvin called over his shoulder. “Fortune and glory waits for no man!”

Why was he so fucking weird?

“Where are we going?” I called back, though I didn’t know how far my voice could carry through the water.

Telvin didn’t answer and just kept swimming at top speed until one of the far walls of the sea cavern came into view. Then the Nereid man smoothly disappeared into a narrow tunnel a moment later.

“Keep sharp!” I warned the women, and I was ready for the possibility of an ambush on the other side of the dark hole.

But what we found was a dimly-lit corridor that was only wide enough for us to pass through one at a time. My heart started to pound in my chest so hard that my ears rang. If I wasn’t already as wet as I humanly could be, I’d probably have been drenched in sweat.

But I wouldn’t give up now.

The Eye of Vallis pulsed against my middle, and the jewel in the center started to glow with a thin, bluish light that pulsed in time with my heart. I knew we were closer to the gauntlets, and the armored belt was reacting to the next piece of the armor. The Armor of Vallis called to itself as it strained to be reunited, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I sensed a grand pair of scales that swayed back and forth as it moved toward equilibrium.

As I pumped my arms and legs to make it around a bend in the narrow tunnel, I caught sight of Telvin again.

“Slow down!” I shouted.

“Keep up!” the Nereid shouted back. “Time is of the essence!”

Before I could reply, the tunnel abruptly ended, and I barreled into another cavern.

As I tried to get my bearings and look for Telvin, I realized this wasn’t a natural cavern. The walls, ceiling, and floor were smooth and filled with carvings, but I didn’t have time to make sense of any of it, because there were also several more Nereids waiting for us.

And they were all armed.

“Telvin!” I snarled as I reached for my sword.

“That’s him!” one Nereid woman with braided white hair shouted. “He has the Eye! It’s him!”

As Manon and my wives swam into the cavern behind me, the Nereid warriors rushed in with their curved swords and spears.

“It’s an ambush!” I shouted as I drew my blade.


Chapter Sixteen

There were five Nereid warriors I could see. The woman with the white, braided hair took the lead in the charge, and right behind her was a big fucker with shoulders like a linebacker and a burgundy braid that had tiny shells woven into it. The big guy had a hand scythe and some kind of blowgun strapped to his belt. Two of the other Nereids looked like clones of each other, with short, black hair shaved on opposite sides of their head, I guess so they could be told apart. The Twins carried short spears and swam in unison. Then there was one last absolute unit of a woman who was covered in aesthetic scars that suggested bones and skulls.

Telvin was nowhere in sight, but the chamber was filled with grottos.

As Manon and my wives took up formation around me, I realized the Nereid had a huge advantage. They’d been trained in underwater combat that could cover three hundred and sixty degrees of tactical area. I’d only fought on a relatively flat plain, and so had my wives. Sure, we’d fought Nictors who could attack from the air, but our combat formations were land based.

We’d circled up, but the Nereids could attack in a spherical pattern that would come from above and below us. I didn’t have time to learn the finer points of three-sixty tactics, so I did the next best thing.

I chose chaos.

“Scatter!” I shouted to the women. “Don’t let them pin us down. Don’t let them guess your next move.”

Sometimes, the best way to fight reason and logic is to just be as erratic as possible.

As the big guy with the scythe came at me, White Braids shot upward to try and catch Tiana as she swam toward the ceiling. Manon and Nileme swam in opposite directions on either side of me and tried to break up the twins, who would obviously be trained to fight in tandem with one another.

As the bearded Nereid reared back with this scythe, I knew he’d expect me to block, and then he would try to land a blow with his other hand to stun me. Instead of blocking, I flipped backwards in the water and kicked off his chest before the fucker could bring his scythe hand around. Red Beard was pushed backwards by my kick, and I propelled myself even further away from him in a kind of somersault.

But, as I came around again and grabbed the top lip of the tunnel mouth behind me, the slab of a woman came at me like a torpedo. I held my position and started to lift my sword like I was about to ward her off with the blade. Then, as the scarred woman started to raise a bracered arm to block my blow and reached for me with her other hand, I launched myself from the lip of the tunnel and glided right over her head.

I turned in the water as I brought my broadsword around, and I used the momentum to slice across her back and shoulder blades.

“Ahhhhrg!” the Nereid woman half screamed, half growled as she turned to face me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of light and turned to see the algae light glint off Red Beard’s scythe.

He’d recovered and had come up behind me, and before I could react, the big guy raked his curved blade across my right bicep. A trickle of crimson blood leaked into the salty water as I felt the sting, but I ignored the pain. Instead, I thrust my enchanted blade through the water, right at Red Beard’s center mass, but he was able to shift at the last second, so I cut a deep groove along his side instead.

More blood started to cloud the water, and I realized another problem with underwater combat. The blood and gore would just hang there and float until it was slowly diluted by the currents.

That was one of the most disgusting thoughts I could imagine. It was one thing when I’d been hit with a spray of blood or guts from an enemy, but that could be wiped away. Down here, I’d stand the risk of breathing that shit in with my gills if I stayed in one place too long.

I pumped my legs as hard as I could and body-checked the big fucker with my shoulder.

“Umph!” Red Beard groaned as I hit hard against his core and pushed him back.

I knew Scar Lady would be right behind me, so I kicked my legs with everything I had as Red Beard landed a blow on my ribs. Then I drove the big bastard into the floor of the chamber. The big man’s body absorbed the blow as his head reeled back and cracked against the unforgiving rock, and I quickly pushed off his chest and placed my broadsword at his throat.

“It doesn’t have to be like this!” I snarled through gritted teeth.

“For Eddonir!” Red Beard rumbled as he raised his scythe for another hopeless attack.

There was a manic fire in the big man’s eyes. He was a fanatic, and I could tell he wouldn’t stop voluntarily.

So, I plunged my blade into the soft flesh of Red Beard’s neck and watched that light in his eyes go out.

As the plume of blood rose into the water, I turned just as Scar Lady came up behind me. There wasn’t time for a cheeky feint, so I blocked the burly woman’s bull rush with the flat side of my blade.

I twirled out of reach just as movement in my peripherals caught my attention. Near the ceiling, Tiana was using her long spear to keep White Braids at a distance. The water around them was red with blood from nicks and cuts where the Dryad had hit the Nereid, but then the white-haired woman caught the shaft of Tiana’s spear and jerked my wife forward. My heart skipped a beat, but as Tiana was forced closer, the Dryad’s hand shot out, and green vines burst through the water and wrapped around White Braid’s neck to choke her.

She seemed to have things under control, so I quickly checked on my other companions before another attack came my way.

Manon and Nileme were working together to keep the twins confused. As the two women crisscrossed the chamber, they would deliver swift attacks. Manon would kick out with her powerful legs and catch one of the twins’ jaws or a vulnerable arm or leg joint. Then Nileme would flash past and slice a chunk of flesh from one of the black-haired Nereid warriors.

Suddenly, Scar Lady reared up in front of me again, and she grabbed my blade with no concern for her hands and tried to rip it from my grip as my sword cut deeply into her palms.

“Oh, no you don’t,” I growled as I put both hands on the hilt of my sword and turned it with sudden force.

“Aaaaiiieee!” Scar Lady screamed again as two of her fingers floated away.

As the absolute unit of a woman was lost in the primal shock of agony, I reached out and wrapped my powerful fingers around her neck. Then I wrenched her toward me and headbutted her as hard as I could. She let go of my blade, and I swam like a demon for the center of the chamber.

“To me!” I shouted to my wives and Manon. “To me!”

The women broke off their attacks and swam toward me until we were in the knot in the middle of the smooth, carved chamber. The Nereid warriors also regrouped, but they were badly wounded now and kept their distance.

“Telvin!” I shouted again. “If you know what the Eye is, you know I can find you. Come out and face me!”

“Gladly,” I heard the bastard reply with smug self-assurance.

The bald Nereid man swam out from around a grotto covered in carvings that depicted a battle. I realized I’d seen carvings like that before, but I didn’t have time to think where.

“What’s the meaning of this?” I demanded as what was left of the Nereid warriors fell back, and Telvin swam a little closer to me.

“An ancient promise, Goodman Eddie,” Telvin replied. “One made with blood and sacrifices that stretch back to time out of mind.”

“What are you talking about?” Nileme asked, and her usually calm voice was filled with indignation. “Traps are the realm of cowardice. Why did you lure us here? To steal the Eye?”

“No, lady.” Telvin shook his head and suddenly seemed very calm. “To fulfill our obligation to our forebears. Now, tell me who you all really are… please.”

Seemed a little late for pleasantries.

“I told you,” I said as I watched the Nereid to make sure this wasn’t another trick. “I’m Eddie Hill, and I’ve come here to find the Gauntlets of Vallis. Do you have them or not?”

“But you neglected to say that you came from The Gloom and traveled thousands of miles over the surface world to get here,” Telvin said as he ignored my question. “You said the gauntlets belong to your family, but you are no Night Elf. So, I’ll ask you again, why do you want them?”

“Eddie?” Tiana said as she gave me a sidelong look.

The Dryad woman had also noticed that the Nereids knew what The Gloom was, and where we were from.

Who the fuck was this guy?

For a moment, I considered lying, but I wanted to know how Telvin was so knowledgeable about the Gloom.

“The Lord of Chaos has been trying to break free from the Deeper Dark,” I replied as I looked into Telvin’s red eyes. “He damn near did it, too, until I restored the rightful Yennih chief to his throne. Now, I plan to act before Belzat can try it again. I want to take the battle to him, but I need the gauntlets to do it.”

“Why is the Yennih chief not the one before me now?” Telvin asked as his eyes narrowed.

I still didn’t trust the bald Nereid man. It wasn’t as if I owed him an explanation either, after the shit he just pulled. But Telvin could have more warriors close by, and I weighed the possibility of fighting my way through an army of Nereid against the price of a few answers.

“Ondur is a great chief and a good man,” I said in a firm voice. “He’s wise and powerful enough to maintain the Great Barrier that keeps the Gloom and the Twilight Region safe. But he isn’t a warrior, so I took up the task instead. I’m not leaving without the gauntlets, but I’d rather not have to kill you or any more of your people to do it.”

“I can tell you’re a good man, Eddie,” Telvin said as he swam a little closer. “But to earn trust, you must give some in return. So, come, prove you are worthy of that which you seek.”

“How do I know you and your buddies won’t attack us again?” I asked.

“You have my word,” Telvin said in a fervent tone. “Me and my people will not attack you and your women again unprovoked or without warning.”

“Alright,” I said after a long pause. “But if you break your promise, I will kill you and anyone who tries to hurt the women I love.”

I heard Manon make a small, gasp-like sound at my declaration.

