
        
            
                
            
        

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

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    Westherst, Ohio, was a small town not far from Cleveland and just a little south of Lake Erie, and it had the feel of a modern Mayberry, but with more rednecks. The place reminded me of every small town in Ohio, where I was born and raised, with a family-run ice cream stand, a little hardware store, and enough churches and bars for a town twice its size. In Cleveland, where I went to college, my old, rusty truck stuck out, but here my old Chevy fit right in. 
 
    As I pulled onto the street on the outskirts of town, I looked at the hodgepodge of houses of my new neighbors that sat on the edge of a hilly wilderness. Most of the homes looked to be around a hundred years old, which was typical around here, but some were newer. The cars parked in the driveways were all over the place, too, in age and condition. 
 
    There were seven houses arranged in a cul-de-sac, each with a long semi-rectangular lot behind them, and some of the yards were larger than others. The house in the center of the semi-circle had the biggest allotment, but mine was in the middle of the right-hand side. Beyond the houses was the ever-present tree line, marking the edge of civilization before it gave way to the Ohio wilderness.  
 
    The house to the right of Grandpa’s place had a crisp lawn and several well-maintained flower beds, as well as several tasteful lawn ornaments, including a concrete duck, dressed in a flowery cloth dress, that was a sure sign an older woman lived there. The house on the left was also well-kept, with trimmed bushes, a couple of kids’ bikes left in the yard, and white wicker chairs on the porch.  
 
    But the yards were all tidy and well-kept, and even the older cars looked to be well cared for, except for one or two that had been parked in somebody’s yard and left to the elements. All in all, though, this seemed like the perfect place to start my “adult” life, and I couldn’t wait to get a load of my grandfather’s old place. 
 
    Then I pulled up to a mustard-yellow double-wide trailer that was just starting to rust around the edges. The yard was overgrown, and scattered around were large chunks of rusting metal that had come from old cars or farming equipment. Rust was the ever-present scourge of life in Ohio, since it was a cool, damp environment, especially this close to the Lake.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I stopped the truck and looked at the old place. I’d never really known my grandfather, but mom always called him an eccentric, and I could see why now. The debris in the yard seemed to be evidence of dozens of unfinished projects, and while the backyard was surrounded by a wood privacy fence, I assumed it looked about the same as the front. 
 
    I got out of the car, took a selfie in front of the house, and sent it to my friend Jay with the caption, A man and his castle. Then I looked at the picture and grinned.  
 
    No one really likes pictures of themselves, me included, but I knew the sight of me standing before my newly acquired, and somewhat dilapidated, home and grinning like I’d just struck gold would get on Jay’s nerves. 
 
    Jay always liked to look at things for what they are, where I liked to think of how they could be. 
 
    What the hell is that, Eddie? Jay sent back. Hope you’re up to date on your tetanus shots. 
 
    What are you talking about? I texted back as I started to walk up to the porch. Wait until you see it a month from now and then try to crack jokes. 
 
    Ugh. Just make sure to bug bomb the place before you try to sleep there. 
 
    That’s what I like about you, I typed. Always looking on the bright side. 
 
    I put my phone back in my pocket and looked around. The porch was solid. Maybe it needed a good sanding and a new coat of stain, but none of the boards were loose. That was a good start. 
 
    “Hey,” I heard a man say from behind me. 
 
    I startled a little, turned, and saw a man with a short beard and brown hair. He was dressed in a nice pair of jeans and a baby-blue polo, and he came up the walkway toward me. He had a friendly smile on his face, and I guessed he was in his early thirties. 
 
    “Hi there,” I said as I came down the steps of the porch to meet him. 
 
    “I’m David Miller, I live next door to your right,” the man said as he extended his hand for a shake. 
 
    I reached out and took David’s hand as I got a better look at him. David had a pleasant kind of roundness about him, and an uncalloused hand, so I guessed he worked in an office or something that didn’t require much physical activity. 
 
    “It’s good to meet you,” I said as I smiled back. “I’m Eddie Hill, and this is my place now.” 
 
    “Oh,” David said as his eyebrows raised. “I didn’t realize the place had been on the market.” 
 
    “Nah,” I replied. “I inherited it from my grandpa. A lawyer got a hold of me last week to tell me the old guy left it to me.” 
 
    “You’re Albert’s grandson?” David said before he thought to cover his surprise. “Sorry, I don’t mean any offense. You just don’t look anything like him.” 
 
    “None taken,” I said lightly. “We weren’t close. I was actually surprised he left the place to me. I hadn’t seen him since I was a kid.” 
 
    “Well, Albert always was… surprising,” David replied in a polite tone before he plastered on a smile. “What do you think you’ll do with the place so far?” 
 
    I saw him glance back at the house and knew he must have wondered why anyone would want to live in an old mobile home from the 70s that looked like it was one angry storm away from turning into a pile of rubble. 
 
    “I thought I’d start with getting the yard cleaned up,” I said as I looked around. “I haven’t seen the inside yet. Probably some work to be done there, too.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” David said with obvious relief. “I know Mrs. Whitmire on the other side will be glad to hear that, too. She and Albert used to go rounds about the yard.” 
 
    “Did you know my grandpa well?” I asked. 
 
    I’d never really gotten to know him, since he and my mom weren’t on speaking terms, but I had always wondered about him. 
 
    “Not really,” David said with a shake of his head. “Albert kinda kept to himself. But he was always friendly enough the few times I did speak to him. Mostly he’d just wave and say hello if he was out in the yard. Anyway, I won’t keep you. But if you need anything, Jessi and I are just next door. It was nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, too,” I said as I shook David’s hand again. 
 
    As the bearded man walked back to his place next door, I turned, went back up the porch, and opened the door to my new home. 
 
    The first thing that hit me was the smell of cigarettes, so I guess grandpa had been a smoker. I stepped into the front room and glanced around, and I noticed everything here looked like it had come out of a time capsule. The shag carpet was green and gold, and it had become matted with time and use. The couch had a scratched wooden frame, and the cushions were a threadbare off-white with brown and orange ferns.  
 
    And of course, the walls were wood paneling. 
 
    Despite the layer of dust on everything, the manufactured home was fairly clean, if cluttered. There was a heavy wooden end table that sported a dingy lamp made from a large piece of wood, and it was carved to look like a cowboy leaning against the trunk of a tree. The decorations on the walls were equally kitschy, including one of the singing basses that had run out of battery power. 
 
    I moved through to the kitchen, which was also straight out of 1970. I walked past mustard-colored Formica countertops, pea-green appliances, and cracked, dark orange linoleum as I went out to the backyard, and then I looked out across the half-acre of land the property included on a long, thin lot. 
 
    There was a shack of an unpainted shed, a stand of overgrown, flowering bushes, more rusting junk, and plenty of weeds where flower beds had once been. But the grass was nice, if also overgrown, and I could see some real potential here. If I removed the cement slab that served as a back patio, put down some paving stones, cut back the bushes and put in a trellis, and fixed up the shed, this could be a really nice spot to hang out and drink a beer. 
 
    In the shed, I found an old riding mower, a weed whacker that looked like it hadn’t been touched in a decade, and an assortment of old-fashioned yard tools. The mower didn’t start at first, but I gave it some fresh gas from the emergency can I kept in my truck and then set the battery on a charger tucked away in the corner of the shed, and an hour later, I was pleasantly surprised when the mower turned over. Mowing around all the junk would be a pain, but hopefully I’d be able to have it all hauled away once I found regular work. 
 
    I decided to get started right away since I didn’t have anything better to do. I’d paid my way through school by taking a series of odd construction jobs, and I had a little savings tucked away until I found regular work as a graphic artist. But until I heard back from some of the places I’d applied to, I had a little time to relax and settle in before the student loan payments started rolling in. 
 
    It took about an hour to mow the whole yard since I had to dodge around the old motors, pieces of farm equipment, and other assorted junk, but I was pretty happy with my work. After I knocked back the weeds from the walkway, porch, and back patio, I grabbed an old pair of garden shears from the shed and walked over to the bushes. 
 
    I paused as I looked at the flowering bushes and thought about how far back I wanted to trim them. I’d already worked up a sweat in the summer heat, and I wasn’t looking forward to the task. I figured the thing to do was to get in there and see what I was working with, so I ducked and moved into the branches to try to see how many plants made up the brush.  
 
    But when I got to the center of the growth, I was met with a surprise. 
 
    There was a large stone inside the growth of bushes, and in the middle was a boarded-over hole. I looked at it closely and decided it must have been an old mineshaft. Ohio was coal country, after all, but I didn’t know if there had been a lot of mines this far north. 
 
    “Huh. This is weird…” I was overwhelmed with curiosity, so I went back to the shed to see if there were any tools I could use to pry up the boards. Old mineshafts could be dangerous, but if I was careful, I’d be able to get an idea of what the hole was. There was a possibility it was an old rum-runner tunnel, since Ohio had also been known for moonshine during Prohibition, but with Cleveland being only an hour or so away, it was just as likely a mineshaft. 
 
    I found a crowbar mixed in with some other odds and ends in a box near the back, and then I went back into the bushes to see what was under the boards. If there was an old still or something down there, that could be worth something now. People loved to collect that kind of stuff, and I’d be able to make a little money. 
 
    Back in the bushes, I started to pry up the old boards. Some of them were pretty rotten, so it didn’t take long before I was looking down into the darkness. Then I pulled out my phone, turned on the flashlight, and looked into the hole. I could see the dirt at the bottom of the pit, and there was a ladder built into the side of the hole along a stone wall. 
 
    I put my phone back in my pocket and started to climb down, and I discovered there was only a few feet before the entrance of the hole opened out into a small, round space. I pulled out my phone again and looked around. While the floor of the small cavern seemed to be dirt, all the walls were stone.  
 
    That was weird. 
 
    I’d expected dirt walls, maybe some clay, and old wooden supports or something, but the walls were solid stone, and I could see tools marks from where this unnatural cavern had been carved out. 
 
    I looked around and saw a tunnel that led into the darkness toward the back of the property, and I started to walk. Everything seemed pretty solid, and I didn’t notice any large cracks in the rocks, so I felt it was pretty safe. Worst thing I expected to find was maybe a family of angry groundhogs, and I couldn’t help but wonder where the tunnel let out. 
 
    “Well, here goes nothing,” I muttered.  
 
    The flashlight on my phone only provided a few feet of light and did little to dispel the darkness around me, but this gave exploring the tunnel an exciting, spooky kind of vibe. The thin layer of dirt or dust that covered the floor of the tunnel didn’t show any signs of animals that might have called the tunnel home, and it felt like I’d been down here for twenty or thirty minutes before I finally came to the first, small cavern. 
 
    The tunnel opened up into a circular chamber that didn’t have any of the toolmarks I’d seen previously. This was a natural space, and I could hear the sound of water dripping somewhere nearby. The cave was maybe fifty feet long and thirty feet wide, and as I walked forward, the sound of my footsteps echoed loudly in the silence.  
 
    “Woahhh.” I slowly made my way around the chamber, moving from left to right, to get an idea of what the chamber looked like.  
 
    On the far side of the opening where I’d come in, there was another opening, and then two others, evenly spaced, along the far wall of the cave. Next to the opening furthest to the right, there were several large rocks. I still hadn’t seen any footprints or scat of animals, but I kept an ear out for any squeaks of bats or other rodents. 
 
    As I rounded the rocks, I wondered about the lack of life in the cave, and that was when I saw one skeletal foot peeking out from around the back of the outcropping.  
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped as I stumbled back a step.  
 
    Now, I’d never seen a skeleton in real life before, but the bones of the toes seemed unnaturally long to me. 
 
    “Shit. Shit. Shit.” I could feel my heart start to race. Had this actually been a rum-runner tunnel? Did I just stumble across an almost century old crime scene? As I wondered whether I was supposed to call the police to report the remains, I came around the outcropping and saw what was, up to that point, the most horrific thing I’d seen in my life.  
 
    The skeleton was not human.  
 
    The skull was elongated, and two huge fangs descended from the center of its mouth, flanked by two only slightly smaller canines. Its bony face was flat, with a large, inverted heart shape where a nose had once been, and the long arms and short legs stuck out at odd angles. 
 
    But the weirdest thing was the two, massive, skeletal wings that laid in a crumpled heap around the creature.  
 
    My breath caught in my throat, and I felt a cold sweat prickle my brow. This… couldn’t be real. My rational mind tried to offer up dinosaur fossils as an explanation, but these bones weren’t encased in rock. They were white, with brown streaks I assumed to be old blood, and while the skeleton wasn’t exactly fresh, I knew it had to be fresher than several million years.  
 
    And the fucker was pretty big, so I didn’t even want to think about what could have killed it.  
 
    I turned and ran back the way I’d come from, away from the monstrous creature. Even though I knew it was dead and gone, the very idea that it had existed refused to register in my rational brain. 
 
    I raced back up the tunnel toward the daylight, where things made sense and there weren’t any skeletons of six-foot dead bat-like creatures. By the time I got back to the ladder, I was dripping sweat and cursing under my breath.  
 
    What the fuck was that thing and how had it gotten into a tunnel in my backyard? 
 
    I’d already started to question what I’d seen when I came out into the warm, summer air a half-minute later. Could it have been a trick of the light? It was really dark down there, and my phone’s flashlight wasn’t the best, so maybe it was more than one skeleton, all piled together, and it just looked fucked up.  
 
    But then the memory of that skull came back to me. There wasn’t any getting around that.  
 
    I’d spent my life in Ohio, which meant lots of hunting and time spent in the woods. I had seen all kinds of animal skulls, but I’d never seen anything like that. Except for a bat, but those were tiny. I’d never seen one with more than an eleven-inch wingspan, and at a guess, that thing would have had a wingspan of seven to eight feet. 
 
    What.  
 
    The.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I burst out of the bushes and put my hands on my knees to catch my breath. Was I just losing my mind? I had heard about gas pockets in old mines, maybe I’d been hallucinating. 
 
    “Yoohoo!” I heard a cheery, if husky, voice call out. 
 
    I looked up to see a wrinkled, sallow face with dark eye makeup and improbably long lashes sticking up over the fence, and I had to stop myself from recoiling. The shock of the skeleton in the cave hadn’t worn off, and for a moment, the old woman with her hair teased up to its limits seemed just as monstrous.  
 
    “Oh, hi there,” I panted as I gathered myself. “You must be Mrs. Whitmire.” 
 
    I stood and walked over with my heart racing and my mind still on the thing in the tunnel. All I wanted to do was get back in the house and process what I’d just seen, but I also didn’t want to make the neighbors think I was insane on my first day here, so I decided to play nice.  
 
    “And you must be Albert’s grandson, Eddie,” the old woman wheezed. 
 
    Mrs. Whitmire sounded like she’d smoked a pack a day for the past fifty years, and I could see her claw-like hands gripping the fence. Her gnarled fingers were tipped with gaudy pink, press-on nails, and the skin around them was yellowed with nicotine. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, still half-dazed. “Got here just today. How’d you know that?” 
 
    “News travels fast in this town, hon,” Mrs. Whitmire rumbled. “It’s good to see someone taking care of the old place.” 
 
    As I looked at the fence, and the woman peeking over it, I realized she must have been standing on something on the other side to see over the tall privacy fence. I remembered what Miller had said about the woman next door and Grandpa going rounds about something, and I wondered how often she perched up there to spy into the yard. 
 
    “Are you fixing up the place to sell?” Mrs. Whitmire asked with mock-sweetness. 
 
    “Uhh, no,” I replied, and I was a little caught off-guard by the whole interaction. “I’m planning on staying. At my age, already owning a half-acre seems like a pretty sweet deal.” 
 
    “Oh,” the old woman said, and I saw her face fall slightly before she recovered her mask-like, neighborly smile. “Well, I just hope you’re not one of them partiers. We have enough trouble with those two hooligans down the street, blasting their music at all hours of the day and night.” 
 
    Mrs. Whitmire laughed, or cackled more like it, as if she were joking, but I could tell she wasn’t going to be a pleasant neighbor, and I started to feel more antsy about getting back into the house. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m a pretty quiet guy. Kinda got all of that out of my system pretty early. If you’ll excuse me, I could really use a shower.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, dear,” Mrs. Whitmire said with an understanding nod. “But if you’re thinking about putting in a garden, I’d be more than happy to help. My roses have won prizes at the Garden Club and the county fair five years in a row.” 
 
    “I just might do that,” I said to appease the old woman. “You have a good day, ma’am.” 
 
    “You, too,” she said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Nice to meet you, Eddie.” 
 
    I hurried back into the house and locked the door behind me, and already my nosy neighbor was fading from my mind.  
 
    I had more pressing matters to deal with than a bored old woman.  
 
    What the fuck had that thing in the tunnel been, and how did it get there? What else was in those tunnels? This was something out of those crazy documentaries they play after ten on the History Channel, and I couldn’t wrap my head around the whole idea.  
 
    I had grown up with Bigfoot stories, but I’d never believed in anything like that myself. It was just something the older people would bring up at family gatherings, after everyone had drank a few beers. 
 
    I walked into the back of the house, found a bedroom, one room filled with junk, and finally the bathroom. It was small, and the shower/tub was surrounded by an old shower curtain with bass and salmon printed on it. It was clean enough, just dusty, like the rest of the place, so I grabbed my overnight bag, turned on the hot water, and tried to clear my head under the steaming jets. 
 
    Even in my shocked state, I noted the water pressure was good. But every time my mind wandered, the picture of that inhuman skull popped back into my head, and try as I might, I couldn’t convince myself of a reasonable explanation. 
 
    I thought I should call someone about it, report it to some official agency, but who? Animal control? The police? Who would even believe me? They’d probably think it was a hoax of some kind. People always think there’s money to be made in that kind of thing, but usually, the person who made an extraordinary claim just ended up looking like a wack job.  
 
    I avoided the backyard for the rest of the day and tried to busy myself with other things. I made a halfhearted attempt to sort through the shit in the junk room, but it was packed with all sorts of useless things like old magazines that ranged in topic from guns to UFOs, a busted toaster, half-broken furniture, and a couple of bags of Grandpa’s old clothes. 
 
    The few good things I found were some vintage Playboys and a record player that still worked, so it wasn’t a complete loss. But my mind kept creeping back to the horrific skeleton, and I found it hard to concentrate on anything else.  
 
    What the hell was down there? 
 
    I also found an old, heavy-duty flashlight, a dusty but still functioning compass, and a box of expired MREs. Seemed like Grandpa had been quite the character, and it was no wonder my strait-laced mother and him didn’t see eye to eye.  
 
    When I unearthed the flashlight, an idea started to form inside my head. 
 
    Whatever that thing was down in the cave, it was long dead, and considering the neighbors were more worried about the state of my yard than monsters coming up from the ground, chances were it had been the only one of whatever-the-fuck it was.  
 
    What else might be down there? 
 
    Curiosity started to overcome my initial shock, and I found myself planning on going back down. It was early evening, and I didn’t have a job to get to tomorrow morning. Maybe it was worth exploring some more.  
 
    I grabbed the flashlight, compass, and my old backpack, and I rationalized I wouldn’t be satisfied until I looked at the thing again, just to be sure of what I saw. I figured I just had to go back down as I put some chips and a couple of bottles of water in my backpack.  
 
    After all, it would be foolish to just board the hole back up and ignore it. What if Grandpa Albert had buried treasure down there? It was a long shot, of course, and I didn’t even know if he’d ever done more than just board the hole up, but the mystery and possibility kept tugging at me relentlessly. 
 
    As the sun set, I unlocked the back door but paused as a thought occurred to me. I should really bring something with me for self-defense. Better to have it and not need it, right? I thought about what I had that would work. Despite all the gun magazines, I hadn’t found a stash of my Grandfather’s guns, but I did have a really nice, sharp katana from my college days in the truck. 
 
    The purchase had felt a little ridiculous at the time, but the Cold Steel blade looked fucking awesome when the dude on the YouTube video cut the hanging pig, and now it was coming in handy, so I had no regrets. 
 
    I carried in the few boxes of stuff I’d brought with me and set them down in the living room. I’d just thrown things in randomly when I packed, since I didn’t own much at the time, so it took a moment to figure out which box my katana was in. But once I had the sword in hand, I marched out to the back yard and glanced over to make sure Mrs. Whitmire wasn’t still posted up at the fence to keep an eye on me. 
 
    The coast was clear, though, so I went over to the bushes. The honeysuckle and lilacs were fragrant in the night air, and I pushed through them to the entrance of the tunnel. When I got down the ladder, I clicked on the flashlight and pushed the scabbard of the katana in my belt. Something about having the sword with me boosted my confidence, and I started back down through the tunnel to where the skeleton moldered in the ominous cave. 
 
    It didn’t feel like it took as long to find it this time, now that I had an idea of where I was going, and the bright beam of the flashlight lit up the cave far better than my cell phone had. My heart was still pounding, though, as I approached the rocks in the back of the chamber. 
 
    When I shone the beam of light on the skeleton, it was still quite a shock, but it looked just as it had earlier. The terrible, long white fangs were lit up in far better detail, and my hope that the thing was really a jumble of several skeletons was dispelled. The bat creature was well-preserved in the dry cave, and it looked like it had been undisturbed since the moment it had crawled behind the rock and died. 
 
    Or was killed. 
 
    I looked the skeleton over carefully, to see if I could tell what had killed it, but there was no way to know since I only had bones to go by. Then, as I moved the light of the flashlight around, a glint of metal caught my eye on the ground next to the thing.  
 
    There, laying on the ground and partially obscured by the dirt on the cave floor was a large iron key. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed and reached down to pick it up. 
 
    It was a simple key, but it looked old as fuck. There weren’t any embellishments on it to indicate where it was from, or what it was for, but given its size, it had to be something big. I stood up and looked around the cave, but all that was there were the three tunnels, leading further into more caves.  
 
    After a moment of decision making, I pulled out my phone. 
 
    There wasn’t any reception down here, but if I was going to explore any further, I figured I should take notes about any turns I took, so I could find my way out again. But I had to pick one of the tunnels to start with. It was a completely random choice, so I started down the one on the far right that happened to be next to me. 
 
    This time, I didn’t have the sense of dread I did when I first saw the skeleton. With the key in my pocket, it almost felt more like a treasure hunt. It might take a while to find it, but there was something down here worth locking up. It sounded crazy, and I wasn’t entirely sure the whole day wasn’t just some wild dream I was about to wake up from, but then another thought entered my mind.  
 
    If there was something worth locking up down here, that implied there was something else down here to guard a treasure against. I just hope whatever that was, it was dead, too.  
 
    “Just call me Indiana Jones,” I chuckled nervously. Then I took a deep breath, started down the tunnel, and hoped for the best. 
 
    This tunnel also had toolmarks, which meant someone dug it out, and I wondered who it had been, and if they’d been human.  
 
    It seemed anything was possible down here.  
 
    After I’d gone a few yards, I started to see other openings that branched off from the main tunnel, but I decided not to explore them yet and stay on the path I was on. If it was a dead-end, I could always double back and see where the other openings led. The tunnel I was in seemed to go on for ages, and I listened carefully for any sounds that would indicate I wasn’t alone, but all I heard was the dripping of water, so I continued on. 
 
    The main tunnel twisted and turned, and the floor sloped slowly downward. I was moving further underground, and I wondered how deep under the earth I was now. The air was cool, but it still smelled fresh, and I had just started to wonder how much further the tunnel went, when the beam of my flashlight lit up a larger space at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    I felt glad to see an end to the claustrophobic tunnel, so I quickly stepped out into another small cavern. This one was about twenty feet across and another twenty feet wide, and there was a large iron door on the other side of the space. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah.” My heart raced with excitement as I examined it. 
 
    The door was huge and filled the wall in front of me. It looked ancient, but I didn’t see any evidence of rust or pitting.  
 
    What’s more, strange letters were etched into the iron door in a script I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Jackpot,” I said to myself, and my voice echoed back in the silence.  
 
    Then I saw a large keyhole in the door, so I pulled out the iron key I’d found next to the skeleton. The hole and key seemed to be roughly the same size, so I shrugged and gave it a try. 
 
    There was a loud, hollow click as the inner mechanism released, and I was able to pull the door open easily. There wasn’t any grinding or groaning from the metal door as it smoothly swung open, and I saw another tunnel beyond. 
 
    I was almost giddy with excitement as I stepped through and shone the flashlight around, but then there was a hollow thud behind me as the door swung back shut behind me. I turned and only saw solid rock behind me, and I felt a momentary panic. 
 
    “Fuck,” I exclaimed as I looked for the door that had been there a second ago.  
 
    But all I saw was solid rock, and my heart nearly stopped. Was I trapped down here now? Was there another way back? 
 
    I stopped myself and took several deep breaths. Panic never helped, and if I was going to get through this, I needed to be calm and think things through. There was a door here, I just needed to find it, so I started a careful examination of the rock wall, inch by inch. 
 
    After a few minutes, I found the thin, almost imperceivable seam of the door. It had been disguised to match the wall of the tunnel, and whoever had done it did a very good job. I looked for a way to open it again, and I finally came across a crevice in the stone. I felt inside it with my fingers and found a metal mechanism for the key. 
 
    Then I pushed the key into it and heard the loud click, and the door swung open again.  
 
    “Thank god.” I let out an explosive breath of relief and stepped back as I watched the door close itself again. It must have been weighted so it remained closed, and as I put the key back in my pocket, I wondered why the person or persons who’d made the door had designed it like that. 
 
    What could be down here that was worth so much trouble?  
 
    I hoped it was some fabulous treasure and not something terrible that the door was supposed to keep locked in, and I turned around with a huge grin on my face as the dollar signs spun around in my mind.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    The tunnel went on another hundred yards, with other openings leading off it, and now I could hear the sound of trickling water, but the echoes made it hard to tell where it was coming from. The endless tunnels started to feel more and more claustrophobic, and I wondered how much further they would go, or if I should try one of the side passages.  
 
    Whatever was down here, I knew it had nothing to do with rum-runners or coal mines. This was something else, something far stranger, and I needed to be prepared for anything.  
 
    But what I found was beyond my wildest imagination. 
 
    A dim, blue light appeared further down the tunnel, and as I got closer, the air began to smell of rich, damp earth. As I reached the opening at the end of the tunnel, I began to see small, phosphorescent blue mushrooms growing in little patches, and they offered a weak light into the darkness.  
 
    The mushrooms grew larger as I continued on, and when I came to the mouth of a massive cavern, the sound of running water sounded closer than ever before.  
 
    Then I took a step farther, and my mouth fell open.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. 
 
    The cavern held a subterranean forest, with grass, underbrush, large twisting trees with foliage in shades of deep purple and green, and more of the glowing mushrooms.  
 
    The mushrooms here grew between a foot to three feet high in clusters, and the light, while still dim, was enough that I didn’t need my flashlight anymore, so I clicked it off and put the heavy cylinder back in my backpack. Then I took a moment to eat some chips and take a drink of water as I looked at the impossible wonder before me.  
 
    I wish I had brought my sketchbook. 
 
    A few minutes later, I put the chips and water back in my backpack and made some notes on my phone, and then I walked toward the forest. I took a moment to look up and saw the ceiling of the cavern was hundreds of feet up, high enough that there was a filmy mist up there, almost like wispy clouds. I wondered if it rained down here and what held this odd ecosystem together.  
 
    How could there be plants without sunlight? 
 
    The trees averaged in height at about fifteen feet, but some were taller, maxing out at around twenty. There were strange flowers and shrubby bushes everywhere, and here there were signs of animal life. I pulled out the compass I’d found with my grandfather’s flashlight and MREs, and it seemed to work, though I couldn’t be sure without the sun to check against it. But the readings were consistent, and it looked like the tunnel I’d entered through was to the west, so I made another note on my phone and continued on. 
 
    I walked for about fifteen minutes through the impossible forest, but I stopped and quietly crouched down when I caught some movement out of the corner of my eye. My years of hunting experience had taught me how to be quiet and observe wildlife, but what I saw wasn’t exactly an animal. 
 
    Up ahead, about three yards, there was a group of tiny, rat-like creatures gathered around a clump of mushrooms. They wore primitive clothes made from scraps of leather and cloth, and they wielded miniscule tools that they used to cut chunks from the mushrooms, which they then put into small bags slung over their shoulders. While some of the rat creatures worked, others watched a perimeter with small bows and needle-like arrows. 
 
    What the actual fuck? Was I hallucinating? Maybe I walked into a patch of natural gas? Weird skeletons and trees were one thing, but these creatures were alive and seemingly intelligent enough to use tools.  
 
    I shifted slightly, and then I saw as one of the little guards’ heads snapped in my direction. There was a flurry of squeaking, and the group fled before I could react. They disappeared into the undergrowth in lines, and their squeaks faded within moments. I thought about following them, but they seemed terrified of me, and I thought it was best to leave them alone. 
 
    But the rat-people’s presence in the underground woods showed that there was intelligent life down here, and I wondered if they were the only ones. As I stood to keep exploring, I checked my katana in its scabbard and hoped I didn’t meet a living version of the skeleton in the cave above. 
 
    I eventually found a sort of path, maybe a game trail, and I made a note of the direction in which I was heading on my phone. I needed to have a rough idea of where the entrance was when I decided to head back, but then a new sound hit my ears, and I froze.  
 
    It was the scream of a woman. 
 
    Had someone else gotten lost down here? Maybe there were more entrances than the one in my backyard.  
 
    The sheer size of the cavern and trees made the echoes less of a problem, but it was still difficult to get an idea of direction and distance down here. I took my best guess at where it was coming from and ran in that direction, through the twisting trees to the east. Before long, I knew I was going in the right direction, because I started to hear the calls of some kind of animal that went from high-pitched keens and whistles, to guttural grunts.  
 
    Then the trees opened into a clearing filled with flowers and a small spring, and I stopped as a woman burst through the underbrush on the other side of the clearing, dressed only in a thin, gauzy white dress.  
 
    She was beautiful but alien to me. Her skin had a bluish hue, and her long white hair, touched with streaks of grey and lavender, flowed behind her like a sheet of silk. The woman’s incredibly lush figure bounced and jiggled as she ran, and for a moment, I was captivated by the sight of her. 
 
    A second later, I saw the things chasing her, and the sight of them made my blood run cold.  
 
    Two snarling bat-like men emerged through the woods with their wings tucked behind them so they could run faster. They had long, cruel curved blades on their leather belts, and I guessed they would catch up to her in a few moments. 
 
    As I started to move to enter the clearing to help the poor woman, a third bat creature swooped into the clearing ahead of the woman and blocked her path. Unable to stop herself in time, the blue woman slammed into the creature, and they both fell to the ground. The two wrestled wildly for a moment, but she was no match for its strength. The thing got on top of her and reached back with a clawed hand to strike her. 
 
    Oh, hell no.  
 
    I burst from the undergrowth at the edge of the clearing and ran toward the thing. 
 
    “Get the fuck off her!” I growled as I drew my katana. 
 
    The head of the creature whipped around to look at me, and then it let out an ear-splitting screech. My heart pounded in terror as I closed the gap between me and the living version of the skeleton I had found in the cave, but there was no way I was going to let these things hurt the white-haired woman. 
 
    With a prowess I didn’t know I possessed, I jump-kicked out at the thing's chest, felt a slight crunch, and knocked it off the prone, blue-skinned woman. She quickly scrambled out of the way as I landed. Then I swung my sword before the thing could recover and slashed it across its bare chest. The keen edge of my Cold Steel katana ripped into the monster, and it shrieked again, but this time in pain.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the other bat people take flight, and I knew he was going after the woman while the other ran straight at me. I reached back with the katana again and slashed the wounded creature in front of me across its throat, and a fountain of blood sprayed from the clean strike.  
 
    Holy shit was the katana sharp, and I felt vindicated for blowing so much on the sword as a broke-ass college student. 
 
    I heard the blue-skinned woman scream again, followed by the sound of a struggle behind me, but the other bat creature was almost on top of me, and I couldn’t look around to see if the woman was alright. My opponent was the largest of the three bats, and it was decked out in gold and jewels. The thing had drawn its sword as it ran, and I had to dodge out of the way of its heavy swing. 
 
    The big fucker’s sword was much heavier than mine, and I knew my katana wouldn’t be any good for blocking its blows. I would have to avoid the creature’s attacks and try to use speed to get in hits when the thing recovered from its swings.  
 
    The creature and I circled each other as we faced off, and I waited for my opportunity as my heart beat wildly in my chest from the adrenaline. 
 
    Big Fucker snarled, and I braced myself for its next move. Then it swung the heavy sword at me, but I was ready, so I jumped out of the way, brought my katana around, and slashed at its back as the thing’s heavy blow took it past me. One of its wings was severed from the creature’s body as soon as my blade cut into it, and the appendage fell away with a Monty Python level fountain of blood.  
 
    Big Fucker’s high-pitched screech echoed through the clearing and nearly caused me to drop my sword as my ears rang. 
 
    But I realized something important in that moment. The bat creatures flew, so they must have evolved with hollow bones to be light enough for their wings to carry them, and that gave me an advantage. When I kicked the other one off the woman, the crunch I’d felt must have been the thing’s ribs cracking. Their claws and teeth made them dangerous, but they were relatively fragile, despite their size and strength. 
 
    And I was a corn-fed Midwestern guy who probably outweighed them by a hundred pounds. 
 
    Big Fucker turned and wildly swung at me again, but I was calm despite the fire I felt in my blood, and I side-stepped the blow and brought the katana down on its arm. While I didn’t manage to sever the limb, the sharp sword cut through muscle, and the creature dropped its sword. Then I moved in to press my advantage and ran the thing through the ribs, where I guessed its heart would be. 
 
    The large beast stiffened, and foamy blood spurted from its mouth, which indicated I probably hit a lung instead, but it still got the job done. The creature’s huge, black eyes stared at me for a moment, and then it fell to the ground as it slid from my sword.  
 
    “Fuck,” I panted as I looked at the creature’s lifeless body. I was shocked at what I’d done, and the strangeness of the whole situation, but then I turned to look behind me. 
 
    The last bat creature held the beautiful, blue-skinned woman in its powerful arms, and they both looked back at me like they were also shocked at what had just happened.  
 
    “Let her go.” I squared myself and shook the creature’s blood from my blade as I walked menacingly toward the last creature. I didn’t know if it understood English, but it could definitely hear the growl in my tone.  
 
    I took another threatening step forward, and the thing looked around in terror, released the woman, stumbled back, and then took to the air in its fright. 
 
    The blue-skinned woman stared at me, then up to where the fleeing creature flew, then back at me. Her wide, violet eyes were still frightened as she looked me up and down, so I wiped the blade off on one of the creatures and sheathed it. Then I put up my hand and smiled at her.  
 
    “It’s okay now,” I said. “They’re gone.” 
 
    “Who-- what--” the woman stammered in a soft, richly-accented voice. She seemed to be speaking English, though, which was strange given her blue heart-shaped face and pointed ears that peeked through her wealth of wavy, white hair. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Eddie,” I said. “I, uh, heard you scream and saw those things chasing you. Are you okay?” 
 
    “No!” the curvy woman wailed, and tears started to pool in her violet eyes. “The Nictors are gone for now, but they’ll come back with soldiers.” 
 
    “Nictors?” I echoed. “Is that what those things are?” 
 
    I pointed at one of the dead creatures behind me, but that seemed to only add to her confusion. 
 
    “How do you not know?” the blue-skinned woman asked as she frowned at me. “What are you?” 
 
    “I-I’m a man?” I half-stated, half-asked since I was caught off-guard by the question. 
 
    “I can see you’re a man,” the woman said with a slight, rosy blush. “But what race are you? Your skin is such a strange hue… Where are you from that you don’t know what Nictors are?” 
 
    “I’m from the surface,” I replied. 
 
    “The surface of what?” she asked, and her frown only deepened. “Are you not from The Gloom?” 
 
    She spread her hands to indicate the forest, or maybe the entire underground world. I wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Let’s take this one thing at a time,” I said as I tried to make sense of the situation. “What’s your name, and why were these Nictors after you?” 
 
    “I am Ibseth of the Yennih, priestess of Llynoth,” the blue-skinned woman recited as if by rote. “The Nictors were sent by Ursenger to take me back to the temple after I ran away. The jewels you see on them are their payment for my return.” 
 
    Almost none of that helped me, but I understood “ran away” well enough. 
 
    “Do you need help?” I asked as I took a step toward her. 
 
    “No one in The Gloom can help me,” the woman sighed in despair. “What Ursenger wants, he gets at all costs.” 
 
    “Well, could someone outside of The Gloom help you?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Ibseth asked in return, and she blinked those lovely violet-colored eyes at me. 
 
    I lost myself in them for a moment, but then I shook myself and focused on her question. 
 
    “I’m, uh, not from here,” I said. “The Gloom, I mean, if that’s what you called it. I’m from above, and maybe I could help you.” 
 
    “From above?” the white-haired woman gasped, and her big, violet eyes widened in fear again as she stumbled back away from me. “Y-You are from above? What do you want with me? I will not escape Ursenger just to fall prey to a monster who eats children and defiles women!” 
 
    “Woah, what are you talking about?” I asked and held up my hands. 
 
    “Y-You are from the above world,” Ibseth stammered in a terrified voice as she gaped at me. “A place of monsters, where the people make constant war and chaos reigns.” 
 
    “I don’t know who told you that,” I replied calmly, “but the only monsters I’ve ever seen are those Nictors. And I don’t eat children or defile women. I have no intention of harming you, but if you need help, I’d be happy to get you somewhere safe.”  
 
    A beat of tense silence passed as Ibseth studied me through narrowed eyes, but as the seconds ticked on, the suspicion on her face bled into desperation. 
 
    “Truly?” the violet-eyed woman whispered in a hopeful tone.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a soft smile. “I can’t just leave a beautiful woman like you in trouble.”  
 
    The words fell out of my mouth before I could stop them, but before I could apologize, a lavender-colored blush dusted Ibseth’s cheeks, and she averted her eyes.  
 
    A kernel of pride unfurled in my chest at making a pretty woman blush. Even if she was blue.  
 
    “What race are you, Ed-die?” she asked as her gaze shyly skipped back to me. She elongated my name into two syllables, but I thought it was endearing. 
 
    “I’m human,” I said simply, and I hoped she would understand what that was. 
 
    “I have always heard humans were an intolerably cruel race,” Ibseth said as she took a tentative step toward me. 
 