It wasn’t the best time or way to confess my feelings, but if this all went tits up, at least she’d know.

Telvin nodded and swam toward a patch of seaweed near the floor of the cavern. The Nereid warriors swam ahead of their leader, and they cleared away the seaweed to reveal another copper door.

Then Telvin pulled out a large, copper key and inserted it into the matching lock on the doors. As he turned the key, I noticed that etched into the metal of the doors was a picture of a Night Elf man, who had on a suit of armor. And around the Night Elf man’s waist in the tableau was the Eye of Vallis. I realized it was a depiction of the first Yennih chief, the only man to wear the armor before me.

What the fuck was going on here?

We followed Telvin through the door into another chamber. This one was made from metal, but I didn’t see any sign of rust or erosion from the saltwater. It had to be some kind of magic. Along every surface was an intricate network of gears, levers, and flat pressure plates with Dwarven runes carved into them, and in fact, the whole place looked like it was made by Dwarves.

And on the far side of the metal chamber was a round vault door.

“What’s this?” I asked as I turned to look at Telvin.

“Open the door and find out.” He smirked.

This was some kind of test. This whole thing was a test, but why? How would opening a door prove that I was worthy of the gauntlets?

“Fine.” I shrugged and then swam around the chamber to see if I could figure out the right mechanism to open the vault door.

“This is a Dwarven trap,” Nileme said in a quiet voice as she swam up next to me.

“Do you understand the writings, husband?” Tiana asked as she glanced back over her shoulder to keep an eye on Telvin and his warriors.

“Nope.” I shook my head. “Well, not all of it. I guess I’ve picked up a few runes after hanging out with Tauric, Beclin, and Dorrem. I can see the runes for fire, ice, and dirt. I’m not sure what the others are.”

“Is it a puzzle then?” Manon asked me. “How are we supposed to solve it if we cannot read it?”

“If Dwarves made it,” I answered as I continued to look around, “then it’s all going to follow a logical pattern. We just have to figure out what that is.”

I glanced back at Telvin.

The bald Merman was watching us intently while his Nereid warriors waited at his side. There was an expectant air about them all, as if they were as eager to see if we could open the door, but I turned away and ignored them as I did another sweep around the chamber.

There were four pressure plates, each with the rune of a different element and a groove in them for something about the size of a baseball. Then I swam up to the vault door, and set into the round door were four large jewels. A ruby, a sapphire, a tiger’s eye, and an emerald. Each jewel was about the same size as the grooves in the pressure plates. I hadn’t seen any other jewels, or any kind of hatch that some could be hidden behind.

I looked at the pressure plates and saw the ones with the fire, ice, and dirt runes corresponded with the placement of the jewels on the vault, but that seemed a little too easy. I also knew enough about Dwarves to know the wrong move would likely trigger a booby trap.

I took a deep breath through the gills behind my ears and tried to pry the ruby out of its place. It wouldn’t budge, so there had to be a trick to it. I looked closer and noticed there was an arrow thinly etched into the groove that held the ruby in place. I pressed on the red jewel’s surface and turned it in the direction of the arrow. I could feel the ruby twist in place with a series of clicks, and then there was a slightly stronger click on the third twist. Once I felt the release, I pressed a little harder, and the ruby popped out into my hand as a spring-loaded mechanism pushed the jewel out of place.

“Fucking right!” I grinned and held up the jewel to show Telvin that I was on my way to passing his little test.

But Telvin just stared back at me with a neutral expression.

I swam up to the pressure plate with the fire rune on it and inserted the jewel. Once the ruby was firmly in place, I pushed on the plate until I felt it click. There was a loud groan of gears, and suddenly, the room came to life. I stopped and grinned until I realized there was also a deep thrum that I could feel the vibration of through the water. The thrum seemed like a beat for just a second, and then I realized the beat was going faster and faster, until it ticked down to something.

“Fuck!” I growled. “It’s a timer. Quick, help me!”

The women sprang into action.

As I slowly removed the other three stones from the vault door, I handed them off to Nileme, Tiana, and then Manon. But before Manon could reach the last plate with the emerald, the thrum hit a peak and stopped. All the Nereid jerked a little when it stopped, and they were clearly startled and bracing for something.

But nothing happened.

“Why didn’t it go off, Telvin?” the female warrior with the white hair asked in a nervous tone.

“I don’t know,” Telvin replied as he looked at the now still gears. “Has it become inert after all these centuries?”

“I doubt it,” I said, and I chuckled with a sense of relief. “This is a Dwarven trap. And if I know one thing about Dwarves, they know how to build things to last. It’s probably because I have this.”

I took off my glove and showed the bald Nereid the ring Saggor had given me.

“It was a gift from a great man,” I explained as Telvin looked at the ring in disbelief. “One of the last of his tribe. He gave it to me when he died, and it has the incredible ability to stop Dwarven-made traps. Kind of a fail-safe magic to prevent workplace accidents, I suppose.”

“Alright, Eddie, friend of Dwarves,” Telvin said as he crossed his arms. “But you still haven’t opened the vault.”

“Not yet.” I smirked. “Come on, ladies. All together this time.”

I swam to the fire plate as the women took up their spots by the other plates.

“On three!” I shouted and watched the women nod. “One, two… Three!”

We each pressed our pressure plates, and this time, instead of the thrum, all the gears whirled around into place.

The water in the chamber vibrated as each of the heavy bolts that held the vault door shut retracted, and then the round door opened two feet.

“Well,” I chuckled as I looked at the blue-skinned Nereids. “It wasn’t perfect, but it’s open.”

“The vault is open,” Telvin noted with a grudging smile of his own.

“But wait,” Nileme said as she looked at the Nereids with concern. “You all knew about the trap and how the puzzle worked. Yet you stayed in this room with us, said nothing as you watched, and waited for your doom.”

“She is right.” Manon nodded. “You were all willing to die here with us. What purpose could that have served?”

“As I said, we are bound by an ancient pact that cannot be broken,” Telvin said, and his voice was firm with resolve. “My purpose is not to stop you from finding the gauntlets. It is to ensure that you are worthy of them.”

“But why die in this room for it?” I asked as I swam closer to Telvin. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“If you want answers, then follow me further in,” the leader of the Nereid said as he closed the gap between us. “But be warned, the greatest dangers lie ahead.”

“We’ll follow you.” I nodded, but Telvin shook his head in reply.

“Just you, Eddie Hill.”

“No!” Tiana shouted as she swam up to me. “Where Eddie goes, so do we.”

“I will not leave my husband’s side,” Nileme agreed.

“All of us go, or none of us,” Manon said, and her beautiful face was filled with a mysterious mix of emotions.

“That is not how this works,” Telvin replied, but his expression softened as he looked at the women with empathy. “Your loyalty speaks well of you all, but only Eddie, the bearer of the Eye, can cross that threshold with us. It is beyond my station to concede on this. Forgive me.”

“Eddie, tell him we will not leave you,” Tiana begged.

“Great lady,” Telvin said as he turned to Nileme. “You have the bearing of nobility, and I know you will understand. We have each sworn the Blood Oath, to see only the one who will wear the armor to the inner chamber.”

I watched as Nileme’s stoic face became stricken, as if those words had been a physical blow.

“I-I am Princess Nileme, heir of Ekneme, Chief of the Dolrath,” the dark-haired Elf replied. “I understand, and I will not ask you to forswear your oath again.”

“I’ll be alright,” I said gently as I swam up to Nileme. “I’ll come back to you. To both of you.”

I placed my hand on the bump of the Dolrath woman’s stomach, where our baby grew, and I kissed my wife’s cheek before I turned to Tiana.

“I’ll come back, I always do,” I said to the Dryad. “We haven’t had long together, and I don’t plan to cut that time short now. Will you trust me?”

“I would do anything for you, my love,” Tiana answered, but her golden-eyes were filled with dread. “But I just found you and--”

The huntress’ voice cut off, and she seemed too emotional to speak.

“And we’ll live a long and happy life together, I promise,” I said as I stroked her tawny cheek and gave her a chaste kiss.

Then I swam to Manon, who looked as if she would cry, if it weren’t for the fact that we were surrounded by water already.

“This isn’t goodbye,” I said as I took the chestnut-haired woman’s hand. “But all the same, I think you three should go back to the others. I’ll come find you as soon as I’m done here.”

“Eddie,” Manon murmured as she gazed back at me. “I-I want you to know that--”

“Save it for later,” I interrupted. “There’ll be plenty of time.”

And then I took her chin in my hand, drew her face close to mine, and kissed her.

It was brief, but I could feel Manon’s whole body respond to mine. When I drew back, the French woman’s eyes pleaded with me not to leave now, but I had to go. I wasn’t certain what would happen next, but I would not give up when the balance of The Gloom and maybe the whole world was at stake. Belzat had to be defeated, or he would not stop until he brought his army of chaos and rot up from the Deeper Dark with him.

“You’ll let them go, right?” I said as I turned to Telvin. “You’ll let the women go back to dry land and promise me they’ll be safe?”

“I told you back in the tavern that I would not allow them to come to harm in my presence,” Telvin replied. “Even when my warriors attacked, you were the only one they would have tried to defeat. I will send some of my guards with them to escort them safely to dry land.”

I could see pride and honor in Telvin. Nileme was right, it was as if Bhakoth had fucked a fish. Whatever was at the heart of the Nereid, it wasn’t malicious.

“I’ll accept that promise.” I nodded to Telvin.

Then I kissed Nileme and Tiana one last time, and the white-haired Nereid woman went to the puzzle room entrance and brought back several more warriors with her.

“I think you should go back to the villa,” I told them. “I’ll feel better if I know you’re all safe. Amrila will argue, but tell her I’ll be able to focus on what I have to do if I know my family is together and safe.”

“Yes, my love,” Nileme nodded, her blue eyes sad. “I’ll make sure we get back to the villa. Tell us when it’s over. Ibseth will worry. We all will, even though we know you’re more than capable.”

My wives were hesitant to go, and even Manon paused before she followed the guards out. I waved once to show them it was going to be fine, and I watched as they left the chamber.

Then more Nereids flooded into the puzzle room. Dozens of them. None of them approached or attacked, but they waited as they looked at their leader for instructions.

“It is not too late to turn back,” Telvin told me. “You can go with your wives now. Live a happy life and sire many children.”

“I can’t do that when I know Belzat is waiting for his chance to escape the darkness,” I replied. “They’re not safe as long as he lives. No one really is. I’ll see this through to the end.”

“I understand.” Telvin nodded as he offered me his hand. “It is an honor to have met you, Eddie Hill. I pray to the gods you are up to the task, and that they will watch over your family, no matter what happens next.”