    “Some are,” I said with a shrug. “But mostly, humans are just regular people who want to get on with their own lives and live in peace. I’m not going to force you to do anything you don’t want to, but I am going to get out of here, and you’re free to come with me if you want.” 
 
    The blue-skinned woman’s face furrowed with thought, and I decided to give her a minute to come to her decision. 
 
    I turned to the big Nictor I’d killed and started to take the jewelry off him. I figured it would be a waste to leave it, and I did come down here looking for treasure, after all. The creature had a large gold ring set with a round red stone. It was maybe a ruby or a garnet, but I didn’t know how to tell the difference. There was also a pendant with a heavy gold chain, some kind of big, black jewel at its center, and a couple of gold bracelets, studded with what looked like white opals.  
 
    Ibseth walked around the creature and knelt down on the other side of it from me, and then she looked at me with her lovely, round eyes. 
 
    “You would let me choose?” the white-haired woman asked softly. 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I paused from my struggle with the strange clasps on the bracelets to look at her. “You’re your own person. If you want to get out of here, then you can come with me.” 
 
    “My own person,” Ibseth echoed, as if the thought were foreign to her. 
 
    Then the blue-skinned woman reached down and undid the clasps on the bracelets for me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile as I put the jewelry in my backpack. 
 
    “Thank you, Ed--” Ibseth started to say, but a high-pitched whistle sounded in the distance. 
 
    Both of our heads snapped in the direction the sound seemed to have come from. 
 
    “We must hurry,” the blue-skinned woman said in an urgent tone. 
 
    Guess she had made her decision.  
 
    Ibseth grabbed my hand and started to pull me away, so I took the cue and ran with her out of the clearing, into the twisting woods. Ibseth seemed to know where she was going, so I followed her as we ran hand in hand through the underground forest, past clumps of glowing mushrooms, and over a wide, trickling stream. 
 
    The woods around were alive with sounds, and the echoes of the cavern added to the confusion of noise. The high-pitched screeches of the Nictors were joined by distant voices and shouts, but I couldn’t tell if we were moving toward or away from them.  
 
    But Ibseth moved confidently forward, and I had to trust she knew where she was going. 
 
    Finally, we reached the edge of the forest, and there was a large cave mouth before us. While still holding my hand, the blue-skinned woman darted toward the cave, and we raced through the twisting corridors beyond. I tried to count the turns we took into side passages but quickly lost track, so I would have to rely on the strange, white-haired woman to get back. 
 
    When we did stop, it was deep within the cave system. Ibseth and I were both panting, and I had begun to sweat as we gasped for breath from our flight. 
 
    “Are we safe here?” I asked as I panted. 
 
    “For now,” Ibseth replied.  
 
    Her large breasts heaved under her gauzy white dress while she caught her breath, and I averted my gaze from the shadows of her nipples. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I sighed as I leaned against the wall of the cavern. Then I turned my head to address my new companion. “Why are they after you? You said something about a temple?” 
 
    “Ursenger,” the white-haired woman said as she too slumped against a stone wall. “He is my half-brother who forced me into religious service. He came to me in the night, and when I refused him, he told me I either had to submit to his manhood and take his seed, or join the maiden order of Llynoth and be cursed to eternal virginity. But I’d sooner die than give myself up to him.” 
 
    “Wait.” My face and stomach both twisted in shock and disgust. “What? Your brother tried to… uhh… with you?” 
 
    “My half-brother,” Ibseth corrected, but her expression was dark. “Ursenger, Chieftain of the Yennih. Now that I have run away, his underlings will stop at nothing to take me back.” 
 
    “There isn’t anywhere in the, uh, Gloom you could go to get away from him?” I asked as I opened my backpack and took out two bottles of water. 
 
    “I could go to one of the other tribes,” the violet-eyed woman said with a halfhearted shrug. “But they’re all afraid of Ursenger, and harboring me would be seen as an act of war.” 
 
    I handed Ibseth the unopened water, which she looked at in confusion until I twisted off the cap from mine. The blue-skinned woman untwisted the cap from her bottle with a fascinated expression and watched as I drank from mine. Then she took a drink too, and gasped. 
 
    “How is this water so sweet and clear?” she asked as her wide, round eyes found mine. 
 
    “It says it’s spring water,” I replied, “but I would guess it’s just filtered.” 
 
    “It’s a wonder,” she breathed in an amazed tone. 
 
    “I know you’re scared of the surface world,” I said as I came back to the problem at hand, “but if you want to come with me, until we can figure something else out, you can.” 
 
    Ibseth was still looking at the bottle of water as if it really were a wonder, but then she looked at me with a wary expression. 
 
    “And… there are no monsters up there?” the blue-skinned woman asked. 
 
    “Not where I’m from,” I said as I shook my head. “It’s nice. There are a lot of trees and hills. My place isn’t that big, but it’s safer than staying down here.” 
 
    “And I could leave if I wanted to? You would not… imprison me?” Ibseth’s hesitance almost broke my heart. 
 
    What kind of life had this poor woman lived where the idea of making her own choices was a revelation? 
 
    “I wouldn’t make you do anything you didn’t want to do,” I said as I looked into her large, violet eyes. “Where I’m from, people get to make their own decisions. It’s a protected right. But, if you wanted to leave, I would at least want to prepare you for things you might encounter, give you supplies, money, things like that.” 
 
    Not that I had a lot of money to be giving around. At least not yet. But maybe I could sell the gold jewelry I’d looted off the Nictor? 
 
    “Your chiefs allow this?” she asked. “Even for women?” 
 
    “Of course, everyone,” I said emphatically, “men and women are free to do just about anything they want, within reason.” 
 
    I really wondered how backwards this underground world must be. 
 
    Ibseth came close and took my hand, and I was once again made very much aware of how revealing her thin dress was and how seriously big her breasts were. 
 
    “Eddie of the surface world,” she breathed as her violet eyes stared into mine. “Will you take me to your strange world, where people are free and there are no monsters?” 
 
    I felt the heat of a blush rise in my cheeks and was glad there were only a few, small mushrooms providing their light to the tunnel we were in. 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” I said, a little embarrassed by her earnestness. “But, just so you know, it’s not perfect up there. We have our problems too.” 
 
    “Anywhere is better than The Gloom for me now,” the white-haired woman murmured. 
 
    “Alright then, now we just have to figure out how to get there,” I said as the blue-skinned woman released my hand. “Do you know a way to get to the tunnels on the west of the forest without going back the way we came?” 
 
    “No,” Ibseth said with a shake of her head. “I had never been this far from the Yennih city before today.” 
 
    Fuck. Were we lost in the caves now? 
 
    “Can you get back to the forest from here?” I asked with a sinking feeling in my gut. 
 
    “Of course,” the blue-skinned woman said without pause. 
 
    “But you said you’ve never been to this part of The Gloom before,” I replied. 
 
    “No,” Ibseth said as she cocked her head at me. “But we only took seven turns to get here. Did you not count them?” 
 
    “I tried to,” I said. “But I lost track after four. Where I’m from, most of us don’t spend a lot of time in tunnels, so I got turned around pretty quickly.” 
 
    “That is the strangest thing you have said yet, Eddie of the surface world,” Ibseth said with a giggle. 
 
    “Do you think we can safely wait here for an hour or two?” I asked. “Until things calm down out there. Then maybe we can sneak past any of the remaining guards and get out of here.” 
 
    “That might work,” Ibseth said, but her wide violet eyes were still clearly afraid. 
 
    Ibseth and I sat on the floor of the tunnel, and we spoke quietly as she told me more about the wild, underground world of The Gloom. The blue-skinned woman was a Night Elf, which seemed to be the dominant race here. The temple she had served in was for a fertility goddess, but the order she’d been a part of was only made of virgins.  
 
    I felt sorry for the woman, because it seemed her life had been beyond sheltered. 
 
    “Why did you run here, then?” I asked. “Where were you going?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ibseth said with a sad, little shrug. “I was just running. I knew none of the villages would let me stay. Wherever I went, Ursenger or his men would be there. But being a hermit in some forgotten cavern was preferable to the life I had been living.” 
 
    The image of the beautiful woman crouching in a dark, lost cave for the rest of her days stabbed at my heart, and I felt an even greater urge to get her back home.  
 
    My humble home might not be much of a castle yet, but it was better than waiting for death in the dark.  
 
    I looked at my phone and hoped the time was accurate. It said it was close to midnight. 
 
    “What is that?” the elven woman gasped as she shielded her eyes from the light. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I wasn’t sure where to start. “Uh, it’s a… device I use to get information. I’m checking the time.” 
 
    “It tells time?” Ibseth squinted at my phone in my hand. “Is it magic?” 
 
    “Not really,” I said, but then I thought about it. “Well, kinda, I guess. At least, it might as well be. I couldn’t explain exactly how it works.” 
 
    “You must be an important man in the above world to have a magic device that tells you the time,” the blue-skinned woman said, and her tone was beyond impressed. 
 
    “They’re actually pretty common on the surface,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck in embarrassment. “Let’s go see what things look like out there. Maybe you don’t have to become a hermit just yet.” 
 
    I offered the white-haired woman my hand to help her off the ground, and she accepted with a shy smile. I barely knew Ibseth, but there was something about her quiet, unassuming character that I found strangely appealing. 
 
    The blue-skinned woman led the way back through the caves and tunnels, back to the edge of the forest, and there were no high-pitched keens of the Nictors, or sounds of calls from guards. I checked my compass and found west, and I hoped I would be able to recognize the tunnels that would lead back home.  
 
    But there seemed to be openings and caverns everywhere, and my heart was starting to pound at the idea of being lost down here forever. 
 
    As we carefully snuck into the gnarled trees, I listened carefully for any sounds that could be a patrol, and I kept an eye on the space above the trees for the monstrous Nictors. There were sounds in the woods, chittering, the occasional crack of a branch, and the buzz of insects, but I didn’t hear voices, so it seemed we were alone in the woods for now. 
 
    “Do you think your tribe will accept me?” Ibseth said after a time. 
 
    “My tribe?” I asked as I picked my way through the undergrowth and over the exposed roots of the purple trees. “We don’t really live in tribes. But I have some neighbors who will probably ask questions. You’ll probably have to stay indoors until I can figure out how to explain you to the neighbors. We don’t have Night Elves up there, just humans.” 
 
    “Only humans?” Ibseth asked, and she blinked her violet eyes at me in surprise as I helped her over the tree roots. “There are no gnomes, dwarves, or orcs?” 
 
    “We have stories about all of those up there,” I explained as I checked the compass again. “But that’s all they are, stories. It’s just humans on the surface.” 
 
    “If you do not have tribes and chieftains, then how does anyone survive?” the elven woman asked. “Who makes the decisions for the people?” 
 
    “We have communities and leaders,” I said as we crossed a small stream. “But we choose them together.” 
 
    “Everyone has to agree?” Ibseth snorted. “That is strange.” 
 
    “Well,” I laughed, “I guess it is strange. Not everyone agrees all the time, though, but I try to stay out of politics as much as possible.” 
 
    We walked for over an hour, and one part of the forest looked much like any other, so I prayed we were going the right way. Every creak of a branch made my heart skip a beat. The three Nictors had been scary, if somewhat breakable, but I suspected the element of surprise had played a part in my fight against them.  
 
    I really didn’t want to face a Night Elf guard, who might be harder to deal with. 
 
    As if my thoughts summoned them, the elven priestess and I suddenly heard the sound of voices up ahead. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” I whispered to Ibseth, and when I looked behind me at the blue-skinned woman, I could see the fear in her eyes. “I won’t let anything happen to you. 
 
    We quietly approached the place where the voices were coming from, which was easy, since whoever was up ahead was speaking quietly, and that meant the echo of the cavern wasn’t an issue. Then I saw the clearing where I’d fought the Nictors, and I peered through the branches and thick undergrowth to see the two beasts still lying where they’d fallen dead.  
 
    But the corpses weren’t alone.  
 
    Three men in primitive armor stood in a semicircle around the bodies, and these men had the same blue-toned skin and pointed ears as Ibseth. 
 
    I crouched down behind a shrub, and Ibseth did the same. The white-haired woman held on to my arm, and I could tell from the tightness of her grip that she was scared out of her mind at the sight of the men. 
 
    The tallest of the three men carried a huge sword slung on his back and wore the most elaborate armor, so I assumed he was the leader. The tall man’s long, black hair was half-pulled back in intricate braids while the other half flowed down his back, and the other two men were equipped with short swords and had white hair, cut short and shaved on the sides. 
 
    The leader seemed to be giving the others orders, and I strained to hear their conversation. 
 
    “Search the villages and have the Nictors explore the tunnels,” the black-haired elf said in a gruff voice. “The priestess has to be somewhere.” 
 
    “The Nictor scout said she had a man with her, Captain,” one of the shaved-headed elves replied. “A pale man, about the height of an elf, dressed in strange clothing and armed with a curved sword that easily cleaved through his two companions.” 
 
    “Could it have been one of the half-breeds?” the leader demanded. “They often use strange weapons.” 
 
    “It is possible,” the other elf said. “But the Nictor said nothing of horns or a tail.” 
 
    “Nictors are stupid and unreliable,” the black-haired elf scoffed. “But given the brutality of the attack, we must assume he is a capable warrior. The question is who would be stupid enough to defy Chief Ursenger in this manner?” 
 
    It seemed I’d made a name for myself during my brief time in the Gloom, but I couldn’t think about that now. 
 
    I knew we’d have to get past the three warriors, but I didn’t like the look of the big-ass sword on the leader’s back. These were professional soldiers, and I probably wouldn’t have as much luck against them as I had when I got the drop of the Nictors.  
 
    I looked around on the ground for something to throw. Luckily, this was a massive cave, so there were rocks of varying sizes everywhere on the ground. 
 
    I picked up one about the size of my fist and took a deep breath. 
 
    “When I throw this,” I whispered to the frightened elven woman behind me, “we’re going to go around the clearing as quietly as we can in the opposite direction of wherever they go.” 
 
    Ibseth nodded at me, but her violet eyes were still wide with fear. Then I winged the rock as hard as I could to the left and hoped it would fall short or hit a tree.  
 
    The rock sailed several yards and fell to the ground with a loud clatter. The three elven men looked around for the source of the sound, and the two underlings drew their swords. 
 
    “Go see what that is, you idiots!” the black-haired elf barked. 
 
    The two elves with shaved heads ran toward the sound, and for a heart-stopping moment, I thought the dark-haired man wouldn’t follow. He looked around the clearing as his red eyes tried to pierce the darkness of the gnarled forest, but then he too followed after the other elf warriors. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered urgently to Ibseth, and the two of us began to skirt the edge of the clearing to try and make our way back west, and back to the surface. 
 
    Luckily, we reached the edge of the woods by the exit tunnel without incident, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I took out my phone and opened the notes I’d made earlier. I had stuck to the main tunnels, but I wanted to be sure I didn’t mistake any of the twisting passages for the ones I wanted. I was ready to be back in my house, get a shower, and change out of my bloodied clothes. 
 
    I led Ibseth back through the tunnels leading to the surface, and she stuck close to me as we walked. I could hear her quick breathing and sense her nervousness. 
 
    “If your neighbors find me, Eddie of the surface, will they kill me?” the blue-skinned woman asked breathlessly. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “No, of course not. They’ll think you’re… unusual. But that’s not the way people act on the surface.” 
 
    Really, I had no idea if there would be a way to explain Ibseth to the neighborhood. In the movies, there’s always a wild assumption the alien or magical creature from outer space would be taken by the government, dissected, and experimented on.  
 
    But I was really more worried about anyone finding out about The Gloom. 
 
    I could explain away Ibseth’s odd appearance as her being into extreme body modifications, or that she was a dedicated LARPer. The internet was full of all kinds of people with real wild looks and life choices, after all, but the secret of The Gloom, and all the strange people and treasures it might hold, had to stay a secret.  
 
    That was the kind of attention I wanted to avoid.  
 
    I had to pull out my flashlight again as we left the area where the glowing mushrooms grew, and the blue-skinned woman started with surprise at the bright light.  
 
    “Fire!” Ibseth gasped as she covered her face and backed away. 
 
    “No, no,” I said as I pointed the beam away from her. “It’s just a light.” 
 
    “It burns my eyes,” the white-haired woman moaned with her hands still over her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, give your eyes a bit of time to adjust,” I said. “Maybe walk behind me so you can get used to it.” 
 
    We were halfway to the hidden door before the elven woman didn’t have to partially cover her eyes, but eventually she seemed to adjust to it, though she stayed back as if I was holding a torch instead of a flashlight. 
 
    Finally, we came to the dead-end where the door was hidden. 
 
    “Where do we go from here, Eddie of the surface?” Ibseth asked as she looked around nervously. 
 
    “It’s Eddie Hill, actually,” I said as I fished the key out of my pocket. “But you can just call me Eddie. And this is the fun part. Check it out.” 
 
    I found the right crevice in the rock wall and put the key in, and then I watched the elven woman’s surprise as the wall opened, and the door swung backwards. 
 
    We stepped through with Ibseth practically glued to my back, and the door swung back closed on its own. Ibseth stopped to watch the door close itself, and then she took a step closer to look at the weird script written on it. 
 
    “Do you know what it says?” I asked as I watched her. 
 
    “I cannot read it,” the violet-eyed woman said as she reached up a delicate hand to trace the lines of the ancient letters. “But I recognize it. It is of the old dwarves that left.” 
 
    “Where did they go?” I asked as I looked at the iron door. 
 
    “No one knows,” Ibseth replied. “Some say they went to the above world, others have said they died out.” 
 
    “Weird,” I said and filed the mystery away for later with all the others. “Let’s keep going. There’s still a ways to go, and I’d like to get into the house before the sun comes up.” 
 
    “The sun?” the blue-skinned woman asked as she turned to look at me. 
 
    Oh, God. We were starting from square one here, weren’t we? I thought for a moment about how to explain the one thing that everyone took for granted. 
 
    “It’s a big light in the sky,” I finally said as simply as I could. “The sun is how we tell time and what marks the beginning and end of the day in the above world.” 
 
    “What’s a sky?” Ibseth asked and blinked at me innocently. 
 
    I realized my explanations could quickly get away from me here. 
 
    “Come with me,” I said as I held out my hand to the beautiful elf. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    The elven priestess and I walked through the last of the caves and passed the skeleton of the dead Nictor where I had found the key that let me into The Gloom. Just before five o’clock in the morning, we came to the ladder at the entrance of the caves, and I felt giddy. Not only did I have a backpack full of treasure, but I would get to watch Ibseth see the stars for the first time in her life. 
 
    Then we came up into the bushes, and I helped the elven woman up and onto the surface of the earth for the first time. 
 
    “Wait here a moment,” I said, and I looked out through the bushes to make sure Mrs. Whitmire didn’t happen to be peeking over the fence before first light. 
 
    I saw the coast was clear, so I went back into the bushes and found Ibseth smelling the honeysuckle and lilacs. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, even with the blue skin and pointed ears, and the gauzy dress she wore did more to accentuate her curves than to conceal them.  
 
    “You’re probably gonna want to brace yourself,” I cautioned, and I offered the elven woman my hand as I smiled. “This isn’t going to be like anything you’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “I think I am ready, Eddie,” Ibseth said as she took a deep breath, but I wondered how she would react to a wide-open space after a lifetime of cave walls and ceilings. 
 
    Then I led Ibseth out into the open and heard her gasp as she looked up at the summer night sky. The blue-skinned woman pressed herself against me in her surprise as she stared upwards, and I also looked up at the many constellations. 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled. “It’s a wonder, isn’t it?” 
 
    “How high up does the ceiling go?” she breathed. “And are all those lights glowing mushrooms?” 
 
    “There is no ceiling, that’s the sky,” I said quietly. “And no, those lights aren’t mushrooms. They are worlds that are very, very far away.”  
 
    “If they are so far away, how can I see them?” She frowned in confusion.  
 
    “Because they are very big and very bright,” I explained as best as I could. 
 
    “There are so many,” she murmured.  
 
    I looked down at Ibseth, and her violet eyes were wide with child-like wonder. Had she been any other woman, I would have tried to kiss her then, but I felt it would have been presumptuous of me, considering everything she’d gone through.  
 
    Still, it was a moment I would remember all my life. 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” I said. “I don’t know about you, but I’d like to get cleaned off and get some sleep. It’s been a long day for both of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ibseth said quietly, but she was still looking up at the sky. “It has been, at that.” 
 
    I quickly led the elven woman to the back door and let us in, and the white-haired woman stepped through the door and looked around, her wide, violet eyes taking everything in. 
 
    “This is all yours?” she asked as she looked around at the bad 70s decor and old furniture. 
 
    “Well, it is now,” I said. “My grandpa left it to me.” 
 
    “You must be a wealthy man,” Ibseth breathed as she turned to see the old place. “To have such a fine, sturdy home as this. It’s… amazing. So beautiful…” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at her perspective. Anyone else would have looked at the old trailer and turned their nose up at it, but not her. I didn’t know what her life was like back in her old village or temple, but if this was extravagant to her, I could only guess that there wasn’t a lot of great real estate in the Gloom. 
 
    So, I couldn’t fault her excitement. In fact, it made her all the more endearing since it was something we had in common. 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda like it,” I laughed as I watched her astonishment. “But I’m far from wealthy.” 
 
    “I suspect you are a modest man,” the blue-skinned woman said and narrowed her eyes like she didn’t believe me. “Clearly anyone with such things is wealthy.” 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled and raised my hands, “I’m not going to argue with you. I’ve got enough, and that’s all a man can ask for.” 
 
    “You are unlike anyone I have ever met, Eddie,” she said in her soft voice, and a smile tugged at her lips. “You are kind without thought for yourself. Thank you for rescuing me and bringing me here. I owe you a great debt.” 
 
    “Aww, now,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck. “You’re going to make me blush. Come on, let’s get cleaned up, and I’ll get you some clothes you can wear for the night.” 
 
    I showed the blue-skinned woman into the bathroom and explained how the shower worked. I wished I’d spent some time cleaning the inside of the double-wide, but Ibseth didn’t seem to notice the dust. The elven woman was too busy being impressed that hot water would come out of the wall if she turned the knob. 
 
    Then the white-haired woman grabbed the shoulders of her gauzy, white dress and started to pull it off right in front of me as she made to step into the steaming jets.  
 
    “Oh, uh, I’ll just, um, give you a minute.” I turned and started for the bathroom door as my cheeks flared with heat. 
 
    “Does my body offend you, Eddie?” Ibseth said as I made to leave so she could have her privacy. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I stammered without turning around. “Far from it. It’s just-- usually people don’t undress in front of each other here, unless they know one another real well.” 
 
    “Humans are strange,” she giggled. “In the Yennih city, we bathe in large, communal bathhouses.” 
 
    “I guess we are a bit prudish,” I said as I turned my head slightly and caught a glimpse of Ibseth’s voluptuous, naked breasts and plum-colored nipples. “I’ll, um, leave you to it.” 
 
    I politely closed the door behind me, and even though the elven woman clearly didn’t mind, I could hear my mother’s voice hollering in the back of my head about being a gentleman. 
 
    But fuck if Ibseth wasn’t the sexiest woman I’d ever seen, and she was naked. In my shower. 
 
    “Snap out of it, Ed,” I muttered as I slapped my cheeks to refocus.  
 
    Ibseth didn’t need me ogling her. She needed a safe place to hide from her brother, so I would provide that for her.  
 
    I looked through the small amount of food I’d brought with me, but it was mostly frozen dinners in a cooler and a handful of junk food. I figured we could both use a hot meal, so I put a Salisbury steak and potatoes meal in the microwave for Ibseth when she got out of the shower, and I made a note to get some groceries soon. I had a couple thousand dollars in the bank, but after food and utilities, I knew that would only last a few months. 
 
    I grabbed a t-shirt and some sweatpants with a drawstring for the elven woman, so she’d have something to wear, but I knew they’d be too big for her. I was a slim guy, but I was pretty tall, and working odd construction jobs while in college had broadened my shoulders a little and hardened my muscles. The small, but curvy elf would swim in my clothes, so when I went to the store I’d have to pick her up some things if I could guess her sizes. 
 
    My mind went to the jewels in my backpack, and I wondered what it would take to sell those. I had no idea how much they were worth, but I knew it was a lot more than I’d ever had in the bank before.  
 
    A to-do list started to form in my head: groceries, research the price of gold, and find a pawnshop. I’d also have to figure out what kinds of jewels were in the settings of the jewelry, because I didn’t want to just take the first offer, or trust a pawnshop owner to give me a fair price. They’d want to get the best deal they could, too, after all. 
 
    I heard the shower shut off, so I grabbed the clothes I’d set out for Ibseth, but by the time I turned around with plans of knocking on the bathroom door, the blue-skinned woman stepped out of the bathroom in all her glory, naked as the day she was born.  
 
    Despite my good upbringing, I froze and stared at the beautiful woman before my manners returned. 
 
    Ibseth’s white hair hung in damp, wavy tresses over her shoulders and down her massive breasts, and droplets of water careened down her incredibly slim waist and round hips. The priestess’ sparse pubic hair was also white above her slit, and every inch of her blue-toned skin was flawless. 
 
    Holy shit. I couldn’t possibly imagine a sexier woman. 
 
    Something deep within my core stirred, and I coughed uncomfortably before I averted my eyes out of respect. 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot to give you a towel,” I said apologetically, and then I turned to rummage through a trash bag of clean laundry. 
 
    “Towel?” I heard Ibseth say behind me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I pulled out a gray towel and held it out behind me. “You use it to wipe the water off your body.”  
 
    The elven woman took it from me and giggled, probably at how foolish she thought my behavior was. 
 
    “I have these you can wear, too,” I said, and I handed her the sweatpants and t-shirt that she put on right there in the living room. 
 
    With the blue-skinned woman dressed, some of my sense returned, and I went over to the microwave, got out the dinner I’d warmed up, and found a clean fork in a drawer of the kitchen.  
 
    “I bet you’re pretty hungry,” I said. “So I made this for you. It isn’t much, but they fill you up.” 
 
    Ibseth took the black, paper tray of food from me and took a deep inhale of it. 
 
    “This smells amazing!” she cooed, and I handed her the fork. 
 
    Then she sat on the couch and began eating ravenously, and I couldn’t help but smile when she moaned with each bite. 
 
    “This is incredible, Eddie,” the white-haired woman said around a mouthful. “Such savory gravy, and the meat is so tender. What sort of animal is this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I pulled another frozen dinner for myself from the cooler. “Beef, maybe? Could be anything really.” 
 
    “Did you not hunt the beast yourself?” she asked before she popped a potato dripping with gravy into her mouth. “You must have at least farmed this root vegetable. It actually tastes similar to something we have in the Gloom.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, but no, I didn’t hunt or farm any of this, I bought it, like I do most of my food,” I chuckled, but then I cocked my head in thought. “Though, now that you mention it, I could potentially build a garden out back. I’ve never had a yard before, so I don’t know if I have much of a green thumb, but the idea of growing my own food sounds nice.”  
 
    “You say you are not wealthy, and yet you have this luxurious home and purchase all your food,” Ibseth said as she narrowed her violet eyes at me in confusion. “Only the richest of my kind have such a privilege. Your world is strange, Eddie Hill.” 
 
    “It can be.” I smiled. “But you’re right, I should be and am grateful for all I have.” 
 
    And with that gold in my bag, maybe I’d soon have enough money for a little more. Then I could really fix this place up enough to blow Ibseth’s mind. 
 
    If she stayed around that long, but I didn’t want to think about that right now.  
 
    I poked some holes over the plastic on the potatoes and popped my own tray in the microwave. When I turned to look over at Ibseth, I saw she was watching everything I did with fascination. I figured I’d have to get used to that, at least until the elven woman adjusted to life in the modern world. The situation was strange to us both, and I knew she would need a lot of explanations for things I just took for granted. 
 
    But something about that idea, getting to watch Ibseth marvel at the little things, made me smile. I really liked her, and the joy she expressed at my modest living situation kinda did make me feel like a king and appreciate what I had even more.  
 
    But I knew it was going to be a lot to navigate for us both. 
 
    After we’d eaten, the sun had started to come up, and I was exhausted from my adventure into The Gloom.  
 
    “You can sleep in here,” I said as I showed Ibseth into grandpa’s old room. “And I’ll take the couch.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the blue-skinned woman asked, and she frowned at me as she fiddled with the hem of my shirt she was wearing. “I do not want to trouble you more than I already have.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” I replied with a smile. “And I insist. You’ll be comfortable here for tonight, er, today, and we can think of a more permanent arrangement after we both get some sleep.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eddie,” Ibseth said with a shy smile. “You have been far kinder to me than anyone in my life before.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I said, and I cleared my throat since I was a little embarrassed. “Really. If you need anything, I’ll be in the living room. Don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    With that, I went into the bathroom and took a quick shower myself, and then I changed into some clean clothes. Once I was back out in the living room, I grabbed my pillow and a blanket from my things on the floor and laid down for some well-earned rest.  
 
    As I waited for sleep, I thought about the past twenty-four hours, but it all felt like a wild dream, The Gloom, the Nictors, the elven woman sleeping in the next room. 
 
    Hopefully, when I woke up, that wouldn’t be the case because finding that hole in my backyard had been the best thing to have ever happened to me. 
 
    If I could sell the jewelry for a good price, it could set me up for the rest of the year.  
 
    But if I could find more treasure… 
 
    Without realizing it, I already had plans to go back to The Gloom and see what else I could find down there. If one trip netted me this much treasure, I could maybe find enough gold and jewels to set myself up for life.  
 
    But to do that, I would have to be better prepared next time. 
 
    I fell into a deep restful sleep with thoughts of firearms in my head, and I woke up several hours later to the sound of Dave Miller’s mower.  
 
    I looked around with my eyes still sandy with sleep, and the first thing I did was jump to my feet and check the bedroom, to see if Ibseth was there and confirm that it all hadn’t really been a dream.  
 
    But when I opened the door to the bedroom, there the elven woman was snuggled up under my blankets sleeping peacefully, with her long white hair splayed across the pillow like a fall of fresh snow. 
 
    It wasn’t a dream.  
 
    Hell yeah.  
 
    I closed the door quietly as my excitement threatened to boil over. Then I went to the kitchen and looked around the cabinets to see if there was any coffee, and luckily there was, as well as some other odds and ends. I made a mental note of what was there and started a grocery list in my head, and I quickly realized I needed several lists for the day. 
 
    There was still a lot to do around the house and yard, but the number-one thing was to get an idea of what my loot from the Nictors might be worth. After I got the coffee on, I sat down on the couch with a granola bar and my laptop, but then I realized I hadn’t set up internet service yet. 
 
    I knew I shouldn't, but my curiosity was burning a hole in me, so I checked if any of the neighbors happened to have an open Wi-Fi connection I could borrow for the moment. After a few clicks, I saw an open connection nicknamed, BigDaddyD, and I assumed it was Dave’s Wi-Fi.  
 
    I chuckled to myself. It seemed the neighbor guy had a sense of humor. 
 
    After I connected with the internet, I set my browser to “incognito mode” and did some searches on the current price of gold by weight, and I researched how to tell the difference between gemstones. The gemstone thing was complicated, so I would probably need to see a jeweler about that, which raised a whole new question in my mind. 
 
    I didn’t want to go around town asking about what a bunch of mysterious jewelry was worth. The fact I had a doorway into an underground world filled with riches and monsters and sexy blue-skinned elven women needed to be kept secret, not that anyone would actually believe it if I told them.  
 
    I would just have to pass this stuff off as an inheritance or something. A pawnshop wasn’t likely to ask too many questions, so that would be the place to start. Maybe I could just take the ring I had found somewhere to test the waters. 
 
    From what I was seeing online, the price of gold per ounce wasn’t necessarily the only factor to consider. Other similar pieces of jewelry, on auction sites, were going for far more than the sum of the materials themselves. I closed the laptop and accepted I was a little out of my wheelhouse here, and it was down to taking the ring somewhere, hearing what was offered, and deciding if I considered it to be a fair deal. 
 
    Then I heard the door to the bedroom, and Ibseth came out with her violet eyes still sleepy. She was practically swimming in my sweats, but her big breasts pushed the cotton of my shirt out to its full expansion, and I could clearly see the shape of her nipples as they urgently pressed against the soft fabric. 
 
    God damn. 
 
    “Ohhh, Eddie,” she whispered, and I felt something in my heart clench as she daintily covered an adorable yawn. “What a nice rest I’ve had.” 
 
    “Hey there,” I said, since I wasn’t really sure what the proper morning greeting for an elven priestess who’d spent the night at my place might be. “Would you like some coffee?” 
 
    “What’s coffee?” the white-haired woman asked groggily. 
 
    “Oh.” I grinned. “This is going to be huge.” 
 
    I got up and took two mugs out of the cabinet, saw one said “World’s Greatest Lover,” and wordlessly put that one back. There were some things I didn’t want to know about my grandpa.  
 
    After selecting a different mug, I poured us each a cup and added sugar and some powdered creamer I’d found, and then I handed a mug to Ibseth. 
 
    “It’s a hot drink,” I warned. “So go easy on the first sip.” 
 
    The blue-skinned woman took a test sip, and I watched as her purple eyes lit up. 
 
    “This is marvelous!” she gasped and took another drink, and I smiled as her beautiful face seemed to glow with pure joy. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed as I drank from my own mug, but I wasn’t talking about the coffee. 
 
    Since this was Ibseth’s first morning in the human world, I decided to splurge a little and ordered us some breakfast on a food delivery app. Nothing fancy, just some egg and sausage sandwiches, and when they arrived, Ibseth was once again astonished at how delicious the simple fare was.  
 
    She was also amazed at how I had a personal slave who delivered my food to my door, but I explained how he was not, in fact, my slave, and that I paid him. She didn’t seem to fully understand, but we would get there eventually. 
 
    As I watched the blue-skinned woman practically lick the grease off the breakfast sandwich wrapper, I wondered if they had salt or spices down in The Gloom, or what the food must be like there. I hadn’t paid a lot of attention in history class, but I knew enough to know how significant the spice trade had been, and how people were on a constant journey to find new ways to flavor their food. 
 
    After we ate, I started showing Ibseth around the house and explaining things to her. Since I was going to be gone for a while on errands, I would have to teach the elven woman all the basics I could think of, so I started in the kitchen, where the violet-eyed woman was once again impressed by the running water. 
 
    The oven and stove were also very impressive to her, and me as well, because I hadn’t yet noticed they were run on gas. Ibseth was already aware of the dangers of fire, but I made sure to mention that if she smelled the gas when neither was on, to get out of the house and not light anything.  
 
    Things like electricity were harder to explain, as I found out when I showed the white-haired woman the microwave. 
 
    “How is this not magic?” she huffed with her hands on her curvy hips. 
 
    “It’s electric,” I tried to explain. “You see where it plugs into the wall there? The black cord carries the electricity from the plug to the microwave and makes it work.” 
 
    “Elec-tri-city?” Ibseth repeated back slowly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied as I scratched my head. “It’s like-- uh-- lightning.” 
 
    “Lightning?” the blue-skinned woman asked with a confused frown. 
 
    “Like when there’s a storm and it rains,” I said. 
 
    “I am sorry for my great ignorance, Eddie Hill,” Ibseth sighed as she sadly dropped her gaze. “But I do not know what you mean.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize to me,” I said as I gently placed my hand under her chin and lifted her face. “There are some things you’ve never experienced, and that’s nothing to be ashamed of. All you need to know right now is to be careful with the plugs because the electricity can hurt you. Electricity is a kind of energy, like magic I guess, and it powers a lot of the things around here. That’s all.” 
 
    “I will be cautious of the lightning magic cords.” The elven woman nodded solemnly, and that was good enough for now.  
 
    When we got to the bathroom, I showed her the sink, and she already knew how to work the shower.  
 
    But there was an uncomfortable pause as we got to the toilet. 
 
    “This-- uh,” I stammered and felt my cheeks grow hot. “This is where you relieve yourself.” 
 
    “Do humans often grow tired when they are grooming themselves?” the elven woman asked as she cocked her head at me. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “Like when you need to relieve yourself after a meal.” 
 
    I lifted the seat to show her the bowl and hoped she would understand without me having to go into more detail. 
 
    “Oh!” Ibseth said with a slight blush. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with relief. “And when you’re done, you use this paper to-- clean up. Then, uh, put it in the bowl and flush.” 
 
    I flushed the toilet to demonstrate, and the elven woman squealed with surprise and clapped her delicate hands. 
 
    “That is the most clever thing I have ever seen!” she giggled. 
 
    “I imagine it beats the alternative,” I snorted. 
 
    Grandpa, for whatever reason, didn’t have a television, and mine wouldn’t work without an internet connection, so I showed Ibseth the radio in the living room. Since we were close to Cleveland, there were plenty of choices. The elven woman didn’t much care for a lot of the modern music, but they were playing classical music on the local public radio station, which seemed to please her. 
 
    “Oh, how lovely,” the blue-skinned woman sighed as an aria came on. “She sings as if her heart is breaking. What is she saying, Eddie?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t speak Italian. But it is beautiful.” 
 
    Once I was sure Ibseth had everything she needed until I returned, I looked through all the cabinets and the fridge. The fridge was mostly empty, with only condiments and a few beers, and I suspected grandpa had lived mostly off canned food. It was a strange way to learn about someone, going through their things, but the more I looked around the place, the more I got an idea of who the mysterious man was. 
 
    I made a note of what was on hand, and then I wrote a shopping list on my phone’s notes app and added a few items I thought Ibseth might need. I would have to be careful with my money until I could sell the Nictors’ jewelry, but I wanted her to be comfortable, too, since I wasn’t sure how long she would want to stay. 
 
    As I got ready to go, I stopped, took out the jewelry I’d found, and showed them to Ibseth. The elven woman wouldn’t know their value in US currency, but she might be able to help me get an idea of what I was working with. 
 
    “Do you know anything about these, Ibseth?” I asked. 
 
    The white-haired woman looked up from the radio, which she had sat down next to in grandpa’s La-Z-Boy. 
 
    “They are bribes,” she replied darkly, and I saw anger in her violet eyes for the first time. 
 
    “Bribes?” I asked, and I was startled by the change in the elven woman’s sweet demeanor. 
 
    “Before Ursenger became chieftain,” Ibseth explained, “the Nictors were reviled in The Gloom. They are scavengers and would hunt cattle to drink their blood. Sometimes, they would hunt people, and they made no distinction between adults and children. But Ursenger saw them as an opportunity, and he gave some of their leaders status and gifts to win them over to his side.” 
 
    “Your half-brother sounds like a piece of work,” I muttered. “I can see why you wanted to leave. I was thinking about selling them, but if you’d rather I didn’t, I’ll figure out something else.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Eddie,” the elven woman said as she leaned forward in her chair with a warm smile. “Those are yours by right. You defeated those horrible beasts to save me. Do with them what you will.” 
 
    “Do you know what these stones are?” I asked and brought them closer so she could see them. 
 
    “The red ones are rubies,” the blue-skinned woman replied. “The large white ones are moonstones, and the black ones in the bracelets are diamonds.” 
 
    “Diamonds?” I replied in shock. 
 
    “Such stones are common in The Gloom,” Ibseth said with a tilt of her head. 
 
    “I’ve heard of black diamonds, but I’ve never seen one in person.” I looked over the bracelets, and each one was set with a dozen of the small black stones. 
 
    “What other color would a diamond be?” the elven woman commented with a giggle. 
 
    “I’ve mostly seen the clear ones,” I said as I took the pendant and the bracelets and tucked them in one of my other bags until I decided what to do with them. “There are some other colors, but the clear ones are the most common.” 
 
    “How strange,” Ibseth said as she settled back down to listen to the radio. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to go out and get some things,” I said as I put on my shoes and put the ruby ring in my pocket. “I won’t be gone too long. Don’t answer the door for now. I’m still not entirely sure how to explain you to the neighbors. You won’t be in any danger or anything, but it’s better to play it on the safe side.”  
 
    “You are leaving?” Ibseth snapped her head up and frowned at me, and I could see nervousness creep up in her gaze.  
 
    “Not for long,” I repeated in a reassuring tone. “And you’ll be safe here. Ursenger doesn’t even know you left the Gloom, let alone where to find you. He can’t hurt you anymore. I promise.” 
 
    I didn’t know where the conviction in my voice came from as I made that vow, but I knew I would rather face down an army of Nictors then see Ibseth be hurt. 
 
    “Okay.” The elven woman bit her lip but then smiled up at me. “I trust in your word, Eddie Hill.”  
 
    “Good.” I grinned as pride swelled in my chest. “Do you need anything while I’m out?” 
 
    “I already have more than I could ask for, Eddie,” Ibseth replied with contentment as she snuggled down into the chair. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and my eyes roved over her form like they were trying to memorize her. It was actually more difficult than I would like to admit to tear myself away from the beautiful woman, but I had many things to do to ensure her safety. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    With that, I went out the front door, locked it behind me, and went to see just how much my loot might be worth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    I sat in my truck and started to look up local pawn shops on my phone to try and find one with decent reviews. I was lost in my own thoughts, so when someone knocked on my window, I jumped and almost dropped my phone. Then I looked up to see a bleached-blonde woman in her thirties standing outside of the truck with a wide, white-toothed, pageant smile on her face. 
 
    The woman wore a pink halter top with a large, floral print, and she was the most tanned person I’d seen in my life. And not to be unkind, but all the tanning hadn’t done her any favors. Maybe an Ohio eight, which was about a six in any other place. She was proudly holding a plate of half-burned cookies up to the window and indicating with the other hand that she wanted me to roll the window down. 
 
    Since I didn’t want to be rude, I rolled down my window and tried to smile. 
 
    “Well, hi,” I said with a chuckle. “You about made me jump out of my skin there.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the bleached-blonde said without much sincerity. “I saw you moving in yesterday and wanted to come say hi. I made you some ‘welcome to the neighborhood cookies.’” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I eyed the deeply brown cookies. “That’s very kind of you. I’m Eddie Hill.” 
 
    “I’m Tanya Daniels,” the woman said in a perky voice. “Former Miss Elyria County and second runner-up for Miss Ohio. Maybe you’ve heard of me?” 
 
    “No,” I said with an increasingly uncomfortable smile. “Sorry. But that is impressive.” 
 
    “Aren’t you sweet?” Tanya said with a practiced smile, but I could tell she was disappointed. “What brings you to Westherst, Eddie?” 
 
    “My grandpa left me his place when he passed,” I said, and I tried to think of a way to excuse myself so I could get on with my errands. 
 
    “Oh,” the former beauty queen said, and I saw the same look on her face that David Miller had yesterday. 
 
    Apparently, Grandpa had been universally unpopular in the neighborhood. 
 
    “Albert seemed like such a dear man,” Tanya continued, but she clearly didn’t mean it. “Well, I can see you’re busy. But if you ever get lonely in that trailer all by yourself, I’m just over there. You know, if you want to grab a beer or anything.” 
 
    The blonde pointed to the house at the beginning of the cul-de-sac on the right and batted her fake lashes at me. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, Ms. Daniels,” I said politely since I wasn’t sure how else to respond. 
 
    “Oh, please,” the tanned woman said with a smile and a flip of her manicured hand. “Call me Tanya.” 
 
    “Well.” I plastered on a bright smile. “You have a good day now, Tanya.” 
 
    “You, too, Eddie,” Tanya replied, and she stressed my name as she said it. 
 
    I rolled my window back up as she stepped away from the truck, and I started to pull away when I saw the bleached-blonde wave. I waved back and then took a deep breath. Tanya seemed nice enough, but I had a feeling “grab a beer” meant more to her than it would to me, and I wasn’t looking for that kind of entanglement.  
 
    Not with her, at least. 
 
    I drove through the orderly neighborhoods and turned toward the center of Westherst, and I followed my GPS to a place called Buddy’s Pawn and Fine Jewelry on Canal Street. When I pulled up to the place, I wondered what my chances were of getting a good deal. The shop had a painted plywood sign and several hand-painted banners advertising deals and the sort of goods one might find inside. 
 
    I’d been to a few pawn shops in Cleveland, when a college buddy needed beer money or wanted to buy a guitar, but my experience was limited at best.  
 
    I would have to be on my toes.  
 
    As I entered the shop, an electric buzzer announced my presence, and a bored, heavyset gentleman looked up from the TV on the counter. 
 
    “Hey there,” the burly man said. “I’m Buddy. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    Buddy had a long ZZ Top beard and a camo hat, and the sleeves of his shirt had been cut into two long holes that revealed his beefy sides. The jovial man had the air of a good ol’ boy, but I wasn’t going to be blindsided by his charm. 
 
    I looked around at the shop before answering and saw the usual hodgepodge of wares one would expect. Outdated technology, some instruments, a couple of bikes, and so forth. The long, glass counter was filled with jewelry and other things too expensive to just leave on a shelf, so I approached and fished the ring out of my pocket. 
 
    “I was thinking about selling this,” I said as I showed Buddy the gold ring with a ruby about the size of a large, flattened grape. 
 
    The big man’s eyes went a little wide as he looked it over, and then he looked me up and down. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” Buddy said slowly, “how on earth did you come by this?” 
 
    “It was my Grandpa’s,” I half-lied. “I found it in the old place he left me, figured it might be worth a little bit.” 
 
    “Could be,” the big man said as he stroked his beard. “Let’s have a look.” 
 
    Buddy pulled out a jeweler’s loupe and put it up to his eye as he carefully inspected the ring. I glanced around the shop while I waited for his verdict, and a moment later, he lowered the ring and put on his best poker face. 
 
    “I can offer you about a hundred for it,” the bearded man said, but I could see the glint in his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I put on a poker face of my own. “If that’s all it’s worth, I might as well keep it as something to remember my grandpa by.” 
 
    “I could maybe go as high as one-fifty,” Buddy countered. “I can understand it has sentimental value to you. But for me it’s only worth the price of the gold, if it were melted down.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said as I picked up the ring, and I turned to walk away. “Thanks for taking a look at it, though.” 
 
    “Hold up,” the big man said suddenly, and his voice betrayed his eagerness. “That is a pretty big rock there. What would you say to five hundred?” 
 
    Fuck. That was quite a jump in price.  
 
    “Five hundred?” I repeated in the neutral tone, and I turned around to look at Buddy. “I thought it was only worth a hundred. Maybe I should get a second opinion.”  
 
    “Alright, wait,” the bearded man said as his face went a bit pink. “A thousand.” 
 
    The wheels in my head started turning, and I looked at the big man. Clearly, this ring was worth quite a bit more than that, if a small town pawnshop owner was willing to go from a hundred dollars to one thousand in the span of two minutes.  
 
    It occurred to me my chances might be far better in Cleveland or online. 
 
    “I’m really sorry to have wasted your time, sir,” I said, and I genuinely was. “But I feel like I should maybe think about it a little longer.” 
 
    “Fine,” Buddy sighed as he put up his hands, but I could hear the disappointment in his tone. “But you’ll have a hard time finding a better price around here.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. You have a good day, sir.” I nodded as the door buzzed again, and then I stepped back into the summer air. 
 
    I had a sneaking suspicion I was sitting on a small fortune. The two pieces at home were even bigger, and if I could find the right buyer, I’d be doing better than I ever had before in my whole life.  
 
    I got back in my truck, let out all my nervousness with a long sigh, and then pulled up the GPS on my phone. I still needed to get some things for the house, so I looked up the closest store where I could get everything at once. Luckily, there was a big Kroger’s nearby, so I drove out of the pawn shop parking lot and headed in that direction, and my head was filled with thoughts about what I would do to fix up Grandpa’s old place once I was a rich man. 
 
    At the Kroger’s, which was just the Midwest version of any big-box store, I started down the aisles as I ticked things off my list. First, I swung by the beauty care section and got shampoo, conditioner, and body wash for Ibseth. I wasn’t sure what she would like, so I just got things I had known old girlfriends to buy. It was pretty shocking how much more women’s soap was, but I threw it in the cart. 
 
    After that, I went over to the clothing department, which I’d been dreading. I had no clue about women’s sizes, and terrible memories of having to watch my mom shop for bras when I was a kid came flooding back. I ended up having to flag down an associate, because I was at a loss. 
 
    “How can I help you?” the sweet-faced, middle-aged woman asked in her dainty Midwestern accent. 
 
    “I’m trying to shop for my girlfriend,” I lied, “and I don’t have any idea what size she is.” 
 
    “Awww, hon,” the older woman cooed, like I was the world’s best boyfriend. “Can you give me an idea of her measurements?” 
 
    “Uhh,” I said as I tried to think. “I don’t know exact numbers, but she’s kinda on the shorter side. Slim, but curvy at the same time, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    I waved my hands in the air in an approximate outline of Ibseth’s body. 
 
    “Well,” the kind woman said with a smile. “Let’s just see what we can do.” 
 
    With the older woman’s help, I picked out some leggings and a few shirts, but bras were a bit harder. I ended up grabbing a couple of the largest-sized sports bras, since the lady said they were a little more forgiving when it came to size, and then I headed for the checkout. 
 
    As I stood in line, I looked over the covers of the trashy magazines. As a kid, the “scandal rags,” as my mom would call them, used to be my favorite part of going to the store. Back then, The National Enquirer had been my favorite, but now it was like the publications were all about which celebrity was sleeping with some other celebrity, or diet trends. But while I was standing there, I thought about how fascinated I’d been with Bat Boy when I was little.  
 
    Now that I’d met the Nictors, that idea seemed far less appealing. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a gruff, masculine voice behind me. 
 
    “You’re that kid who just moved in, aren’t you?” 
 
    I turned and saw a man in his early forties, who had the look of someone who used to be fit but spent too much time behind a desk in recent years. The gentleman wore a boring, gray polo with the logo of something called “Stanton Security Solutions” embroidered on it. The beefy man had a shaved head and a mean-looking face, but currently he was smiling.  
 
    Well, it was more of a smirk than a smile. 
 
    “Pardon?” I said politely. 
 
    “You just moved into Albert’s old place,” the bald man replied. 
 
    The gentleman was leaning on his cart in the checkout line behind me, and in his cart was a twelve pack of cheap beer, a big pack of steaks, bargain hotdogs, and some chips.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, but I wasn’t sure who the gruff man was, or why he cared where I lived. “Albert was my grandpa. He left the place to me. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” the bald man said, and his smirk widened. “No offense. Hope you’re planning to clean up the yard.” 
 
    The beefy man laughed a douchey sort of laugh, and clearly he did mean offense. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s on my to-do list,” I said, and I extended my hand for a shake. “I’m Eddie Hill.” 
 
    “Brock Stanton,” the bald man replied as he roughly took my hand and shook it for a moment too long. “I live in the big house in the middle of the cul-de-sac.” 
 
    Of course he did. I made a habit of being friendly with everyone, but I had a feeling that was going to be difficult with Brock Stanton. 
 
    “What do you do for a living, Eddie?” the bald man asked. 
 
    “I’ve worked mostly in construction,” I said as I internally wished for the line to move faster. “But I went to school to be a graphic artist.” 
 
    “So that fancy degree didn’t do you much good, huh?” Brock snorted. 
 
    “I graduated this past spring, actually,” I replied, and I was liking Stanton less by the moment. 
 
    “I didn’t bother with college myself,” Brock said unprompted, and then the beefy man indicated the logo on his shirt. “Started my own business. Maybe I could throw some freelance work your way. Been thinking about redesigning the old logo, give it an update.” 
 
    “Really?” I said, but I already knew there was no way I would work for this guy. 
 
    “Yeah, I-- oh, hey now, you got a girlfriend, Eddie?” Brock asked as he pointed to my cart. 
 
    What the fuck was with the twenty questions?  
 
    “Uhh, yeah,” I said as I looked down at the feminine items mixed in with my groceries. “Kind of a new thing.” 
 
    “And she’s already got you doing her shopping?” Stanton snickered and made a whipping motion with his hand. 
 
    What an unbearable asshole. 
 
    Thankfully, the line finally moved, and I started to place items on the conveyor belt.  
 
    “I make the wife do all her own shopping,” the bald man prattled on. “But I guess that’s the benefit of being the provider. You gotta show women their place, or they start to get ideas. Know what I mean?” 
 
    I chose not to respond to that and stepped up to the cash register to pay and get the hell out of there. I spent a little more than I probably should have, but I figured Ibseth deserved a little luxury after all she’d been through. In a pinch, I could always hock the ring that was still in my pocket at Buddy’s pawn shop, but I had a feeling I’d be able to get a decent chunk if I took it up to Cleveland. 
 
    Once I paid, I turned to Brock. 
 
    “It was nice meeting you,” I politely lied. 
 
    “See you around, kid,” Stanton said as he loaded his items on the conveyor belt. “Get that yard cleaned up.” 
 
    As I walked away, I heard Stanton say something to the cashier about the steaks being fifteen percent off, and I rolled my eyes. Leave it to a man who just bragged about having the biggest house in the neighborhood to buy discounted steaks. 
 
    I left the store and loaded my stuff in the back of the truck before returning the cart, and then I drove back home. I also took a moment to take care of another thing on “the list” and called to get internet set up at my place, and the nice lady on the phone said they’d send someone the next day to get it installed. When I pulled up to my place, I saw Mrs. Whitmire puttering around in her yard, but I just waved to be friendly and took the groceries into the house in one load. 
 
    Inside, I found Ibseth still listening to the radio, but she was up moving around and dusting with one of my old t-shirts. The place definitely looked cleaner than when I’d left. It seemed like she’d used a broom to sweep the kitchen, and while the matted shag carpet still looked the worse for wear, most of the dust that had covered every surface was gone. 
 
    “You didn’t have to clean up, Ibseth,” I said with a chuckle. “Not that I’m complaining, but you could have just relaxed.” 
 
    “I wanted to, Eddie,” the elven woman said with a sweet smile. “You have been so kind, and I want to thank you in any way I can.” 
 
    I had to admit it was nice coming home and having something checked off my to-do list for me. I could get used to that. 
 
    I could really get used to her. 
 
    “I got you some things,” I said as I set down the bags in the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh, Eddie!” Ibseth gasped as she rinsed the old dusty shirt in the sink and wrung it out. “You brought me gifts?” 
 
    After she’d neatly folded the damp shirt and laid it over the sink to dry, the blue-skinned woman knelt next to me as I removed items from the bag.  
 
    “This one is to wash your hair,” I explained as I pulled out the shampoo and conditioner, “and this one, I don’t know, makes it softer or something.” 
 
    Ibseth clapped and cooed with delight at each item, and when I handed her the leggings and tops I’d gotten for her, she held them to her heart-shaped face. 
 
    “They are sooo soft,” she breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, pleased with how happy the elven woman was. “In my experience, women like soft things.” 
 
    “What animal are these made from?” the elven woman asked as she rubbed the clothes against her cheek. “Or are they made from mushroom fibers? No, mushrooms are never this soft.” 
 
    “I think they’re probably a cotton blend, which is a type of plant,” I said with a shrug. “Nothing special.”  
 
    “Eddie,” Ibseth said as she dropped her hands and laid the clothes in her lap, and she fixed me with a serious expression. “Why does a wealthy human like you not have any wives?” 
 
    “W-Wives?” I sputtered in surprise. “Like-- plural?” 
 
    “Yes,” the white-haired woman said with a solemn nod. “By your age, a prosperous man in The Gloom would have six wives at least.” 
 
    “Six?” I snorted like the idea was crazy, because it was, but then another thought occurred to me. “Wait, how old do you think I am?” 
 
    “Two, maybe three hundred.” Ibseth shrugged. 
 
    “Years?” I gasped. “How old are you, Ibseth?” 
 
    “I’m one hundred and seventy,” Ibseth sighed sadly. “If it weren’t for Ursenger, I would be married and have children by now.” 
 
    I stared at the elven woman and wondered how they counted time in The Gloom. The beautiful woman only looked like she was nineteen or twenty to me. 
 
    “Well, you certainly don’t look almost two centuries old,” I said. “You look around my age, and I’m only twenty-one. Years, that is.”  
 
    “Oh, Eddie, do not be silly,” Ibseth giggled. “That would be barely more than a child.”  
 
    “Maybe humans have longer years than your people do,” I said. “I’m not sure. But by my people’s count, I’m twenty-one.” 
 
    “How strange,” the elven woman murmured as she looked me up and down with her violet eyes, but then she got distracted by her soft clothes again. 
 
    Thankfully, she didn’t ask any more questions about wives or lack thereof, so I put away the groceries as Ibseth changed into her new clothes. I did have to explain what the sports bras were for, but she was able to manage the rest.  
 
    Once that was all done, I decided to finish up the backyard, but Ibseth seemed content to continue her efforts inside, so I showed her some of the cleaning supplies I had found plus the ancient vacuum cleaner my grandpa had. 
 
    When I stepped on the foot pedal to turn it on, the machine roared to life, which made Ibseth jump up on the couch to get away from it. This time, I couldn’t help but laugh. The elven priestess, in her little white shirt with a kitten on the front and pink leggings, put her hands on her hips and glowered down at me from her perch on the couch. 
 
    “What a horrible contraption,” she said in a scolding tone. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “But your face-- it’s okay, the vacuum won’t harm you. It’s just loud because it’s old, but it gets up all the little things you can’t see, like dirt and crumbs. You don’t have to use it if you don’t want to, though.” 
 
    “I will use it,” Ibseth said, and she puffed out her voluptuous chest as if it were a challenge. “But I still think it is a terrible device.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” I smiled and watched as the blue-skinned woman slipped off the couch and warily approached the vacuum like she feared it might bite her. When it didn’t, she wrapped her hand around the handle, and I figured she could handle things from there.  
 
    As I went out the back door, I heard the vacuum come on again, followed by the startled squeal of the blue-skinned woman, and I chuckled again. Then I headed for the shed to get out the weed whacker, but a small movement caught my eye.  
 
    A red ball flew over the fence, followed by an adorable string of curses from a tiny voice.  
 
    Then, along the fence line where my property butted up against the Millers, a little girl in a bright blue sundress started to wiggle her way through a small hole in the fence that I hadn’t noticed before. Once the little girl had made her way through, she looked around for the ball, spotted me watching her, and froze. 
 
    “Well, hey there,” I said with a smile. “Did you lose something?” 
 
    The small girl just stared at me, so I walked over to the ball, picked it up, and walked over to hand it to her, and she shyly took it. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Jenny,” the little girl said as she looked up at me. 
 
    The girl had big brown eyes and little curly, brunette pigtails. I was bad at guessing kids’ ages, since I was an only child and had no nieces or nephews, but she couldn’t have been more than six. 
 
    “I’m Eddie,” I introduced myself. 
 
    “Where did Old Bert go?” Jenny asked as she hugged her ball and swung back and forth. 
 
    “He passed away,” I replied simply. 
 
    “That means he died,” the dark-haired girl said as she regarded me seriously. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” I agreed. “He was my grandpa. This is my place now.” 
 
    “Are you sad?” Jenny asked bluntly as she continued to sway back and forth. 
 
    “I didn’t really know him that well,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “I was sad when my papaw died,” the little girl said as she tossed her ball in the air and caught it. “I’m sad about Old Bert, too. He was funny.” 
 
    “Did you know him well?” I asked and cocked my head at her curiously. 
 
    Everyone else in the neighborhood didn’t seem to think very highly of my grandpa, so it was strange little Jenny didn’t share that opinion. 
 
    “Not really,” the girl said as she played with her ball. “But he’d tell off Mrs. Witchmire if she yelled at us.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at Jenny’s nickname for Mrs. Whitmire, though I knew I probably shouldn’t encourage it. 
 
    “He’d say,” the girl continued, and then her voice deepened in what I assumed was an impression of my grandpa. “‘You leave those damn kids alone, you dried-up old hag!’” 
 
    I tried to stop myself, but a burst of laughter came out of me, which made Jenny giggle, too. 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t repeat that,” I said as I got myself under control. 
 
    “Old Bert said a lot of bad words,” the dark-haired girl giggled.  
 
    I smiled, but what she said next knocked me for a loop. 
 
    “Did you open up the well to let the fairies out?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, and I blinked at the girl in shock. Did I mishear her? 
 
    “The well in your bushes,” Jenny said and gestured to the bush in question. “Did you open it to let the fairies out?” 
 
    “You didn’t go down there, did you?” I asked, and my heart pounded as I thought about the Nictors and other monsters down there. 
 
    “No,” the girl said as she tossed her ball again. “I’m scared of the dark.” 
 
    As I watched the tiny girl play with her ball, I realized the danger the entrance to the tunnels posed. As far as I knew, I had the only key to that big iron door, but I had no idea if that was the only way to the surface from The Gloom. There were countless side passages down there, and they could lead anywhere. 
 
    I also knew from the number of bikes in Miller’s yard that Jenny had siblings, and if something found its way up, they would be in danger, not to mention the possibility of the kids’ curiosity getting the better of them. I assumed the comment about the fairies was just Jenny using her imagination, but the thought of the sweet, small girl wandering around in those tunnels sent a chill through me. 
 
    I’d have to block or lock that entrance somehow to keep them safe. 
 
    “It’s not a fairy well, Jenny,” I said in a gentle but firm tone. “It’s an old mineshaft, and it’s dangerous. Maybe it’s best you don’t come into my yard anymore. But if your ball, or anything else, falls in my yard, just knock on my door, and I’ll get it for you. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jenny said as she dropped her eyes, and her voice sounded disappointed. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, though,” I said to soften the blow. “If Mrs. Witchmire yells at you again, I’ll get on her, just like Old Bert did.” 
 
    The little girl shyly looked up at me through her lashes and giggled. 
 
    “Deal,” she said. 
 
    Then she threw her ball back over to her side of the fence and wriggled back home through the hole. 
 
    I laughed to myself, but then I started to walk the perimeter of the fence and look for other holes. The old fence was actually in need of a lot of repairs, and I would probably be better off just replacing the whole thing, so I added that to the growing list of things to do. I also had to figure out a way of securing the entrance to the tunnels.  
 
    Maybe some kind of locking hatch or something? 
 
    I went back to the shed, got the weed whacker, and took care of the tall weeds and grass along the fence and the assorted junk in the yard that the mower had missed. As I went around the yard, I thought about where the best place to plant a garden would be, and I made plans in my head for a raised bed vegetable garden, and maybe some flower beds around the edges. 
 
    Once I was finished, I put the weed whacker away and went back in the house. As I stepped through the back door, the smell of cooking hit me, and I looked around to see Ibseth at the stove.  
 
    “That smells delicious,” I said, and with a smile, I went over to see what she was up to.  
 
    The elven woman was browning some of the potatoes and onions I’d bought in a frying pan, and several sausages sizzled happily in another. 
 
    “I thought you would be hungry after your work,” Ibseth said as she saw me watching her cook. “It is so strange to be able to cook without building a fire, or gathering wood. I just turn this knob, and there is a flame! It is so wonderful. In The Gloom, such activities can take more than an hour.” 
 
    The elven woman had a proud smile on her delicate face, and something about the domestic scene warmed my heart. The last person to cook for me had been my mom, and it was a nice sort of feeling.  
 
    I got out some plates, and we sat down in the living room to eat together. The food was good, if under seasoned, and I made a mental note to introduce the white-haired woman to salt, herbs, and spices. Usually, I just put seasoning salt on everything, but I figured it would be a good opportunity for us both to expand our horizons. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I finished my plate and flashed her a smile. “This is just what I needed.” 
 
    “It is the least I could do for you, Eddie Hill.” Ibseth blushed cutely before she took the last bite of her sausage.  
 
    Once we were done eating, we moved to the couch, and the blue-skinned woman smiled proudly again as she settled in next to me and watched me open the laptop. I figured I’d borrow the Millers’ connection one last time, since I’d have my own internet tomorrow. I really needed to figure out how I was going to sell the gold and jewels, because I didn’t want to run out of money.  
 
    But that was going to require some research. 
 
    After some checking around, and looking up items that seemed similar to mine, I realized the best prices were found on online auction sites, not like eBay, but proper auction houses in places like Cleveland or New York. Problem was, places like that required papers proving the age of the items and where they came from, and I didn’t have anything like that. 
 
    From what I saw, I could be sitting on anything from thirty to sixty thousand, but that was still a guess. It seemed like there were countless factors that would affect the price, like the quality of the gold and gems. I could sell it faster on other sites, or at Buddy’s, but I couldn’t let my excitement lead me into a bad decision. 
 
    I still had money in the bank and some credit cards if I got into a pinch. Rent wasn’t an issue, but eventually property taxes would be. What I needed was a lawyer or something to advise me.  
 
    That’s when it hit me.  
 
    I knew a lawyer. Jay practiced family law, but even if he didn’t know what I should do, he’d be able to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    I pulled out my phone, looked up Jay on my contacts, and hit the call button. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ibseth giggled as she tilted her head. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and I blinked when I realized how strange this must look to her. “I’m just calling--” 
 
    “What’s up, Eddie?” Jay’s voice suddenly echoed in my ear. 
 
    “Hi, Jay,” I said into the receiver. 
 
    “You are calling a hi-jay?” Ibseth replied, and she frowned in confusion on the couch next to me. 
 
    “No,” I said to the elven woman. “It’s my friend Jay.” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Jay said, and now he was also sounding confused. “You called me.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said into the receiver. “Sorry, Jay, hold on a minute.” 
 
    “Dude,” Jay said with exasperation. “You called--” 
 
    I muted the phone for a moment and turned to Ibseth. 
 
    “This device also lets me talk to people who are far away,” I explained to the white-haired woman. “I'm going to talk to my friend to get his advice about selling the jewelry.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ibseth said, and her violet eyes widened with amazement. “And how is that not magic, speaking to those who are not present?” 
 
    I smiled at the elven woman and held up my finger to let her know I needed a moment.  
 
    “Hey, Jay,” I said when I’d unmuted the phone.  
 
    “Hi, Eddie,” Jay chuckled. “Who was that? Do you have a girl over there already?” 
 
    “Kinda,” I said as I glanced over at the elven woman sitting next to me. “Not exactly. Listen, I have a legal hypothetical to run by you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jay said with a playful sigh. “Lay it on me. What did you do?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I snorted. “Say I found some gold on my grandpa’s old property. What would I do next?” 
 
    “Buy a nicer house,” my old friend said without missing a beat. 
 
    “No, really,” I said seriously. “What would I do? Could I sell it?” 
 
    “Dude,” Jay said, and he suddenly also sounded very serious. “Did you really find gold? How much?” 
 
    “Hypothetically,” I said as I stood and started to pace the living room, “a lot, and there might be more hidden on the property.” 
 
    I didn’t want to put an exact amount on it, since I still had thoughts about going back into The Gloom to see what else I could find. 
 
    “What are we talking about here?” Jay asked. “A coin collection? Raw nuggets? Bars?” 
 
    “Let’s say jewelry with gemstones,” I said into the receiver as I paced. “But really old-looking ones, and they’re big.” 
 
    “Shit, man,” Jay muttered. “I don’t know. There wasn’t anything about that in the inheritance paperwork. I’m assuming you didn’t find any identifying papers or certificates of authenticity with them, either.” 
 
    “Let’s assume I didn’t,” I said. 
 
    “First, avoid the impulse to take them to a pawnshop,” Jay said in his serious lawyer voice. “Those places are going to try to lowball you. Depending on their age and value, most places will probably want provenance to prove where they’re from and that they’re not stolen.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a sigh. “What do I do then?” 
 
    “I’d suggest you talk to a CPA or something, man,” Jay replied. “If you can prove they were on your grandfather’s land, you’d be in the clear, but there could be inheritance taxes to consider. There’s also treasure hunting laws that differ from state to state. Someone like a CPA would be able to help you navigate all of that and pay as little as possible to the government. But we’re kinda out of my wheelhouse here, to be honest.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said. “So, how do I find a CPA, and how much will that set me back?” 
 
    “CPAs aren’t cheap,” Jay conceded. “But a good one is worth their weight in gold, no pun intended.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Where do I start?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of this guy here in Cleveland who’s supposed to be really good,” Jay said slowly. “But there’s a thing.” 
 
    “A thing?” I repeated with a raised eyebrow. “What kind of thing?” 
 
    “He’s known for working for some shady characters,” my friend admitted. “But that means he won’t ask a lot of questions, and if he thinks there’s money to be made, he might give you a discount rate at first. Hypothetically.” 
 
    I chuckled. Jay and I had been having a lot of “hypothetical” conversations lately. He technically wasn’t allowed to give me legal advice unless I hired him as my lawyer, and his firm were real sticklers about the rates they charged. So, the words “hypothetically” and “theoretically” had come up a lot as he helped me through the inheritance process with my grandpa’s land, and I couldn’t be more grateful to my friend for doing me a solid. 
 
    Jay looked up the number of a man named Travis Meyer, who was a CPA and lawyer in Cleveland. My lawyer friend also assured me that, despite some of the people he worked for, Meyer had a sterling reputation. 
 
    “Congratulations, though,” Jay said as we said our goodbyes. “On your theoretical windfall. You deserve a break like this. You are the hardest worker I know.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jay,” I replied with a huge grin on my face. “If this works out, we’ll have to go out to dinner or a night on the town, my treat.” 
 
    “Sounds good, man,” Jay said. 
 
    With that, I hung up and looked down at the number my best friend had given me. Jay and I had known each other our whole lives, and he’d always stuck by me. The only thing that ever separated us was the fact Jay’s parents were rich, and I’d grown up poor. Jay never seemed bothered by it, and he’d paid my way into any number of concerts and sprung for a couple of road trips and spring breaks during college. He never made a thing of it, but his parents had.  
 
    I had nothing but respect for Jay. Sure, he’d grown up rich, but he worked his ass off in school. By his junior year in high school, he was already taking college courses through the Post Secondary program. Then Jay finished his undergraduate program, went to law school, and passed the Bar at twenty-one, and he was now the youngest lawyer at his firm. 
 
    It would be nice to finally be in a place to be the one who pays him back for once. 
 
    “I have to make one more call,” I said to Ibseth, who’d taken the dishes into the kitchen to clean up. 
 
    “Important men have important business,” the elven woman said with a shrug and a warm smile. “Do not worry about me.” 
 
    I dialed the phone again and listened to the ringtone before a woman picked up the phone. 
 
    “You have reached the office of Travis Meyer, CPA,” the woman said with a light Midwestern accent. “This is Alice. How may I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, Alice,” I said in my best phone voice. “My name is Eddie Hill, and I have some questions about inheritance rights, I guess.” 
 
    “We should be able to help you with that,” Alice said kindly. “Can you explain your situation to me so I can pass it on to Mr. Meyer?” 
 
    “Well,” I started, “I just got some land from my grandpa, and I happened to find some very old, expensive-looking jewelry while I was doing some yardwork.” 
 
    I figured it was best to keep it as close to the truth as possible, without sounding like I was totally insane. Implying I’d found something while digging in the backyard was better than, “I found a hole that led to an underground world, fought some bat-people to save a priestess, and looted their bodies afterward.” 
 
    “The thing is,” I continued, “the gold and jewels weren’t mentioned in grandpa’s will, and I have reason to believe there might be more. I just want to be sure I do everything right before I try to sell any of it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Alice said in a surprised tone before she recovered her professionalism. “Uhh-- How old do you think the items you found might be?” 
 
    I pulled the ring out of my pocket and looked at it. I had no idea about jewelry, or different styles throughout history, but it looked like something you’d see in a fantasy movie. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I confessed into the phone. “But if I had to guess, maybe hundreds of years old.” 
 
    “Hold please,” Alice said after a long pause. 
 
    I waited for a few minutes and listened to the soft rock hold music while a knot formed in my stomach. I probably sounded like a complete crank to the woman. 
 
    “This is Travis Meyer,” a masculine voice suddenly said as the hold music cut out. “My receptionist has informed me you found some items of value on your grandfather’s land?” 
 
    I was surprised Meyer was actually speaking to me himself, but I quickly composed myself.  
 
    “It’s my land now,” I explained. “But yeah. I have a friend who’s a lawyer, and he said something about inheritance tax and treasure hunting laws and recommended I call you before I do anything with them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m certainly glad you did,” Meyer said in a cool, measured voice. “I’m intrigued by your case, and I was wondering if you would have time to meet with me today.” 
 
    “Today?” I asked. 
 
    I looked at the time, and it was already late afternoon. 
 
    “In my experience,” the CPA said, “it’s better to take care of these things quickly. A lot of people, when they experience a windfall, make rash decisions and want to spend their money before they think things through. Could you be here around six?” 
 
    “Not to put too fine a point on it,” I said, “but how much do you charge an hour? I know you’ll probably ask for a retainer, but here’s the thing. Outside of the gold I found, I don’t have much cash on hand right now. I tried to take one of the rings I found to a pawnshop. He offered me a hundred, but then I said no and the guy ended up offering me a thousand dollars. I feel like I might have something here, but if I can’t get my foot in the door with you, I don’t know quite how to sell any of it.” 
 
    There was silence for a few moments, and I could almost hear the man’s mental gears turning over the phone. I knew he was trying to figure out if I was going to be worth his time, but I didn’t have any other way to convince him that I’d be worth it until he saw some of my loot.  
 
    “In this first consultation I’ll be acting as a lawyer, and I’m interested enough to hear you out pro bono,” Meyer finally said. “So it will be free, and you can decide if you would like to hire me as your CPA and attorney once we’ve discussed your situation fully. Can I expect to see you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I tried to conceal my excitement. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Meyer said in the same understated tone. “I will see you then, Mr. Hill.” 
 
    Meyer ended the call, and I felt like I was on cloud nine. This was really happening. With a little help, I was going to be a rich man soon, and I had to convince myself once again that this wasn’t a dream I was about to wake up from. 
 
    “I’m going to have to leave again,” I said apologetically to Ibseth. “But you’ll be safe here until I get back. Just don’t answer the door if anyone knocks, but I don’t think anyone will.” 
 
    The beautiful blue-skinned woman turned from the sink, and her eyes were a little wide. 
 
    “If you must go, then I will wait here for you,” she said in a timid voice. 
 
    “Here,” I said and brought over my laptop. “I’ll show you how to use this to help pass the time.” 
 
    Then I showed Ibseth how to find some of the streaming services I had a subscription to so she could watch something while I was gone. 
 
    “There’s all kinds of stuff on here,” I explained as I scrolled through. “I place your finger on this square here, and then the little arrow on the screen moves to.” 
 
    I let Ibseth give it a try, and she smiled as the cursor began to move. 
 
    “Then,” I continued, “when you’ve got the arrow over one of these little pictures, tap your finger to pick it.” 
 
    I tapped my finger on one of the icons for a TV streaming service, the new window came up, and I started to scroll through the suggested shows and movies on the screen. 
 
    “What are these?” the elven woman asked as she pointed at the images advertising the options. 
 
    “Shows and movies,” I replied with a shrug. “Like plays, as you mentioned before. When you see something that looks interesting, you move the little arrow over it and tap your finger again.” 
 
    I selected a sitcom from when I was a kid and had been rewatching, then after it buffered for a moment, the theme song started to play. 
 
    “This is a wonder,” Ibseth breathed as she watched the cheesy credit intro. “Can they see us, too?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “This was made a long time ago. We watch these shows for entertainment. Let me show you something else.” 
 
    I clicked out of the window but made sure to do it slowly so the blue-skinned elf bombshell could see how to do it, and then I brought up the browser and got on my Amazon account. 
 
    “With this, you can look at some clothes we can get you, once I sell some of the jewelry. That way you can pick out some stuff you like.” 
 
    Since Ibseth couldn’t read or write in English, I typed in a search for women’s clothes, and then showed her how to get back to the streaming services when she was done looking. Luckily, computers are mostly point and click, and she seemed to pick up on it quickly. Then I clicked back onto the browser and scrolled through the dresses, pants, and tops displayed on the screen.  
 
    “You can look around and get an idea of what you like,” I said as I handed the laptop to the elven woman. 
 
    Ibseth sat down on the couch with the laptop and started to happily scroll through the options of dresses, tops, and shoes, and once I was sure she’d gotten the hang of it, I grabbed my keys and headed out to see a man about making some money. 
 
    I got in the truck and followed the GPS on my phone up to Cleveland and to the offices of Travis Meyer, which of course was in a nice section of the city filled with tall office buildings. Once I’d found reasonably priced parking a couple blocks away, I walked back toward the large building of office spaces as I tried to calm my nerves.  
 
    The place was a huge, blue-colored building downtown, covered by sparkling windows, and the lobby was a swanky beige and tan affair, with a seating area surrounded by tall, potted plants. I went over to the bank of elevators that looked modern and sleek, and I read the large board next to them that listed the names and suite numbers for the business housed in the building. Meyer’s office was on the fourth floor, suite 408, so I got in an elevator and pushed the button for the fourth floor. 
 