“You’ve really got the whole ominous thing down.” I grinned as I shook the man’s hand. “But thanks all the same. Any chance you can give me a clue about what comes next?”

“Sacrifice,” Telvin replied.

Boy, I bet he was fun at parties.

“Awesome, lead the way,” I said.

Telvin swam to the vault door as some of his people opened it wider to let us through, and I followed my guide into the darkness beyond. The Nereid warriors streamed through the vault door behind us, like a mighty school of predatory fish, and I noticed the vault led into a tunnel that was barely lit by thin ribbons of the glowing algae.

Then I heard and felt the boom of the Dwarven vault door as it closed behind us.


Chapter Seventeen

I swam alongside the Nereid, through the dim tunnel beyond the puzzle room. Telvin stayed by my side, but his red eyes were locked on the darkness ahead.

“So, can you tell me what the deal with this place is now?” I asked.

“I’m sure you have guessed we are the guardians of the Gauntlets of Vallis,” Telvin said. “And that we’ve been tasked to wait for one such as yourself.”

“I’d made that leap, yeah,” I snorted.

I could feel the pull of the Eye grow stronger as we swam and knew the gauntlets were very close now.

“We have waited years for this day,” Telvin continued with an odd note in his deep voice. “Generations have lived and passed, waiting. I always thought it would be a great Night Elf warrior who would come. Instead, here you are, some stretched and overgrown Gnome perhaps.”

“I hope you’re not too disappointed,” I laughed.

“I’m not disappointed. Just surprised. If I am glad for anything, it’s that your intentions seem to be true and pure. I just pray the gods have also equipped you with the strength for the final trial. But only time will provide that answer. Come. We have arrived.”

I faced forward again just as the tunnel opened up into the largest chamber yet.

Below there was a gallery with tiered stone benches down the walls, and the vast cavern reminded me of the Grand Council chamber in the Yennih palace. As the Nereid took their seats, I saw there was a pedestal at the bottom of the chamber. Placed in a glass and gold dodecahedron on the pedestal were a pair of black steel gauntlets with golden scales inlaid on the back of them. From this distance, I could also see some type of writing in gold inlay on the gauntlets, but I couldn’t see what language the words were in.

The Nereid warriors settled onto the stone benches and looked at Telvin and I as they waited for something to happen. There was no murmur of conversation or curiosity from the warriors. Just perfect silence.

“What’s with the audience?” I asked the bald man as we floated near the entrance.

“These people have given their lives to the cause of protecting the gauntlets,” Telvin explained in a quiet voice as he looked at his warriors with pride. “Our ancestors before us did the same, but we are the ones fortunate enough to see this day. They deserve to bear witness to this moment, before they look to what comes next for our society. It is up to you and what you do here today if they are freed from the Blood Oath, or if they continue on as our parents did, protecting our great charge.”

“No pressure, huh?” I snorted. “So, what is the next test?”

“First, it is the time for questions,” Telvin said. “And answers. Then the final test will begin. Follow me.”

Telvin swam down into the chamber and came to float twenty feet above the top of the pedestal.

The gauntlets were right there. I had the thought that I could break the case around them and maybe get away before the entire Nereid army could stop me. Maybe that was part of the test? But that didn’t feel right. I didn’t know what Telvin’s deal was, but he seemed like an honorable man in his own dour way.

I did have a lot of questions about the Nereid and their mysterious obligation to the gauntlets, though. There was something here that tied back to The Gloom and its history. The story of the Great Demon War and the disappearance of the High Elves and the Lost Dwarves was filled with holes. I might be the only person who could fill in those gaps for the Night Elf tribes. Ondur, Ekneme, and Murdrak were my friends, and they would want to know.

I felt I owed it to the chiefs to find out and bring the story of their people home.

I swam to meet Telvin, and I was careful not to make any sudden moves that could be misinterpreted as a play for the gauntlets. I was confident in my fighting prowess, but this was an entire army, after all.

When I came to a stop across from Telvin, the bald man nodded his approval.

“I am Chief Telvin of the Nereid,” he began in a voice that carried through the massive room. “Guardian of the Gauntlets of Vallis, the Demon Lord of Scales. Tell me, who has come to claim these sacred artifacts?”

I still didn’t understand. Did they worship or serve Vallis? That thought chilled me to my core. I didn’t pretend to understand the finer points of Demon society, and Vallis didn’t seem like the worst of the Demon Lords. He had helped the first Yennih chief kill the ancient Demon King in the war, after all.

But the idea that I could be smack in the middle of a cult dedicated to any Demon Lord was unsettling to say the least.

“I’m Eddie Hill,” I started to say, and for once I wished Bhakoth was here to list all of my many titles. I decided to do my best, even if it wouldn’t have the same impact as Bhakoth would with his booming voice. “High Warden of Grimthorn, King Consort of Glecik, and Duke of Hillshire in the Yennih territory. I have slayed Pit Wyrms, a Basilisk, Vampires, and Demons, all to protect the people of the Gloom and the Twilight Region. I even killed Ursenger, the Mad Chief and usurper of the Yennih throne, in the Great Forest. He was the servant of Belzat and was almost possessed by the Lord of Chaos. I’ve come here to prevent Belzat from breaking his bonds in the Deeper Dark. Not for my own glory, but to protect my family.”

There were some murmurs now from the Nereid, but Telvin silenced them with a wave of his hand.

“And who is your family, that you feel you have a right to tread now in this place?”

The Nereid chief’s red eyes narrowed as he asked the question and waited for my reply.

“I’m married to Ibseth, princess of the Yennih,” I said in a clear voice so the warriors gathered around me would hear. “Chief Ondur is my brother through that marriage, and my son is the heir apparent to the throne. I also have ties to the Dolrath, and my wife Nileme will be their chief one day. Queen Pregia of Glecik, a Goblin city state, is also my wife. And I have friends and loved ones from almost every corner of The Gloom and the Twilight Region. I’m here today for their sake.”

There were sounds of outrage around the chamber, but Telvin again silenced the Nereid audience with a gesture.

“You consort with Goblins?” Telvin asked in a dark tone.

“And Dryads, Orcs, Zencarri, Succubi, Spiran,” I answered in a firm voice that rang with challenge. “Anyone who will fight beside me and keep the peace my friends and I have worked so hard for.”

“There is peace between The Gloom and the Twilight Region?” Telvin asked, and now he sounded shocked.

“There is now,” I replied as I looked around the chamber. “Trade routes are opening, thanks to Chief Ondur’s wisdom. But I have some questions, if that’s okay?”

Telvin nodded, but his expression was unreadable.

“How did a group of Night Elves come to live in the waters under Faibla?” I asked directly. “The legends all tell of how the High Elves and the Lost Dwarves disappeared. But they don’t say anything about the Nereids.”

“That is a long tale,” Telvin replied as his eyes grew sad.

“I’d like to hear it,” I remarked. “When I return to The Gloom, the chiefs will have a lot of questions. I’d like to be able to tell them about you.”

“Eddonir, the first Yennih chief, was given the Armor of Vallis to defeat the Demon King,” Telvin explained. “I am the descendant of his eldest son, so we are distant relatives. When the war was over, Eddonir knew the armor was too powerful to remain whole, so its pieces were scattered. The First Chief sent his eldest son and heir away with the High Elves.”

Eddonir. That name had also been lost to history, or erased. How had I never heard it before now?

“And that’s why you’re all here?” I asked. “But why not just destroy the armor then? Why would Eddonir send his son away from The Gloom?”

“Because items made of such potent magic are not easily destroyed,” Telvin answered as he looked down at the gauntlets. “And Eddonir knew the wards that would keep the Barrier in place were imperfect. If he or one of his line should die, or fail in their practice, the Barrier would be weakened or worse. As long as the Demon Lords lived, there was danger, and the armor might be needed again.”

“What about Vallis? Isn’t he also a Demon Lord? Eddonir made some kind of deal with him for the armor.”

“Balance,” the bald chief intoned. “Creation and destruction are both required for life to continue on. Vallis knew this because it is his domain. Eddonir swore to slay the Demon King and drive his minions back into the Deeper Dark, but he allowed the Demon Lords to live and maintain the balance.”

Suddenly, the Eye showed me the hooded figure again in my mind.

The hooded man reached out with the armor in his slender, ghostly hands, and a mighty Night Elf warrior with white hair and Ibseth’s violet eyes took the armor. But this time, the Eye showed me the scene from the perspective of Eddonir. Vallis stood before the First Chief, wrapped in dark robes. The Lord of Scales had skin as white as bleached bone, black eyes, and two golden horns that sprouted from his forehead.

Vallis didn’t look like the terrifying Demons I’d seen before. He wasn’t monstrous like Slake, Scourge’s horrible mother. Instead, Vallis could have been a random Zencarri man. He was small in stature and looked weary from a centuries-old war.

“So, the Nereid have lived in exile all this time?” I asked as a tingle of empathy filled my chest. “To maintain the balance and keep The Gloom safe.”

“It has been our great honor,” Telvin fervently said. “Eddonir sent his son and a contingent of his people with the High Elves. When we arrived in Faibla, my forefather used the last of the magic granted to him by my family’s pact with the Lord of Scales to transform our people and carry our burden deep into the water where it would be safe. Then we waited for the warrior who might come to reunite the pieces of the armor.”

All of these people were dedicated to a single cause.

I looked once more at the Nereid seated in the chamber, and for the first time, I noticed there were children among them. I’d been so focused on my goal that I hadn’t spotted them before. If I failed the test, those children would grow up, swear the same Blood Oath as their forefathers, and give their lives up to protect the gauntlets.

I’d come all this way to protect the people I loved, but the Nereid were a part of this, too. If successful, I could give them their lives back.

“If I prove myself worthy and take the gauntlets, can your people return to The Gloom?” I asked.

“No.” Telvin shook his head. “We are creatures of the water now. Faibla is our home. But through the stories passed down by our ancestors, we will never forget The Gloom. The Nereid will confer now and decide if you will continue on to the final test. Is there anything else you would like to say on your behalf before the vote is taken?”

Fuck. Telvin really liked to turn up the heat when he could.

“I’d only ask for the chance to prove myself,” I said to the crowd. “Belzat nearly escaped the Deeper Dark a few months ago. I know for certain he won’t give up until his army brings chaos to the world. Not just The Gloom and the Twilight Region, but eventually to Faibla, too. I’m not just fighting for my people, but for all of you.”

“Well said, Duke Eddie,” Telvin said in a low voice to me. “Come. Let us talk a while as the people cast their votes.”