    The long hallways of the building were done up in the same beige and tan color scheme, with occasional pieces of art hung on the walls to break up the monotony. But it was like a labyrinth in there, and I passed the same painting of a bowl of fruit twice before I found the right office. 
 
    As I stepped through the door, I noticed Meyer’s office was very different from the bland decor of the rest of the office building. The walls were dove gray, and all of the furniture was either cream-colored or bleached wood, in a minimalist Norwegian style. The only thing that didn’t seem to match the tidy office was the plump, Midwestern woman behind the receptionist desk, who wore a cozy sweater and had her light-brown hair up in a loose bun. 
 
    Under the sweater, the woman wore a simple, modest dress with tiny flowers printed on it, and she had a face like a bulldog. The motherly smile on her lips was welcoming enough as she regarded me over her small reading glasses, which hung from a thin gold chain that went around the back of her thick neck. 
 
    “May I help you?” the middle-aged woman asked, and I recognized her voice from the phone. 
 
    “You must be Alice,” I said with a winning smile I’d learned was effective with older women. “I’m Eddie Hill. Mr. Meyer asked me to come in today.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Hill,” Alice said in her homey Midwestern accent. “Have a seat. I’ll let Mr. Meyer know you’re here.” 
 
    Then the folksy woman pressed an intercom button on her desk as I considered how odd it was to be addressed as “Mr. Hill.” 
 
    “Mr. Hill is here,” the receptionist said into a small speaker. 
 
    I sat down on one of the pristine couches in the seating area, but I only had to wait a few moments before a well-groomed man of medium height came out of the door that led to his office. 
 
    Travis Meyer definitely believed in looking the part of a CPA/lawyer. The buttoned-down man wore a well-tailored suit of gray only a shade darker than the walls, a pressed white collared shirt, and a mauve tie held in place with a silver tie pin. His short brown hair was neatly combed, and he wore round glasses with silver frames. 
 
    “Mr. Hill,” Meyer said by way of greeting, and he gestured for me to follow him into his office. 
 
    I stood to follow the well-dressed man and was suddenly painfully aware of the fact that I was in jeans and a t-shirt. Maybe I should have changed before I came, but I didn’t own a suit, so I really could have only put on a nicer pair of jeans and a buttoned shirt. 
 
    Maybe I’d expand my wardrobe once I figured out how to sell some of my loot. 
 
    The inside of Meyer’s office looked a lot like the reception area, with few personal items and the same minimalist aesthetic. His desk was free of clutter, and the only thing hanging on the wall were his certificates and one abstract painting that looked like it had been picked to match the decor, rather than from his personal preferences. 
 
    “So, you found some jewelry on your property?” Meyer asked as he sat behind his desk and waved his hand at the cream-colored armchairs in front of him. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I took a seat and fished the ring out of my pocket. “There was this, a couple of bracelets, and a big pendant.” 
 
    I handed the ring to the man in the suit, and he examined it carefully before he looked skeptically back up at me over his glasses. 
 
    “Where on the property did you find this?” Meyer asked. 
 
    “In the ground,” I said, and that was mostly true. “While doing some work in the backyard.” 
 
    “Did you document the find in any way?” the CPA asked as he opened a desk drawer and pulled out a jeweler’s loupe. “Take a video on your phone or post a picture to your social media accounts?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “I didn’t really think to do any of that. I was too surprised.” 
 
    “It’d be best not to say anything on social media,” Meyer said as he put the loupe up to his eye and looked at the ring. “Too many people like to brag on social media, and you really don’t want to announce things like this to the world. But the problem is proving that this was found on your property, and not on public land. However, you’re in luck.” 
 
    “I am?” I asked and leaned forward hopefully. 
 
    “Ohio has a finders keepers law when it comes to treasure,” the CPA said, “so as long as no one else can prove this was found on private or government land, you’re in the clear.” 
 
    “Really?” I grinned and was no longer able to hide my excitement. “So, I can sell it?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” Meyer nodded. “But you’ll have to be careful how you do it. Your friend was right. Because you claim this was found on the land you inherited, the IRS might try to tax any proceeds you’d receive from a sale. But I can help you with that part.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea of what it could be worth?” I asked as I pointed to the man’s jeweler’s loupe. 
 
    I figured if he kept something like that in his desk, he must know something about jewelry. 
 
    “Not precisely,” Meyer said in a cautious tone as he set the ring down on his desk between us. “I suggest we get it appraised. But if I had to guess, you could easily get somewhere between six to eight thousand for this piece. I can say it looks to be a natural ruby of good size, and the gold seems like it’s good quality, too. Tell me, Mr. Hill, what are your financial goals?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I said as I leaned back and thought. “I’d like to fix up my place, put some back for a rainy day. Just normal stuff, I guess.” 
 
    “Then this is what I propose for you,” Meyer said as he turned to his computer and started to type. “If the other pieces you found are larger and of similar quality, we can set you up with an LLC in your name and use that for tax purposes. I can handle the sale of this item through some connections I have that will be willing to buy and sell in cryptocurrency, which will give us some wiggle room with the IRS.” 
 
    “What do I do when I want to spend some of that money?” I asked since I was a little confused. 
 
    I’d heard of cryptocurrency, of course, but I didn’t have any idea of how it worked. 
 
    “We can do that in one of two ways,” Meyer said as he spread his hands. “I can either give you the information for the account, and you can sell the currency yourself when you need money, or you can call me, and I can handle that end of things.” 
 
    “For a fee, of course,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Of course,” the man in the suit said with a smile of his own. “But those services do come with benefits. If you want me to manage your account, I can help you invest and grow your money over time. I’m happy to handle this initial sale and get everything set up for my normal fee, or a twenty percent cut of the profits.” 
 
    “What is your normal fee?” I asked.  
 
    “For most legal type work, contracts, advisement, and the like, it is five hundred an hour. Since this would involve me performing arbitration between various parties, I would have to charge around seven hundred an hour.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” I chewed my lip as I did the math. Twenty percent of eight grand was sixteen-hundred bucks. It might actually be better for me to ask him to charge me an hourly rate, but having him take a more lucrative percentage might actually be worth it to me. It could ensure he was more concerned with my new enterprise. I didn’t quite know what the right decision was, but since I only had a few grand to my name, I figured it was probably best to just get the ball rolling as quickly and as easily as possible so I could start improving my lot in life. Once I had my bank account stuffed with cash, I could revisit our negotiations and probably get him to do a better rate.  
 
    I just needed some cash in my bank account first.  
 
    “After that,” he continued, “I would help you find some dealers who could sell your other pieces, and we can discuss a retainer or a percentage fee. What interests me is the possibility you mentioned of there being more gold on your property. If you’re willing to work with me, I can make us both a lot of money. But, without being certain if there’s more, we’re both taking a risk here, and I have to account for that.” 
 
    I nodded as I considered his words.  
 
    Meyer’s straightforward manner gave me the feeling I could trust him. The well-dressed man didn’t give me the impression that he was trying to take me for a ride, and I could see why Jay had recommended him. I knew there was a lot more where this ring came from in The Gloom, and being able to sell it for a good price, without too many questions, and with a lawyer/CPA keeping things nice and tidy with the government, seemed like a good deal. 
 
    Not to mention, if I did let Meyer handle investments, that could be an insane amount of money. I could set myself up for life, potentially. It was a risk, but it was one worth taking. 
 
    “Okay,” I said finally. “What happens next? Do we sign a contract or something?” 
 
    Meyer smiled and asked Alice to bring in some paperwork over the intercom.  
 
    To his credit, Travis Meyer patiently explained to me everything I was signing and waited as I read through the legalese language of the contracts. The man in the suit seemed to feel like this was as good of an opportunity for him as it was for me, and he tried to make everything as transparent as he could.  
 
    Once everything was signed, Meyer handed the papers to Alice to transfer into the computer and file away. 
 
    “I do have one last thing,” the well-dressed man said as we finished up. “Once the profits start coming in, do not go on a spending spree. Start slow. If you start to show off your money, that could attract attention.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve heard the term ‘new money speaks loudly.’” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said as he smiled at me, “and then there’s the problem of relatives and old friends coming out of the woodwork for a handout. I cannot stress enough to keep this off social media. Don’t post pictures of a new car or vacations. Take your money and pay off any debts you might have, then live as simple of a life as you can to make the money last longer. If you keep finding these types of items, you can make bigger moves in the future, but I can’t tell you how hard social media has made this. I’ve seen so many clients of mine show off on Facebook and end up burning through all their inheritance. Such a shame.” 
 
    “I don’t really use any social media anyway.” I shrugged. “I’m on Facebook and Instagram so I can look at art, but I never saw the point of posting pictures of my food for old high school friends to comment on. I like my truck and don’t really see a reason to buy a new one. Oh, and I own the house and property. I want to fix up the place a bit, but I don’t think I really need much.” 
 
    “Perfect,” the CPA said with a nod of approval. “After this initial sale goes through, I’ll contact you with the information you’ll need to access the money, and we can discuss selling your other items. It should only be a few days at most.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I said as I stood and offered the man my hand. 
 
    Meyer shook my hand, and I left the office feeling lighter than I had since I started college. Student loans, finding a job I didn’t hate, all that fell to the wayside. The money I stood to make from the ring was just the tip of the iceberg. I’d barely known my grandpa, but him leaving his land to me was the best thing anyone could have ever done for me. 
 
    As I got into my truck, I had already begun to make plans for my next trip into The Gloom, and this time, I was going to bring a gun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    As I headed back into Westherst, I decided to make a stop before heading home. From everything I’d seen in The Gloom, the creatures there only had primitive weapons, so if I got a gun, that could put me at a huge advantage if I ran into trouble. But despite my grandpa’s clear interest in guns from the pile of gun magazines I’d found in his old junk room, I hadn’t found any in the house, so I looked up the nearest gun store in town. 
 
    The first place I found with a search was called Nathan’s Army Surplus and Arms. The shop had mixed reviews, but the prices were low, which was what I needed right now. I’d have to put whatever I got on a credit card, which wasn’t ideal, but it would be an investment in my future. 
 
    There was also the fact I didn’t know if there was more than one way to reach the surface from The Gloom. I’d only seen a fraction of the underground world, but it was clearly full of danger.  
 
    I’d helped Ibseth escape the Nictors, so I’d inadvertently made what sounded like a powerful enemy in her sick half-brother, Ursenger. I needed protection, if not for my sake, then to keep Ibseth safe, so the expense of a couple of guns was really a necessity. I hoped Meyer would be able to deliver on his promise to sell the ring sooner rather than later because I would feel a whole lot better once I was able to secure the entrance to the tunnels, too. 
 
    I pulled up to a big, brick building just off the main street that looked like it had been there since the town was founded. The sign on the front read, “Nathan’s Army Surplus and Arms,” with a caricature of a man with one arm and wild hair to one side.  
 
    I checked the reviews on my phone again. Most of them seemed to cite the fact that the owner, Nathan, was a bit of an eccentric, to put it mildly. But I didn’t see anything about the store selling poor-quality merchandise, or anything else that would really matter to me. I didn’t mind an eccentric personality. I had gone to art school, after all. 
 
    I walked into the store as a bell above the door rang, and the interior was one of the strangest things I’d ever seen. In the middle of several of the large display tables were dioramas made with mannequins dressed in fatigues. One was set up to look like it was an army soldier crawling across a table of olive drab and sand-colored shirts, while another stood proudly on a different table of gas masks, helmets, and goggles and pointed into the distance with one hand while the other held a toy pistol.  
 
    Between the shelves, the walls were decorated with camouflage netting, giving the interior a strange, jungle-like appearance, but I didn’t have any more time to take things in.  
 
    “Good evening!” a nasal-sounding male voice said from somewhere in the depths of the store. 
 
    I looked around and spotted a man in his late thirties with sandy-blond hair that looked like it was rarely combed. The gentleman stood behind the front counter and was dressed all in camo, and because half the store looked like an indoor forest, he was actually difficult to spot at first glance.  
 
    I knew right away this was the infamous Nathan. His right sleeve had been rolled up and pinned, because that arm was missing, which meant the caricature on the sign was clearly him. 
 
    “Hi,” I said and walked up to the counter. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you around,” the wild-haired man said as he looked me up and down. “I’m Nathan, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I just moved here,” I explained, “and I was thinking about getting something for home defense and maybe do a little hunting later this year.” 
 
    “You’ve come to the right place,” Nathan said with a wide grin. “Now, on a scale from novice to Rambo, how would you describe your firearm proficiency?” 
 
    “I used to go hunting with my dad,” I replied, but I wasn’t exactly sure where that fell on the shop owner’s odd scale. “I know my way around a bolt-action rifle, and I’ve shot a handgun a time or two at a gun range. I’d like to get a rifle that is durable and won’t fail when I need it. Even if it gets muddy or dirty or banged around. Not to say I’m not going to clean it or take care of it, I just want it to work all the time if I maintain it.” 
 
    “And what were you looking to spend?” Nathan asked as he started to go over to the locked display of rifles behind the counter. 
 
    “That’s kinda the problem,” I said as I moved down the counter to look over the man’s selection. “I’m on a bit of a budget at the moment, but I’d like to upgrade later as I can.” 
 
    “Well,” Nathan said thoughtfully as he smoothly unclipped a key ring from his belt and sorted through the dozens of keys with his single hand. “You say you want something that is always gonna work? The ARs are pretty popular, but they’re pricey and in my opinion a little moodier than your standard AK.” 
 
    The wild-haired man looked over the rifles as he unlocked the glass cabinet with a loving expression. 
 
     “Some are opposed to the AK, on the grounds they’re made by commies,” he continued. “But I think that’s part of the beautiful irony.” 
 
    “Irony?” I asked after he paused to smile at me.  
 
    “See…” He cleared his throat, leaned forward a bit, and smiled even wider. “If someone breaks into your house, what is it they are after? Hmmm?” 
 
    “Uhhh… my stuff?” I guessed.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said as he nodded. “You are a smart one. Got it right away. Now, if they are after your stuff. What are they? Besides a burglar, of course.” 
 
    “Uhhh… I don’t kno--”  
 
    “A fucking commie,” he growled. “Only commies think they deserve shit that don’t belong to them. That’s the irony. You are killing commies with a commie weapon. I fucking love the poetic justice of it.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I cleared my throat. “Soooo… an AK? Do you have a cheap one?” 
 
    “Yeah… Gotta admire its practicality as well.” He turned to the rack on the wall and gestured. “This one was made in Bulgaria, and honestly I don’t know enough about them to know whether or not I’m opposed to their economic practices.” 
 
    The man in the camo jacket selected a rifle, which didn’t have a magazine in it, and set it on the counter between us. 
 
    “Do you know how to check if it’s loaded, son?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “May I?” I replied as I pointed to the rifle. 
 
    “Please do,” the eccentric man said with a nod. 
 
    I picked up the AK, pointed it at the ground, and checked the chamber, which was clear. Then I looked the rifle over, and even though I didn’t consider myself an expert, I could tell it was old and well-used, but it was clean, and everything seemed to be in working order. 
 
    “How much?” I asked as I set the rifle back down on the counter. 
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, this one’s had a few rounds out through it,” Nathan said. “But that just means it’s all warmed up for you. I’ve shot it myself, and I can tell you it’s reliable, and as accurate as you can expect an AK to be.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “Depends on how good of a shot you are,” he said with a casual shrug. “You’ll have good grouping at a hundred yards. Looser at two hundred, but it will still put a man in the ground. Good marksmen can go out past that, but that don’t matter much for shooting burglars, does it?” 
 
    “No, sir,” I said.  
 
    “Hell,” he continued. “The fucking Arabs use these guys out in the Middle East, and they probably don’t even clean ‘em. You’ll probably never have to, but if you take good care of her, she’ll last you a good twenty thousand more rounds. Since you’re new here, and I like a return customer, I’d be willing to let it go for two-fifty, and I’ll throw in a box of ammo and an extra magazine for you.” 
 
    I knew the price of guns and ammo were very changeable, based on supply and demand as well as any number of other factors, but it seemed like a fair enough price.  
 
    “I’d also like to look at a handgun,” I said. “And maybe some other odds and ends.” 
 
    “You said you’ve shot a handgun before?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “A Glock a few times. I think it was a 19.” 
 
    “I normally have a few used ones for sale,” Nathan sighed. “But shit has gone bananas because… well, fucking commies, eh?” 
 
    “What do you have?” I asked before he could launch into another rant.  
 
    “If you’re on a budget,” Nathan said with a thoughtful sigh, “a Hi-Point 9mm might be the way to go. Gun snobs will turn their noses up at it, but it will shoot accurately out to twenty-five yards, and it’ll still kill a commie just as easily as a tricked-out Glock would. Only a hundred bucks for this used one here.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I nodded.  
 
    There was a stack of paperwork I had to sign, but as the wild-haired man entered the information into his computer, I walked around the store and picked up some other things I thought would be useful for my next trip into The Gloom.  
 
    I realized I didn’t know exactly what I was doing with my equipment set-up, but it wasn’t like I could go on the internet and look up “proper gear to take to a dungeon fantasy world for maximizing loot acquisition,” so I just decided to do my best guess with my set-up and buy better equipment once I had more money and experience. 
 
    I picked out a canteen, a new backpack that would be better suited for the task, a tactical knife, some sound suppressing earphones, some blue camo I thought might work in the underground world, a holster for the pistol, a few more magazines for both the rifle and pistol, and a belt to put mag pouches and the knife on.  
 
    I cringed at the current price of ammo, but there wasn’t a lot to be done for it, and I reminded myself that this was an investment, both in my future fortune and in Ibseth’s safety. All told, I was able to get forty rounds for the handgun and two hundred for the AK. The whole purchase didn’t quite max out my credit card, but it came within fifty bucks, and my palms were a bit sweaty as I swiped my card through the reader. 
 
    I still had what was left in the bank, and if I could sell the rest of the jewelry I had on hand in the next month or two, I would be more than fine. But it was definitely a risk versus reward situation. Really, I was just glad Ohio didn’t require waiting periods or extensive background checks to buy firearms, so I wouldn’t have to wait four days before I could go back to explore The Gloom. 
 
    “There you have it,” Nathan said as he finished ringing up the sale. “You come back any time.” 
 
    “I imagine you’ll be seeing a lot more of me,” I said with a smile as I gathered up my purchases. 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” The eccentric man grinned. 
 
    I headed back out to the truck and carefully placed the rifle and the bags on the passenger side, and I then hopped into the driver’s seat as my head spun with thoughts. There was something more than just the promise of riches drawing me back to The Gloom that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Money was nice, but it had never mattered that much to me since I’d managed my whole life on very little. 
 
    But there was something else to the Gloom, a sense of excitement almost. I didn’t know how the entrance to the tunnel had gotten there, or how far into the earth the cave systems went, but I wanted to know more. Everything about The Gloom had been alien to me, and maybe I just didn’t have enough sense to be afraid of it.  
 
    Instead of fear, I felt curiosity. 
 
    Considering no one else in the world seemed to be aware of this underground world, was there some kind of magic involved? Was magic even real? Given I’d killed monsters and saved a blue-skinned woman, I was more inclined to believe such a previously outlandish idea. Ibseth seemed to think magic was real, too, and despite how innocent the elven woman was, she certainly wasn’t dumb.  
 
    Over and over again in my head the same question rang out: what was down there? 
 
    It was well after dark when I pulled into my driveway, and there was old Mrs. Whitmire, out in her yard and trying to peer into mine.  
 
    As I got out of the truck, I decided to have a little fun with her. 
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Whitmire!” I shouted. 
 
    The old gal looked like she just about jumped out of her skin as she started. 
 
    “O-Oh, hello, Eddie,” the old woman said with a plastered-on smile. “How are you, dear?” 
 
    “Just fine, thanks,” I replied as I took my bags out of the truck. “Your roses are looking well.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Mrs. Whitmire said with false modesty, but then the older woman looked at the box for the rifle with a raised eyebrow. “Are you planning to do some hunting?” 
 
    “When the season comes around,” I said pleasantly. “You have a good night now.” 
 
    “You, too,” the blue-haired lady called back before she headed back into her house. 
 
    I walked up onto my porch, into the house, and closed the door behind me. Ibseth was sitting on the couch with a concerned look on her face, and I heard the sound of a laugh track coming from whatever she was watching on the laptop. 
 
    “Oh, Eddie!” the elven woman gasped as she saw me come in. “This is horrible.” 
 
    “What’s horrible?” I frowned as my heart skipped a beat. Did she not like it here anymore? 
 
    Then Ibseth turned the laptop around, and I saw she was watching some sitcom where a middle-aged couple seemed to be having an argument about their teenage daughter. 
 
    “The girl in the box has taken a terrible lover,” the blue-skinned woman explained, “and her mother and father do not know what to do. Then these terrible, unseen people laugh at their pain.” 
 
    I had to stop myself from laughing, because I didn’t want Ibseth to feel like I was making fun of her concern. 
 
    “It’s alright, Ibseth,” I said gently as I set down my bags and the rifle box. “Those people are just actors. None of that is real, they’re just performing for an audience.” 
 
    The elven woman stared at me for a moment with her wide, violet eyes, and then she looked back down at the screen. 
 
    “This is a play?” the white-haired woman asked with a dubious expression. “It isn’t very funny.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a cultural thing.” I shrugged. “I’m not a fan of that show, either. But there are plenty of other ones if you don’t like it.” 
 
    “Was your trip successful?” the blue-skinned beauty asked as she saw my bags and closed the laptop. 
 
    “I think it was,” I replied and smiled. “I should be able to sell the gold and make a good bit from it. I actually wanted to talk to you about that. I was thinking about going back down into The Gloom.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Eddie!” Ibseth gasped as she came up off the couch in a flash, lunged forward, and clung to the front of my shirt. “You mustn’t go back.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked as I wrapped an unsure arm around her trembling form and looked at the elven woman’s furrowed brow. “I can understand you don’t want to go back. And I won’t ask you to, but I figure there’s a lot to be found down there.” 
 
    “Yes,” the elven woman said emphatically, and her grip tightened on my shirt. “There are monsters and Ursenger’s soldiers.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as I gently pried her fingers open, and then I knelt down, opened the rifle box, and pulled out the well-used AK. “That’s why I got this.” 
 
    “What is that?” Ibseth asked and took a step back from the weapon. Her expression was equal parts curious and wary.  
 
    “It’s called a rifle,” I explained, “and it shoots out little pieces of metal with powerful force. Kind of like a bow shoots an arrow. From what I’ve seen of The Gloom, no one down there has anything like this, and that will give me an advantage. Not that I’m planning on going and starting shit. What I want to do is go exploring, maybe pick up a little more gold, and if I get into trouble, I’ll have this with me” 
 
    “You are a strong warrior, Eddie Hill,” Ibseth said in a grave tone, and she took her head of white hair. “But you do not know The Gloom. There are other things down there beside Ursenger and his minions. Trolls, orcs, and basilisks. Then there are other things, darker things that come up from the Twilight Region and deeper.” 
 
    “The Twilight Region?” I asked. 
 
    “There are places beneath The Gloom, too, where demons and aberrations dwell.” The elven woman’s violet eyes were shadowed by a nameless fear. “This is why the Yennih and other tribes do not just overthrow Ursenger. The Yennih chief is the one charged with the task of keeping the evil in the deep at bay.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to take what Ibseth was telling me. Part of me wondered if the same people who had told her humans ate children and that the surface was populated by monsters were the ones who told her a man like Ursenger was all that stood between The Gloom and chaos. 
 
    The other part of me recognized there actually might be some scary, dangerous shit down there beyond my human comprehension. 
 
    But I couldn’t let one possibility deter me.  
 
    “I understand what you’re saying, Ibseth,” I said gently as I set aside the rifle and walked up where the elven woman stood with her arms wrapped around herself. “But you were raised to be afraid of the world you lived in. It sounds to me like the biggest monster in The Gloom is Ursenger, and he’s using fear to stay in power.” 
 
    “That could be so,” Ibseth said with a little nod. “My life in The Gloom was sheltered. But all the same, I do not want anything to happen to you. You are the first person to be kind to me… without wanting something in return.” 
 
    Her voice caught at the end of her sentence, and I felt something in my chest clench in response.  
 
    “I can handle myself,” I assured the blue-skinned woman. “I promise I won’t take any unnecessary risks, but that tunnel is in my backyard, and I feel like I should know what’s down there.” 
 
    “I have heard,” Ibseth said as she looked up at me, “there are bandits who live in the southern region of The Gloom, away from the villages and cities. Ursenger’s men are unlikely to go there. There are also trolls who live in that region, but if you are careful, you might be able to find what you seek there.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I nodded. “The southern region. I’ll go tomorrow night, after it gets dark, and be back before the sun comes up. But right now, I’m going to put this stuff away and make us some dinner. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “I would like that,” the white-haired woman said as she smiled shyly. 
 
    I made up some spaghetti and frozen garlic bread, which was a simple, bachelor kind of meal, but my elven companion was over the moon about the wonderful flavors and spices of the dish.  
 
    Then the rest of the night was lost in pleasant domestic tasks. I unpacked my few boxes, folded the clothes I’d thrown into a trash bag, and discovered Grandpa’s old collection of 70s country records. 
 
    “Oh, man,” I said as I pulled out a Best of the Grand Ol’ Opry album. “This is the best!” 
 
    “What is it?” Ibseth asked as she knelt down beside me and looked at the glossy cover of the album in my hands. 
 
    “Only some of the best music ever made,” I said as I read the names and song titles on the back. “Loretta Lynn, Johnny Cash, Woody Guthrie.” 
 
    There wasn’t just country music there, either. Some of the records went all the way back to the 50s, with artists like Buddy Holly, Bob Dylan, and even some Janis Joplin. 
 
    After I blew some dust off the record, I set it on the turntable, flipped the switch, and carefully placed the needle down. Then Loretta Lynn began to sing sweetly about secret love by the moonlight, and I was swept away, back to my childhood, watching my mom clean the house as she danced to Loretta and Dolly.  
 
    I was overcome by the memory, so I swept Ibseth into my arms and started to dance a two-step with her there in the living room. 
 
    “This is lovely,” the elven woman breathed as she giggled. 
 
    “I could get used to it,” I agreed and looked into her violet eyes. 
 
    I could have kissed Ibseth right then and there, but she shyly dropped her eyes and placed her head on my chest. I was too much of a gentleman to press things, but I could feel something growing between us, and whatever it was, it was worth the wait.  
 
    As the song ended, I let the elven woman go and saw the rosy blush on her cheeks, and I couldn’t help but brush my thumb along her flushed skin. 
 
    “I’m glad we met, Ibseth,” I murmured. “It… makes me really happy you’re here.”  
 
    “You have shown me so many wondrous and magical things, Eddie,” she whispered as her cheeks darkened even more. “I only hope I can… repay you someday.”  
 
    “Seeing you safe and smiling is payment enough,” I said before I could stop myself. I didn’t want to be too forward, but it was the truth, and she should know that she was safe here with me for as long as she wanted, with no strings attached.  
 
     Ibseth bit her lip and looked up at me with a hint of surprise in her violet eyes, but a warm smile quickly tugged at the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “Then I will ensure to keep myself safe and smiling for you, Eddie,” she whispered before she ducked her head under my chin and cuddled up against my chest. 
 
    We listened to old records for a while longer while I decided where to put my things as I finished unpacking. Eventually, we both decided to go to bed, Ibseth in the bedroom and me back on the couch.  
 
    But I’d admit the idea of the beautiful woman in the next room, and our momentary closeness as we danced to old country songs, kept me awake for a while longer. 
 
    In the morning, I made coffee again and started to make preparations for my trip into The Gloom that night. I loaded the magazines for the rifle with 7.62x39mm rounds, and 9mm rounds in the magazine for the pistol. Then I double checked the firearms to make sure everything was in working order. Lastly, I put some jerky and trail mix in my new backpack and filled up the canteen so everything would be ready to go when the time came. 
 
    When Ibseth got up, she watched what I was doing for a moment with a furrowed brow as she got herself some coffee. 
 
    “Are you sure you must go, Eddie?” she asked in a concerned tone. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said as I put a bag of dried fruit into my bag. “It’s not just about me wanting to find more gold. The cave is right in my backyard, and I think I should really know what’s down there. I know you’re worried, but I’ll have my guns with me if anything happens. But I’m not going to go looking for trouble. I just have to know.” 
 
    “I understand,” the elven woman sighed as she sat on the couch and looked at me with sad eyes. “You are a capable man, but I still fear for your safety.” 
 
    “And I appreciate that,” I said as I looked at the blue-skinned woman. “But I’ll be here all day, and we can get some more stuff done around the house. When the sun goes down, I’ll head into the tunnels, but I’ll be back before sunrise, I promise.” 
 
    Ibseth and I tackled Grandpa’s junk room after we ate breakfast, and we filled up several trash bags with old magazines and the expired MREs. I’d have to wait for Meyer to get back to me about the sale of the ring to have some of the furniture taken away, but once it was cleaned out, it would make a nice second bedroom after a fresh coat of paint. 
 
    One day, I would have to get around to changing the horrible shag carpet, but that was further down the growing list of things to do, after fixing the fence and sealing up the entrance to the tunnel in the backyard so I didn’t have to worry about unexpected visitors from The Gloom.  
 
    After a while, the man from the cable company showed up to set up the internet. I thought about asking Ibseth to wait in the bedroom, but if she was going to live with me, I would eventually have to explain her presence to people.  
 
    Besides, the elven woman shouldn’t have to live hidden away from the world. She’d experienced enough of that in the Gloom. 
 
    “Hi there,” I greeted the man in workman’s blues as I answered the door. 
 
    “Hi,” he replied with a professional smile. “I’m Gary with Westherst Communications. I’m here to set up your router.” 
 
    “Come on in,” I said with a friendly wave of my hand, but there was a knot in the pit of my stomach as I waited for the inevitable questions when he saw Ibseth, who was busying herself with the breakfast dishes at the sink. 
 
    To Gary’s credit, he stepped into the double-wide and only paused for a shocked moment when he saw the blue-skinned woman. 
 
    “D-Do you know if there’s ever been internet service here before?” the cable guy stammered and tried not to stare. 
 
    “I kinda doubt it,” I said in a normal tone, as if a Night Elf woman wasn’t doing my dishes. “Is that a problem?”  
 
    “I-- uhh-- I might have to run a line,” Gary said as he recovered his professionalism. “Where do you want it to come in at?” 
 
    “I was thinking about putting the TV over there,” I replied as I pointed to a wall. “I don’t know if that would affect things.” 
 
    “The router should be able to cover the whole house,” the cable guy said, and he fixed his eyes on me. “Let’s, um, take a look outside and see what we can do.” 
 
    Gary and I stepped outside and looked around the house to see where the best pace for a line would be, and we settled on a spot not far from where the TV would be. Then I hung out and watched him work, since it was kinda interesting seeing how it all worked.  
 
    We exchanged small talk for a while until Gary finally brought up the subject of Ibseth. 
 
    “I don’t want to be rude,” he said in a careful tone. “But is your girlfriend okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said lightly as I tried out my lie for the first time. “We met online. She’s really into the whole cosplay thing. That’s just what she looks like almost all the time.” 
 
    “All the time?” the cable guy asked with polite interest. “Isn’t that kinda strange for you?” 
 
    “It was weird at first,” I said with a shrug. “But you get used to it. I don’t mind as long as she’s happy.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Gary said as he started to drill a small hole for the cable, “working in people’s houses, I see all kinds of stuff. This isn’t even the strangest thing I’ve seen. One guy I set up cable for had one of them BDSM swings right in his living room. Takes all kinds, I guess.”  
 
    “It sure does,” I snorted, but I was internally fist-pumping that my story had worked. 
 
    Once Gary was done with his work and left, I set up the TV and showed Ibseth how to use it. The elven woman seemed to be adapting well to life in the modern world, and while she did find it strange and fascinating, it wasn’t really very different from watching things on the laptop, just a bigger screen. 
 
    “For today,” I said to her after we’d gone over how to work the TV, “I’d like you to stay in the house. But once I get back from The Gloom, I think you can start going outside if you like, that way you’re not cooped up in here all the time.” 
 
    “I would like that,” the white-haired woman said before her brow furrowed over her violet eyes. “But are you not worried about what your neighbors might say?” 
 
    “If anyone asks,” I said as I tried to think of how to explain it to the elven woman, “just say you’re into cosplay.” 
 
    “Cozzzplayyy,” the elven priestess tried out the word. “What is that?” 
 
    I told Ibseth about how some people like to pretend they were people from books or shows, even beings from other worlds, and showed her some pictures on my phone. I wasn’t entirely sure she understood, but I felt if we took things slowly introducing her to the neighbors, it would be weird but fine with a little time.  
 
    I could always tell the neighborhood she liked to stay in character all the time, and that would explain the elven woman’s eccentricities. People would find it strange, but I was banking on the fact they’d lived next to my grandpa for years, and having a woman they thought liked to dress as an elf all the time would be a step up from that at least. It probably wasn’t going to make us popular, but Ibseth’s sweet nature would win them over in the end.  
 
    Most of them, anyway. 
 
    But eventually, night came, and it was time for me to head back into The Gloom.

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    As night fell, I checked over my backpack and looked over the rifle and my pistol one last time to make sure I had everything in order. On a whim, I threw a sketchbook into the backpack, along with a couple of my nice art pencils, so I could make some sketches of the strange wonders in The Gloom. Ibseth watched me with her arms wrapped around herself, and her brow knitted together with concern. I knew she wasn’t happy to see me going back into The Gloom, but I was confident I’d be able to handle anything I encountered with my superior firepower. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I put on my backpack and slung the rifle over my shoulder. “I’ll be back before sunrise.” 
 
    I was dressed in my blue camo, which I hoped would work in the strange blue light of the glowing mushroom that lit the underground world. The Hi-Point pistol was secured to my belt in its holster, and I was ready to leave. 
 
    Ibseth wordlessly walked up to me, raised her delicate hand, and took hold of either side of my face to pull me to her. The elven woman’s soft lips met mine as we kissed for the first time, and something deep within me stirred as I placed my hands on her small waist. The kiss remained chaste and close-mouthed, but I could feel Ibseth’s passion in the way her fingers trembled along my jaw. 
 
    “Come back safe to me, Eddie Hill,” she breathed as she pulled back a moment later. “I… I don’t know what I would do without you.” 
 
    I looked deep into the blue-skinned woman’s eyes and almost didn’t want to leave. But something was pulling me to The Gloom, and I knew I had to go. 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “Nothing could keep me from coming back to you.” 
 
    Ibseth walked me to the back door, and with one look back at the gorgeous woman, I closed the door and locked it behind me. 
 
    I took a look around to make sure Mrs. Whitmire wasn’t spying over the fence or through the lacy curtains of her windows, and then I headed into the lilac bushes, where the entrance of the tunnels were. The tunnels below felt more familiar this time as I clicked on my flashlight, and I made my way to the iron door, past the cave where the skeleton of the Nictor moldered silently. There were butterflies in my stomach as I put the large key into the door, and I felt a sense of excitement and adventure as I prepared to explore the subterranean world. 
 
    The twisted forest was the same as I had left it, and I carefully picked my way through the undergrowth while trying to be as quiet as I could. I tried to keep an eye out for Nictors that might be flying above, but the canopy of purple leaves would give me some cover.  
 
    I was also watching for signs of the small, rat-like people I’d encountered the last time I had come through this area. Ibseth had said they were called Brownies, and it wasn’t long before I saw the rustle of a bush and noted a group of them as they gathered berries. I opened my pack and took out the bag of dried fruit, and then I slowly approached the tiny workers as they picked berries from a bush and passed them down a line they had formed, which ended with a Brownie placing the goods into a little cart of sorts. 
 
    When the little creatures saw me, most of them scattered, except for a slightly bigger one that had a bow and a pack of their needle-like arrows. The little guy puffed up his chest and put an arrow to his bow, but I crouched down a few feet away from him and showed the tiny archer the bag of fruit. Then I made a show of eating a dried apricot before I offered the Brownie one. 
 
    The small archer’s animal-like face made it hard to read his expression, but he didn’t point his arrow at me as his round ears and whiskers twitched. The Brownie took a step closer while still holding his bow, and I could see others waiting in the undergrowth as they watched.  
 
    The archer sniffed the air, but didn’t come any closer. 
 
    I put the apricot back in the bag and set the whole thing on the ground between us, and I saw the Brownie’s eyes narrow as he watched me. Then he took a few steps closer to sniff the bag. 
 
    “It’s for you,” I said quietly, since I was fairly sure the creature’s sharp ears would hear me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the Brownies could understand me, but I felt they would be able to read my tone and posture. I nudged the bag a little closer to the archer, and the little guy walked up to it while keeping his beady, black eyes on me. Then the Brownie put his arrow back in the pack on his back and reached a small hand into the bag to pick up a dried chunk of date, before he took a test nibble. 
 
    The archer finished the piece of date while he looked at me, and then he made a series of squeaking sounds. The rest of the Brownies came out of their hiding places and surrounded the bag, and they started taking the dried fruit back to their cart, or placing them in little bags they carried.  
 
    I wanted more than anything to take out my sketchbook and make some simple sketches of the creatures, but I was worried the movement would scare them off. 
 
    I tried to note the details of their clothes and their anatomy so I could draw them later. The archer, who seemed to be the leader of this group, had a scar that ran down his face and across his eye, but the other Brownies seemed too similar to distinguish from one another.  
 
    Once they’d emptied the bag, the others went to the cart and began to wheel it away. The archer stayed and offered me an elaborate bow, so I inclined my head in return. Then he pulled a small button, about the size of a dime, from a bag on his side, and lifted it toward me. 
 
    “Thank you.” I slowly reached out and took the offered button, and then the archer nodded at me and went to join the workers. I turned the silver button over in my hand to get a better look at it. Around the edges of both sides there were little, intentional scratches I assumed had some meaning to the Brownies, maybe some kind of writing, and I smiled before I put the button in my pocket for safekeeping and started south. 
 
    I made my way through the twisted forest, and I passed more and more clumps of the large, glowing mushrooms as I picked my way around the trees and underbrush. At the edge of the subterranean wood, there was an incredible underground lake, fed by a waterfall surrounded by a hanging moss, and I stopped there to rest and eat a little jerky. I made a sketch of the scarred leader of the Brownies while I enjoyed the view, and then I continued on. 
 
    The Gloom was filled with unexpected beauty. Beyond the waterfall was a forest of mushrooms that grew even larger than they did in the previous forest or the tunnels I’d seen. The largest ones stood well above my head, and their bright, blue light filled up that portion of the caverns.  
 
    As the mushroom forest thinned, I came out into a darker cavern where the mushrooms were more sparse, so I had to pause while my eyes adjusted to the dark. 
 
    In this area, the caverns were far more treacherous than the forest had been. The ground was uneven, with sharp drop-offs, narrow ledges, and outcroppings of stone. I picked my way through the cavern, and I listened for echoes that would indicate I wasn’t alone.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how much further it was to the region where the bandits Ibseth told me about, but then I started to hear voices.  
 
    The echoes of the cave muddled the words, and I couldn’t understand what was being said at first, but as I kept moving forward, I began to smell cooking meat and was able to follow the scent. Then, over the edge of one of the ledges, I saw the glow of a fire and crept closer as the voices became clear. 
 
    The speakers had deep, guttural voices, but they were speaking English, and I wondered again if it was some magic of The Gloom that translated the language for me. 
 
    “You’re going to burn it!” came a growl from beneath the ledge I was on. “It’s going to be tough enough without you drying it out.” 
 
    “Got to cook it up proper,” another grunting voice replied. “It looked poorly, and I’m not getting the shits from bad meat.” 
 
    I carefully peered down over the ledge, and what I saw churned my stomach. 
 
    There were three huge, green-skinned brutes gathered around a fire in a makeshift campsite, and they had wide faces, dull eyes, and yellowed tusks curving up from their bottom lips. There were two ramshackle tents behind them, too. One was bigger than the other, but they just looked like big pieces of rotting canvas held up on poles and loosely tied together. 
 
    But what sickened me was what they were turning on a spit over the fire. 
 
    It was impossible to tell who it had been, but the humanoid shape turning over the fire was small, like a child. The face and skin had shriveled from the flames, but it was definitely a person the monsters below were cooking up and arguing over, and I suppressed a retch so the monsters below didn’t hear me. 
 
    “Still, it was a nice little raid,” a third voice rumbled. “Got some bits and bobbles, and we each got a go on that gnome slut.” 
 
    “Can’t beat a gnome cunt for tightness,” one of the others agreed. “But by the time I got a chance, the bitch’s pussy was all tore open from yous two’s pricks.” 
 
    “Yeasss,” one of them laughed. “You ‘erd her scream when I slammed into her. My tool came up to her chest, but I think it was Gaz who made her all broken.” 
 
    “I did not,” one of the other monsters groaned.  
 
    “Ya did! I saw the blood on your prick when you finished pumping her.” 
 
    I pulled back from the ledge and tried to block out the monsters’ horrible conversation so I could come up with a plan. Whatever these things were, it was clear they were complete pieces of shit, and The Gloom would be a better place without them. If I caught them off-guard, I could probably put all three down before they knew what had happened. 
 
    “Could have been worse,” one of the green-skinned monsters below said. “Put a little gold in our coffers, got a decent lay, and some supper. Those farmers didn’t put up much of a fight.” 
 
    “If we could find that missing elf princess, we could make a good bit of gold,” one of the other monsters grunted as I moved away from the ledge to quietly unzip my pack and get out my noise suppressing headphones. “But then, Ruk here would probably try to fuck her and drive down the reward.” 
 
    The three monsters laughed loudly, and I paused. A missing princess? Were they talking about Ibseth? 
 
    “We’d have to deal with that elf psychopath, Ursenger then,” one of the trio grumbled. “He’d probably just have us shot on sight so he wouldn’t have to pay.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Gaz,” the last brute replied. “Ursenger raised up the Nictors. Maybe he’d find us useful. Imagine us, generals in the Night King’s army as he takes over The Gloom in a conquest of domination. We’d get to kill and fuck Night Elves as he took from the other tribes.” 
 
    “That would never happen,” the one named Gaz shot back. “Orcs is Orcs, and we don’t serve Night Elf pricks like Ursenger.” 
 
    Orcs, that’s what the monsters below me were.  
 
    I carefully pulled out my ear protection and placed them on my head. I didn’t have enough money to buy the electronic ones, so these headphones blocked out almost all the sound of the Orcs conversation, and I knew I would have to be extra careful as I approached the ledge again. It was possible I could dislodge a pebble that would alert them to my presence, and I wouldn’t be able to hear it, so I would have to pay attention to where I set my feet. 
 
    The trick would be putting them down as quickly as I could, so I wouldn’t have to physically fight any of the huge brutes. I stood to a half-crouch and slowly moved up to the ledge, and then I looked over and saw the three Orcs laughing as one reached up to the figure turning on the spit, ripped off one of its arms, and began to eat. 
 
    It was now or never, so I pulled my AK around in front of me, flipped off the safety, took aim, and inhaled sharply.  
 
    Then I exhaled and squeezed the trigger, and a bullet rocketed toward the Orc who had begun to eat.  
 
    The projectile slammed into the Orc’s skull and exited with a spray of blood, and the other two stopped laughing as they watched their companion fall dead to the ground. Then they looked up at where I stood on the ledge over them.  
 
    “Get him!” The Orcs jumped up to run, but another two came rushing out of the tents, and one of the new Orcs already had a bow drawn. 
 
    Well… shit. At least I had a semi-automatic rifle.  
 
    I squeezed the trigger again and shot down one of the running Orcs, Ruk I assumed, and he too fell with his back a bloody mess of torn flesh. Then I ducked down as an arrow zoomed over my head. The arrow was followed by a rock about the size of my head, thrown by one of the Orcs, which crashed against the cavern wall and shattered into a dozen pieces. 
 
    Holy fuck, they were strong. 
 
    I could hear their muffled shouts to one another through my headphones, but I couldn’t understand anything they were saying.  
 
    But from the tone of their voices, I could tell they weren’t happy. 
 
    I popped back up over the ledge and shot at the Orc with the bow, who fell backwards as several bullets slammed into his chest in rapid succession. The other Orc who’d come out of the tents threw another large rock at me, and I had to duck down again.  
 
    But I hadn’t seen the third Orc who’d been next to the fire, and I wondered where he’d gone. 
 
    As I came back up to shoot at the Orc who was throwing rocks, the brute tried to dive out of the way, but he wasn’t fast enough. Bullets ripped through his body in a spray of blood, and when he hit the ground, he too was dead. Then I peeked back over the ledge to see where the last of the Orcs had gone, but he was nowhere in sight.  
 
    Had he run off? 
 
    I stood, took off my headphones, and looked around, but then a guttural howl and the sight of movement to my left made me turn my head.  
 
    The final Orc climbed up onto the wide ledge where I stood and was running, full-tilt, at me. I started to raise my AK, but before I could get a shot off, the brute tackled me to the ground, and we both almost sailed over the edge of the overhang.  
 
    “Fuck!” My rifle was knocked out of my hand, and it skittered across the floor out of reach. 
 
    Before I could react, the huge Orc straddled me and began to pummel me with his fists. I had to put my arms up to protect my face and tried to think through the pain of his blows of a way to get the beast off me before he cracked my ribs. 
 
    Luckily, I was tall and lanky, so I brought my legs up and then back down as I arched my back to try and dislodge the asshole. But the big guy was heavy as fuck, and I only managed to move him enough to reposition my body beneath him. The good news was that he had to stop pummeling me long enough to right himself, and I was able to work my hand between his huge thigh and my side, where I had the pistol on my belt. 
 
    As the Orc raised both of his massive fists over his head to deliver a power blow, I pulled my pistol and fired it point-blank into his chest several times, and the monster fell back with a slack look of surprise on his brutish face. The sound of the pistol going off made my ears ring as it echoed endlessly through the caverns, and I pushed the ugly fucker off me and then tried to catch my breath. 
 
     My chest was screaming with each breath I took, but as I gingerly felt my rib cage, I didn’t think anything had been broken.  
 
    “Eddie Hill, 5, Gloom Assholes, 0,” I grunted as I slowly stood, picked up my rifle and pack, and started to make my way down to the camp, despite the protest of my bruised chest and arms. 
 
    From the look of the filthy camp, the Orcs had been here for a while. Bones with bits of rotting meat clinging to them and a few broken ceramic jugs littered the ground, so I started by searching the bodies and found a few fistfuls of gold and silver coins in their pockets. On one of the bodies, I suspected it was Gaz, I found a small iron key on a chain around his neck, so I took that, too. What weapons they carried on them were pitted with rust, so I didn’t bother with them, since they’d be a lot to carry back anyway.  
 
    Then I searched the tents and found a few more gold coins in one of the packs, as well as some plain gold bangles. But in the other, larger tent, there was a small, locked chest.  
 
    “Oh, hell yeah, what do we have here?” I took the key I’d found and opened the chest to reveal a trove of more gold and silver coins. The chest was small enough to carry, but the gold made it pretty heavy. I considered putting the coins in my backpack but decided to just take the whole thing. It would be a pain in the ass to carry back, but it wasn’t so heavy that it would be impossible.  
 
    As I came out of the tent and prepared to leave for the surface again, I caught sight of the body on the spit over the dying fire. My stomach churched, but it felt wrong to just leave it there, so I stamped out the fire and took one of the Orc’s filthy blankets from the tents to wrap the small body in. Then I threw the blanket over the body. 
 
    I pressed on with the work of giving whoever this was some kind of peaceful end, and I lifted the spit from the wooden stakes that held it up. The small form wasn’t heavy, so I laid them down a little ways from the Orcs’ camp. Then I spent some time piling loose rocks over the body, which was hard, sweaty work, but after I had covered the body, I felt a little better. 
 
    It wasn’t ideal, to be sure, but I hoped the gesture would give whoever this person had been some peace, if there was such a thing as an afterlife. After I was done, I gathered up my things, and the small chest of coins, and started to head back north where I’d come from. 
 
    When I reached the lake, I stopped to wash my hands and myself as best as I could since I was covered in blood from the Orc I’d shot at point-blank range. Once I was relatively clean, I sat down to drink from my canteen, and I knew I should try to eat something for the energy, but after what I’d just seen, I wasn’t very hungry.  
 
    The knowledge that the Orc bandits wouldn’t hurt anyone else lifted my spirits, though.  
 
    And all the gold coins didn’t hurt, either. 
 
    I made my way back through the wilderness of The Gloom, and its natural beauty slowly washed away the terrible scene at the Orc encampment. In the mushroom forest, I caught sight of a group of small, wild pigs that glowed slightly as they rooted amongst the glowing stalks of the tall mushrooms. I supposed a steady diet of the mushrooms had given them the same bioluminescence, and I stopped long enough to make a couple of sketches of the passive creatures.  
 
    They had stripes and spots that gave them a natural camouflage, and the little piglets were actually kinda cute. After I’d gotten a couple of sketches, I moved on, back through the twisting forest and the tunnels beyond. Then I looked at my phone and saw it was a little after seven in the morning. Ibseth would be worried, since I’d promised to be back before sunrise, so I quickly made my way back to the surface. 
 
    As I came out of the entrance in my backyard, I left my loot and gear in the bushes and peered out between the branches of the lilacs to see if the coast was clear. Sure enough, there was Mrs. Whitmire, looking over the fence and at the back of my house, where I could hear music playing.  
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    I debated on waiting until the old woman got bored with her spying, but then I thought better of it. For all I knew, this could be how the blue-haired lady spent her entire day.  
 
    I put my pistol and its holster into my backpack. Then I rubbed some dirt on my hands, picked up some of the fallen branches in the bushes to make it look like I had gotten an early start on some yard work, and stepped out of the bushes. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Mrs. Whitmire,” I said loudly as I exited the lilacs. 
 
    The old woman jumped and almost fell off whatever it was she was perched on to look over the fence with a small shriek. 
 
    “Eddie,” the blue-haired woman said as she recovered from her fright. “You really shouldn’t sneak up like that. You about stopped my heart. I didn’t take you for an early riser. Thought you must work nights.” 
 
    That was rich, me sneaking up on her when she was the one spying on me. But I let it pass. 
 
    “I wanted to get a head-start, before the day got away from me.” I grinned. 
 
    I knew she would be itching to ask when I’d come out into the yard, but then she’d have to admit how long she’d been standing there, staring at my house, so she couldn’t. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you had a girlfriend,” Mrs. Whitmire said to change the subject. “I only saw you moving in, so I was surprised to hear a woman’s voice at all hours of the night.” 
 
    “We haven’t been together long,” I said, since I knew the idea of me living with a woman I’d just met would bother the old broad. “But she’s a real sweet gal. Kinda shy and quiet.” 
 
    I was having fun at the older woman’s expense and knew it, but from every interaction I’d had with Mrs. Whitmire, and the things Jenny Miller said, I figured she had it coming, so I didn’t feel bad at all. 
 
    “Oh,” the blue-haired woman said, and she was clearly scandalized from how wide her eyes got, but she tried to hide it with a neighborly smile. “Well, that’s nice. Back in my day, we didn’t cohabitate until after marriage, but I guess that’s all changed now. As long as she’s a nice girl and you’re happy.” 
 
    “Oh, she is,” I said, and I went up to the fence since I was unable to help myself. “She’s one of those cosplayers. She tattooed her skin all blue and wears these cute little elf ears all the time. Drives me crazy, but in a good way. She said she eventually wants to get one of those body modification surgeries so she can have pointed ears all the time. Great gal.” 
 
    I delivered the little speech with the dreamy air of a man who’d just fallen in love, and I watched the slow dawn of horror on the prudish woman’s face as I spoke. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Mrs. Whitmire choked. “You kids these days get up to the strangest things. Well, I should go. I-I think I left the kettle on.” 
 
    “Have a good day, Mrs. Whitmire,” I called out as she disappeared into her house. 
 
    Once she was gone, I had to stifle a laugh so she wouldn’t hear me, but the whole thing killed two birds with one stone. I’d gotten rid of the old woman so I could bring the chest of coins and my guns back into the house, and I knew she’d leap at the first chance to gossip about me and my “crazy girlfriend” to the other neighbors, so that would save me the trouble of having to explain Ibseth to the whole neighborhood. 
 
    As I went back into the bushes to get my stuff, I wondered if Ibseth really was my girlfriend. Lord knew she was attractive, and I liked her a lot. Not to mention the elven woman had kissed me last night before I’d left. The first time we’d met, she’d said she was a virgin, and her sheltered life in The Gloom had definitely made her a little backwards.  
 
    I figured I shouldn’t read too much into the kiss for now and just see where things went from here.  
 
    As I stepped through the back door and closed it behind me, there was a flurry of movement, and suddenly Ibseth threw her arms around me. 
 
    “Eddie!” the elven woman squealed happily. “I was worried when the sun came up and you were not back yet.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” I grinned as I tried not to drop the heavy chest in my arms. “Just got a little held up.” 
 
    “Show me how to make the coffee, and then you can tell me about your adventure,” the blue-skinned woman said as she released her grip around me. 
 
    I showed Ibseth where the water and the coffee grounds both went and how to measure out the amount she wanted, and then we sat down on the couch together. 
 
    I told her about my encounter with the Brownies and showed her the button their leader had given me, then about the beautiful water and the strange mushroom forest, which made her smile. But when I told her about the Orcs and how they’d been roasting someone on a spit over the fire, her little heart-shaped face blanched. 
 
    “It was probably a gnome farmer,” the elven woman sighed. “There are a lot of farms on the edge of the populated places in The Gloom. They must have grown root vegetables, or some other crop that is not highly prized, to be unguarded and vulnerable to bandits like that.” 
 
    “After I had killed off the Orcs,” I said, “I laid the victim to rest under some stones.” 
 
    “That was also sweet of you,” she said as she gave me a sweet smile. “But you are okay? The orcs didn’t hurt you?” 
 
    “I did fuck up a bit. One flanked me, and I couldn’t shoot him before he knocked me down.” I lifted my shirt to show the white-haired woman my bruises, and as I looked down, I saw my chest and ribs were black and blue where the Orc had pummeled me. 
 
    “Oh, Eddie,” Ibseth breathed as she gently touched my chest. “Does it hurt badly?” 
 
    “Taking a deep breath isn’t fun,” I laughed. “But I’ll live, and I’ll be more careful next time.” 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” the blue-skinned woman asked as she looked back up at me with her violet eyes. 
 
    “I did find this.” 
 
    I got up from the couch and grabbed the chest from where I’d laid it down on the floor before I made the coffee, and then I brought it over to the couch and opened it with the small iron key.  
 
    When I opened the lid, Ibseth gasped at the sight of all the gold and silver inside. 
 
    “By the gods,” she murmured. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “It’s a small fortune.” 
 
    “The Orc bandits must have robbed a hundred farmers to get all this,” Ibseth said quietly. “It is good that you killed them. They were wicked, and the fact Ursenger and the other chiefs had let them go for so long without punishing them is appalling.” 
 
    I thought for a moment about telling the elven woman about what I had heard the Orcs say about Ursenger looking for her and offering a reward, but I felt it would only worry her. Besides, the beautiful elven woman was safe up here on the surface with me, and I planned for her to stay that way. 
 
    “No one has to worry about those Orcs anymore,” I said as I closed the lid of the chest. “I made sure of that.” 
 
    “You are a good man, Eddie,” Ibseth said as she looked up at me through her lashes. “I am lucky you found me. I never want to go back, now that I have seen what life can be like with someone kind, like you.” 
 
    The elven woman looked deeply into my eyes, and I began to lean forward to kiss her sweet lips again, but then my phone dinged with a text notification. 
 
    “Dammit,” I cursed under my breath. “Let me see who it is.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and saw it was from a number I didn’t recognize. 
 
    This is Travis Meyer. I wanted to let you know the sale of your item went through. Please call at your earliest convenience so we can discuss the matter. 
 
    “I have to make a phone call real quick,” I said to the blue-skinned woman apologetically. 
 
    I stood and dialed the number Jay had given me, and then I waited as the line rang through. 
 
    “You’ve reached the offices of Travis Meyer, CPA,” a familiar female voice said. “This is Alice, how may I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, Alice,” I replied. “This is Eddie Hill. I just got a message from Mr. Meyer--” 
 
    “Mr. Meyer is expecting your call,” the Midwestern woman replied sweetly. “Hold please.” 
 
    I held the line and listened to the soft rock music piping through the phone with a bubble of excitement building in my chest. 
 
    “Mr. Hill?” Meyer’s voice said in the receiver. “I have some good news for you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Travis Meyer, CPA and lawyer, explained to me over the phone how he’d sold the ring I had found to one of the dealers he knew in Cleveland and wired the money to an offshore bank, “for tax purposes.” 
 
    “The money is currently being processed for you,” Meyer said on the other end of the line, “and I should have it ready by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise. “That fast? I was expecting all this to take longer.” 
 
    “Compared to the amounts I’m used to dealing with,” the buttoned-down man replied, “this isn’t that much money, which makes things go a lot faster. I was able to sell the ring for eight thousand, but I imagine the amount you’ll get from the other pieces you described will take longer. I recommend holding the proceeds from those sales as cryptocurrency for a while after the sales, so it doesn’t raise too many questions.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said into the phone. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “This is just what I do, Mr. Hill,” Meyer said in a flat tone. “No need to thank me. As we discussed, I took a small commission out of the proceeds of the ring. About twelve hundred and ninety dollars, which is fifteen percent, for my work.” 
 
    “I thought you said twenty,” I clarified.  
 
    “I did,” he said, “but this was easier than I thought. My associate was intrigued by the piece, so he lowered the fee he charged me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great,” I said, and I realized that he was being super honest with me. The guy could have just taken all the money, but because it didn’t cost him as much as he thought, he’d passed the savings to me. 
 
    “The rest will be in an account I set up for you.” 
 
    “You are setting up an account for me?” 
 
    “Yes. There is a thing called ‘attorney-client privilege.’ Which means you don’t have to answer questions about things you do not know about, and I do not have to answer questions about things I know about because they are your business. I’ll have Alice send you the details for that shortly.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “How should I go about selling the other pieces of jewelry?” 
 
    “Along with your account information,” Meyer replied, “my receptionist will send you a list of names and numbers for some art and jewelry dealers I’ve worked with in the past. Most of them are very reputable, but I would suggest you don’t let any of them talk you into any business ventures unless you’re absolutely sure what you’re getting into. And please don’t sign anything without letting me look at it first.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I can do that. How does this work from here, though? Do I pay you a retainer or something?” 
 
    “Until you can build up some capital, we can continue with me earning a percentage of the money I handle for you. We’ll stick with fifteen percent for now. If you find more items on your property, or you decide to invest your money with my help, we can talk about a monthly retainer then.” 
 
    “That sounds just fine,” I said with a warm feeling in my chest as I looked at the chest of gold and silver sitting on my living room floor. “I’ll let you know as soon as I go to sell the other items I found.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Meyer replied. “Unless you have any other questions, Mr. Hill, I hope you enjoy the rest of your day.” 
 
    I said goodbye to the CPA and hung up the phone. I was excited as hell, but I was also exhausted from my trip into The Gloom and having been up all night. 
 
    “I need to get some sleep, Ibseth,” I told the elven woman sitting on the couch. “But after I get up, I’d like to take you out, since you’ve been cooped up in this place the last few days.” 
 
    “Out where?” the elven woman asked as her face lit up. 
 
    I thought for a moment. It was probably best not to go out in public with the blue-skinned woman just yet, but I had another idea. 
 
    “I’m going to take you gigging.” I grinned. 
 
    “What is gigging?” the elf asked and cocked her head curiously. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I teased. “It’s a hell of a lot of fun. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    “Then I will look forward to this… fun gigging,” she said with a smile. “Enjoy your rest, Eddie.”  
 
    A few minutes later, I took a quick shower and then got into bed. The couch was fine, but it was old and not the most comfortable thing in the world. It was nice to lay down in a proper bed again, and the pillow smelled like Ibseth’s hair, which quickly lulled me to sleep. 
 
    By the time I woke up, it was late afternoon, and I was starving, so I got up, got dressed, and gathered what we would need for our little trip into the countryside. Then I went out into the shed where I’d noticed a few gigs, which looked like little pitchforks on long poles. I’d have to stop somewhere and pick up some galoshes for Ibseth and myself since we’d be in a swampy area, but we could get those along the way. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked the elven woman as I walked back inside with a grin. 
 
    “I believe so,” she said with an apprehensive smile. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s go.”  
 
    We went out the front door, and I assumed Mrs. Whitmire had already done the rounds after our conversation this morning since I didn’t see her poking her head over the fence.  
 
    David Miller was out in the front yard with his kids, and I waved when he looked up, but I saw the shock register on his face as he noticed the blue-skinned woman I was helping into my truck. David did wave back politely, but the best of all was little Jenny’s face, which lit up when she saw Ibseth. 
 
    “How does your cart move without a beast of burden?” the elven woman asked as I got into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “It’s a lot to explain,” I said. “But basically, it burns fuel like a fire burns wood, and the burning of this fuel helps move the vehicle without the need for an animal to pull it.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Ibseth murmured as she looked around the cab with wide violet eyes. 
 
    “You’ll need to buckle up,” I said before I showed her what I meant with my own seat belt. “It’s to keep you safe.” 
 
    “Safe from what?” she asked as she fumbled with her own belt before it snapped in with a click.  
 
    “You’ll see.” I started up the truck, and as it roared to life, the white-haired woman let out a startled squeak and then giggled and clapped her hands as I stepped on the gas and pulled away. 
 
    Then I rolled down the window a little just so Ibseth could see the passing scenery, and she gasped as the wind whipped her white hair around like a tornado.  
 
    “It is like we are flying!” she said as she tried to tuck the pale, wayward strands of hair behind her pointed ears, but the broad grin stretching across her face said she was enjoying the ride. 
 
    “You haven’t even seen real speed,” I called over the wind, and then I pressed down a little harder on the gas just to listen to her squeal.  
 
    There was nothing better than flying down a country road with the wind in my hair and a beautiful woman sitting beside me, and I couldn’t stop smiling.  
 
    We stopped first at a drive thru, and I ordered some burgers, fries, and a couple of milkshakes. I figured I would make it a proper Midwestern date night, so Ibseth could get the full Ohio experience. Then I pulled into a parking spot so we could eat and handed the blue-skinned woman her food and milkshake. 
 
    “This is the most amazing food you have given me yet, Eddie!” she gushed happily as she took another bite. A little bit of mayo and ketchup was smeared across the corner of her mouth, but the mess just made her look all the more adorable. “Are all your cities so large?” 
 
    “This is actually a small town,” I said as I looked around at the fast-food restaurants, pharmacies, and stores around us. “One day, I’ll take you to Cleveland, so you can see a real human city.” 
 
    “I would like to see Cleve Land,” the elven woman said, and she mispronounced the word, but I didn’t have the heart to correct her. “The city of the Yennih is the largest in The Gloom, but it is nothing like this. The home of the chief is the biggest building there, and it is not so large as many of the buildings here.” 
 
    “Well, I’m happy to expand your horizons,” I chuckled before I dipped a fry in my milkshake. 
 
    Ibseth watched me with curious violet eyes, and then she set down her burger and picked up her own milkshake. She took off the lid as I had done, and then she hesitantly dipped the tip of a fry into the ice cream, stared at it for a moment, and popped it into her mouth.  
 
    “Oh! So sweet!” Her lips widened into an ‘O’ of surprise, and she brought the cup to her mouth and attempted to take a big gulp of her shake.  
 
    “Careful--” I started before I watched a glob of melted ice cream drop onto her chin, skate across her jaw, and then drip down into her cleavage. “Uh, never mind.”  
 
    Ibseth hummed happily as she swallowed her mouthful of milkshake, but then she inhaled sharply, and her eyes narrowed into slits.  
 
    “Owwwwww,” she hissed as she curled into herself. “Eddie, Eddieeeeee, it hurts between my eyes.”  
 
    “That’s called a brain freeze,” I said with a sympathetic smile. “It’s why you should eat cold foods slowly. The pain should disappear in a minute.”  
 
    “Yes… it’s fading now,” the elven woman sighed before she looked up at me. “Why must it taste so good if you must eat it slowly?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I chuckled, and then I reached over without thinking and wiped up the smear of ice cream on her chin.  
 
    Her skin was warm beneath my fingertips, and when I glanced up, I realized the two of us were inches away from each other. Her gaze seemed to be locked onto my lips, and hers parted as my thumb froze on the point of her chin.  
 
    A still, breathless moment passed as the world spun, and my eyes seemed to fall into her violet orbs endlessly.  
 
    “Eddie?” she whispered softly, and the sound sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine that made me pull my hand away from her face. 
 
    “Uhhh, let’s finish up eating,” I said as I picked up the remains of my burger. “We still have a lot to do today, little lady.” 
 
    “Gig-ging, yes?” Ibseth asked as she broke the word up into two separate syllables. “I still do not know what this is.” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” I grinned. “But you’ll understand soon enough.”  
 
    Once we finished eating, we stopped at the Walmart, to pick out the waders, and Ibseth’s eyes were everywhere as she looked around at the aisles of food and goods for sale.  
 
    Of course, people stared back at us, but I chose to ignore them. Life with an elven princess meant people were going to stare, and I was fine with that.  
 
    I also wasn’t too worried about anyone taking pictures and posting them online, which was inevitable. It would probably end up in one of those “people of Walmart” websites and be quickly forgotten, and social media was filled with people dressed all sorts of ways these days. As long as I acted like it was completely normal, it would be written off as another LARPer or cosplayer girl living her best weird life. 
 
    “Your world is so rich,” Ibseth said to me as we entered the shoe section. “More food than I have seen in my life. Anything you could want here in one shop the size of a village. Are all humans prosperous?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” I said as I looked around at the galoshes. “But we’re pretty lucky in this country-- which is like a kingdom or a tribe. There are people who don’t have enough, even some who don’t have homes, but mostly, it’s better to be poor here than it would be anywhere else in the world.” 
 
    After we paid for the waders, I started the drive out into the countryside, and Ibseth looked out of the window as the sun set.  
 
    “What are those large animals?” she asked as we passed a field. 
 
    “Those are cows,” I said as I looked out at the Guernsey cows grazing lazily. “Those are what the burgers we ate were made from.” 
 
    “Then they are delicious,” the elven woman said with a firm nod, and she settled back into her seat. “Could we purchase one? That way, we could have these ‘burgers’ all the time.”  
 
    “I don’t particularly have the room for cattle right now, so we’ll have to stick to fast-food burgers,” I chuckled, but then I thought about the empty lot in my neighborhood, behind my lot. Maybe I could buy it and turn that into a pasture one day?  
 
    But that day was far off, so I focused on the present.  
 
    Finally, we came to the marshy area around a small pond where I knew there would likely be plenty of frogs. Then we got out of the truck, and I pulled out the gigs and a flashlight. 
 
    “How well can you see right now?” I asked the blue-skinned woman. 
 
    “I can see perfectly, Eddie,” she replied. 
 
    It was a clear night, so I’d hoped that Ibseth’s eyes, which were used to the dim light of The Gloom, would be able to see in the moonlight without help, and it looked like I had been right. 
 
    “Ah, man,” I snorted. “You’re going to be good at this. So, here’s the idea. We’re going to quietly walk into this marshy area, and in the stagnant pools of water, there are going to be these little green things called frogs. We use these poles to spear the frogs, and then we’ll cook them up. They’re not much to look at, but if you cook frogs’ legs up right, they’re delicious.” 
 
    “We just left a place full of food,” the elven woman said with a furrowed brow. “Why do we need to gather more food?” 
 
    “We do it for fun.” I grinned. “And they don’t sell frog legs at Walmart. I’m going to let you stalk the frogs, so when you spot one, point it out to me. I’ll take the flashlight and blind it, and then you can spear it. And really go for it. You want the gig to go about six inches through it, right behind the head, if you can.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Ibseth said with a skeptical look, but she was smiling a little at the idea. 
 
    I handed the elven woman a gig and kept the other, with the flashlight in my other hand, and as we waded into the water at the edge of the pond, Ibseth and I scanned the water for signs of movement.  
 
    It was about ten minutes before our slow progress dislodged the first bullfrog from his hiding place. 
 
    “That’s one!” I exclaimed in a loud whisper and shone the beam of the flashlight onto the yellow-throated frog to blind him. 
 
    The white-haired woman brought the gig down with terrific force, but the bullfrog jumped out of the way and into deeper water before she struck. 
 
    “I missed,” Ibseth pouted. 
 
    “That’s fine, plenty more where he came from,” I replied. “Let’s keep looking. Don’t be afraid to get in there.” 
 
    The blue-skinned woman and I waded a little deeper in, almost up to our knees, and then Ibseth pointed to a green frog in the murky water. I turned the beam of the flashlight on it, and this time the curvy elf speared the little amphibian before it got away.  
 
    “I did it!” Ibseth brought up her gig to see the frog hanging limply from the prongs, and she flashed me a proud smile. 
 
    “Yeah, you did,” I said in an approving tone. “Great job, but we only need to catch about fifteen of them, so let’s try to focus on the bigger ones with the yellow throats. There’s better eating on them.” 
 
    We waded up to our knees into the pond and worked together to spot the frogs, but Ibseth’s eyes were better-suited for the dark, and she could see them before I did. 
 
    It was fun being out here with her. Most of the girls I’d taken gigging before had been grossed out by the frogs, and usually they refused to actually be the one with the gig. They’d say it was cruel or gross, even though they were fine with eating meat bought from the grocery store. But Ibseth was more connected to the facts of life, like the idea that meat came from somewhere and didn’t just appear magically in a cold case. 
 
    After we’d caught our share of frogs, I put them into the cooler I had brought, and we sat in the back of the truck to dry off in the warm summer night air. Then we took off our waders, and I hung our socks on the side of the truck bed to let them dry a little.  
 
    Ibseth settled in next to me and laid her head on my shoulder as I looked for a playlist on my phone, and then I found one of old country hits, set the phone on one of the wheel wells, and let it play. 
 
    “This is perfect,” the elven woman breathed as we looked up at the stars. “I never imagined life could be like this. So calm and peaceful. So magical and wonderful. I am so glad you saved me, Eddie.” 
 
    “I’m glad I found you,” I said quietly as I put an arm around the white-haired woman. “The last few days have felt like a dream.” 
 
    “Is this how it always is on the surface?” Ibseth asked. “I have never known such freedom. All my life, others have made every decision for me. What I wore, where I went, what I would do. The freedom I know here is intoxicating.” 
 
    “For the most part,” I said with a shrug. “Most people work a job they may hate, but most people here are free to do what they want to do. Wear what they want, marry the person they love, and do what they like in their free time.” 
 
    “I could not imagine such a life,” the elven woman said as she placed a delicate hand on my chest. “I always thought my father would choose a man for me to marry. Probably a chief or a rich merchant from another tribe. Then he died, and Ursenger became chief. He refused to let me marry and said he would take me to have his children so his line could be pure.” 
 
    “That’s awful,” I said, and my lip curled in hatred for the bastard. “Is that something that happens normally in The Gloom? Brothers and sisters getting married?” 
 
    “No,” Ibseth said, and I could hear the revulsion in her voice. “Ursenger is unnatural. He was not even supposed to be chief of the Yennih. But he killed our father’s other heirs when Father grew old and sickly so he would be chief one day.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I muttered. “Why didn’t anyone do something?” 
 
    “There was nothing to do,” the elven woman sighed and shook her head. “He and his lapdog, Genneis, had already built a powerful group of supporters. And with the other heirs dead, the law favored him. Then his eyes fell to me, and he became jealous at the thought of another taking my virginity. When he came to me, he said he would favor me above his other wives and raise our first son up to be chief. Then, when I refused him, he said no other would have me, and that I would serve as a temple maiden until I changed my mind and eagerly agreed to take his seed.” 
 
    “No wonder you ran away,” I said, and my heart broke for Ibseth and all she’d been through. “Why didn’t you just take a lover? If you weren’t a virgin, then Ursenger wouldn’t have had anything over you.” 
 
    “If I had done that, then Ursenger would have killed me,” the blue-skinned woman replied with a shudder. “And the man I’d chosen. It was not a possibility I would’ve even considered.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I murmured for lack of anything better to say. 
 
    Suddenly, Ibseth sat up and turned her body to look at me, and her pouty lips parted slightly. 
 
    “But Ursenger is far from here,” the beautiful elf said as her violet eyes roved over my face. “And I have the power to make my own choices now. That is why I choose you, Eddie Hill.” 
 
    “Wait… what?” I asked as I sat up a little and frowned down at the woman. “What are you--” 
 
    Before I could finish, Ibseth leaned in and kissed me gently, and her heavy breasts pressed against my chest as her tongue shyly parted my lips. A fire lit inside me as I froze in shock, but then I started to kiss the elven woman back as every late-night thought of her and secret desire inside of me fanned to life. I could feel as my blood rushed to my core, and the beginnings of my erection pressed against the constraining fabric of my jeans. 
 
    “Mmmmm…” the blue-skinned woman moaned as she straddled me with my back against the cab of the truck, and we continued to kiss. Our wet tongues met with an electric jolt that thrilled me and caused Ibseth to sigh softly from the desires she’d never known before.  
 
    I moved my hands across her thin waist and up her back, and I tried not to let my eagerness for the lushly-figured woman run away with me. 
 
    The elven woman had never been with a man, so I needed to take my time. I hadn’t been with a virgin since I’d been one myself, but I wanted Ibseth to experience what it was like when a lover put her pleasure first.  
 
    I began to kiss the velvety skin of her neck, and I teased her with my lips and tongue. 
 
    “Ohh, Eddie,” the white-haired woman sighed, and her back arched from the feeling. “My prince. My king! You are the one I want.” 
 
    I could feel her hips begin to make instinctive movements, and I kissed and teased her with my tongue. My jeans began to feel like a prison cell, and my desire for her grew until it felt like my blood was going to boil. 
 
    “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” I purred into her soft neck. “I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you.” 
 
    I moved my hands down the blue-skinned woman’s shoulder blades, then around to her large, firm breasts and could feel the buds of her nipples through her thin shirt. 
 
    “Uhh,” Ibseth gasped, and my fingers teased the peaks of her breasts through her clothes.  
 
    I slowly pulled off the elven woman’s t-shirt and watched as her long hair tumbled back down around her shoulders. Then, with a shy, rosy blush flushing her cheeks, Ibseth took hold of the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head, too. 
 
    I took hold of the blue-skinned woman’s waist, lifted her, and gently placed her on her back. As she looked up at me with her innocent, violet eyes, Ibseth removed her sports bra, and her full breasts bounced slightly as the tight garment came away from her flawless skin and revealed her plum-colored nipples. 
 
    “Take me, Eddie,” she breathed as she reached up to pull me on top of her. “Claim my maidenhood. Make me your own. Fill me with your seed, so no other man can ever have me.” 
 
    The elven woman pulled me to her, and we kissed passionately as her wet, pink tongue smoothly writhed against mine. Then I moved from her mouth, down her neck, and to her amazing breasts, and I sucked and licked her sweet flesh.  
 
    “I want to kiss every inch of you,” I growled, and I pulled the tight leggings down. “I want to know how you taste.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Ibseth moaned as she arched her back. “Yess, Eddie. I like it when you do that. You can… taste me everywhere.” 
 
    As I pulled down the violet-eyed woman’s leggings, I worked my mouth down her chest and stomach. Then the leggings came away, and I saw the sparse, white wisp of hair above her pussy. There were already small beads of moisture there, and the elven woman gently writhed with anticipation.  
 
    “God, you’re beautiful,” I said as I looked at Ibseth in her full glory. 
 
    I kissed her stomach and slowly worked my way down, and then I teased my fingers along her thighs. 
 
    “What are you doing, Eddie?” Ibseth breathed, and her tone was confused and excited at the same time. 
 
    “I want to make you cum,” I whispered between kisses. 
 
    “Cum?” the elven woman asked between tiny gasps. “W-What is that?” 
 
    “Oh.” I grinned. “You’ll see.” 
 
    I leaned down, gently parted the small lips of her pussy with my fingers, and teasingly licked at the soft folds of Ibseth’s clit. The blue-skinned woman’s back arched as I continued to suck and lick her, and her taste was sweet and tangy. 
 
    “By the gods,” the white-haired woman keened. “Uhhh!” 
 
    I brought my hand up her thigh again, and then I pushed my index finger into her tight, slick hole and slowly moved it in and out of her. 
 
    “Hhhu!” Ibseth mewled. “Ohh, your mouth, Eddie! I never kneeew--”  
 
    I started to suck and lick her with more force, and I pushed my finger deeper inside her as her inner muscles began to contract. 
 