I followed the bald man to the bottom of the chamber as conversion erupted from the Nereid. We settled ten yards from the pedestal where the gauntlets sat, and a Nereid man swam up to us. He was slim and had bright red hair that reminded me of Anidan, one of my Dolrath warriors.

“May I see to your wound, Duke Eddie?” the red-haired Nereid asked.

“Sure,” I said, because I’d almost forgotten my arm had been cut in the fight back in the chamber with the carvings.

The red-haired man pulled some purple and red seaweed from a satchel at his side and wrapped my arm, and the sting I’d been ignoring went away and was replaced with a warm sensation.

As the medic dressed my cut, several more Nereid came by with food and drink for Telvin and me. I took some to be polite, but I still wasn’t sure about Merfolk food. There were little balls of seaweed that looked safe enough, though, and they turned out to be seasoned fish of some kind, wrapped in the salty seaweed.

I ate a few of them, because I was famished after the fight and the puzzle room, but I declined any of the other odd dishes that were offered.

“This will heal the wound and help it clot,” the Nereid medic explained as he finished up.

“Thanks.” I grinned. “Say, are the warriors we fought back there okay?”

“Yes,” the medic replied. “Kurrek died of his wounds before we arrived, but the others said he fought bravely and would be proud of the honor he brought his family.”

“I wish I would have known then what I know now,” I said as I looked over at Telvin. “Kurrek should be alive right now.”

“That was part of the trials,” Telvin replied. “Kurrek did as his oath required, and there is no tragedy in his death. You had to prove you were willing to do whatever it takes to claim the gauntlets. Armor is the prize of warriors, and only a warrior can wear them.”

“I suppose.” I nodded. “Did he have a family?”

“He did,” the Nereid chief answered. “And they will offer his body back to the waters with pride and joy, knowing that Kurrek did his duty.”

“You sound like the Dolrath,” I said with a rueful chuckle. “They don’t see any death in battle as a loss. I’ve fought with Dolrath soldiers under my command many times. Lost a few. But they’re happy to give their lives for their tribe.”

“Will you tell me about The Gloom as it is now?” Telvin asked as the red-haired Nereid left to cast his vote. “What is it like? How have its people progressed in our absence?”

“When I first came to The Gloom, it was awful,” I said as I watched a group of Nereids bring in what looked like two giant fish bowls and set them on either side of the gauntlets. “Ursenger was chief then. He was a tyrant who had imprisoned the rightful chief in a Goblin dungeon. But there was also a lot of good there.”

“The common folk?” Telvin shrewdly asked. “Leading their lives and finding simple joys despite their hardships?”

“Yeah.” I nodded and was impressed by his guess. “That’s what people do, I guess. I made some friends and met a few of my wives. Ursenger ruled by fear, but a resistance rose up to oppose him all the same.”

“And how did the rightful chief, this Ondur, return to power?”

“I found him. Bargained to get him out of that dungeon after the Mad Chief was defeated--”

“By you.”

“Yeah, by me and a whole army of freedom fighters from all over The Gloom. My friends and I helped raise that army by speaking with the other chiefs and convincing them Ursenger could be defeated.”

“Yet you chose not to include that in your appeal to my people.”

“At some point, it felt like bragging,” I snorted as I watched the Nereid begin to swim up to the fish bowls and drop colorful pebbles in them. “I did what I felt was right. And the more I did for the people, the more their leaders seemed to listen to me. It kinda snowballed from there.”

“Snowballed?”

“Never mind,” I laughed. “I just mean that a momentum built up behind me. The next thing I knew, I was leading an army against an evil overlord who’d made a deal with a Demon for power. After that, there was always another fire to put out. Another servant of Belzat trying to hurt people or help him escape. But right now, it’s wonderful there. I wish you could see it.”

“I have through your eyes,” Telvin said with a tired kind of smile. “I’m thankful The Gloom has one like you to protect it. I think you are a truly good man, Eddie Hill. It’s an honor to have known you.”

“I’m glad I’ve gotten to know you, too,” I replied as I tested my arm and realized it didn’t hurt anymore. “You remind me of my friend, Bhakoth. He’s not as serious as you are, but he’s a hell of a leader. A general in the Dolrath army. I think you’d like Ondur, too.”

“The chief is no warrior, though, correct?”

“No.” I shook my head. “But he’s a fine chief. The Yennih love him, and even in the short time he’s been back on the throne, the people have prospered. Ondur even convinced his nobles to broker a peace with the Goblin cities in the Twilight Region. I think he might even marry soon. She’s a young noble from a Dolrath clan of nomads. One of my friends, actually. She is a warrior, and they’ll have great kids together.”

More Nereid swam up to the large, glass bowl and tossed in colorful stones as they voted on my fate and the fate of the world. I really wished I knew which bowl was for yes and no, but as the bottom of the fish bowls slowly filled, some of the Nereid would stop and look over at Telvin and me.

Nereids would be great at poker. They were an entire race of stone-faced people who didn’t give anything away with their expressions. Then I thought about my wives and Manon. I wondered if they’d gotten back to dry land yet. Amrila would be pissed when she heard about the fight we’d had without her, but that only made me smile.

On the surface, Ibseth, Bolra, and Sigrith would be worried. I knew Nileme would think to let them know what was going on, but that might only make the women worry more. Then I wondered what would happen if the Nereid decided I wasn’t the one to claim the gauntlets. Would I be allowed to leave, or make my case again? Or would the descendants of Eddonir turn on me, so I couldn’t reveal their secrets?

I decided not to think about that. They had to vote yes and let me go on to the final trial. There was no point in borrowing trouble before it happened.

“What of your son? The heir apparent to the Yennih throne?” Telvin asked after a long pause.

“Ibseth and I are fine with our boy not becoming chief. He’s got a title and land and won’t want for anything. Plus, he’ll have the freedom to be whoever he wants to be this way.”

“I would have hoped the same for my children,” Telvin remarked as he looked into the distance. “I suppose they might now, and I wish I could see that future with them.”

“Why can’t you?” I asked out of curiosity. “The future isn’t decided yet.”

“Not for them,” was Telvin’s cryptic response.

I looked at the Nereid chief and wondered why he’d started to speak in the past tense, but before I could ask, the Nereid warrior with the white braids swam up to us.

White Braids had also had her wound dressed with the red and purple seaweed and didn’t seem the worse for wear. The female warrior nodded briefly at me, and I bowed my head in acknowledgement back to her. Then she turned to the bald man next to me.

“Chief Telvin,” the warrior woman intoned. “The votes have been cast.”

I looked over at the fish bowls and saw that one had a lot more pebbles in it than the other.

But which bowl was which?


Chapter Eighteen

“Well, Duke Eddie, the moment has come to meet us,” Telvin said as he looked at me. “Let us greet cold Fate with a smile.”

“I’m right behind you,” I answered.

The chief nodded, rose, and swam back to the place just above the gauntlets.

As I followed, the Eye of Vallis began to pulse again. The armored belt felt warm and snug around my waist, but I had no idea if I should be encouraged or nervous about what fact.

Once I was opposite Telvin, the chamber fell silent once again, and I tried to dispel the heavy sense of tension in my gut.

Maybe it was just the fish balls I’d eaten.

“Your voices have been heard, my people,” Telvin addressed the crowd. “Overwhelmingly, the Nereid have decided to allow Duke Eddie of Hillshire to continue on to the last trial.”

The Nereid cheered, and I could feel the vibration of their shouts through the water.

But the tension in my stomach was still there. I had no idea what the last trial would be. Fight a pack of Grindylows by myself? Hunt down a giant sea serpent? It could be anything, and I would be facing it alone.

I steadied myself for the bad news.

“Eddie Hill,” Telvin said as he turned back to me, “I challenge you to single combat. Kill me, and you may take the Gauntlets of Vallis back to The Gloom.”

The bottom dropped out of my stomach.

“What?” I gasped in shock.

“That is the final trial,” the chief explained. “You must defeat me in order to claim the gauntlets. It will be an honor to fight against the liberator of The Gloom. But it will be a fight to the death. Yours, or mine.”

“Telvin, no!” I said in a horrified tone. “It doesn’t have to be like that. Give me something else. I’d rather fight one of those giant squid than you.”

“There is no other way,” Telvin replied, and he was firm in his resolve. “I have sworn a Blood Oath to protect the gauntlets at any cost. And the only one who can remove them from this sacred chamber must kill me first to prove their worth.”

This was insane.

“Telvin,” I said in a low tone so only he could hear me, “think about your people. Your children. They need you. You’re a good man. How can I kill a good man and a father?”

“Because it is what’s demanded of us,” the Nereid chief replied. “I am honored to fight you, and I will not hesitate to take your life. But there will be no pleasure in it beyond knowing that I did as the ancient laws demand. This is the only way if you wish to defeat the Lord of Chaos.”

And there it was. I was faced with the worst choice I could imagine.

I’d never had to fight someone I didn’t hate before. Telvin was a part of my family, however distant. It was wildly unfair that all this work and sacrifice by the Nereid would have to end like this.

But, as I looked at Telvin, I could tell this was what he wanted.

The chief held himself erect and with pride. It really was an honor for him to face me in a battle to the death, but of all the strange and alien traditions I had encountered since I first stepped foot in The Gloom, this one was the hardest to agree to.

But there was no other choice, and I would not disparage Telvin’s honor by refusing.

“I accept your challenge, Chief Telvin,” I finally said. “And in case I don’t get the chance to say it again, thank you for your hospitality and friendship. If I win, I’ll make sure that every man, woman, and child in The Gloom knows what a fine and honorable man you were. And if I don’t, please just let my wives know what happened.”

“Should I defeat you, I will take your sword back to them myself and sing your praises to them,” Telvin replied as he bowed his head in respect. “You may choose what weapons we will use.”

“I choose swords,” I said as I steeled myself for the dreadful task ahead.

A Nereid warrior swam up from the gallery and brought Telvin an ancient, Night Elf sword. It was a beautiful weapon, somehow preserved against time and the corrosive effects of the saltwater. Telvin took his sword with great reverence, and the Nereid warrior bowed to his chief and went back to take his seat.

I drew my own sword and waited, and my heart started to beat faster as I stared at the chief before me.

There was no word of warning when the Nereid chief attacked. Telvin’s lip merely curled a fraction, and then he launched at me through the water. I was able to block and redirect the bald man, but he was incredibly fast.

I realized in an instant that would be the chief’s advantage.

Telvin understood exactly how to move through the water, and his webbed feet were far superior to my bulky, rubber flippers. I was bigger, but slower, yet I had my strength on my side. As Telvin flipped and came at me again, I knew swimming around would be useless for me. Tactical retreats weren’t an option.