    “Uhh, uhhh,” Ibseth groaned as I lapped at her clit. “Something is happening! Uhh, yesss, Eddie! Uhhh!” 
 
    I increased my pace as I felt the elven woman’s pleasure mounting, and then there was a warm, wet gush of fluids that I lapped up greedily while Ibseth moaned and spasmed against me. 
 
    “That is wonderful,” the blue-skinned woman purred happily as I raised my head. 
 
    “There’s more to come,” I said as I raised myself up and unbuckled my pants. 
 
    I pulled off my jeans and boxers to finally free my erection from its restrictive cage, and Ibseth looked at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “It’s… so pretty,” she sighed with eager apprehension. “Will it fit inside of me?” 
 
    “It will.” I smiled, reached down, and pulled the elven woman on top of me as I laid on my back, and the feeling of her skin against mine made me burn with desire. 
 
    “Ohhh…” she trembled in my grasp. “I… I’ve thought about this moment… with you… I am so grateful.” 
 
    “This part might hurt a little,” I gently warned her. “But we’ll take it slowly.” 
 
    “I am ready for you, my king,” Ibseth purred, and I took hold of her hips and guided the beautiful woman until she slid her tight pussy down around my pulsing erection. 
 
    “Uhhh!” Ibseth gasped with a mix of pleasure and pain as I slowly bottomed out inside her. 
 
    “Fuckkkkkk.” My head bent back as my eyes rolled up into my head, and I locked my hands onto her waist. “God, you’re so tight. A-Are you okay?”  
 
    “I-I believe so,” she whimpered before she tentatively slid up my shaft and back down. “Ooooh, that-- that feels…”  
 
    “Good?” I rumbled.  
 
    “Y-Yes,” Ibseth panted as she began to move up and down, slowly at first, but then with a growing eagerness. “Ahhh, Eddie. I love how your manhood fills me. You feel sooo good inside me! So hard. Yet it’s smooth and gentle inside me. It feels like we are a perfect fit.” 
 
    “We are,” I whispered. “A perfect fit.” 
 
    We moved together there in the open air of the summer night, and my hands gripped Ibseth’s round thighs as waves of pleasure washed over me. The elven woman threw her head back as she continued to bounce on my cock, and I moved in and out of her tight wet pussy. 
 
    “Oh. Oh. Oh.” Her soft whimpers were in time with how her hips moved forward on my cock, and I could feel her incredibly tight tunnel beginning to squeeze me more.  
 
    “Uhh, Ibseth,” I growled as I looked up at her, naked, bathed in moonlight, and impaled on my dick. “You’re so tight and wet. You feel sooo fucking incredible!” 
 
    As Ibseth began to grind against me harder, the bucking of her hips grew faster, and I could feel her muscles begin to clench again as she started to cum for a second time. 
 
    “Ohhh,” she keened as she came again. “Yeees, my king!” 
 
    “Cum for me, Ibseth.” I bucked my hips up to hit Ibseth’s g-spot, and she shouted in pleasure as she spasmed around me. Her warm juices slid out along my shaft and dripped onto my pelvis, and she shook like a leaf in a hurricane as her orgasm coursed through her from head to toe.  
 
    Eventually, the elven woman’s movements slowed down as she panted, but then she pouted down at me through hazy violet eyes.  
 
    “You did not… finish?” she panted, and a frown marred her beautiful lips. “Was it not as pleasurable for you as it was for me?”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I grinned and flexed my fingers around the juts of her hips. “That was incredible. I’m just not done with you yet. Now, wrap your legs around me.”  
 
    “O-Okay.” The grip of Ibseth’s thighs tightened, and I picked her up, knelt, and pressed her back against the cab of the truck, with my hard cock still inside her. 
 
    “Hold on,” I rumbled. Then I began to thrust against her, and my hands gripped tightly around her supple thighs to help hold her up as I kissed and sucked on her magnificent, plum-colored nipples. 
 
    “Yeesss, my king,” Ibseth purred again in my ear. “Fill me with your strong seed!” 
 
    “Not before you cum for me again,” I growled, and then I slammed my cock deep inside her and circled my hips so my pelvis would press against her swollen clit.  
 
    “Ahhh!” Ibseth gasped as her eyes flew open, and then she dug her nails into my shoulders and held on for the ride.  
 
    I fucked her like this for several minutes, and all too soon, I could sense the telltale fluttering of her walls that signaled an impending orgasm. I pinned her harder against the truck cab as I quickened my pace, and then I snaked a hand between us to rub at her clitoris.  
 
    “Cum for me, baby,” I said again. “Cum for me, and I’ll fill you up like you want.”  
 
    “O-Oh, Eddieeeeeee,” Ibseth wailed as she threw her head back, and her pussy clamped down around me like a vise.  
 
    I could feel a pressure mounting in my groin with every thrust, and I was no longer able to hold it back. I came inside Ibseth as the blood roared through my ears, and I could have sworn the stars fell from the sky to dance across my vision. I gave several more deep thrusts as my cock shot out rope after rope of cum, and my ejaculation dripped from her sweet pussy as I slowed to a stop and panted.  
 
    “Fuck, Ibseth, that was…” I held her there for a moment as I recovered, and Ibseth gently stroked my shoulders and hair with a sigh of contentment. 
 
    “That was better than I could have ever dreamed or hoped for,” she murmured and nuzzled her face into my neck. “Thank you, Eddie.” 
 
    “I think I should be thanking you,” I chuckled groggily before we slid to the bed of the truck in each other’s arms. 
 
    Ibseth and I laid there in the back of my truck as the warm night air caressed our naked skin, and I realized that of all the treasures I had found in The Gloom, nothing compared to her.  
 
    We listened to Hank Williams lamenting his loneliness as my phone continued to play there on the wheel well. 
 
    “I could lay here forever,” I said as I held the elven woman close to me. “But we should probably get those frogs home before the ice melts.” 
 
    “Home,” Ibseth echoed with a soft smile that would have taken me out at the knees if I’d been standing. “Yes, let us return home. Our… home. Ohhh… Eddie. I am so happy right now… to be filled with you, and to have our lives ahead of us.”  
 
    I kissed the blue-skinned woman’s forehead gently before we got up and got dressed again, and as I watched Ibseth pull her leggings up over her full, round hips, I felt like the luckiest man in the world.  
 
    Everything about her was incredible, and I knew right then I would do whatever was in my power to keep her happy, safe, and with me forever. 
 
    Once we were dressed, the white-haired woman and I got into the cab of the truck and drove back to Westherst. Back at home, we brought in the cooler and the gigs and left our waders out on the front porch to finish drying. Then I started processing the frogs we’d caught, and once I showed Ibseth how to cut off the legs at the hip joint and remove the skin with some needle-nose pliers, she helped me. 
 
    It was late, but I had gotten on a night owl’s sleeping schedule, so I pulled out some eggs and bread crumbs and fried them up, since they would be best while fresh. 
 
    “I have never known a man to cook before,” Ibseth said as she watched me dip the breaded frog legs into the hot oil. 
 
    “I think it’s a good skill to have,” I said as I watched for the golden-brown color that would let me know the legs were ready to come out. “I’ve lived alone for a while, and no one wants to eat frozen dinners all the time.” 
 
    “That is why you need wives,” the elven woman said. “To take care of all the little things so you would not have to concern yourself with them.” 
 
    “I kinda like cooking sometimes,” I chuckled. “But it’s nice to have someone else do it. And on the surface, people only have one wife. Well, not everyone, but usually.” 
 
    “That sounds lonely.” Ibseth frowned as she helped by breading the next round of legs. “For the wives as well as the husband. In my father’s harem, there was always someone to help with the children and the daily chores. A proper household could not be run by only two people. There should be one man, and the number of wives he has indicates how successful he is as a provider.” 
 
    “I can see the advantage,” I said as I used tongs to pull some legs from the oil. “My mom would always say, ‘many hands make light work.’ But that was usually just to get me to do my chores. It was just me and my parents, growing up. But I could see where a big family might have been less lonely.” 
 
    “I do not wish to be lonely like that,” the elven woman said emphatically. “So, I think you should have at least six more wives.” 
 
    “Six?” I snorted, but then the meaning of what she said hit me, and I looked up at her with wide eyes. “Wait. Are you saying you’re my wife now?” 
 
    “If you want me,” the blue-skinned woman said as she dropped her gaze shyly. “But I would be happy simply as your mistress.” 
 
    “You hardly know me,” I said as I stopped frying to study the beautiful woman. “Are you sure that’s what you want?” 
 
    “I know you are kind and generous,” the elven woman replied as she lifted her head and looked deep into my eyes. “This is more than I could have ever asked for in a husband, and… my body is… filled with your seed. I willingly accepted it… so… I will soon bear your children… if that is what you want.” 
 
    “Children…” I had only known Ibseth for a matter of days, and I knew that was fast to feel the way I did about her, but something felt right about the idea. Even making babies with her didn’t inspire any terror in my mind, but I wondered if it was even possible since we were different species. 
 
    “I would be honored… if I bore your children and was your wife.” She cast her eyes downward again, and her nervousness almost broke my heart.  
 
    “Well, then… You shall be my wife,” I replied, and that ‘right’ feeling in my chest only intensified as I said the words. 
 
    “Really?” the white-haired woman breathed as she clasped her hands in front of her.  
 
    “I love you, Ibseth,” I said. “I’m not sure when exactly it happened, and I know this is fast, but I’m sure I do.” 
 
    “And I love you, Eddie Hill,” Ibseth said as she threw her arms around me, and we kissed again. 
 
    Some of the legs had burned while we declared our love to each other, but that was a small thing compared to what I’d just found. 
 
    We finished frying up the rest of the frog legs and sat to eat on the couch together, curled up and content as we watched an old black-and-white film together. Afterwards, we went back into the bedroom and fell asleep in each other’s arms after we consummated our love again. 
 
    I laid awake a little while listening to the soft sounds of Ibseth breathing as she slept. I never thought I could be so happy, and my cheeks were aching from smiling too much, but I couldn’t even complain.  
 
    Eventually, I fell asleep, and by the time I woke up, I could smell breakfast being made in the kitchen by my new wife.  
 
    Huh. Wife. As strange as it was, I really liked the sound of that.  
 
    Then I looked at my phone and saw it was already late morning, so I rolled out of bed and went out of the bedroom to see what Ibseth was making. 
 
    When I stepped into the kitchen, I froze in surprise. The elf princess was dressed in one of the smallest French maid outfits I’d ever seen as she flipped lengths of bacon in a frying pan, and I could see the bare curve of her ass peeking out beneath the skirt and where the long thigh-high stockings pinched the plush skin of her legs. 
 
    All the blood pretty much rushed to my dick.  
 
    “Not that I’m complaining,” I said as I looked the blue-skinned woman up and down. “But where did you get that?” 
 
    “Do you like it?” Ibseth giggled as she took a step away from the stove and did a little turn. 
 
    The maid outfit barely fit over my wife’s massive breasts, and the string of the halter-style top strained against the effort of holding their weight. The skirt was so short that it hovered slightly above the tiny, sheer black panties, where the cheeks of her round, supple ass peeked out on either side in a perfect heart shape.  
 
    It was sexy as hell, but it was also clearly at least a size too small. 
 
    “I saw it on your top lap,” the elven woman said with a happy smile. “I thought it would please you, so I pressed a yellow button like I saw on the plays I watched. Then there was a knock on the door, and a man delivered it this morning.” 
 
    I should have guessed there was a possibility Ibseth would accidentally order something, since some of my credit card information had been added to my Amazon account. When I had her look at clothing she might want the other day, she must have clicked the “buy now” feature or something, but I couldn’t fault her for that. 
 
    I just made a mental note to sell more of my gold soon, in case anything else had been accidentally ordered.  
 
    “I like it very much.” I grinned as I stepped toward the white-haired woman, but then there was a knock on the door. 
 
    I was mildly annoyed that my thoughts of continuing what was essentially my honeymoon had been interrupted, but I went to answer the door. 
 
    I was expecting to see another delivery guy, but when I opened the door, it was Brock Stanton standing on the porch. 
 
    “Uhh-- hi,” I said as I quickly stepped onto the porch, and I closed the door behind me so the stern asshole didn’t see the half-naked Night Elf woman in a French maid’s outfit cooking breakfast for me. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Hey, Eddie,” Stanton said as he craned his neck to look into my living room before the door closed all the way. “I just wanted to drop by and say ‘hi.’ I haven’t properly welcomed you to the neighborhood.” 
 
    “That’s nice of you,” I said, but I suspected that wasn’t what he really wanted. 
 
    “I’m the head of the neighborhood watch, you know,” the bald man went on, but there was a weird note to the statement. “You know, keeping an eye on things, making sure everyone is safe.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said in a neutral tone. 
 
    “Maybe you’d like to come to a meeting,” Stanton continued. “Get to know the other neighbors.” 
 
    “If I have time,” I replied, but I really just wanted out of the awkward interaction. 
 
    “Oh,” the bald man said with a smirk. “Did you find regular work, then, Eddie?” 
 
    “I work from home mostly,” I said, which was kinda true. “I expect to be pretty busy. You understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” Brock replied with the same self-satisfied smirk. “Working from home. I bet your girlfriend likes that. I’ve heard she’s a little- different.” 
 
    So, that’s what this was about. Mrs. Whitmire must have spread the word. If there was a neighborhood watch, I was sure the nosy old woman was an active member. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I moved closer to the door to telegraph I was done with the conversation. “She’s kinda shy, keeps mostly to herself. Actually, we’re about to eat, so if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of imposing,” Stanton lied as he held up his hands. “Just remember, the neighborhood watch will be keeping an eye on-- an eye out for everyone.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us,” I said in a falsely pleasant tone. “We can look out for ourselves.” 
 
    Before the asshole could respond, I stepped through the door and closed it behind me. 
 
    Back inside, Ibseth proudly held up a plate of eggs and bacon for us both, so we sat down and ate, and I decided not to let Stanton ruin the day. Then I checked my email after breakfast and saw Alice had sent the information for my new bank account. 
 
    I had some money for the improvements on the fence and locking the entrance to the tunnels in my backyard, so I knew how I was going to spend the day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Meyer had told me not to flash my money to avoid raising suspicion, and while there were a lot of improvements I wanted to make to the house, replacing all of the 1970s furniture being one of them, I decided to start small. I figured it wouldn’t raise too many questions to start replacing the fence since it was in disrepair, and once the new privacy fence was up, I could tackle the entrance to the tunnels without Mrs. Whitmire peeking over the fence to watch me any time she liked. 
 
    “I’m going to go out and get some wood to fix up a new fence,” I told Ibseth as she washed the breakfast dishes in her new maid’s outfit. “Would you like to come?”  
 
    I knew she’d mostly only seen the house and was probably getting bored being stuck at home all the time, and we’d managed the Walmart trip fine, so I thought it would be okay. 
 
    “Perhaps not, but thank you, Eddie,” the elven woman replied with a shy smile. “The sunlight still hurts my eyes. Is there anything you would like me to do here, my love?” 
 
    “Uhh-- if you want to,” I said as I put on my shoes, “you can start gathering up some of these old newspapers in the living room, and the junk we sorted through in the spare room yesterday. I’ll have to get a dumpster or something for the old fencing anyway, and we can get rid of it all in one go.” 
 
    “Then that is what I will do,” my wife said as she placed a clean plate in the dish rack. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” I said. “The closest hardware store that will have what I want on hand is in the next town. Hopefully, it won’t take long to deliver, because I won’t be able to haul all that wood in my truck.” 
 
    The backyard wasn’t wide, but it was long, and I wanted to make sure the fence was high enough to prevent the nosy old woman next door from spying on us anymore. 
 
    “Very well, my love,” Ibseth said. “I will miss you while you are away from me. 
 
    I stood, walked over to my wife, and kissed her. 
 
    “I love you,” I said as I tried on the phrase again to see how good it felt. 
 
    “And I love you, Eddie Hill,” Ibseth said back to me, and I could see that love glittering deep in her purple eyes. 
 
    I left the house with a big smile on my face, got into the truck, and drove to the big hardware store in Elyria.  
 
    There was something about the smell of wood and metal in a big hardware store that always reminded me of my dad. As a kid, I’d hated going there with him, but I was starting to see the appeal.  
 
    I walked back toward the big lumberyard in the back of the store, and I glanced at the appliances and bathroom fixtures as I passed. I thought about how I would remodel the outdated kitchen and bathroom, after I had sold my gold, and I wondered how Ibseth would respond to a fridge with an icemaker in the door. The elven woman had also talked about wanting to plant a garden, so I thought about building some raised vegetable beds before next spring.  
 
    But much higher on the list would be replacing the bedroom furniture, so we wouldn’t have to sleep on my grandpa’s old mattress anymore. 
 
    As I came out into the lumberyard, a man in an orange vest with a long beard approached me. 
 
    “How can I help you?” the bearded man asked.  
 
    “I was looking to replace a fence, Allen,” I replied as I looked at the man’s name tag. “I was thinking of using cedar.” 
 
    “Redwood is the best,” the man in the vest said in a professional tone. 
 
    And he was right. I’d done enough residential construction work to know. But redwood would also cost an arm and a leg, and I had a lot of ground to cover. My whole half-acre wasn’t fenced in currently, probably because Grandpa had been on a fixed income and couldn’t afford to put a fence around the whole property. I planned to eventually, but I only had a little over eight thousand to work with, and I needed some left over for covering the tunnel entrance.  
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “But I’m on a budget. I was hoping for about four hundred feet worth of treated cedar.” 
 
    I would have to use some of the existing fence that was still in good shape. Sanding and restaining the old wood would be a pain in the ass, but it would save me some money for now. If I put up the new, taller lengths of fence on the sides with neighbors, that would suit my needs. 
 
    Allen helped me find some fencing and took out a calculator to figure out the costs, which came to a little under four thousand dollars. I shuddered a little, but I had to remind myself I was still in the investment phase. I had lots more gold to sell, and I knew I would go back to The Gloom again. 
 
    Allen told me he could have the fencing delivered the next day, and as he got everything ready with the delivery, I went around the store and got some wood stain for the existing portions of fence I planned to reuse. 
 
    “I was also thinking about putting in a door for a-- uhh-- an underground shelter of sorts,” I said to Allen as he rang me up. “Would you have any suggestions?” 
 
    I’d done a fair amount of construction work and knew I could probably figure it out myself, but it wasn’t something I’d done before. 
 
    “What exactly did you have in mind?” the bearded man asked. “Like a storm shelter?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I replied as I pulled out my wallet. “I’d like something substantial I could lock, like a hatch.” 
 
    “Like for a doomsday bunker?” Allen said without a pause. 
 
    “I guess.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the man in the orange vest said as he leaned in conspiratorially. “We get you prepper types in here all the time. You’d probably have to order something like that. But a few people I know have gone through the Amish.” 
 
    “The Amish?” I repeated with a confused frown. 
 
    “Yeah,” Allan said as he handed me a card. “They’re very discrete, and I have a few regulars who have gone through them to build their bunkers. I could get you a number.” 
 
    Even though it was commonplace these days, the fact the Amish had cell phones always seemed weird to me. I’d heard it had something to do with an allowance for using some modern technology in order to do business, but I’d never actually met an Amish person before. 
 
    There was a first time for everything, though, so with a number for an Amish contractor and my wood stain, I went home to Ibseth.  
 
    And I was ready for a hard day’s work tomorrow. 
 
    Putting in a new fence was a big project for one man, and I didn’t want to leave it half-finished, because I knew the neighbor kids already had a habit of coming into my yard, so I got an early start the next day tearing up the old fence while I waited for my delivery, and I also sorted out the portions I could use again. 
 
    It was sweaty work at the height of summer, but by the time the wood was delivered, I had most of the old fence pulled up. I helped the guys from the hardware store unload the boxes of fencing, and then I got back to work. 
 
    Inevitably, Mrs. Whitmire came out and watched my efforts with a sour expression as she pretended to look after her back garden, but I chose to ignore her as I finished pulling down the old fence.  
 
    Once I was done, I started to raise the new fence. 
 
    “Hi there,” I heard a woman’s voice say. 
 
    I turned and saw a plump woman in her thirties coming out of the Millers’ house with a pie in her hand, and she waved at me.  
 
    “Hello.” I stood from where I was sorting through the boxes of fencing and waved back. 
 
    The woman had a sweet face and tasteful makeup on, and her blonde hair fell in waves around her shoulders. I assumed she was David’s wife, so I walked over to the line where the old fence had been to introduce myself. 
 
    “You look busy,” the blonde woman said pleasantly as she glanced around at the shallow ditch where my fence had been. “I’m Jessi. I believe you’ve met my husband and Jenny.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a smile. “I’m Eddie, but I guess you already know that.” 
 
    “I’ve heard,” Jessi said. “Mrs. Whitmire came over the other day, and you came up.” 
 
    Jessi rolled her eyes, and I got the impression the plump woman didn’t like our nosy neighbor, either. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes, she was all worked up,” the blond laughed lightly. “Something about your girlfriend and how she thinks she’s an elf or something.” 
 
    Jessi’s tone made it clear she hadn’t taken the gossip seriously.  
 
    “That’s sorta true, actually,” I said as I scratched the back of my head. “She’s really into the whole cosplay and live action roll playing thing. But she’s a sweet person, really. Just kinda quirky.” 
 
    I wanted nothing more than for Ibseth to have as close to a normal life with me as possible. But I knew there was still a lot she had to learn about the modern world, and I would have to prepare the neighbors for some of the stranger things she might say. 
 
    “Oh, that’s fun,” Jessi replied with absolute sincerity. “I used to do the whole LARPing thing in the woods with friends, before I met David.” 
 
    “Really?” I said in surprise. 
 
    There in her tank top and yoga pants, Jessi Miller looked like a regular soccer mom, and I couldn’t picture the woman in a cloak in the Ohio woods with a sword made out of foam. 
 
    “Oh, sure,” the blonde said with an embarrassed smile. “I don’t anymore. You know, kids and all, but I follow some of those cosplay girls on social media. Some of them are just amazing, and so creative. Does your girlfriend post pictures of her work anywhere?” 
 
    “Not really.” I grinned. “She’s very shy. Just does it for herself.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Jessi said sweetly. “Oh, I made this for you. Kinda a ‘welcome to the neighborhood’ thing.” 
 
    Jessi handed me the pie in her hands, and it was genuinely the first time someone had said that and I actually felt welcomed. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I smelled the fragrance of apples and cinnamon. “That’s really nice of you.” 
 
    “There was one little thing,” the blonde said with a wince. “Jenny told me her ball fell into your yard, and when she came over to get it, you said something about an old mineshaft in your yard.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I looked up from the delicious-looking pie. “Yeah. But don’t worry. I’m fixing up the fence because I noticed a couple of holes where the kids had been coming through. And I’m going to have the shaft sealed up before long.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Jessi sighed as she put a hand over her ample chest. “And sorry about the kids. I can’t tell you how many times I told them to stay out of other people’s yards.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” I said as I shook my head. “I just wouldn’t want any of them to get hurt.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” The blonde smiled. “I’ll let you get back to it. But I look forward to meeting your girlfriend. What’d you say her name was?” 
 
    “Ibseth,” I replied. 
 
    “Oh, that’s pretty,” Jessi cooed. “You have a good day now.” 
 
    “You, too.” I smiled. “And thanks again for the pie.” 
 
    Jessi Miller smiled and waved one last time, and then she headed back next door. 
 
    I took the pie into the house, and Ibseth was in the kitchen when I walked in.  
 
    “What is it that you have, my love?” Ibseth asked as I stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    “One of the neighbors gave us a pie,” I replied. “I think it’s apple.” 
 
    “It smells wonderful,” the elven woman said as she sniffed the baked good. “Like pippins, spiced with cassia bark.” 
 
    “Grab a couple plates,” I said as I set the pie on the counter. “We’ll give it a try.” 
 
    As the blue-skinned beauty got some plates from the cabinet, I pulled out a knife and cut some small slices out of the pie. Then I served us each a slice and watched as Ibseth took her first bite. 
 
    “This tastes exactly like pippin pie!” she gasped as her face brightened, and she took another bite. “But it is sweeter than what I have had before.” 
 
    “What’s a pippin?” I asked as I took a bite.  
 
    It was a really good pie and tasted like Jessie had made it from scratch. 
 
    “They are round, golden-colored fruits that grow on certain trees in The Gloom.” 
 
    “Sounds kinda like an apple to me,” I replied. “Only here, there are a bunch of different kinds, red, yellow, and green ones. I’m not sure what kind the neighbor lady used to make this, but it’s good.” 
 
    “It is the best pie I have ever tasted,” the elven woman agreed. 
 
    The dumpster I’d rented showed up shortly after that. As I was helping the guy delivering the big container back it into the yard, I heard a terrible cacophony start up at one of the houses across the cul-de-sac from me, and I looked around to see what it was. 
 
    In an open garage, sort of catty corner from my place, there was a group of teenage boys trying to play something that sounded almost like death metal music. There were about four of them, one beating up a cheap drum kit, two on some shitty old guitars, and one playing a bass guitar that looked like it was being held together with duct tape. 
 
    I smiled to myself. Mrs. Whitmire must have hated that a group of greasy-haired young boys were trying to start a band. And sure enough, it was about two seconds before she was out on her porch, curlers in her hair, shouting at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “You hoodlums turn that down this instant!” she shrieked. “Don’t make me call your poor mother!” 
 
    I was pretty sure the kids wouldn’t be able to hear her over their secondhand amps, but I quickly went back into the backyard since I didn’t want any part of the old woman’s fury. 
 
    As I started to settle the new fencing into the post holes of the old ones, there was a noticeable drop in the volume of the neighbor boys’ practice session, and I figured Mrs. Whitmire had made good on her threats. I kept on with my work as the afternoon grew hotter, and eventually, Ibseth came out with some cold water for me. 
 
    “How is your work coming, my love?” the elven woman asked. 
 
    Luckily, she was wearing a t-shirt and leggings I’d gotten her, instead of her new maid’s outfit. 
 
    “I got the sides done,” I replied. “And now it’s just the back portion to do. After dinner, we can throw some of the junk in the house into the dumpster, so they can haul it away tomorrow.” 
 
    “As you like,” the blue-skinned woman said with a nod. 
 
    When I was done with the fence, I went inside and took a shower while my beautiful wife made supper.  
 
    This was a life I could get used to. 
 
    Ibseth was starting to use salt and spices in her cooking, thankfully, but she was still dialing the proportion in. Still, I ate without saying anything, since I was just happy to have someone who cared enough about me to put in that effort. 
 
    “Once the next planting season comes around,” I said as we ate together on the couch, “I think I’ve picked out a place to put in the garden you mentioned.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” the elven woman sighed as she curled up next to me with her plate. “I’m not sure how different it will be, raising plants here on the surface.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll both have a lot to learn, then,” I replied as I took another bite of the casserole-like dish the white-haired woman had made. “I’ve never gardened much. But we’ll try to find some vegetables similar to what’s in The Gloom. I’d like to try my hand at growing some hot peppers, too, just for fun.” 
 
    Since I’d gotten an early start on the day, it was only a little after five in the evening, so I tried to call the Amish contractor and tick another item off my long, personal list of things to do. 
 
    “Yoder Construction,” a deep, masculine voice answered. “This is Isaac.” 
 
    The gentleman on the other end didn’t have the kind of Pennsylvania Dutch accent I’d expected. Isaac just sounded like any other Midwestern man I had ever spoken to. 
 
    “Hi,” I said into the phone. “My name is Eddie Hill. I got this number from a guy at the hardware store and was told you’re the people to speak to about putting in a door for an underground bunker.” 
 
    I figured I would stick to the whole “doomsday prepper” bit, since that seemed to cut through a lot of questions. I explained what I wanted, something sturdy enough to not be easily broken into, that would fit over the existing opening, and was anchored into the rock. And definitely something I could lock from the outside or the inside as needed. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Isaac replied. “We’ve done similar work before. When would you like it installed?” 
 
    “As soon as you can, I guess.” 
 
    The Amish gentleman said he had something on hand he thought would work and quoted me a price for material, which wasn’t as high as I’d expected but would wipe out the last of the money from the ring.  
 
    But I had plenty of more gold to sell. 
 
    “Since we have what we need on hand,” Isaac said on the other end, “we might be able to fit you in tomorrow. It’d be early in the morning, though. I have another job in the afternoon. Is seven A.M. too early for you?” 
 
    “Nope, sounds perfect,” I replied. 
 
    I’d heard about the Amish being efficient, but I was impressed he’d be able to fit me in that quickly. 
 
    After I got off the phone with Isaac Yoder, I mentally checked off sealing the tunnel entrance and got to work clearing out some of the old junk from the house with Ibseth. 
 
    “I think it’s cool for you to come outside whenever you want now,” I said as we carried armloads of old magazines out to the dumpster. “Pretty sure the neighbors have bought the story about you being a cosplayer.” 
 
    “It will be nice to enjoy the sunlight,” the elven woman said as she threw her load into the big, blue dumpster, on top of the old fencing. “But the light still hurts my eyes a little.” 
 
    “Hopefully, that won’t last much longer,” I said sympathetically as I threw more magazines in. “I’d really like for you to be happy up here.” 
 
    “I am happy, Eddie,” my wife said as she flashed me a radiant grin. “If for no other reason than you are here.” 
 
    I smiled and kissed her before we headed back into the house. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to say this,” I said as I hedged a little, “because I don’t want to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    “Say whatever you mean to,” Ibseth replied as she grabbed an old toaster from the junk room. “I will take it how you mean it, and I know you would never mean to hurt me.” 
 
    “Well,” I said as I picked up one of the broken kitchen chairs, “you should probably be careful what you say to anyone at first. Obviously, you can’t say anything about The Gloom. That’s just for us to know about, or there could be trouble.” 
 
    “What sort of trouble?” the blue-skinned woman asked as she turned back to look at me curiously. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, really,” I said honestly. “If people knew there was an underground world down there, filled with gold and monsters, they’d either want a piece of it, or to destroy it.” 
 
    “What?” Ibseth froze. 
 
    “Greed and fear are the same up here as they are in The Gloom,” I explained as I looked at her. “Not all humans are nice. And it would just be safer if we can keep it a secret.” 
 
    “I will be guided by you in this, then, husband,” the violet-eyed woman said. 
 
    “If anyone asks, you’re a human woman who likes to dress as an elf for fun,” I said in a gentle tone. “Don’t answer any questions about where you’re from, and if you think anyone seems too interested, just walk away from the conversation. The Millers seem nice enough, but you’ll probably want to avoid too many conversations with old Mrs. Whitmire or that Stanton guy.” 
 
    “I will do that, Eddie,” Ibseth said with a nod. 
 
    “As you get used to life up here, it won’t seem so complicated,” I went on as I put down the chair and took one of the elven woman’s delicate hands. “If anyone asks where you’re from, just say something vague like, ‘the old country.’ I don’t want you to have to live trapped in this house. We just have to figure out how to navigate all this together.” 
 
    “Together, my love,” Ibseth said as she looked up sweetly at me from under her long lashes.  
 
    After my new wife and I were done clearing things out of the house, I felt lighter, with one more thing crossed off the list. I thought it would be fun to show Ibseth an epic fantasy film I’d always enjoyed and let her see what humans had guessed elves, fairies, and orcs would be like if they were real. 
 
    At the start of the movie, my elf princess found the whole thing hilarious and pointed out the details she found to be the most ridiculous. But, eventually, Ibseth was swept away by the story and the stunning visuals, especially the tragic, romantic subplot. When the bittersweet ending rolled around, there were tears in the blue-skinned woman’s eyes, and she sniffled as the credits rolled. 
 
    I kissed away Ibseth’s tears, and we went to bed, slowly made love as we explored each other’s bodies, and then fell asleep in one another’s arms. 
 
    But thoughts of adventure, and going back to The Gloom, had started to creep back into my head. This time, it wasn’t even the draw of treasure that compelled me. There was something about the dark, twisted forests, and the idea of fighting strange, sinister foes that drew my mind down into the tunnels. 
 
    I needed to go back to The Gloom, just to see what else was down there and prove something to myself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    The next day started early again, but the perpetual overcast sky that was typical to Ohio had come back. I supposed it was lucky we’d had so many sunny days in a row. Thunderstorm season would be here before too long, and Ibseth would get her fill of rain.  
 
    Though a part of me did look forward to seeing the beautiful woman witness her first real storm. 
 
    I made us some pancakes from a mix out of a box, slathered them in butter and syrup, and proudly served them up to my wife. 
 
    “By the gods,” she said as she took her first bite. “They are so sweet!” 
 
    I would never tire of the wonder Ibseth had about little things I took for granted. 
 
    “Up here we say ‘oh, my God,’” I replied. “It might help if you start trying to pick up phrases like that when we watch TV.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” the elven woman repeated with a smile. “Humans only have one?” 
 
    “Depends on the human,” I said as I took a bite of pancakes. “I don’t have any. Mostly, it’s just a phrase people use.”  
 
    “I will try to remember that, then.” Ibseth nodded before she dove back into her plate. 
 
    Soon, Isaac Yoder and his small crew of workmen came, and I was in for another surprise. 
 
    I’d assumed Yoder would be a middle-aged man with a beard and no mustache, dressed in black trousers, and a short-sleeved button-up shirt, with a wide-brimmed hat. Instead, he was a clean-shaven man in his late twenties with long, dark hair and wearing a white t-shirt, jeans, and work boots. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I shook his hand. 
 
    “I’m Isaac,” the man introduced himself. “I can see you’re confused.” 
 
    “Not to be rude.” I grinned. “But a little.” 
 
    “I’m just Am-ish,” Isaac said while smiling back, and he waved his hand a little. “It’s a family thing. But we’ll get the work done lickity-split, don’t you worry.” 
 
    The two men Isaac had with him were also dressed in regular clothes, but they had the mustache less beards that showed they were married Amish men, and I didn’t ask about it further. 
 
    Then they got to work on installing an aluminum, hatch-like door over the entrance of the tunnel.  
 
    “I don’t suppose we could cut back some of these bushes?” the beardless man asked as his guys carried the door over. 
 
    “I’d rather leave them,” I answered with an apologetic wince. “It kinda keeps the nosy neighbor from knowing it’s there.” 
 
    “I understand,” Isaac said as he watched his workmen struggling to get the door into the bushes. “No point in having a secret bunker if everyone can see it.” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied neutrally. 
 
    Isaac and his men seemed to know what they were doing, because they had the whole thing finished in a couple of hours. 
 
    “We used quick dry cement,” Isaac said as his workmen cleaned up. “But give it a few hours to cure. Here are the keys.” 
 
    Yoder handed me a key ring with two keys attached. 
 
    “I can’t believe you had a door like that on hand.” I replied as I looked at the keys. 
 
    “It was from another job that fell through.” The dark-haired man shrugged. “Sometimes prepper-types can be squirrely, no offense. I was just glad to not have it taking up space in the shop anymore.” 
 
    I thanked Yoder for fitting me in so quickly, and he promised to send me an invoice. 
 
    Then I went back into the house and found Ibseth cleaning up my breakfast mess. The decision to go back to The Gloom again was going to bother her, I knew that already.  
 
    But after getting a taste of what it was like, fighting the Nictors to rescue the elven woman, taking out those disgusting Orc bandits, and the thrill of finding treasure along the way, I was feeling the pull to go back and explore deeper. 
 
    I knew there were towns and cities I hadn’t seen down there yet, but there was also the problem of Ursenger. Ibseth’s half-brother was just a name to me, but for the violet-eyed woman, he was her childhood boogeyman. A part of me suspected I would have to deal with the Night Elf chieftain before too long, since it might just be a matter of time before Ursenger became a problem. No one in The Gloom seemed to know how to get to the surface, but the dead Nictor in the tunnels had figured it out.  
 
    How long would that last? 
 
    “Ibseth,” I said as I leaned against the counter she was wiping down. 
 
    “Yes, my love,” the blue-skinned woman purred. 
 
    “I know you’re not going to like this,” I said cautiously, “but I think I might go down into The Gloom again.” 
 
    The elven woman stopped cleaning for a moment and looked at me with her wide eyes. 
 
    “How soon?” she asked after a long moment of silence. 
 
    “Tonight, maybe,” I replied. “After it gets dark.” 
 
    “If… that is what you wish,” the white-haired woman whispered as she looked down. 
 
    “If you don’t want me to, I won’t go,” I said and reached out to touch her shoulder. 
 
    “It is not my place to tell you what to do, husband.” 
 
    “Things aren’t like that up here,” I said as I gently lifted her chin to look into her beautiful eyes. “You get to have an opinion.” 
 
    “Then it is my opinion,” the elven woman said without anger or malice, “that you must do what you think is best. I will miss you and pray to the gods for your safe return. But I will not stand in your way.” 
 
    “You’re an amazing woman.” I grinned. “Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
    “You may spend your life telling me, Eddie,” Ibseth said with a mischievous smile. “Because your praise is the only one that matters to me.” 
 
    I spent the rest of the day with my incredible wife, but eventually, the dumpster rental company came and hauled the junk away, and I started to get everything ready for my next trip into the tunnels. I cleaned and looked over my rifle and pistol, and then I counted up the rounds I had left. After that, I packed up the jerky I hadn’t finished the last time, as well as the trail mix, and refilled my canteen. 
 
    I also brought my sketchbook along again, so I could start a map of the places I’d been to so far. I would try to stick to the southern region again, since Ibseth said it was less populated. Part of me really wanted to see what a settlement in The Gloom was like since I had only a vague idea of how the people down there lived from things the white-haired woman had told me. 
 
    Ibseth had mentioned dwarves, gnomes, and other people, and I wondered how different they were from the fantasy versions I knew from books and movies.  
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Once I had everything gathered up and was dressed again in my blue camo, I was ready to go. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay with this?” I asked my wife again. 
 
    “You are a kind and gentle man,” Ibseth said as she stood before me to say goodbye. “But you are also a warrior. You must go and explore, fight monsters, and grow your fortune. I am happy to have found such a man, and I will make sure I support you as a wife should by ensuring your home is clean, you have excellent food to eat, and your children honor you.” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed her, but I knew I was the one who was fortunate. 
 
    “I’ll try to be back before sunrise again,” I promised. 
 
    “May we go gigging for frogs again when you return?” she asked as she smiled at me. 
 
    “It’s a date.” I grinned. 
 