I’d have to force the chief to come to me and watch for the right openings for a blow. Maybe tire Telvin out. When the Nereid man came at me again, I swung my sword to knock his blade off course, and then I leaned back and flipped in the water. Before Telvin could swing again, I brought my right foot around and kicked him hard in the chest.

Telvin was pushed back, and I could see a welt where my foot had caught him just under his ribs. The gallery beneath us was eerily quiet, too. The Nereid didn’t cheer for their leader, and instead they watched in stoic silence as the course of their whole society was decided. I couldn’t imagine what they must have felt at that moment. Either they’d watch their respected leader die and be freed from their long oaths, or they would see Telvin victorious with the knowledge that their children’s fate would continue to be tied to the gauntlets.

Telvin bared his teeth as he gripped his sword with both hands, and he swung his blade in smooth arcs through the water as he circled me. The chief was on to my plan. He wasn’t a fool, so I slowly rotated in the water as I watched the bald man and tried to anticipate his next move. Then Telvin dove down with terrific speed.

I looked down and tried to readjust my position in the water, but the chief had already changed directions and shot up beneath me. I was barely able to bring my broadsword around to block the swing.

As our swords clashed, the chief’s left arm reeled back, and he punched me in the side of the head. My ears rang, but I didn’t let it stun me into inaction. I wrenched my sword to one side and raked it across Telvin’s chest, and a long slash opened up on his torso as I drove the bald man back again.

“That’s right!” Telvin called out. “Fight me, chief slayer!”

The calm, even-tempered man I had met minutes before seemed to vanish as Telvin gave himself over to the fight. This Nereid warrior would kill me if I didn’t kill him first.

“Come on then, Telvin!” I snarled back as I gripped my broadsword. “Try and kill me!”

The chief grinned fiercely and charged me again with a dizzying burst of speed.

But as the Nereid attacked, I swung my sword hard and parried the blow. As I knocked Telvin’s blade out of the way, he almost lost his grip on it, and then I brought my broadsword back around in a heavy, upward arc. I sliced open the chief’s cheek, and his head snapped back in a spasm of pain.

Then the bald man shot up toward the ceiling of the chamber. The water around me was murky with blood, and I caught a tint of the copper taste through the small gills behind my ears.

I didn’t wait for the chief to turn and attack me again, I just pumped my legs and went after him. Telvin was too fast for me to catch, but I might be able to corral him and force him against a wall and take away his advantage of speed.

When Telvin somersaulted in the water, I was much closer than he had planned and closing in on him.

I wasn’t close enough for a head or body blow, but my long arms were enough to get his legs. Telvin gripped his sword and seemed ready for me to take a shot at his vital areas, but I stopped short and swung my sword at his calf. The sharp steel cut a sizable chunk from the muscle, and the chief cried out. The water filled with more blood, but Telvin kicked his legs to get away and dissipated the red cloud.

The wound helped to slow the chief down at least.

I pursued the Nereid man with relentless focus as Telvin struggled to work his ruined leg. The bald man turned when I was five feet from him and let loose with a wild swing of his sword to push me back. I smacked away the attack with the flat side of my blade, and I could see the frenzied panic in the chief’s eyes.

Telvin wanted to live, despite his commitment to whatever Blood Oath he’d been compelled to swear to. I was ready to fight to the death because the stakes were too high to fail, but there had to be another way. With my sword arm, I controlled Telvin’s sword arm so he could not swing again, and I physically drove the Nereid man into the stone wall.

“Surrender,” I quietly rumbled as I pinned the chief. “Is your honor really worth your life?”

“Honor is life for a chief,” Telvin snarled as he struggled.

“I’m going to kill you if you don’t.”

“You can try, drylander!”

Then the Nereid brought his knees up between us and kicked me off him.

Telvin was strong for his size, and a life of swimming had hardened his muscles. Without a foothold on the ground or something to grab hold of, I didn’t have the leverage to keep my position, and I was propelled backward. Then the chief got his feet against the stone wall and pushed off. He came at me like a bullet and swung his ancient sword in a savage slash, and the blade slid across my chest and bit deep through my thick wetsuit.

Blood trickled from my chest, but the wound was superficial. I snarled and thrust my enchanted blade at the chief’s side, and as I felt the tip of the sword slide through the man’s blue-toned skin, Telvin screamed. I still didn’t have the leverage to force my sword deep enough to hit Telvin’s vital organs, though. I needed to get the bald man against the walls or the floor again for that.

I pulled back my sword arm as more blood clouded the waters around us. Then, before the warrior could recover his senses, I put on a burst of speed and slammed against the chief. As I swam for all I was worth, I wrapped my free arm around Telvin’s slender frame and gripped the back of his neck so he couldn’t get away.

Telvin growled as I drove us toward the ground and tried to stick my side with his sword. I used my sword arm to fend off the chief’s desperate attack, and Telvin started to pummel the back of my head and shoulder with his free arm. I ignored the pain as I kicked my legs faster and built up more speed.

Then we hit the ground with a crushing force, and I could feel the crunch as Telvin’s ribs or spine broke against the polished rock. My forearm behind the chief also hit against the stone, and a sharp shock of pain shot up my elbow and into my shoulder.

But there was no time to think or catch my breath.

I pushed myself up, wrapped my fingers around Telvin’s throat for leverage, and then slid my broadsword deep into the Nereid chief’s stomach. Telvin’s eyes snapped wide open as my blade ripped through him, and his body stiffened. Then the chief dropped his own sword and grabbed my blade in an involuntary spasm.

I swallowed hard, and I watched the reality of what happened light up in the bald man’s face. Then, to my surprise, Telvin smiled at me.

“Thank… you,” the chief croaked as his red eyes looked onto mine. “Finish… it.”

I nodded once and then twisted the blade to end the noble man’s suffering.

As a crimson fog rose from Telvin’s gut, I lifted myself off the chief and came to float a few feet above him. There was silence in the chamber for a moment, and I looked around at the stunned faces of the Nereid as they stared at their fallen leader. It seemed like the time to say something, but there were no words I could find in that moment that seemed appropriate.

Telvin was a good man, and he’d performed his duty at the cost of his own life.

But then a voice in the crowd broke the tense silence. It was a strong, clear tenor that rose in a rhythmic chant in a language I didn’t know. The cadence of the language was lilting but powerful, and I spotted one of the twins in the gallery. The dark-haired man’s brother took up the chant, and then it slowly moved through the gathered Nereids.

As they chanted, a white glow caught my eye. The gold and glass case around the gauntlets had lit up from within and pulsed in time with the chant, and I could feel the Eye of Vallis pulse to the same beat. The Nereid continued to chant as the woman with the white braids and another warrior swam up from the gallery and then came down to where I floated and picked up Telvin’s still body.

With great reverence, the two carried their chief away, and then another Nereid swam up to me. He looked young and slim but was covered in ropy muscles, and he had a shock of black hair and red eyes.

“I am Nevin, the chief of the Nereid,” the young warrior said as he approached me.

“I’m sorry, Nevin,” I said as I realized this was Telvin’s son.

“You have nothing to be ashamed of, Duke Eddie.” Nevin shook his head. “You did what was required, just as my father did. My people are now freed from their obligation to Eddonir, the first chief of the Yennih. Now, we can forge our own fate. You have our thanks for that.”

“I didn’t know him well,” I replied. “But Telvin has my respect. I’ll make sure the chieftains of The Gloom know how brave he was and what he sacrificed to honor his oath to Eddonir.”

“He would have liked that,” Nevin said as he dropped his eyes to the place where his father had died, but he quickly shook his head and met my gaze again. “But it’s time for you to claim your prize. Come, Duke Eddie. The gauntlets are yours now.”

Nevin turned and gracefully swam to the pedestal, and I followed him as the chanting started to die down. The case that had held the gauntlets had opened up like a flower, and there were the gauntlets. Nevin hovered by the pedestal, but he didn’t make any move to touch them.

I could feel the pull of the Eye as I got closer to the pedestal, and when I reached out and took the gauntlets, I could feel the power within them. I knew from my experience with the Eye of Vallis that it would take time and use to unlock their potential, but I had the gauntlets at last.

I put them on, and they fit me perfectly.

I wondered if that was a part of the magic within the armor of Vallis. Eddonir was a Night Elf and likely much smaller than me, but the gauntlets fit all the same. I flexed a few times to get a feel for them, and as I did so, I became certain I’d done the right thing. It was a thought that came from outside of myself, maybe from the Eye or the gauntlets, but there was no other path I could have taken to get here now.

“Thank you, Chief Nevin,” I said as I looked at the young man.

“They are yours by right,” Nevin replied. “May I and my men escort you back to the surface?”

“Don’t you want to stay here?” I asked and was a little confused. “I’m sure there’s a lot you need to see to, with your father…”

I didn’t finish the statement and let it hang in the water between us.

“There will be time for such things later,” Nevin answered, and it seemed he didn’t want to talk more about it.

“Sure.” I accepted the offer with a nod since I didn’t want to be rude after everything that had happened. “It’d be an honor.”

Nevin bowed and then gathered some of his warriors. The red-haired medic wrapped my wounds while Nevin spoke with his guards and several others. The strange seaweed helped to soothe the burn from the saltwater, and soon the warmth spread across my chest as well.

Once the vanguard had been assembled, I followed them back through the vault and the carved chamber, and this time, I had a moment to study the carving as we passed through the chamber. The scenes that were pictured showed the story of the Nereid. Eddonir as he received the armor from Vallis. The First Chief sending his eldest son with the High Elves. The transformation of the Nereid that allowed them to live in the waters of Faibla.

Then Nevin and his men led me back through the tunnels, but instead of going back to Atlantide and the lake outside of Hendon, I was taken a different route. The new chief and his men led me through the village of the Nereid. The buildings were small, round, and made of stone, and they reminded me of Bermshire in The Gloom.

It looked like many Yennih villages I had seen, and I was surprised this was something the Nereid had kept of their heritage. Instead of fields of grain, the Nereid grew different types of seaweed and kelp. They also kept cultivated coral reefs that attracted fish, crabs, and other sea life that could be harvested for food.

Then there were the people.

The Nereid had left the gallery and returned to their homes, and in the town square, Telvin’s body was being prepared for the funeral. Nevin stopped for a moment, and the vanguard came to a halt behind him. The warrior with the white braid saw us, picked up Telvin’s sword, and brought it to Nevin.

The new chief held it for a moment and then turned to me.

“Will you take this back with you?” the young man asked as he held out the ancient blade. “Give it to Chief Ondur when you tell him about my father. This is Eddonir’s sword, and I feel it belongs with the Yennih.”

“Of course,” I replied as I took the sword. “It would be my honor.”

Nevin simply nodded, and then he turned to continue through the rest of the village. A handful of the villagers swam with us to the edge of the village, but they stopped and watched as we entered the open water.

I took one last chance to look around at the strange world of Faibla. The subterranean sea was filled with colorful reefs, strange fish that existed nowhere else in the world, and the shadows of giant monsters that could be seen in the distance. Part of me would miss this place, but I was eager to get back to my wives and finally return home.

As we reached the far side of the cavern, Nevin and his men led me through another tunnel. It wasn’t natural, I could tell from the tool marks in the stone, but it wasn’t long before we came to another copper door. This one had another depiction of Eddonir on it. The First Chief was dressed in the Armor of Vallis, and he held a pair of scales.

The Eye was around the Night Elf’s waist, and the gauntlets were on his hands. Eddonir also wore a breastplate, grieves, sabatons, and a helmet. On one of the scale plates were jewels that had been set into the metal, and on the other was a horned skull.

I guessed the skull was supposed to be the Demon Kings, but I wasn’t sure what the jewels represented. The scales were in perfect balance, though, so the jewels might have been a metaphor for all the good things, like honor and duty. That would be in keeping with what I knew about the Nereid mindset.

Then Nevin produced a copper key and opened the doors, and as I passed through them behind the young chief, I suddenly felt lighter.

I’d won the gauntlets, and now I could go home.


Chapter Nineteen

Beyond the copper door, the tunnels began to lead up and out of the cave. Most of the Nereid warriors stayed behind at the doors, but six stayed with Nevin and I on the way up to the surface. Eventually, we came out into a cave and broke the surface of the water.

I gulped down the salt-tinged air and was grateful to breathe normally again. Nevin and his guards also came up above the surface and started to swim out of the cave. They stopped at the cave mouth as two scouts went ahead to make sure the coast was clear, and I treaded water next to the chief while we waited.

“What do you think is next for your people?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Nevin replied, and he smiled for the first time. “Build up our city. Learn new trades. Perhaps we’ll be able to rival the Merfolk’s power and craft skills and make treaties with them. You said you helped broker peace between the Night Elf tribes and the Goblins. Do you have any advice?”

“I’m no politician,” I snorted as I looked out at the sunset over the Mediterranean. “But from what I’ve observed, it’s mostly about appealing to the best in people while starting from a place of strength. Peace benefits everyone. Open trade brings in new resources and goods. But the strength keeps one group from thinking they can take advantage of another. From what I’ve seen, the Nereid have the strength part down.”

“Are you sure you can’t stay?” Nevin chuckled as he gave me a sidelong look. “We could use a man like you as we start this new journey.”

“You don’t need me. Just find a few advisors you know you can trust. Not just soldiers, though. Pick ones from all across the board. Scholars, farmers, tradespeople. Listen to what they have to tell you, but do what you know is right. Don’t think you have to be your father, either. You’re the chief now.”

“I suppose I am.” Nevin nodded. “It looks like the scouts are signaling the all-clear. Let’s get you back home.”

The Nereids and I swam out into the sea and followed a cliff face until we reached a beachhead. I waded up onto the sand as Nevin walked by my side, and the vanguard stayed back in the waves. I looked around for any landmarks I could recognize, but I had no clue where I was.

“I guess this is goodbye,” I said as I set my pack down on the sand. “Good luck, Chief Nevin.”

“Goodbye, Duke Eddie,” the young Nereid replied as he held out his hand to me. “I will pray to the gods that your journey is safe and swift.”

“Thanks.” I grinned as I shook his hand. “Take care. I think you’ll be a great chief.”

Nevin bowed his head before he rejoined his men in the water, and they disappeared into the waves.

I smiled and silently wished them luck one last time. The Nereid had a long road ahead of them as they restructured their whole society, but at least their fates were their own now.

Once they were gone, I looked around again to see if I could figure out where I was. I wished I had my phone on me so I could use the GPS to track my location, but I guess I’d just have to do it the old-fashioned way.

I looked over at the sunset. The water looked incredible as the sinking sun turned everything bright orange, pink, and red. Manon’s farm was north of Saint-Porres, and given the height of the hills behind me, I would guess I was further north than the farm. If I followed the beach southeast, I’d eventually get to the town.

I grabbed my pack and walked up the beach to see if I could find the road. With any luck, there would be a sign that would give me an idea of how far I had to walk. I considered using the Stones to call Ibseth and have her pick me up, but my first wife was still new to driving, and it would be dark in an unfamiliar area soon. Between that and not having a firm idea of where I was, it was probably best to just walk and hope a kind stranger might drive by and let me hitch a ride.

I could say I got lost while scuba diving, and they’d probably just assume I was another clueless, American tourist. But the fact I had not one, but two swords on me would likely discourage anyone from stopping.

Looks like it was a long walk for me.

I did stop long enough to put the gauntlets into my pack, though, and then I used the Stones to contact Nileme.

I’m alright, I said to get that out of the way. Are you all good?

Eddie! Nileme’s voice seemed to shout in my mind. Thank the gods! Where are you? Did you find the gauntlets?

Yes, but it’s a long story. I’ll tell you when we’re back together. Where are you?

Back at the villa, like you told us. Amrila did argue. I almost thought she’d jump in the water to come after you, but she listened to reason in the end.

I knew I could count on you. I smiled. I’m somewhere north of Saint-Porres. It might take me a minute to get back to the villa. Is everyone okay there?

Yes. Just anxious to see you.

Did Manon come back to the villa, too?

No. She had to go back to her house to look after her animals. She asked that we call her when we heard from you.

I think I might go to her place first. Pretty sure it’s closer, and it might be a bad idea to walk through town with a sword on my hip. Swords make people nervous. Is the car still at Manon’s farm?

Yes. Manon drove us back to the villa and took it back with her. We thought you would come back through the well.

The Nereid led me out through a different exit. I’ll go to Manon’s first and then come back to the villa. Let everyone know I’m alright and that I love all of you. I’ll see you soon.

See you soon, Eddie. I’m so glad you’re alright.

As I started to walk again, I pulled away the seaweed wrapped around my chest to check out the long cut. I didn’t know what properties the red and purple vegetation had, but the thirteen-inch cut had closed and started to heal. I unwrapped the seaweed on my arm next and saw the cut was mostly healed, but I’d have a scar.

I considered my options for how to find Manon’s house as I took my flippers off and dug the water shoes I had out of my pack. Not the best option for wandering around in the woods, but they beat having big, rubber duck feet. If I stayed just inside the tree line but kept the road in sight, I’d be able to follow it until I was close to Saint-Porres where the road went up into the hills. Once I found that road, I’d know where I was and be able to cut through the woods to save time.

It was dark by the time I found the place where the road turned and went up into the hills, but a wave of relief washed over me when I saw it. I was already tired as hell from swimming and fighting, and now I had a bit of a hike ahead of me. Once I was deep enough into the woods, I turned on my flashlight that came with the scuba gear and started up the incline of the hill.

My thighs and calves ached in protest with each step, but I planned to take advantage of that sweet Turkish bath when I got back to the villa to soothe my worn out muscles. As I slowly made my way up the hill, I finally felt a sense of accomplishment as the other heady emotions of the day ebbed away.

I’d done it. I’d found another piece of Vallis’ armor.

Somewhere out there were four more pieces, but I would find and gather those, too. I wondered where the rest of the armor would be, since Telvin had told me that Eddonir had scattered them far and wide to keep anyone else from finding them.

Suddenly, as if in response to my thoughts, the Eye twitched, and I got a flash of darkness, rock, and a low, guttural growl.

“You’re going to have to wait until tomorrow for that, buddy,” I chuckled tiredly. “I’m spent for today. But don’t worry, we’ll find them all.”

I wasn’t sure how much the Eye could understand. The magical belt didn’t seem like it was alive, but it did have a strange kind of intelligence about it. Either way, the Eye didn’t try to show me more at that moment.

As I topped a rise, though, I saw a clearing ahead of me. The moon had risen and filtered through the small trees, and a movement made me pause. I peered through the semi-darkness and saw the massive, translucent form of a huge shell and an amorphous head.

It was the fire-breathing snail of a forest guardian.

The featureless head swung back and forth as it looked for something. Probably me, since the magic of the Eye of Vallis attracted it.

Nope, I thought. I don’t have time for you either, big guy.

I quietly skirted the clearing, and the water shoes were silent through the undergrowth. The soft footwear didn’t provide the best protection for hiking, but they did have the benefit of being super quiet.

Finally, when the moon was high in the clear night sky, I saw the light of Manon’s cabin. The old mastiff was still on the same part of the porch, and I thought he was asleep until he raised his head and huffed at me. I approached slowly and lowered my hand as I got up to the porch so the old boy could sniff it. The mastiff sniffed my hand, and I felt the touch of his cold, wet nose.

“Hey there,” I said in a low, calm voice as I scratched the hop of his broad, wrinkly head. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you…”

I found the dog’s collar under the many folds of his thick neck and read the name on the tag.

“Jean-Thom. Yeah, just a big ol’ softy, huh? You sure look mean, though.”

Then a light inside the cabin turned on, and the door opened.

Manon stepped out with her rifle in hand, and she was dressed in a colorful, embroidered robe with sparrows and cherry blossoms on it. The robe only came down to mid-thigh, and a silky, blue nightgown peeked out through the gaps.

“Eddie,” the chestnut-haired woman breathed, and her eyes bulged when she saw me. “How did you get here? What happened? Are you hurt?”

I grinned and perched on the side of the porch as I continued to pet Jean-Thom.

“I’m alright,” I said as the mastiff placed his giant head on my lap and closed his eyes. “The rest is a long story. Not much of a guard dog you’ve got here.”

Manon smiled and leaned her Winchester against the door frame, and then she sat down on the old dog’s other side.

“My sweet bebe has run off many strangers in his time. Have you not, Jean-Thom? But he is an old man now.”

“I’ve got quite a few dogs back home,” I replied as the hazel-eyed woman started to stroke the mastiff as well. “I found most of them in the Twilight Region. They’re called garms, and the smaller Goblins use them as mounts. Some of them were in bad shape when I found them. Feral Goblins had abused them. But between Bolra and me, we got them back on their feet.”

“You seem to like picking up strays, Eddie,” Manon said with a mysterious smile. “In fact, I have noticed you are in the habit of saving everyone.”

“I just don’t like injustice, I suppose. I never meant to play hero, but it kinda happened over time. It’s won me a lot of friends, though, so I’m not complaining.”

“Like the Man With No Name,” Manon giggled.

“Nah,” I snorted. “I don’t have a cool poncho. Just a guy trying to leave the world better than how I found it.”