    Then I headed out the back door into the warm night air. It was still overcast, so there were no stars out, but the light of the back porch was enough for me to find my way through the bushes and unlock the new hatch-style door. Then I pulled the hatch back down and descended the ladder, and it locked from the inside with a lever, which was convenient, since fooling around with a key on the ladder in the dark would have been a hassle.  
 
    I thought about installing a motion sensor light down at the bottom of the entrance. It could serve a double purpose of lighting the area around the ladder for me and blinding any denizens of The Gloom if they ever found a way to the surface tunnels, so I added that to my ongoing list of possible improvements. 
 
    I got out my flashlight and made my way through to the iron doors and then out into the underground forest. Here, close to the hidden door, it was usually fairly safe, from my experiences so far, so I put away my flashlight and pulled out my sketchbook. Then I started filling out the map I’d decided to make, and I added in the features I was most familiar with. 
 
    I sketched out what I knew of the forest, the clearing, streams and rivers, but I left out the location of the hidden door, in case something happened and the map fell into the wrong hands. It was kinda rough, and I was sure the distances weren’t exactly accurate, but it was really more a way to note the landmarks I knew. 
 
    As I started south, I kept an eye on the tree line for flying Nictors and was disappointed when I didn’t cross paths with the Brownies again. I would stop occasionally to fill out more of the map, and I jotted down the mushroom forest and the underground lake with its majestic waterfall.  
 
    After I drew what I remembered of the cavern where I’d fought the Orc bandits, I chose a different route after the mushroom forest and hoped to find something new. 
 
    There was a series of winding tunnels that sloped slightly downward, and I followed those and added them to the map as well. Down here, the glowing, blue mushrooms grew in sporadic clumps, and I had to use my flashlight.  
 
    From time to time, I did hear scurrying sounds of creatures that made their homes in the caves as they echoed through the tunnels, and once I caught sight of the furry black haunches of some small burrowing animal as it scurried out of sight, but I didn’t run into any of the intelligent beings that lived down here. 
 
    Eventually, I came into another of the large caverns where the mushrooms grew larger and more plentiful, and as I came out of the tunnel, I saw a wide, subterranean river, with dark, scrubby plant life growing on its banks. There were vines and hanging moss growing on an outcropping of rock, and the entrance to another tunnel opened up on a low cliff across the river from me.  
 
    The caves here had a different feeling than the ones I’d found before. A sort of musky dampness hung in the air, and wisps of fog clung to the corners of rock features and the twists and turns of the cavern.  
 
    After a moment of consideration, I decided to follow the river upstream, which was headed west, from what I could tell. 
 
    I was deep enough underground now that I didn’t bother with the compass. I had no way of knowing how reliable it would be down here, and if I got turned around, I might not be able to find my way back. 
 
    Along the bank of the slow-moving river, there was the buzz of insects, and I saw a few, big-ass beetles with shells that gleamed like green and blue jewels. When I stopped to rest and have a drink of water, I pulled out my sketchbook to continue my map, and one of the beetles landed on my paper. Then I took a picture with my phone so I could draw it later, because I didn’t think to bring any colored pencils with me. 
 
    The thing was about the size of a walnut, and I wondered what they ate down here. I watched as the beetle flew away with its iridescent wings catching the dim light of the mushrooms, but then a chilling, deep-throated roar echoed through the cavern, followed by a loud crash that shook the floor of the cave.  
 
    “Shit!” I put away my sketchbook and found an outcropping to hide behind, but after a moment, I realized whatever had made the sound must have been deeper inside the cavern. The roar sounded like it had come from something huge, but that might have been the echoes distorting the sound. 
 
    I started to follow the river upstream again, and I tried to keep low in case I encountered the beast that had made the sound. The vegetation along the river started to get denser, and short, spindly trees with moss hanging from their branches dotted the riverbank. The trees also began to grow denser as I followed the river, but the trunks were interrupted by occasional boulders covered with a slimy lichen and moss that had fallen from the ceiling ages ago. 
 
    Then, across the river from me, there was the wide mouth of a cave, and sitting outside of the cave on a huge, slime-covered boulder was a massive, insanely ugly creature. It must have been ten feet tall when standing, and its grayish-brown skin was mottled and lumpy. The thing had two long, muscular arms and short, stump-like legs that ended in flat feet with overgrown, yellowed toenails. 
 
    Its head was too small for its body, and lank, greasy black hair fell to its big, sloping shoulders in tangled matts. The creature’s beady black eyes were dull as it smashed a massive club on the ground, and it crushed the bones littering the area around the cave’s mouth. The ground shook with the force, and bits of white and yellowed bone flew up into the air. 
 
    What was most interesting about the huge, terrifying creature were the brightly-colored jewels that seemed to be embedded into its skin. As the thing raised its arm to slam its club down again, the dim, blue light of The Gloom shone on the jewels in its skin in hues of green, pink, blue, and purple.  
 
    What the hell was that thing? 
 
    I watched the monster from behind the cover of the spindly trees, and I wondered if I could take it, or if I should just leave it alone.  
 
    Then I heard a small sound, like a footstep next to me, and I felt the cold steel of a blade as it was pressed against my neck. 
 
    “What the fuck are you supposed to be?” a woman’s voice hissed. 
 
    I looked up and over my shoulder to see a woman with reddish skin and two curving black horns nestled in her long, strawberry-blonde hair. The woman’s beautiful face was angular, and her eyes were black as coal. The leather armor she wore was fitted tightly to her thin, athletic frame, and cupped her small breasts to show a hint of cleavage, and I had to force my eyes away from the tantalizing bit of skin. 
 
    Over her armor, the woman wore a black, travel-stained cloak, and the sword she held was short with a black metal hilt wrought to look like rope. 
 
    “I’m an Eddie,” I replied, and I was careful to hold very still and not make any sudden movements. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of an Eddie,” the horned woman said as she bared her teeth in a snarl. “But I have dibs on this troll, so I shall kindly ask you to fuck off.” 
 
    The red-skinned woman had an accent similar to Ibseth, but it seemed to not be as polished, and when she spoke, I noticed her canine teeth were slightly longer and sharper than normal, and they added a bit of erotic danger to the pout of her full lips. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said quietly as I glanced across the river. “That’s a pretty big troll.” 
 
    “Are we looking at the same troll?” the horned woman asked with a low laugh. “It is barely more than three meters tall. The runt of his litter, likely ejected from his clan for his weakness.” 
 
    “Still bigger than you or me,” I replied and tried to make my tone conversational, as if a sword wasn’t being pressed against my neck. “If you’re planning on fighting it, maybe I could help, and then we can split whatever we find.” 
 
    The red-skinned woman pulled her sword away from my neck and looked at me with a mix of confusion and pity. 
 
    “You really are strange,” she sighed. “Fight a troll? I was going to distract him and sneak into his cave.” 
 
    “And just leave all those jewels he’s got in his skin?” I said as I slowly rose and stepped back from the fierce-looking woman. 
 
    “Troll’s hide is worth its weight in gold,” the horned woman said as she looked across the river with a greedy glint in her black eyes. “But you would have to be mad to try and skin that thing.” 
 
    “That’s why I have this.” I grinned and showed the strange woman my AK. 
 
    “And what is that?” she scoffed. “It looks like a garden tool.” 
 
    “Think of it like a crossbow, but way better,” I replied. 
 
    “It would have to be to get through a troll’s thick hide.” 
 
    “I’m not saying it will be easy,” I said. “But it seems to be worth a try, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I do not know where Eddies come from,” the horned woman said as she narrowed her dark eyes at me, “perhaps you are as brave as you are stupid. Still, my mother taught me not to leave money on the table. If you have a plan, then I might let you help me. But if you try anything funny, you will wish the troll had killed you by the time I am done with you.” 
 
    “I guess that’s fair.” I grinned. “And Eddie is my name, not what I am. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Amrila the half-breed,” the red-skinned woman replied as she lifted her pointed chin. “Perhaps you’ve heard of me? Most have.” 
 
    “I’m not from around here,” I replied with a shrug. I was curious as to what breed she was considered to be half of, but I didn’t think she would admit that to a stranger.  
 
    “Clearly,” Amrila snorted while she looked me up and down. “What is your plan, then, Eddie?” 
 
    “Well,” I said and looked across the river where the troll was still amusing himself by pummeling the scattered bones around its cave, “you were planning on distracting it. So, once you’ve drawn its attention, I’ll come out and start shooting. Then you try to keep it confused until I can bring it down.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a plan,” the horned woman said as she glanced at me skeptically. 
 
    “The less there is,” I replied in a philosophic tone, “the less there is to go wrong.” 
 
    “Well, if nothing else, I can get into the cave while the troll is busy beating you to death,” Amrila scoffed.  
 
    “See?” I said sarcastically. “Everybody gets what they want.” 
 
    “Aim for his knees,” she said. “That’s the only place they are weak, well, and their eyes, but it will be harder to hit them there because of their sloping brow.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice.”  
 
    “Yeah. Well… it’s been nice knowing you for a few moments, Eddie. I hope the troll doesn’t kill you. I quite like the odd way you look.” 
 
    “Uhhh, thanks.” I smiled at her, and then I quietly moved over to the edge of the river, just behind one of the slime-covered boulders, put down my backpack, and pulled out my headphones. 
 
    “I should warn you that this is going to get loud,” I said, but as I looked around for Amrila, I realized the horned beauty was gone. 
 
    Somehow, the fierce-looking woman had silently slipped away while my back was turned. 
 
    “Well, I tried,” I said quietly to myself as I turned to take aim at the troll, who was about a hundred yards away. 
 
    I hoped the red-skinned woman wouldn’t be temporarily deafened by the sound of the AK as it echoed on the cavern walls, but it was going to be loud as fuck. I waited patiently to see if she’d stuck around to distract the troll, and I looked down my rifle at the big brute.  
 
    He was about fifty yard away now, so I was able to point my iron sights right at the big joint of his basketball-sized knee. The monster’s mottled, lumpy hide looked similar to an elephant, and I still had a fair amount of ammo left, the spare magazines kept close in the roomy pockets of my blue fatigues, but I wanted to be sure I had enough left if I ran into trouble when I made my way back to the surface. 
 
    I didn’t know how well the bullets would go through the monster, but it was an AK. It would probably punch right through. 
 
    Right? 
 
    I took a deep slow breath and tried to ignore how sweaty my palms felt. 
 
    The seconds ticked by, and it felt like ages before I saw Amrila appear on the other bank. She slinked up behind the troll as he raised and slammed down his club mindlessly on the now-crushed bones, and then she hid behind an outcropping, raised her hands up on either side of her mouth, and made a strange squealing noise with her face pointed away from the troll. 
 
    I assumed the horned woman was mimicking the sound the wild pigs I’d come across in the mushroom forest made when wounded, and the squeal echoed through the cavern until it was impossible to tell where it was coming from.  
 
    The troll stood ponderously and looked around behind him with a slack smile on his stupid face. 
 
    As it turned and started to move, Amrila jumped out of her hiding place, ran behind the distracted troll, and angled toward the cave. Her positioning meant the troll was right between us, and it would be all too easy for a stray bullet from my AK to hit her. 
 
    “Fucking rule four of gun safety,” I cursed as I jumped out from behind my rock and splashed across the shallow river so I could get an angle on the troll that didn’t put the beautiful red-skinned woman in danger. When I reached the other bank, the troll was almost standing next to where the red-skinned woman hid, and I raised my rifle. 
 
    “Cover your ears, Amrila!” I shouted, and my own voice was muffled by my ear protection. 
 
    As the troll slowly turned to look at me, I fired at its knee and hoped to hobble the massive fucker. The AK kicked against my shoulder as soon as I pulled the trigger, and chunks of the monster’s gray hide blew away from his knee like old dusty paint, but there was only a trickle of blood where a bullet had managed to penetrate the thing’s thick skin.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Awwwwrrrrhhhggg!” The monster raised his hands up to the holes that served as his ears while he still gripped his huge club in his left hand. But now it was looking right at me, and his enraged roar was loud enough for me to clearly hear through my headphones. 
 
    He obviously was hurt more from the sound of the rifle going off than the actual damage the bullet caused to his knee. 
 
    Double shit. 
 
    The massively ugly thing advanced on me with its club raised, and since I sure as fuck didn’t want to get into the range of his club, I moved back as I aimed my rifle at the same knee I’d already hit. My heart was pounding, he was moving, and my vision was twisting a bit with nerves, so I accidentally jerked the trigger twice, and my bullets hit the beast higher up on his thigh. 
 
    He didn’t seem to care. 
 
    Triple shit. 
 
    Then Amrila ran up behind the creature, swung her short sword, and sunk it into the troll’s other leg. As the beast roared again and looked down at the horned woman, Amrila wrenched her sword free with a spray of blood and ran toward the river. The troll started to raise its club to strike the red-skinned woman with a powerful blow, but I fired at the monster’s knee again with two quick shots. 
 
    There was now a bloody hole near the troll’s kneecap. The frustrated beast began to rage as he slammed his club to the ground, which caused the floor of the cavern to shake from the force, and then the creature looked back and forth between me and the horned woman for a moment as his dumb brain tried to decide who to smash first.  
 
    The troll must have decided I was the bigger threat, because he started to lurch toward me again. 
 
    Adrenaline rushed through me and caused my ears to ring, so I took a steadying breath as I stood in place and aimed at the thing’s bloody kneecap again. I shot another two rounds at his knee that he totally ignored, and then I turned to flee. I ran into the cave and put my back against the nearest wall. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I felt the shock of the huge troll’s footsteps, and my stomach was in knots. By my count, I had thirteen rounds left in my twenty-round mag, and I hoped it would be enough to bring him down before he clobbered me with his club. 
 
    “Hey!” I heard Amrila shout. “Over here, you big, ugly, son of a dragon shit!” 
 
    The troll’s footsteps faltered, so I leaned back out of the cave and saw the big asshole was only twenty feet away, but Amrila was running up behind the beast on his left with her sword raised as she screamed more curses at him. 
 
    Amrila’s distraction meant the troll had his back to me, so I held up my rifle, exhaled, and I fired at the back of his ruined knee. The single bullet ripped into the bloodied hole like a saw and exposed bone this time, and the troll’s forward tilt caused him to fall down as his knee gave out from under him. 
 
    The massive beast dropped his club and hit the ground like a Volkswagen Beetle falling off the roof of a house, and I could feel the shocks from the impact as the ground shook. I fired three times at the thing’s head, but my bullets just bounced off the thick bone of his skull and pattered into the rock or the packed sand of the beach around us like hail. 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    Then I could see Amrila shouting at me, but I couldn’t hear a damn thing. 
 
    “What?” I shouted as I lifted one side of my headphones. 
 
    “Aim for his eyes, now!” the horned woman screamed. 
 
    The troll started to lift itself, and it roared in pain and frustration as he reached for his club.  
 
    “This fucker just won’t die.” I took a step back from the huge monster and raised my rifle again as I let the ear of my headphones fall back in place. I could see Amrila cover her ears, and as the troll lifted his head enough for me to see its beady, dull eyes, I fired another quick two bullets right into his face. 
 
    The hand that was reaching for the club covered the troll’s now bloodied face, and when it came away again, covered in thick, red blood, I found my resolve, stepped forward, and fired again.  
 
    And again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Pieces of gray-brown hide flew away as I fired until the magazine was empty, and the troll’s face hit the dirt on the cavern floor. 
 
    I switched out my mag for a full one. Then I waited for a tense moment as I watched for signs of life, but then Amrila came around the troll, and I could see she was saying something. 
 
    “What?” I shouted again as I removed my headphones. 
 
    “It’s dead!” the red-skinned woman shouted, even though she was standing right next to me. “They’re not smart enough to play dead! I can’t believe you killed it! I’ve never heard of one man killing a troll. For a bit there, I was wondering what the fuck I was doing trying to distract it. I should have just ran, but by the gods! You killed it! It’s dead! Amazing!” 
 
    Clearly, she’d been affected by the report of the rifle in the cavern and was having trouble hearing. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s dead?” I asked loudly enough to be sure Amrila heard me. 
 
    The horned woman took her short sword and dispassionately stuck it into the troll’s neck. The blade only went in an eighth of an inch because of the monster’s tough skin, but it stayed still. 
 
    “I’m sure,” she replied as she pulled out her sword and wiped it off on the troll before placing it back in her scabbard. “Let’s see what’s in the cave.” 
 
    I shrugged and turned toward the cave, which was dark and filthy. 
 
    “That weapon is quite impressive,” Amrila said as she walked toward the cave with me. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Where did you get it?” 
 
    “It’s called a rifle,” I replied, trying to speak loudly enough for the red-skinned woman to hear me. “They’re not uncommon where I’m from.” 
 
    “It seems effective,” she mused. “But it makes one hell of a racket. My ears are still ringing. Owwwieee.” 
 
    I nodded and thought about what it would take to get a suppressor. They were kind of hard to obtain since you had to jump through a bunch of hoops and red tape, but there were all kinds of loopholes in the law, so I added finding a way to get a suppressor to my mental list of things to do. 
 
    Like the mouth of the cave, there were bones scattered everywhere on the inside, some of which had rotting bits of flesh still clinging to them. It smelled awful, like decay and the world’s worst BO, and it took an effort not to gag.  
 
    Without a word, Amrila and I started to pick our way through the debris on the ground. There were animal bones mixed with ones that looked more humanoid, and pieces of armor and clothing, as well as other personal effects. 
 
    “If you find a sword with a black jewel in the hilt,” the red-skinned woman said in a stern tone, “it’s mine.” 
 
    “You lost a sword in here?” I asked as I picked up a small pouch that clinked as if there were coins inside. 
 
    “It was my father’s,” Amrila explained while she looked over one of the larger piles of remains. “I heard he came here to try to harvest the troll’s hide for money. He never returned, so I assume he’s dead.” 
 
    The horned woman’s tone was matter-of-fact when she said this. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I replied sympathetically before I looked inside the pouch to see it was filled with silver. 
 
    “Why?” Amrila asked as she moved aside half-eaten carcasses and was seeming unfazed by the smell. “My father was a bastard. But I really liked the sword.” 
 
    Well, I wasn’t expecting that, but then again, things in the Gloom always ended up surprising me.  
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged as I continued to look around. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the cave other than a few more gold and silver coins and some ruined armor that had been ripped apart when the troll had fed on the owners. 
 
    “Yes!” Amrila suddenly exalted as she lifted a beautiful sword from a pile she’d been searching through. 
 
    It was a little bigger and broader than the one she carried, and in its hilt was set a large, black stone. 
 
    “Congratulations.” I grinned.  
 
    “Now, it’s time for the hard part,” she said as pulled out the scabbard from the pile. “Let’s go skin that troll.” 
 
    The process of skinning the troll was much more difficult than I’d anticipated. I could field dress a deer without batting an eye, but the troll was much closer to a human, and that made my skin crawl. As I watched the horned woman cut into the tough hide of the troll, I got up close to help, since I figured that if I didn’t have to look at the whole thing, it would make it easier for me to get my hands dirty. 
 
    The mottled skin was several times thicker than a deer’s, and Amrila seemed to focus the most on portions with a high concentration of jewels. Once we had several large pieces, we rinsed them off in the river before the red-skinned woman rolled them up, and we both washed off the gore from the fight and getting the hide off the disgusting troll. 
 
    “That, uhh, rye-full? Of yours is pretty handy,” Amrila said as she stood from washing herself off in the cool river. “How does it work? Is it magic? Seems like magic. Troll hides are almost impossible to chop through, but your weapon killed it easily.” 
 
    “Kind of like magic,” I chuckled. “It’s pretty dangerous.” 
 
    “Would you be up for a little work? I have plenty of connections in Bermshire.” 
 
    “Bermshire?” I asked as I finished washing troll goo off my hands. 
 
    “Where are you from?” the horned woman asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Not from around here,” I said evasively. “Just passing through, really.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to be rude,” Amrila said, but there was suddenly a suspicious note in her voice. “But I’ve never seen anyone like you, unless you’re the tallest gnome in The Gloom. But your nose is too small.” 
 
    “My mother fed me really well,” I joked, but after talking to Ibseth, I knew saying I was a human from the surface could cause trouble. 
 
    “You’re very funny,” Amrila said without humor. “But we’ll need to go to Bermshire to sell the hides. And not to put too fine a point on the matter, but you’ll… stick out.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I winced. “That is a problem.” 
 
    “Here,” the horned woman said as she took off her cloak, handed it to me, and then looked around the riverbank until she found some berries. 
 
    “Uh, what are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    “Crush these in your hands and then rub them on your skin,” Amrila instructed me and handed me the berries. “Try to make it even and don’t get any on my cloak.” 
 
    As I followed the red-skinned woman’s orders, Amrila disappeared into the cave again, and when she came back out, I had rubbed the berries on my face and forearms, which turned them a dark blue color.  
 
    “If you were not so tall and well-muscled, this would be easier,” she said as she handed me mismatched pieces of leather armor and some trousers. “But these might fit you.” 
 
    “I’m not putting on anything that was in that cave,” I said as my nose wrinkled in disgust. 
 
    “Pfffttt.” Amrila rolled her black eyes. “Wash them in the river if you must, but I can’t take you into town dressed like that. You look like the jester of a chief’s second son.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” I muttered, “but I’m sure it’s rude.” 
 
    “Just put them on,” the horned woman sighed. “ 
 
    After I’d pulled on the clothes and armor, which were probably the cleanest things in the troll’s cave, and thrown on the cloak, I turned so Amrila could see the full picture. 
 
    “There,” she said as she stepped back and looked at her work. “At least your pale skin does not glow in the gloomlight now.”  
 
    “You think this will work?” I asked as I pulled on the cloak. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said with a wide grin. “If you keep the hood up and stoop when you walk. You’re entirely too tall.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I snorted before I gathered up my backpack where I’d left it on the other bank of the river, and then I offered Amrila half of the coins I found. 
 
    “You keep those, partner.” She shook her head.  
 
    “Partner?” I snickered as I gave her a grin.  
 
    “Well…” her dark eyes flickered to my AK and then to my face. “Your rye-full is useful, and you aren’t… unpleasant to look at… I’ll keep the sword. Then we’ll split the profits from the hide. Then maybe we can talk more about working together? I have lots of stuff to do.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled, since I figured only good things could come from having a beautiful woman to help me down here. 
 
    “Come on, then!” she cheered as she waved for me to follow her. “We have to see a man about some gold.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    I wore my backpack and carried my AK under the cloak Amrila had lent me. It made me look like I had a hunched back and a bum arm, but I didn’t really care. We traveled back through the dark tunnels, then through the mushroom forest, and passed the tunnels where the Orc bandits had camped. When we reached the underground lake and the waterfall, the beautiful horned woman led me through another series of tunnels and caves, and we continued around the other side of the lake and to the subterranean forest. 
 
    To me, these tunnels looked just like all the rest I’d seen down here, but the fierce woman seemed to know where she was going, so I followed her. 
 
    “So,” Amrila said as we walked through the darkness, “are you going to tell me what you are? Or am I to pretend you’re an overgrown gnome?” 
 
    “Well,” I said as I tried to keep my eyes off how great her ass looked in her tight leather pants as she walked, “I’ve gotten the impression that the people of The Gloom don’t take kindly to my kind, so I’m not sure I should say.” 
 
    “Are you a vampire from the Twilight Region?” Amrila snickered as she gave me a charming smile. “They are supposed to have fangs, don’t you know.” 
 
    “Hardly,” I chuckled. “Let’s just leave it at ‘not from around here’ for now.” 
 
    “You can have your secret for now,” the red-skinned woman said as she glanced over her shoulder with a mysterious smile. “But I will wheedle it out of you.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I replied, but I couldn’t help but smile a little. 
 
    Eventually, we reached another cavern, about the size of the cavern with the subterranean forest, but it was hard to tell. The ceiling here was high, and we came out in a high position that overlooked several small clusters of buildings that looked like farmsteads, with fields spreading out from them. In the distance, there was a town visible in the distance, with curls of blue smoke rising from chimneys. 
 
    This was my first glimpse of civilization in The Gloom, and the thatched roofs and stone buildings looked like something out of an old painting of the European countryside, but darker and bathed in the blue mushrooms’ light.  
 
    “Behold,” Amrila said with a grand gesture. “The village of Bermshire. Let’s get going. Let me do most of the talking. Your weird accent will raise too many questions.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged, and we made our way down, along a well-traveled path to the village. 
 
    As we got closer to the farms, I saw the buildings all had a strange, dome-like structure to them, with little thatched roofs. Some of the larger structures were more square-shaped, but all the corners were rounded, and I wondered what the benefit of that would be. In the fields, the crops seemed to either be some kind of short, scrubby plants with green and purple leaves, or a type of grain I didn’t recognize. 
 
    There were also some of the pigs I’d seen in the mushroom forest, striped and spotted, but larger than their wild cousins. My guess was these had been bred for size to render more meat. There were also a few, shaggy, bovine-like creatures grazing in one field, and their long, thick horns curved back like water buffaloes. 
 
    “What do they grow here?” I asked the red-skinned woman as we walked past the farms toward the village. 
 
    “Root vegetables, mostly,” Amrila said indifferently. “The yams they grow are good for all kinds of things. But the best ones are prized among the Night Elves for the purple dye they produce. All of this is part of the Yennih’s territory, but I don’t suppose that means much to you, being an outsider.” 
 
    That did mean something to me, and I pulled the hood of my cloak a little further over my face. Ursenger was the chief of the Yennih, from what Ibseth had told me, and the last thing I wanted was a run-in with any of the madman’s soldiers. 
 
    But the people we passed working in the fields were mostly a small race that looked strangely human, but they were even paler than me. They seemed to average about three-and-a-half-feet in height but had the characteristically large eyes of The Gloom dwellers I’d seen so far. Some of them would stop their work long enough to watch us pass, but most of them ignored us as they worked on their fields or tended to livestock. 
 
    As we came into the village of Bermshire, I saw more diverse groups of people. There were a handful of Night Elves, but none of them wore armor, and there were more of the short people I assumed were the gnomes. There were also thick-bodied people, shorter than humans, with great, long beards and skin that went from tanned to almost black, and I assumed these were the dwarves.  
 
    But I didn’t see anyone who looked like Amrila, and I wondered again what she could be. 
 
    The village mostly consisted of a long, main street, with larger buildings that held shops, and tradespeople, with private dwellings making up the side streets and petering out before the farmlands started. Up and down the street were wrought-iron lamp posts that gave off the dim blue light of the mushrooms, and I saw there was a pile of powdered substance inside of them, probably harvested from the glowing fungus. 
 
    “We’ll want to go see Dirgin, the blacksmith,” the horned woman said quietly to me as we walked past some food carts set up along the main street. “He’ll be the one interested in our hides.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I looked at a cart selling a type of meat I didn’t recognize, skewered on sticks and glistening with juices and gravy. “But after that let’s get some food. I’m starving.” 
 
    “Food, drink, maybe a bar fight or two,” Amrila replied with a throaty laugh. “We’ll celebrate our victory and good fortune, partner.” 
 
    Moments later, we entered an open-air structure that housed the blacksmith shop. There was a large forge in the back, and several charred and scratched worktables where dwarves worked at refining different farming implements, but hung on one wall were several broadswords and one weapon that consisted of a long pole, with a curved blade that ended in a vicious-looking hook. 
 
    It was brighter in here, where oil lamps burned from chains that hung from the ceiling. The dwarves seemed accustomed to the firelight, but the red-skinned woman winced at the light and shaded her eyes when she first entered.  
 
    “What do you want, half-breed?” one sour-faced dwarf at a worktable grunted as he saw Amrila. 
 
    The dwarf had a deeply tanned face, braided dark brown hair and a beard, and wore a leather smock covered in burn marks. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself, Ruran,” the horned woman said in a commanding tone as her dark eyes narrowed. “Fetch you master. My business is with him.”  
 
    “Fucking demon half-breeds,” Ruran muttered to himself, but he climbed down from the stool he was sitting on and went into the back of the shop. 
 
    “Demon?” I whispered to the red-skinned woman as we waited amidst the sound of clanging hammers and the roar of the billows that powered the forge. 
 
    “What of it?” Amrila challenged with an arched eyebrow. “I had no control over the circumstances of my birth. Besides, Ruran is just jealous of my devilish good looks. If he is to be mad at anyone, it should be his parents, for rutting and producing his ugly face.” 
 
    I stifled a snicker as a dark-skinned dwarf with a deeply red beard approached us. Under his leather apron, this dwarf was shirtless and had powerfully muscled arms and chest. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t rile up Ruran like that, Amrila,” the short, stout man said in a gruff voice. “Now he’ll be fuming the rest of the day, and his work will be shit.” 
 
    “That’s Ruran’s problem, Dirgin,” the red-skinned woman replied lightly. “I have some goods to sell.” 
 
    “Who is your friend?” Dirgin asked as he eyed me with a mix of interest and suspicion. 
 
    “This is Eddie,” the horned woman said with a dismissive flip of her hand. “He is not from around here.” 
 
    “Alright.” The short man shrugged. “What have you got?” 
 
    Amrila pulled the rolled lengths of troll hide from her pack and unfurled them on a worktable, and the jewels in the skin sparkled as they caught the light from the forge. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get troll hide?” the dwarf asked as he touched one piece and began to examine it. 
 
    “From a troll,” Amrila replied with a hint of sarcasm. “What will you give me for them?” 
 
    Dirgin gave the horned woman a sour look, but he held the hide in his hands like it was something precious. 
 
    “I’ll give you… twenty gold for the lot,” the dwarven man said. 
 
    “Twenty?” The red-skinned woman’s voice went up an octave. “These are at least worth sixty. They’re fresh, and of good size. You could easily get three breastplates from them once they’re treated.” 
 
    I watched the two barter back and forth and kept my mouth shut. Not only was I unfamiliar with the value of their currency, but Amrila had warned me to speak as little as possible. 
 
    “But they’re not treated,” Dirgin countered. “Or dyed. I will have to waste three days of labor before they’re ready to be made into armor. Then I’ll have to deal with one of Ursenger’s lackies to sell them off when they’re made, because no one else in The Gloom has enough gold for such fine things. Thirty.” 
 
    “Anything less than fifty is robbery,” the horned woman snorted as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “My hands and arms will be purple for a week after I’m done preparing these hides for the leatherworkers,” the dwarf grumbled, but there was a happy glint in his eyes as he argued with Amrila over the price. “Thirty-five.” 
 
    “We both know it will be some poor apprentice tanning the hides for you, Dirgin.” The red-skinned woman smirked. “Forty-five.” 
 
    “Fine, then,” Dirgin said with mock-exasperation. “Forty, and not a copper more.” 
 
    I looked at Amrila as she pretended to consider the offer with a haughty expression. 
 
    “Forty-three,” she said finally. 
 
    “You half-breed bitch!” the dwarf huffed, and his dark face flushed with frustration. 
 
    “Old skinflint,” the horned woman replied evenly. 
 
    “Aithor!” Dirgin shouted as he greedily scooped up the rest of the hides. “Pay the woman forty-three and get her out of my sight.”  
 
    A smallish dwarf with dark blond hair and lightly-tanned skin hopped up from a stool by one of the worktables and opened a small chest with a little gold-colored key to get the money. 
 
    “And if you find any more of these,” Dirgin said to Amrila in a suddenly calm and pleasant voice, “you bring them here first.” 
 
    “Of course, Dirgin,” the horned woman cooed and fluttered her long dark lashes as she accepted a small bag of coins from the blond dwarf. “You have the best prices. Why would I go anywhere else?” 
 
    Once we were paid, Amrila and I went back out of the smithy and into the lively town of Bermshire. For being a small village, there seemed to be a lot of trade taking place. There was even a small group of Brownies making their way through the village, though these Brownies looked less wild than the ones I’d seen in the forest. Their clothes were made more from scraps of cloth than leather, and they were not as heavily-armed, but the larger folk all seemed to ignore them for the most part. 
 
    “Where to now?” I asked from under my hood as I glanced around at the charts and stands on the street that sold everything from the mystery meat on a stick to pastries that sat in steaming piles. 
 
    “Groc’s Tavern,” Amrila said as she moved confidently forward. “We can get food, drink, and split our earnings.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said, and I tried not to stare too obviously at all the strange sights and people of the village. 
 
    Some of the villagers were staring back at us, which I guess was to be expected. I probably looked incredibly sketchy, a stooped over figure in a black cloak, with a hunch on my back. And the horned woman with me was likely the only one of her kind. I was still shocked to find out she was half-demon, and the idea raised any number of questions in my mind. 
 
    Like if demons, Elves, and Orcs were real, anything was possible. 
 
    The tavern was near the end of the street, and the sign on the front had no words written on it, just the picture of a winking Orc holding a bottle of something in his hand. As we entered the establishment, it was exactly what one would expect. There was a round hearth in the center of a large, open room, and tables were arranged to allow just enough space for people to walk between them. The long bar to the right was packed with patrons, as were most of the tables, and a tall Orc in a bleached linen shirt with a rag over one shoulder was serving drinks. 
 
    There were a couple of barmaids working their way around the tables, one beautiful Night Elf woman and a scary-looking Gnome woman with a scar running down the side of her face, but they were both balancing trays of pint glasses with a practiced ease. Most of the patrons seemed to be farmers and tradespeople from the village, but one rowdy table had two armored Night Elf men and what I guessed was a half-demon man.  
 
    The man was the only half-demon I’d seen besides Amrila, but his skin was a deep shade of black, and his long, charcoal-colored horns looked as if the tips had been dipped in gold. I wondered how many half-demons lived in The Gloom, and how many demons for that matter. I wasn’t a religious man, but the idea of demons being real was unsettling, and I was curious how the legends stacked up against reality.  
 
    I warily eyed the Night Elf men, but their armor was different from the soldiers I’d seen in the clearing with Genneis, Ursenger’s henchman. These men wore dark brown leather, and their armor wasn’t in as good of shape as Ursenger’s soldiers. 
 
    “Let’s take that table by the corner,” the red-skinned woman said as she pointed to a table in a dark corner. “We shouldn’t be bothered there.” 
 
    “I’m following you,” I said. 
 
    As I sat down, I had to adjust my AK a little, and the backpack under the cloak pushed me uncomfortably forward when I tried to sit back, so I stuck to leaning forward with my arms on the table. 
 
    “Amrila,” the Night Elf serving woman said coldly as she approached our table. “I hope you have the coin to pay upfront this time. Groc says you’re no longer allowed to open a tab.” 
 
    “Hello, Sabha,” the horned woman replied in a breezy tone. “Two ales and some food, if you please.” 
 
    Amrila reached into the bag of coins she’d gotten from the blacksmith and casually tossed a gold coin at the waitress, Sabha, which forced the other woman to scramble to catch it without dropping the tray in her hands. 
 
    “Keep the change,” the red-skinned woman said with mock-sweetness. “I know how much you need it.” 
 
    With a withering glare on her face, the Night Elf woman headed toward the bar. 
 
    “You seem popular here.” I grinned as we waited for our order. 
 
    “Sabha hates me because her husband wanted me to be his second wife,” Amrila scoffed as she lounged back in her chair with one arm draped over the backrest.  
 
    “Huh?” I gasped. “I thought it was common for Night Elves to--” 
 
    “Yeah,” she snickered. “The baker’s assistant is trying to grow his harem, but… well… she’s yummy, but he’s boring, poor, and not handsome. I have standards, Eddie. I’m not looking to settle down and bake bread or be a barmaid. I want adventure and treasure and exploration. Know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I can understand that.” 
 
    “She’s rather insulted because, by me-- a half-breed, refusing his offer, it makes it seem like she settled for a loser, which she did. Poor girl.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “You mentioned this village is under the Yennih tribe’s rule. Do the Night Elves rule over everyone in The Gloom?” 
 
    “In a word, yes,” Amrila said as her expression darkened. “The three tribes each have a territory, and these caverns belong to the Yennih. But there are many who wish to end that.” 
 
    “So, why don’t they?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s best not to discuss such things in public,” the red-skinned woman cautioned as she leaned forward slightly. “The short version is that the Night Elves hold all the resources and have the largest fighting forces. They also have treaties between the three tribes to band together if there is a rebellion in any of the territories. But those treaties are wearing thin under the rule of Ursenger.” 
 
    That was interesting. From the sound of it, no one in The Gloom cared for Ursenger. 
 
    “But how did it get that way?” I asked curiously. “Why did the other races let the Elves come into power?” 
 
    “I’ve never cared much for history,” Amrila said in a flippant tone. “The Zencarri only came to The Gloom a few generations ago, and the social power structures have little to do with us.” 
 
    “The Zencarri?” I repeated. 
 
    “That’s what I am,” the red-skinned woman said with a grin. “And Scourge, over there. Most people call us half-breeds, because we come from demons intermixing with the mortal races. When we have children with the Night Elves or the Orcs, the children are always Zencarri. Our blood doesn’t dilute the way other races do.” 
 
    Sabha came back with our food and drink and then placed it on the table wordlessly before she walked away again with her nose in the air. There were two pint glasses of an amber-colored ale, and a slab of roasted meat soaked in brown gravy with a big chunk of bread on another plate. The serving woman had also brought two spare plates for us to serve ourselves, as well as some forks. 
 
    “But why are the Night Elves in power?” I asked again. “The Orcs seem pretty fierce, and surely all the other races outnumber them when put together.” 
 
    Amrila took out a small dagger, cut off a portion of the meat, and set it on her plate, and then she ripped the bread in half and used a piece to soak up some of the gravy. 
 
    “Fear and superstition,” she murmured. “They have most people convinced they are the only thing standing between The Gloom and the horrors that dwell deeper down.” 
 
    “Like The Twilight Region?” I asked as I took a sip of the fruity-tasting ale. 
 
    “Deeper still, they say,” Amrila said around a mouthful of meat. “I have been to The Twilight Region, and there are plenty of spicy monsters there, but nothing that is much more of a threat than the monsters here in The Gloom.” 
 
    I took a portion of the meat and set it on a plate for myself, and then I used the remaining bread to soak up some of the gravy, like I’d seen Amrila do. It was delicious but could have used some salt. The meat was a little gamey, but I was used to that, from having grown up eating deer occasionally. 
 
    “The tribes say they are the ones who keep the Demon Lords bound in The Depths,” the horned woman continued. “But I have never seen any evidence of that. I did see a demon in The Twilight once, but while it was a frightening beast, it was roaming as freely as you or me. The Demon Lords are just a story that Elven mothers tell their children to frighten them into behaving, and as a reason to hate Zencarri.” 
 