We sat in silence for a few moments before Manon’s hand shifted from the dog’s head to my forearm.

“It is getting cold out here,” she said. “Come inside. I will make some tea, and then I insist you tell me what happened down there.”

“If you’re insisting.” I grinned.

Manon got up and opened the door, but she waited for me to follow her.

As we walked into the cabin, Jean-Thom grumbled as he got up and trotted in behind us. Inside, the cabin was small, but cozy. The furniture was all from the ‘70s and early ‘80s and reminded me of my grandpa’s trailer when I first moved it.

But it was a lot nicer than what the old hillbilly bachelor had left me.

The kitchen and living room were all in the same space, and the stove and fridge looked like they’d come out of the ‘60s, all pea green and chrome. There was a rustic table with four matching chairs that looked handmade with great care, and there was a Chinese vase in the center with a yellowed doily underneath. In the living room area was an old rabbit ear TV, a velvety gold couch with a sage green and marigold Afghan thrown over it, and a well-worn leather chair. A faded, Persian rug covered the hardwood floor in the seating area, and a handcrafted coffee table sat on top of it.

There was an iron potbelly stove to one side of the small TV stand that probably provided warmth on cold nights, and a big dog bed sat next to it, where Jean-Thom settled with a huff. Around the walls were family pictures and a few oil paintings of flowers, bowls of fruit, and one of Saint-Porres with a view of the sea.

As Manon turned on the gas stove and set a kettle to boil, I looked at the paintings.

“These are really good,” I said as I studied the brush strokes and masterful use of perspective. “They look like they were done by the same artist. Is it someone local?”

“You know about art?” Manon asked as she reached into a cabinet and took out two China teacups and saucers.

“You could say that,” I chuckled. “I went to art school back in Ohio. I still paint and draw, but just for myself.”

“Just when I think I know what kind of man you are, you surprise me,” Manon giggled. “Those were painted by my grand-mere. She had a talent. Sold a few paintings to tourists and wealthy people in Saint-Porres. The best ones she kept for herself.”

I looked around at some of the family photos, and they went as far back as the 1940s. I saw a young man in a French Army uniform. Then the same young man next to a beautiful, dark-haired woman with Manon’s eyes in an old-fashioned wedding dress. Then there was a picture of that handsome couple with a baby in front of the cabin. The baby girl transformed into a lovely young woman in the photos, and she married a strapping man sometime in the late ‘50s.

The next set of pictures continued the story as that couple had two kids of their own. A boy and a girl. They grew up in the cabin and had weekends by the sea. Then the kids grew up, and the boy became a man before he disappeared from the pictures altogether. The girl also grew up and got married in her thirties to a tall man with an infectious smile, and then Manon was born.

The last pictures were of a wild young woman growing up in the woods. The couple grew old, but they took their young daughter on trips to aquariums and fishing. Manon looked like a happy child, but by the time she was in her late teens, she stopped smiling in pictures. I noticed the tall man, Manon’s father, disappeared from the photos around the same time.

As the kettle started to whistle, I’d put together pieces of the French woman’s whole life. Manon had lost her dad when she was young, and something about that fact pierced my heart. I loved my dad, and the thought of losing him filled me with dread. I was lucky to have young parents who were still in good health.

“While the tea steeps, you should change out of that wetsuit,” Manon said and broke off my train of thought. “You must be freezing.”

I was pretty cold, and the tight wetsuit wasn’t the most comfortable thing I’d ever worn. Thankfully, Manon let me use her shower and set out some clean clothes for me.

“They were my papa’s clothes,” the chestnut-haired woman said apologetically. “I hope you do not mind. He was tall and broad like you, so they should fit.”

“I don’t mind if you don’t,” I chuckled.

The hot water did a lot of good for my sore bones, and I felt strangely refreshed. The scar across my chest was a pink line now, after the healing seaweed had done its work. I would wear that scar as a mark of pride and always remember the man who had put it there. It would be a reminder of the meaning of sacrifice and duty and my brief time with the Nereid.

Once I was cleaned up and dressed, I sat down with Manon on the gold-colored couch with a steamy cup of tea.

“Now, tell me what happened,” Manon said.

So, I went through the whole story. How Telvin and the Nereid had taken me into that large gallery chamber and asked about my intentions. Then about the final trial where I had fought and defeated the Nereid chief. I tried to say it all quickly, so I didn’t get choked up. I didn’t have any doubt that I’d done what I had to, but the death of a good man was always a tragedy.

“He said ‘thank you?’” Manon asked as she set down her empty teacup on the coffee table.

“I think he was happy,” I replied as I set down my cup too and leaned back on the couch. “Maybe he wanted his son, Nevin, to have the choices that he didn’t have in life. Maybe he was just tired of the burden he felt to his ancestors. I’ll never know for sure.”

“Then what happened?”

“Nevin and his men led me out of Faibla through another set of those copper doors. It let out a few miles northeast of Saint-Porres. Then Nevin gave me his father’s sword and asked me to give it to Ondur, Ibseth’s older brother. I’ll have it shipped back to the states, since there’s no way they’ll let me check it onto the plane.”

“That is it, then?” Manon asked with a sad note in her voice. “You and your wives will go home now?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “The gauntlets are just one piece of the armor, and I have to find the rest before Belzat can pull any more shit.”

“It is a terrifying world you live in. Filled with Demon Lords and monsters.”

“I guess.” I shrugged. “But there’s so much good in it, too. My family, the people of The Gloom and the Twilight Region. I have more friends than I’ve ever had in my life, and I know I can count on them, because they’ve had my back every step of the way. Before I found The Gloom, all I had was debt and a run-down old trailer my grandpa left me. Now, I own several houses on the surface and a manor house in The Gloom. I’m part owner of a successful Army surplus store and a firing range that’s about to open. It’s a good life.”

“You are a lucky man.” Manon smiled, but her eyes were still sad.

“What about you?” I asked, and I looked over at the beautiful French woman in her silky robe as she lounged on the couch. “What will you do now?”

“The same thing I always have,” Manon said with a shrug. “I will protect the well, take care of the goats, and stay with my sweet Jean-Thom.”

“Is that what you want?”

“What I want does not matter. Now that I know what is down that well, I cannot shirk my responsibilities. Whole civilizations rely on me to keep the other world out. And Saint-Porres needs me to keep the monsters trapped down there.”

I felt a pang of empathy for Manon Durand. It wasn’t fair. I guess I’d taken on the same responsibility with The Gloom, but it felt like I had chosen that life for myself. And I loved every minute of it. But Manon was stuck and alone here.

“What if there was another way?” I asked as I sat a little straighter, and an idea formed in my head.

“What do you mean?” Manon asked, and her hazel eyes were curious.

“Cave in part of the tunnel and the well,” I replied in a firm voice. “Then either hide or melt down the key you have. The doors are protected by powerful magic and won’t open without the keys. The Nereids have been protecting the other copper door this whole time without you even knowing about it.”

“I-I am not sure,” the hazel-eyed woman said as she shifted uncomfortably. “That might work. But then what? All I have is this run-down farm to my name.”

“Sell it. You told me land developers have been trying to buy the farm for years. I know this is your family home, but you don’t seem to love it. So, let them have it and use the money to go back to school. Become a marine biologist.”

“But… I would still be alone here. My family is gone. I do not have friends because this life has required every hour of my time.”

“You’re an amazing person, Manon.” I shook my head. “You’ll make friends. Without the farm and the well to look after, you’ll be able to do whatever you want for a change. I know a hell of a lawyer back home. I bet he could get you a great price for the land, or recommend someone who could do that, and you could be set for life.”

“I-I cannot--” Manon stammered, and I put a reassuring hand on her bare knee.

“I think you could do anything you set your mind to, Manon,” I said in a gentle tone. “You’re fierce, smart, and stubborn as hell. You just have to decide what you want.”

Manon looked at my hand on her knee and then back up at me with those gorgeous, hazel eyes.

Slowly, Manon lifted herself from her relaxed position, and she reached out one uncertain hand and touched my face. I gazed back at the French woman as she pulled me toward her, and she kissed me. My body lit up with surprise and desire, and I kissed her right back.

Then I kissed her deeper, and my tongue sought out hers as I snaked one arm around her waist. I felt Manon’s lush body respond to my touch as her back arched, and she placed her other hand on the side of my face.

In my peripherals, I saw Jean-Thom look up from his corner, but he just huffed again as he got up and slinked into the other room.

Once our audience was gone, we got lost in each other’s lips and gentle caresses. Then I lifted her onto my lap. Manon’s smooth, tanned legs wrapped around me, and I slid my hands up the long line of her back and into the silky mass of her chestnut hair.

“How dare you make me fall in love with you,” Manon sighed as she pulled back a little and ran her hands down my neck and shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” I snickered. “I’ll try to make it up to you.”

Manon giggled and rained down a fresh wave of kisses on me.

I moved my hand back down her side, to the French woman’s waist, and undid the tie of her robe. As Manon started to kiss and lick my neck, I pulled the colorful robe off her shoulders and threw it to one side. The nightgown Manon wore underneath was thin, and her pert nipples showed through the soft fabric.

“Ooooh, Eddie!” Manon breathed as I kissed her neck and collar bone. “Uhhh, I waaaant you so badly!”

“I want you, too,” I rumbled as I cupped her full, supple breast.

“Yes, touch me just like that,” the hazel-eyed woman keened as I pulled one strap of her nightgown down to reveal her tawny nipple and began to kiss it.

Then Manon pulled off the old t-shirt I had on, and as the chestnut-haired woman tossed the shirt on the floor, I took hold of the thin nightgown and lifted it over her head. Manon’s body was incredible. Slim, but well-muscled from years of farm work and hiking in the forest. Her breasts were round and seemed to float without need for a bra, and her tanned skin had hints of freckles from the oceanside sun.

Manon’s panties were the color of the Mediterranean sea and cut low on her hips, and the cheeks of her heart-shaped ass spilled from the bottom.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned as I buried my face between her perfect tits. “You’re gorgeous.”

“You’re a beast!” Manon called out as she raked her fingers through my black hair. “Uhhhh, Eddie!”

My cock jumped and pressed painfully against my jeans, and I took hold of Manon’s ass and thighs as I flipped her back onto the couch. Manon gave a startled squeal that turned into a delighted giggle, and then she gazed up at me with hooded eyes. The French woman reached for the buttons of my jeans and quickly undid them. My throbbing erection flopped out, since I didn’t have any underwear on, and Manon’s eyes widened with surprise.

“Mon dieu!” Manon gasped with a wicked grin. “It is beautiful!”

As Manon began to stoke one warm hand up and down my shaft, I struggled out of the jeans, but it took a few tries since I was distracted by waves of pleasure.

“God,” I growled as Manon relentlessly worked my cock. “That feels sooo goood! Fuck.”

As I finally kicked the jeans away, Manon shifted and pushed me into a seated position.

“Such a big man.” The hazel-eyed woman smirked as she rubbed her hands up and down my upper thighs, and she was purposefully missing my impressive erection. “Mmmmm, let me taste you!”

Before I could respond, Manon bent over and kissed my hip, just to the left of my cock. Her long hair pleasantly tickled my legs as her lips inched toward my turgid member, and my toes curled against the floor.

“Fuck!” I rumbled as I gathered her hair and held it out of the way so I could see her face. “You’re incredible.”

“I can’t wait to feel you inside of me,” Manon breathed, and then she slowly licked the length of my cock with her warm, wet tongue.

“Ahhhhh,” I moaned as the French woman took me into her mouth. “Fuuuck yessss! Just like that.”

Manon’s mouth worked up and down as she moved her tongue against the head of my cock. The muscles in my legs tensed from the amazing sensation, and it felt so good that I had to force myself not to cum right then. Then, when I couldn’t take any more, I gently lifted Manon’s face. My erection came out of her mouth with a wet plop as she grinned, and I guided her onto her back again.

“You’re turn,” I said as I pulled off her panties.

“Ohh, Eddie,” the chestnut-haired woman sighed, and her eyes were hooded with desire.

As the blue-green panties slid down over her hips and ass, I saw Manon’s pink pussy and a thin landing strip of hair just over her pubic bone. The lips were slight, and I had a clear view of the little pink button of her clit, which was already wet from her excitement.

“Like an exotic flower,” I rumbled as I slowly slipped one finger into her tight, slick channel.

“Uhhhh, oui!” Manon mewled as she arched her back. “U-Use your mouth, please!”

I grinned as I watched Manon’s beautiful face contort with pleasure. The hazel-eyed woman touched her breast as her eyes closed, and I lowered my face over her delicate clit and gave a few teasing licks.

“Oooooh!” Manon keened as I went full bore, and then I crooked my finger inside her to find that magical sweet spot.

I greedily lapped at Manon’s pussy, and her knees came up to encompass my head. I barely breathed for several minutes, but I didn’t care as I lost myself in making her scream with ecstasy.

“Eddddie!” Manon called out as her inner muscles started to spasm and contract. “Uhhh, je jouis! Ohhhhhhhh!”

There was a slight squirt of juices as she came, but I wasn’t done yet. I playfully kissed her pink clit one last time, and then I pulled her hips to the edge of the couch cushions.

“My love,” Manon panted as she sat up and wrapped her firm legs around me. “Eddie, I-I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I whispered, and then I slowly pushed my painfully throbbing erection inside her.

“Ahhh,” Manon sighed as she pushed her hips against mine to take me fully into her tight channel. “Mon amour! Fuck me until I cum again.”

“Yessss!” I growled as we began to move together. “I want to make you cuuuum. Fuuuck! You feel soooo good!”

We moved slowly at first, but soon we lost all restraint. I pistoned my hips against Manon until I felt the pressure begin to build in my core, and she clenched down around me every time I bottomed out.

“Yes, yes, yessssss!” Manon keened with every thrust as her nails raked down my back. “Uhhh, I’m soooo close.”

“Cum for me, baby,” I ordered.

“Uhhhhhhhh!” Manon screamed as she climaxed again, but she didn’t stop or slow her pace. “I-I want you to cum on my stomach! Cover meee with your seeeed!”

“Here it comes!” I growled as I pulled out with a wet pop at the last second, and I covered Manon’s flat stomach and tits with a pearly spray.

“Ahhhh!” Manon grinned, and then she touched her fingertip to my cum and sucked it off her finger. “Mmmm, you are a beast of a man.”

“Fuck,” I snorted as I caught my breath. “You’re wild. Here… let me get you something.”

I grabbed the t-shirt from the floor and helped Manon get cleaned up. Then we curled up naked on the old, gold-colored couch together. Manon stroked my chest as I held her, and she pressed her face against the side of my neck. Her warm breath felt nice, and we covered ourselves with the Afghan from the back of the couch.

“Will your wives be worried?” Manon asked after a while.

“I let them know I was alright,” I replied. “And that I was coming here before I headed back to the villa.”

“Will-- will they be angry with us for what we just did?”

“No,” I chuckled. “I told you, they’re not jealous. It’s not like I’m in the habit of sleeping with just any beautiful woman, either. Only the ones I’m really in love with.”

“And you’re happy with so many wives?” Manon asked with a strange note in her voice. “It seems like an impossible thing, meeting the needs of so many.”

“They make it easy.” I shrugged. “And they care about each other and want everyone to be happy. They’ve all got their own interests outside of me, too. But I do try to take time and make sure that each of them knows how much I love them. It’s a lot, sure. But more than worth the effort.”

“How soon will you all return to America?”

“In a few days,” I said as I held Manon a little tighter. “But you know, you’re free to come with us. I don’t know if you have a passport, but those are little details I’m more than happy to figure out.”

“You want me to come with you?” Manon asked as she lifted herself on one elbow to look at me.

“Of course.” I grinned. “You don’t think that I was going to make love with you and just leave like it didn’t mean something, do you?”

“I wasn’t really thinking about such things a moment ago,” Manon replied with a shy kind of giggle. “I just didn’t want you to leave without being with you, at least once.”

“Well, it doesn’t have to be once, if you don’t want it to. Come with us. We can figure everything else out as we go.”

“Really?” Manon asked, and her hazel eyes were wide in disbelief.

“Really.” I nodded. “I can talk to my lawyer, Meyer, about selling your land. We’ll figure out the whole immigration thing together. If there’s one thing Meyer’s good at, it’s cutting through red tape.”

“Does your lawyer have contacts here in France?”

“Meyer is the kind of guy who has contacts everywhere,” I laughed. “For such a chill, professional guy, he’s kinda sketchy like that. And he’s bought property in Europe before. Selling it can’t be all that different.”

“But I don’t have any money,” Manon said with a frown. “Not much at least. Tickets, passports, visas and such are expensive.”

“Lucky for you, I’m rich as fuck.” I smirked. “And you can bring Jean-Thom, too. I think we can stay a couple of days to get everything sorted out, but I hope you know where we can get explosives, so we can seal the well before we go.”

“Oh, Eddie!” Manon cried as she threw her arms around me and showered me in kisses.

We made love again and fell asleep on the couch in one another’s arms. I woke up to Jean-Thom’s wet nose on my arm as he begged to be let out in the morning, and then Manon and I went to tell my other wives the good news.

Ibseth was the most excited, but the other women were thrilled, too. Nileme also seemed excited that Manon would come home with us. The Dolrath woman and Manon got along well and had a shared interest in firearms, and before we even had the tickets bought, they had already made plans for the French woman to move in with Nileme.

I was secretly pleased about that. I would have happily let Manon have the trailer, but I’d also had plans to turn it into a man cave one day.

Manon was also able to buy some dynamite to cave in part of the tunnels that led to the copper door, and we took apart the well, brick by brick, before we sealed the entrance. Then we covered the spot where the well had been with sod to erase any trace that it had been there.

Once that was done, I got a hold of Meyer and asked him to start the process of selling the farm and getting Manon all the right paperwork to come to America.

“That’s a tall order, even for you, Eddie,” Meyer chuckled over the phone. “But we can handle the sale through one of the international LLCs I set up in your name for tax purposes. Immigration won’t be simple, but I think we can start with a work visa if you want to ‘employ’ her.”

“What about a student visa?” I asked. “Manon wants to become a marine biologist.”

“That could work, but she’d have to be enrolled in a university first. I’ll get started on the work visa. You have that range that’s about to open, and we can say she works there for now. After that, we can talk student visas.”

“You’re the best, Travis.” I grinned.

“I know,” the lawyer said without humor.

On the last day in France, I treated the ladies to a shopping trip in Saint-Porres and a nice dinner. We bought gifts for any of our friends that we hadn’t already picked up something, and then I arranged to have everything shipped to the states. On Travis’ suggestion, I opted for the more expensive insurance for shipping, since he said that would encourage the shipping company not to lose or delay anything.

The swords, gauntlets, and a shitload of gifts were boxed up and would meet us in America, and the next day, Bolra tricked Jean-Thom into taking a sedative stuffed in a piece of cheese before we crated him up for the plane ride home. We’d had to take the poor old guy to a vet to make sure he was up to date on vaccinations, and the vet suggested the sedative, since Jean-Thom was an old dog and the trip could be stressful.

After a very long plane ride, and a few Ubers later, my family returned home.

“You’re back!” Craig said as he greeted us at the door of Ibseth’s house.

The skinny man had been over to check on the dogs and saw us pull into the cul-de-sac.

“Sure are.” I grinned as I helped to unload some luggage from one of the Ubers. “How’s everything here?”

“Well,” Craig said with a heavy sigh as the women started to carry their things into the houses. “The dogs are great. I really enjoyed looking after them for you. But some of Mrs. Hill’s house plants didn’t fare so well. I don’t know shit about plants. Had to take that big ficus over to my mom’s so she could rehabilitate it. It’s looking a lot better now. I’ll bring it over tomorrow.”

“I’m sure you did your best,” I snorted. “Thanks for house-sitting.”

“Any time, boss. Oh, and the range is almost ready for the grand opening. Nate’s gonna be thrilled you’re back. He didn’t want to open without you.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I’ll call him later. I want to take a moment and recover from the plane. It’s a long trip across the ocean.”

“I’ll leave you to it then. See you at the shop, boss.”

Craig left, and my family worked on getting settled after the long trip. Once we were all unpacked and showered, we made plans to have dinner at Ibseth’s place and give Manon a proper welcome home. I ordered an army’s worth of food and beer to be delivered, and when it all arrived, we sat in the living room and looked for a movie to watch.

It was a tradition for my family, after all.

But as the opening credits of Tombstone started to play, a voice inside my head broke the peaceful moment.

Eddie! I heard Bhakoth’s voice say with an urgency I’d never heard from him before. Eddie, we need you. Someone has made an attempt on Lady Ekneme’s life!

Oh, shit.

End of Book 14


Cast of Characters from Book 14:

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


End Notes

Thanks for reading Backyard Dungeon 14! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Logan Jacobs


--


Patreon

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Logan Jacobs


Haremlit

Want to find other authors like me?

Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!

cover.jpeg
———

| LOGANJACOBS






OEBPS/image_rsrc2FS.jpg
LOGAN JACOBS





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