    “So, that’s it?” I asked as I took another bite of the juicy meat. “Just some old wives’ tales, and everyone let’s one group be the boss of everyone else?” 
 
    “I assume that’s how it started,” the horned woman said as she licked some gravy from her long, tapered fingers. “But now they have all the power, and people are too lazy or scared to challenge them.” 
 
    “How do the other tribes feel about Ursenger?” I asked, but I lowered my voice even more since I knew it was a touchy subject. 
 
    “It is hard to say,” Amrila replied as she also lowered her voice. “There are rumors he plans to consolidate the tribes under his rule, but while the other tribes are not as powerful as the Yennih, if they banded together, they would easily be able to stand against Ursenger. Some think that is why he raised up the Nictors, to gain more allies. But that still wouldn’t be enough for him to fight the Crardu and the Dolrath combined. If Ursenger were smart, he’d seek an alliance by marrying daughters from the other tribes, but I have heard he’s too obsessed with his sisters to consider that possibility.” 
 
    “His sisters?” I repeated as I thought of Ibseth. Did she have siblings who were suffering just like she used to? 
 
    “The decadence of Night Elves knows no bounds,” the red-skinned woman said with a nod of her head. “And Ursenger is the worst of them. One of his sisters had to hide away in a religious order to get away from him, and I have heard she has since gone missing. If Ursenger does make a play for power, it would mean chaos for everyone else in The Gloom when the three tribes go to war with one another. And it is the common people who would suffer the most.” 
 
    Amrila drank deeply from her ale as I thought about what life in The Gloom was like for most people, being subjected to the whims of the ruling class of Night Elves. There were plenty of problems on the surface, but at least we didn’t have to deal with kings and chieftains dictating our daily lives. I felt for the common people in the tavern around me, but this wasn’t my fight, and I was just glad to have gotten Ibseth out of here. 
 
    Once we were done eating, I was full to the brim and felt exhausted from my day of wandering through the tunnels. My legs and shoulders were crazy sore from working on the fence and all the fighting, and my eyelids felt like they weighed a hundred pounds. The trip back to the surface would take hours, and while I knew Ibseth would worry if I took too long, I figured I needed sleep before I started my trek back to the iron door. 
 
    “They have rooms here, right?” I asked the horned woman. 
 
    “Why do you ask… partner?” Amrila smiled and arched a perfect eyebrow. 
 
    “I figured I should get a couple hours of sleep before I leave,” I said, but I could feel the heat rising in my face from her direct stare. 
 
    “We can ask Groc if he has any rooms,” the black-eyed woman replied. “There seems to be a lot of traders in town, so it might be difficult.” 
 
    Amrila split up the coins from the blacksmith between us, and we walked over to the crowded bar and waited for the large Orc bartender to make his way over to us. 
 
    “Amrila, have you come to settle your debt?” the big barkeep rumbled when he finally noticed us. “Sabha said you seem to have come into some money.” 
 
    “Yes, Groc,” the red-skinned woman shot back as she placed her hands on her narrow hips. “But we are also looking to rent two rooms.” 
 
    “Two rooms?” Groc asked with a knowing smile and a glance in my direction. “I’m afraid I only have the one left.” 
 
    “Does it at least have two beds?” Amrila asked with a small challenge in her voice, as if daring him to question her again. 
 
    “No,” the Orc said as he took the rag off his shoulder and started to wipe down the bar. “One of you will have to sleep on the ground, but I understand you’re used to that.” 
 
    “How much?” she asked as I watched the banter between the two.  
 
    “Including what you owe me?” Groc said with a mild expression on his face. “Ten silver, and you’re lucky I don’t charge you interest.” 
 
    Amrila grandly threw down a gold coin on the bar, which the Orc snatched up with surprising speed. 
 
    “That should also cover breakfast in the morning,” the horned woman said. 
 
    “And so it does,” Groc grunted, and then he turned and grabbed a small key off a pegboard on the wall behind the bar. “Don’t try to make a copy of the key this time.” 
 
    “I would never,” she gasped with mock-outrage. 
 
    “You have before,” he scoffed. “That’s how you broke into--” 
 
    “You make one mistake, and no one in Bermshire lets you forget about it,” Amrila sniffed haughtily as she snatched the key out of the Orc’s beefy hand. 
 
    Then we went up the stairs and down a long hallway to our chambers for the evening. The room itself was sparse, just a small space with a fireplace and a bed that had a mattress stuffed with straw. There was just enough room on the floor for me to lay down, and Amrila tossed me the blanket and the hard, flat pillow, since she was apparently getting the bed. 
 
    “Do they have a bathroom?” I asked. “Or a place to piss?” 
 
    “End of the hall,” she said with a nod of her head to our left. “Knock five times, and I’ll let you back in.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, and then I walked out of the room, made a left, and strolled to the end of the hallway where there was a door with alien writing on it. 
 
    The bathroom was really just a wooden seat with a lid to shit in and a trio of water bowls filled with various levels of soapy water. 
 
    I made sure the door was locked behind me, and then I took off my borrowed cloak, hung it on the wall, and opened my backpack. There was a box of full metal jacket 7.62mm x 39mm rounds near the top of my pack, and I quickly reloaded my empty magazine. Then I took a breath as I opened the lid to the shitter, pissed into the dark hole, closed it, and used the soap and three bowls to wash my hands. A few seconds later, I had my cloak back on and was knocking five times on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Amrila called, and I opened the door. 
 
    The succubus-looking woman was lying in bed, and the thin cotton sheets clung to her lithe body in all the right places like the slope of snow over curved mountains. I could see the nipples on her small breasts pushing against the fabric, and her full lips curled up into a sexy smile when she saw where my eyes were. 
 
    Damn. She was trouble. 
 
    “Don’t try to take advantage of me in my sleep,” the horned woman warned as she winked at me playfully. “I have three daggers on me, and you would be far less handsome with a slit throat.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like you have anything on,” I said as I nodded to the post of the bed where her armor and her belt with all her swords and daggers were obviously sheathed. 
 
    “Ohh, a girl always has to be ready.” Her smile grew a bit larger, and then she looked down to where the blanket and pillow were on the floor. “That looks a bit uncomfortable. Sorry, partner.” 
 
    “It seems like you’re flirting with me,” I chuckled as I took her cloak off my shoulders and set my rifle and pack down. 
 
    “Ohhh, I would never,” she purred. “I just have to be worried about being alone with such a strong and powerful man. Or maybe I don’t have to worry?” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” I said. “I’ll keep my hands to myself, and make sure you keep your hands off my rifle.” 
 
    “Huh,” she snickered as turned under her sheet so she was looking down at me. “That’s weird.” 
 
    “Weird?” 
 
    “I hadn’t even thought about stealing your rye-full,” she said with a casual shrug. “I wouldn’t anyway on the account of you telling me it’s magic, but maybe I just like you? I think that’s it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m flattered,” I said as I gave her a grin. “It’s actually ‘rifle” with no pause between the syllables.” 
 
    “Rifle.” She grinned, and her sexy face was both erotic and adorable at the same time. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said as I laid down on the floor and arranged my backpack on the opposite side so she couldn’t get to it without stepping over me. 
 
    I didn’t think she’d try to rob or attack me, but I didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    The floor was hard, being nothing but wooden planks, and it seemed like the people of The Gloom hadn’t figured out soundproofing, because the sounds from the rowdy bar filtered up through the floorboards.  
 
    But I was tired enough that I soon fell asleep.  
 
    It felt like I had only just laid my head down before there was a loud knock on the door. I sat bolt upright, but Amrila had already leaped from the bed and placed herself at the door, with her father’s sword in her hand and her bed sheet wrapped around her tight body like a towel. 
 
    “Who the fuck is it?” she hissed through the closed portal. “People are trying to sleep in here.” 
 
    “Lower your voice, you brazen half-breed!” came a gruff hiss from the other side of the door. “Let me in. It’s urgent.” 
 
    The voice sounded like Groc, the Orc bartender. 
 
    The horned woman looked over at me, and I took hold of my AK and gave her an approving nod.  
 
    “This better be good.” Amrila opened the door, and Groc stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “You are always more trouble than you’re worth,” the large, green-skinned man said disapprovingly to the Zencarri woman. “Explain to me what this is?” 
 
    Groc held up a piece of yellowish paper, and Amrila took it with the fingers in her sword hand and read it before she laughed her deep, throaty laugh. 
 
    “This is nothing to do with us,” she said as she adjusted her sheet over her perky breasts. 
 
    “It says an outsider,” the orc shot back. “And he is--” 
 
    As Groc turned to point to me, his eyes went wide. I was no longer wearing the cloak, and he had seen me properly for the first time. 
 
    “What the fuck are you?” the large man demanded of me. 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but Amrila beat me to it. 
 
    “He’s a Zencarri,” she huffed indignantly. “His horns were sawn off as a child. How dare you point out his great shame?” 
 
    “Zencarri, my ass,” Groc spat. “He is an outsider, and that is exactly who they are looking for.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I stood and walked over to where the two stood by the door. 
 
    Groc looked me in the eyes, and judging by his guarded expression, he was clearly not used to seeing someone else the same height as him, since most people in The Gloom only came up to my shoulder. 
 
    “There have been soldiers all over the village for the past hour,” the Orc grunted. “They are handing these out.” 
 
    Amrila handed me the paper, and it looked like a wanted poster, with a picture of Ibseth drawn on it in great detail. I couldn’t read the writing on it, though, since it was a language I’d never even seen before. 
 
    “I can’t read this,” I said to the horned woman and handed the paper back to her. 
 
    “By order of Chief Ursenger, master of the Yennih and first of his name,” the red-skinned woman read, “a reward of one thousand gold is offered for information on the whereabouts of Princess Ibseth. The princess was last seen in the clutches of a tall, pale outsider in the Great Forest. It is believed the princess has been abducted by this dangerous man, who single-handedly felled three of the Chief’s guards. Any information that leads to Ibseth’s safe return to the Temple of Llynoth will be richly rewarded.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” I said as Amrila finished reading, and my heart began to pound beneath my sternum. 
 
    Being a wanted man in the Gloom did not sound like a good time. 
 
    “There are guards all over the place,” Groc said, and his face was taut with anger. “And you bring this man to my establishment.” 
 
    “But if you think I’m this guy, why didn’t you turn me in for the reward?” I couldn’t help but question, and I watched as Amrila and Groc exchanged a meaningful look. 
 
    “Do you remember when I said there are people who are tired of being oppressed by the Elves?” the half-demon woman asked after a long moment of silence. “Well, Groc and I are some of those people. Groc has not turned you in out of a sense of loyalty, if not to me, then to the group we are a part of.” 
 
    “And if you felt any loyalty to me,” Groc growled as he tried to restrain himself, “you would not have brought a fugitive here to my tavern. You’ve endangered everything we have worked toward.” 
 
    “We don’t even know it is Eddie they are looking for,” Amrila scoffed. “The question right now, though, is how are we going to get out of here without the guards seeing us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    I looked out the small window in the room, through a crack in the shutter so I wouldn’t be seen, to the street below and saw at least a dozen Night Elves in the grayish-blue armor that marked them as Ursenger’s men.  
 
    And there in the center of the street, with his arms crossed in front of him and wearing deep purple armor, was Genneis overseeing everything. 
 
    The guards were handing out the declarations on thick parchment paper to the few villagers who were on the street at this time, but it seemed like people were mostly trying to avoid the guards.  
 
    But there was one dwarven man being questioned by two Night Elves in blue-gray armor, and I couldn’t remember if the dwarf had been in the tavern when Amrila and I came in. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I spat as I moved away from the window. 
 
    “You are also wanted by the guard,” Groc, the Orc proprietor, said to Amrila. “There is a bounty out on you, and if you are seen, you will also be arrested.” 
 
    “What?” I replied as I turned to the half-demon. “Why are you wanted?” 
 
    “Sedition,” Amrila said with a shrug. “There was a misunderstanding between me and a Night Elf who had more gold than he had sense. Are there any guards in the common room downstairs? 
 
    “There weren’t any when I came up here,” the green-skinned man said. “One handed me the declaration and left when I said I hadn’t seen anyone matching the description. But that means if either of you are found here, I will be arrested alongside you.” 
 
    “What are the chances someone who was here when we came in will tell the guards a different story?” I asked as my mind raced to think of a way out of this. 
 
    “The Elf traders left after they had drank their fill,” Groc said. “And the people of Bermshire wouldn’t readily give up information to Ursenger’s men. But there is no way to be sure of that. One thousand gold is more than most people in the village make in four lifetimes. And that might loosen some tongues.” 
 
    “Do you have a back door?” I asked as I started to feel a little claustrophobic. “Maybe we could head out through an alley and be out of here before they realize we were here?” 
 
    “That is what we will have to do,” Groc said as he thoughtfully rubbed the black stubble on his chin. “Gather your things quickly. The soldiers may decide to search the rooms, just as an exercise of their authority if for no other reason.” 
 
    “I guess I better put my clothes on,” Amrila groaned as she walked back to the post on her bed. 
 
    “I’ll… wait for you both outside.” Groc cleared his throat, gave me a raised eyebrow, stepped into the hallway, and then closed the door softly. 
 
    I turned to grab my backpack and caught sight of Amrila’s tight ass and toned back as she bent over to tug her pants on. I tried to avert my eyes, but then she bent a little lower, and I couldn’t help but see the shape of her bare pussy lips between the gap in her sleek thighs. 
 
    “I’ll let you have a closer look if we get out of this alive,” she said without looking at me, and then she began to shimmy her hips back and forth so she could wiggle her tight pants on. 
 
    “First things first,” I said as I managed to get enough brain cells working together to throw my backpack on, and then I checked my pistol to make sure it was ready if things came down to a fight. The walls of the inn were all made of wood, and I worried the AK would just punch through the walls and hurt an innocent person if the guards stormed in.  
 
    I’d have to be careful as fuck where I aimed if we had to fight our way out of here. 
 
    “I’m good,” Amrila said, and I turned around to see she’d put on her tight leather corset/top piece and was almost done buckling her sword belt around her narrow hips. 
 
    I nodded and then opened the door to the hallway. 
 
    “What is that?” Groc asked as we gathered again at the door and he saw my handgun. 
 
    “I’m sure it doesn’t look like much to you,” I replied. “But it packs a wallop. Let’s just say it’s a weapon, and I can take someone down from several yards away.” 
 
    “If you say so,” the big Orc said as he eyed me skeptically. “We’ll need to be quiet, and before we go down the stairs, wait while I make sure no guards have come in.” 
 
    We stepped out of the room and went down the long hallway, toward the stairs. 
 
     I had the cloak on again, but some of the stain from the berries had begun to rub off my skin, which gave me a mottled, sickly appearance. I pulled the hood up and hoped it would allow me to get out of the village undetected, but I already had a feeling that would be almost impossible.  
 
    At the top of the stairs, Groc told us to wait, and he went down ahead of us. 
 
    “Caullis,” we heard the Orc say from the stairway, “Where is Sabha?” 
 
    “In the kitchen,” a gruff, female voice replied. “Why?” 
 
    “Go tell her I want her to wash the glasses from last night again,” Groc ordered. “Make up an excuse and make sure she stays back there.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, the large man appeared at the bottom of the stairway and silently beckoned us forward. 
 
     Amrila and I crept down the stairs, and when we reached the bottom, I could see the common room only had three patrons sitting there, one of which was a dwarf who was passed out and snoring loudly. The other two pointedly ignored us, including the Zencarri man with the gold-tipped horns, who glanced up once and then turned back to his pint of ale without a change in his expression. 
 
    Groc led us behind the bar, and he kept his eye on a side door where the sound of clinking glass was coming from. 
 
    “Why can’t he rewash the glasses?” I could hear Sabha’s voice whine from the other side of the door. “If he thinks they’re still so dirty.” 
 
    “Just do as you’re told, girl,” Callis’ harsh voice replied. “You’re getting paid for it, aren’t you?” 
 
    Past the side door there was another door that led into a stinking alley behind the tavern. There were some crates filled with refuse by the door, but there wasn’t anyone in sight. 
 
    “Try to get well away from here before you get caught,” Groc said quietly as the horned woman and I stepped into the alley. “I don’t need trouble with the guards right now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Groc,” I whispered. 
 
    “Just get out of here,” the Orc said simply before he closed the back door behind him.  
 
    “It is still early,” Amrila whispered to me. “We might be able to sneak through the alleys between the houses and cut along the back of the cavern to the farmlands.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I replied, but there was a tight knot in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I’d seen about twelve soldiers, not including Genneis, and I had no way of knowing how many more were patrolling the village. 
 
    As we moved silently in the narrow alleys between the houses, I prayed no one would choose that moment to come out and start their day’s business. 
 
    We made it past several houses before there was the sound of heavy footfalls, and a Night Elf man in blue armor came around the corner. The guardsman stopped with a surprised look on his face, and Amrila took a menacing step forward while I raised my pistol, but it was already too late. 
 
    “He’s here!” the Elf shouted at the top of his lungs. “Behind the--” 
 
    The Elf’s words were cut short as the horned woman leaped forward and shoved her short sword through his chest as casually as if she was stabbing a bite of food with her fork. 
 
    “Well, I guess we had better run,” she said as soon as the dead guard tumbled off her sword. 
 
    Then the two of us broke into a sprint.  
 
    But Genneis’ men were a well-organized fighting force. Amrila and I had only gone a few feet before two soldiers appeared in the alley before us, and three more came up from behind us to block off our retreat. 
 
    The red-skinned woman brandished her sword with a fierce grin on her face. 
 
    “Try to take me if you like,” she said to the guards in front of us. “But it will cost you each an arm or two.” 
 
    I kept an eye on the three men behind us, and while the other two in front weighed how much they liked their arms where they were, one of the soldiers behind us took a step toward me. I raised my pistol and fired at him, but I wasn’t prepared for how loud the report of the pistol was going to be inside the cavern. 
 
    Neither was anyone else.  
 
    As the Elf I shot fell to the ground with a bloody hole in his chest, one of the other soldiers behind us dropped his sword as he instinctively raised his hands to protect his long ears. 
 
    The two in front of us rushed forward as their eyes opened with panic, but Amrila pulled out her other sword and jumped in front of them before I could get another shot off. 
 
    “So loud!” she screamed as she parried an overhead swing from one of the elves with her right sword while she smacked the other elf’s sword away with the edge of her left blade.  
 
    The guard behind took a cautious step toward me while his friend ducked to pick up his sword, so I aimed down my Hi-Point sights and pulled the trigger as gently as I could. The shock of the gun going off was like cymbals in my ears, but the man screamed as my bullet tore through his right arm. I pulled the trigger again, and this time his head exploded with a bright fountain of red blood as the bullet went straight through his blue skull. 
 
    The one who had dropped his sword turned and ran out of the alley, and as I turned to help the beautiful horned woman, she cleaved open one of the soldiers’ necks like a Pez dispenser as the other tried to swing his sword at her head. The close quarters of the alley were clearly making sword fighting difficult, since it was almost impossible to get a good swing in the tight space. 
 
    “Duck, Amrila!” I shouted, but the volume of my own voice was halved by the ringing in my ears from the gunshots. 
 
    The red-skinned woman still ducked down, and I aimed my handgun at the guardsman’s center mass so I wouldn’t miss. Then I squeezed the trigger, and the bullet ripped through the man’s blue, leather armor a half-second before he fell backward into the wall of a building with his dead eyes still open. 
 
    “Come on!” Amrila yelled as she darted for the mouth of the alleyway. 
 
    More soldiers had circled around us through the alleys, and we were forced to run out onto the main street to get away from them before we were surrounded. But, as we came out onto the wider main street, I realized we had done exactly what they wanted us to do.  
 
    In a half-circle around the alley were the rest of Genneis’ men, with Genneis standing right behind them with a smug look on his angular face. 
 
    “Drop your weapons and come quietly!” the man in the purple armor shouted. “Fighting will do you no good.” 
 
    “No thanks!” I shouted back over the buzz in my ears, and then I raised my pistol again and shot three times in rapid succession at the soldiers in front of us. 
 
    All hell broke loose. 
 
    Three men fell to the ground, as the group screamed and flinched away. They probably had no idea what was really going on, but they must have seen the fire pop out of the front of my pistol and then their friends fall over dead, so they had to guess that I was doing it. 
 
    Half of the men started to run away, but Genneis screamed louder than the ringing in my ears, and the other half rushed toward us as another group ran from the alley and into the clearing. I didn’t have time to stop and count them, but there were at least twenty from the alleys along with the fourteen or so running toward us. 
 
    “Shit!” Amrila held both of her swords at the ready as she stepped back, but then her head turned to the right, and I saw her notice a lit lantern on a cart next to us. 
 
    I holstered my pistol and then ripped my AK forward as Amrila sheathed one of her swords and grabbed a lit lantern on a cart next to us. Then she threw it at the building next to us, where it exploded into shattered glass and burning oil as the building caught fire. 
 
    “Run!” the horned woman shouted, and we ducked into the alley we’d come from, which was blocked by two of the Night Elf guards.  
 
    I set my rifle against my shoulder as I ran toward them and put the first guy’s chest in the iron sights before I pulled the trigger. The massive rifle bullet took a fist-sized chunk out of his torso where his left shoulder was connected, and I quickly aimed at the other guy and squeezed the trigger again. 
 
    His skull exploded like an overripe watermelon. 
 
    “Yessss!’ Amrila cheered as we ran past the two corpses and turned into the next alley, but I almost couldn’t hear her voice. 
 
    Holy fuck. The AK was deafening in the cavern. My ears were ringing so loud it sounded like sirens, but I shook off my disorientation as we stepped over the bodies and dashed down the alley as fast as our legs would carry us.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, and the walls of the buildings felt like they were closing in on us as we ran toward the western edge of the town and back toward the farmland. 
 
    What I really needed to do was get to the top of a building or out into an open area where I could shoot these fuckers super easy. Fighting in the town alleyways nullified a bit of the advantage of having firearms, and I still didn’t quite know exactly how many assholes we were up against. 
 
    I only had fifty-eight bullets across three AK mags, a dozen or so left in the mag of my pistol, and then another spare pistol mag. It might have been enough, but I’d gotten pretty damn lucky with my shots so far, and I didn’t want to keep pressing my luck. 
 
    Then the screech of the Nictors cut through the muffled ringing in my ears. 
 
    “Ahhh, shit.” There was a dropping sensation in my stomach as dread set in.  
 
    I’d hoped that when we reached the farmland outside the village, we would be able to lose the soldiers and make a run for the cavern of the subterranean forest, which I had guessed would be to the northwest of here. But with the Nictors tracking Amrila and I from above, I didn’t know if we’d be able to do that, and I didn’t want to lead Genneis and his men right to the iron door. 
 
    We came out of the main cluster of houses at the northern end of the village, and the cavern wall was visible several hundred yards away. 
 
    “This way!” I shouted to the red-skinned woman next to me, and I took a sharp turn to the left. 
 
    The houses here were more sparse, and we actually had enough room to breathe. We ran west away from the village, but a group of three Elf guards moved to cut us off some fifty yards away at the end of the street, and I saw a Nictor angling overhead. 
 
    “Why aren’t these assholes afraid of my rifle?” I yelled at Amrila as I pointed my rifle up at the flying Nictor. I’d never shot a gun at a target that high, so my first shot went wide under his feet, and my second shot grazed his wing, but my third shot blew a massive hole in his stomach. 
 
    The Nictor screamed as he tumbled down to the streets, and I aimed my rifle at the three Night Elves blocking us. 
 
    “What did you say?” Amrila shouted as she ducked behind me so she wasn’t in the way of my rifle. 
 
    “Why. Aren’t. They. Running?” I shouted each word after I pulled the trigger on my rifle, and each of the elf fucks went down with a hole in their chests, except for the last guy, who I hit in the thigh with my first shot and then the head with my second. 
 
    “They are more afraid of Genneis and Ursenger!” she yelled as we started running again. 
 
    But then I saw more elves peeking out of the side streets. 
 
    And these fuckers had bows and crossbows. 
 
    Well. Shit. 
 
    “Halt!” one of the Elves shouted, and another guard to his right leveled a crossbow at us. 
 
    “Watch out!” I jumped in front of Amrila as I aimed my AK at the group, but the archer got his shot off as I rapidly squeezed the trigger of my rifle and let fly a burst of bullets. My shots took out both of the guys closest to us, but the one fucker’s bolt grazed my arm, ripped a hole through my sleeve, and drew blood.  
 
    “Shit!” I groaned as pain lanced up my arm, and I could feel the hot, sticky blood starting to ooze down toward my wrist.  
 
    I shoved my pain away and fired twice at the next group of elves peeking out from the side of the alleys up ahead, and two shots tore through one man’s chest as he tried desperately to pull back the string of his bow.  
 
    Another Nictor screeched from up above, and I looked up just in time to see him swooping toward me with his sword angled to cut off my head. 
 
    “Noooo!” Amrila shouted as she jumped out from behind me in a flash of cold steel and flowing, strawberry-blonde hair. The Nictor tried to adjust his trajectory, but he couldn’t pull out of his dive in time, and with an upward swing of her father’s sword, my partner cut a deep gash into his chest. 
 
    The Nictor screamed and hit the ground like a spinning bowling ball, but we were already running past him, out into the open fields of the farmland. There were workers cowering in the fields, and they looked confused by the presence of soldiers and the explosive sounds from my rifle. Then, as the black-eyed woman and I ran past them, some broke and ran in fear while others stared in dumb shock from the chaos. 
 
    The Zencarri woman and I entered a field of tall, wheat-like grain and zigzagged our way through it to try and lose the guards. I knew that the remaining Nictors would be able to track us, but anything we could do to get further ahead of the soldiers on the ground would be to our benefit. As we exited out of the other side of the field, we continued west, and I hoped we’d be able to get to the tunnels before Genneis and his men caught up. 
 
    I could hear muffled shouts behind me and briefly looked back to see the eleven remaining soldiers and Genneis streaming out of the village, and two Nictors were flying at full speed behind us. 
 
    “Can you rifle them?” Amrila shouted as she looked back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah!” I shouted back as I spun around and aimed up at the Nictors. 
 
    The angle they were swooping toward us made them somewhat small targets, but I was able to hit one in the wings and then another in the face. They both plummeted from the sky like shot ducks, but then an arrow buzzed by my face like an angry hornet, and I ducked down lower in the grass to keep from catching the next one in my face. 
 
    I needed to get some space so I could use my rifle without them being able to return fire with their bows. 
 
    “Let’s try to get more distance!” I shouted to Amrila as I pulled on her arm. “Keep low!” 
 
    We ran west through more fields and jumped over low stone walls and wooden fences like parkour runners. We were moving faster than the elves, but I heard screeches in the air, and I realized there was no way we were ever going to be able to outrun the Nictors out in the open cavern. 
 
    We needed to get into the more narrow cave tunnels. Then I’d be able to shoot these fuckers from behind some cover. 
 
    One of the Nictors swooped before I could get my rifle up, but I rolled onto my back to avoid his sword cut and fired into his back when he swooped back up. My bullet caught him right in the ass, and he screamed as his body turned into a spiraling top of blood, wings, and shit.  
 
    Then another winged asshole landed with a hop, pulled his own brutish sword, and took a wide swing at Amrila. 
 
    Sparks flew through the air as she raised one of her swords to block. Then the red-skinned woman brought her other sword up in a precise motion, slashed at the creature’s chest, and gashed his face with her follow through strike. 
 
    Damn. She was really fucking good with her swords. 
 
    The Nictor stepped back and put his hand over the ruined side of his face, and Amrila saw her opportunity and ran the beast through. The Nictor’s body seized, and then he slid from the horned woman’s sword and fell dead in the field. 
 
    I leapt to my feet, took aim at two more Nictors hovering above us, and lit them up with four more shots. I didn’t see any other flying fuckers, but the angle of the slope we were on and the grass hid the distance of the chasing elves. I had lost track of how many bullets I’d fired from my mag, but I figured I was close to empty, so I quickly switched it out for a fresh one as Amrila gave the corpse of the Nictor she just killed three good kicks with the toe of her leather boot. 
 
    “Keep running!” I shouted to Amrila. “We have to get to the tunnels.” 
 
    “No, this way! Trust me!” Amrila started to run southwest through the fields.  
 
    The red-skinned woman led me away from the tunnels I knew would take us back to the mushroom forest, and the terrain became rockier and more wild as we moved away from the farmland. I could still hear the shouts of the guards and Genneis’ barking commands, but they seemed to have thought we were going to run into the tunnels, and they hadn’t quite figured out we’d changed directions in the long grass. 
 
    I knew Amrila had bought us a bit of time, but we were talking about maybe a few minutes. It probably wasn’t enough time to fill the third magazine, so that meant I only had forty-something shots across the three and my two pistol mags. 
 
    Was it enough to deal with all these fuckers? 
 
    I hoped so, but I really hoped we could just lose them in the caverns. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Zencarri woman and I reached the edge of the fields, with the Night Elf guards and their leader, Genneis searching the area behind us. My ears were still ringing from the sound of my rifle fire in the closed cavern, and Amrila and I had to shout to hear one another. I could also hear the muffled shouts from the soldiers behind us, but their words were lost in the sharp, incessant buzzing in my ears. 
 
    The Zencarri woman led me further south, and I followed her as we rounded a tumble of boulders from a partial cave-in that must have happened years ago. On the other side of the rocks and debris, there was a cave mouth I’d never seen before. The natural tunnels on the other side of the opening were the most confusing network or twists and turns I had come across in the Gloom, but the horned woman moved confidently through them and seemed like she knew where she was going. 
 
    We continued to run until my heart was threatening to burst out of my chest and every breath ripped apart my lungs. Amrila also seemed to be breathing really heavily, and she soon led the way into a small, closed cavern where we caught our breaths. The ringing in my ears was starting to subside, and I looked around the small cave to see a stack of crates in one corner and a small spring gurgling in the other. 
 
    “Get a drink, partner.” The red-skinned woman knelt by the spring and cupped her hands to drink from the spring, so I knelt down next to her, got out my canteen, and refilled it with the clear, cool water. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked as quietly as I could. 
 
    Gauging the volume of my own voice was still difficult. 
 
    “Near the Bandits’ Cave,” Amrila replied, but her voice still sounded like it was coming from underwater. “Not far from The Mushroom Growth. Genneis’ men will not know these smugglers’ tunnels, but there is a chance they will find us anyway. Some of their Nictors might be aware of them, but I imagine they are terrified of facing your wrath. You are really something, partner. I thought we were going to die a bunch of times, but you took out so many of them with your rifle. Damn! It was amazing!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled at her before I took a drink of water. I would have liked to have reloaded my mostly empty AK mag, but digging the ammo out of my backpack and loading bullets in could take time we might not be able to afford right now. If Genneis didn’t know the way through these tunnels, we had a chance of getting far enough ahead of him and his men to get to the iron door before he could find us again. 
 
    “I’m honestly surprised they kept coming,” she continued. “The rifle is so loud, and you killed them so easily.” 
 
    “But they are still coming,” I said as I stood up and put my canteen away, “let’s keep moving. I need to get to the western side of the forest in the northern cave before Genneis can figure out where we are.” 
 
    The black-eyed woman led the way out of the cave, back into the smugglers’ tunnels, and we moved cautiously forward while keeping an eye out for any signs of the Night Elves and their pet Nictors. 
 
    “What’s on the other side of the Great Forest?” Amrila asked as we slowly made our way toward the Bandits’ Cavern. 
 
    “The way back to where I’m from,” I said vaguely. 
 
    “Ohhh?” She raised a dark eyebrow, but I just nodded. 
 
    There were dozens of caves and tunnels I’d seen in the cavern of the Great Forest, and I felt that was safe enough to say. Amrila had fought alongside me when she could have run and saved herself at any time, so I felt I could trust her. But there was a wildness to the Zencarri woman, and the fact most of the people we had encountered in the village didn’t seem to trust her made me wonder whether or not I should. 
 
    Part of that could be the general sense of racial prejudice that seemed to pervade The Gloom. None of the groups I’d come across seemed to trust the others, and the Zencarri were apparently the least accepted, aside from maybe the Nictors.  
 
    But that seemed to be a symptom of their old-world culture to me. People were people, and no group was a monolith. 
 
    Ibseth was the sweetest person I’d ever met, but her brother and his lapdog, Genneis, were assholes hell-bent on dominating everyone around them. Groc, the tavern keeper, had been nothing like the brutal Orcs I’d fought, so I felt I should trust Amrila based on my experiences with her and not rely on the reactions of others who were clearly influenced by a cultural bias. 
 
    The horned woman and I finally came out into the caverns again, and the area felt sorta familiar. Amrila had said this was called the Bandits’ Cavern, and I estimated it was the same place where I’d found the Orc encampment. If we continued southwest through this cavern, it would lead to the tunnels that let out near the mushroom forest. Then a couple hours’ walk north would take us to the Great Forest, and the iron door laid not far beyond. 
 
    Knowing where I was helped to calm the adrenaline still pumping through my veins, but it was still a long way from here to the surface, and there was a group of bloodthirsty Night Elves hunting for us. 
 
    “If we stick to the north wall,” Amrila said as we walked, “we should be able to avoid any of the bandits who live in these caves.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as we started along a thin ledge that overlooked one of the deep chasms that marked this area. “I trust you, partner. Lead the way.” 
 
    The horned woman glanced back at me when I said this, and there was a look of surprise on her beautiful face, as if that was the last thing she’d expected to hear. She quickly composed her expression and nodded, and I followed her along the ledge to safer ground on the other side of the Bandits’ Cavern. 
 
    We eventually found the tunnel I recognized and kept moving, but I was getting worried since we hadn’t yet seen the Elf guard. There was no way they would have given up already. Were they planning an ambush? 
 
    “Shouldn’t we have seen some of the soldiers by now?” I asked as we started into another long series of tunnels, and I kind of wondered if I should have spent some time reloading my mostly empty mag. 
 
    “They could be lost in the smugglers’ tunnels,” Amrila replied. “They go on for miles in some places. If you don’t know how to navigate them, you could easily get lost for days.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’d go very deep into those tunnels if they don’t know the way out,” I thought out loud. “That seems like it would be one of the first things someone who lives down here would learn as a kid.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Amrila said with a speculative look. “What do you mean by ‘down here?’” 
 
    “I-I’m…” I paused, and I knew the next thing I wanted to say was a big leap of trust. “I’m a… human from the surface world.” 
 
    Amrila stopped in her tracks and stared at me for a moment before she laughed. 
 
    “That is very funny, partner,” she said after her throaty laughter had subsided. “But this is hardly a time for jokes.” 
 
    “No,” I replied with a serious expression. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “That can’t be true,” Amrila scoffed as she started forward again. “The way to the surface was sealed thousands of years ago by the lost tribe of dwarves, back when the dwarves had tribes. Every child knows this.” 
 
    The tunnel opened out into the far edge of the mushroom forest, where the glowing mushrooms of The Gloom grew to knee-height, but I could see the massive fungi of the heart of the forest in the distance. 
 
    “You don’t have to believe me.” I grinned. “But I can show you if you’d like.” 
 
    “Of course,” the red-skinned woman snickered. “And I have a Yennih manor house for sale if you’re interested.” 
 
    We moved deeper into the Mushroom Growth, and even though we still hadn’t encountered any Night Elf patrols, or flying Nictors, I still didn’t let my guard down. 
 
    But eventually we had to stop for a proper rest, and this seemed to be as good a place as any. The huge mushrooms provided cover from both foot patrols and the potential for a Nictor fly over, so Amrila and I sheltered under the cap of one of the twelve-foot-tall fungi, and I pulled out the jerky and trail mix from my pack. 
 
    “Would you like some?” I asked as I offered the horned woman some of my rations. 
 
    Amrila eyed the colorful package of jerky somewhat suspiciously, but then she reached in and took a large piece. It took her a minute to bite through it, even with her sharp teeth, but then her face brightened as she worked the chewy meat around in her mouth. 
 
    “Yuuuum,” she moaned. “What kind of meat is this?” 
 
    “Beef, I think,” I replied as I looked at the back of the package. 
 
    “Beef?” the black-eyed woman repeated. 
 
    “It’s a big cattle animal,” I chuckled. “Like those shaggy, horned animals they kept back at the village.” 
 
    “A dresh?” Amrila snorted. “I almost would believe you’re from the world above. You don’t know anything.” 
 
    “I’m learning.” I shrugged. “Tell me about The Gloom. We couldn’t really talk freely at the tavern. Why do the other tribes let Ursenger keep going if they think he’s going to make a grab for power? Why not nip it in the bud before it becomes a problem?” 
 
    “The Night Elves live for their traditions,” Amrila sighed as she took another bite of jerky and leaned back against the giant mushroom. “They have all sorts of treaties with one another that are supposed to keep the balance. They wouldn’t move against Ursenger unless he directly breaks one of them.” 
 
    “So, why don’t the other races rise up against the Night Elves if they’re unhappy?” I asked. “Seems like all of you together would outnumber them. They could have the best fighting force in The Gloom, but sheer numbers would win out in the end.” 
 
    “The losses would be great, though,” the horned woman said with a shrug of her slender shoulders. “It might be worth it, to live free of Elven rule, but not everyone feels that way.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked as I also leaned back against the leathery mushroom. “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    “There isn’t much to tell,” the red-skinned beauty said with another shrug. “I go where I want and do what I want. I survive by hunting animals and selling their meat and hides in the villages, or stealing when there’s something worth taking.” 
 
    “So, you’re a bandit?” I grinned. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Amrila laughed. “I’m an… opportunist… I don’t have to hurt people to take what I want. When things heat up too much for me in one tribal territory, I move on to the next. And I only steal from those who can afford to lose something. I never take from commonfolk.” 
 
    “Like Robin Hood,” I joked. 
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Never mind,” I said as I opened the trail mix. “What about this group you and Groc are a part of? What’s that about?” 
 
    “We don’t really fucking do anything,” the horned woman scoffed. “Mostly just gather information and share it amongst ourselves. But information is only a rumor, unless you’re brave enough to find the evidence that proves it.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I agreed as I offered the black-eyed woman some trail mix. “But how do you prove someone’s a tyrant before they take over everything?” 
 
    “You don’t,” Amrila replied as she took a handful of nuts and chocolate pieces. “But proving someone’s a heretic is much easier.” 
 
    “A heretic?” I asked with a raised eyebrow as I pulled out a box of ammo and started to reload my magazines. 
 
    “There is reason to believe Ursenger has made a pact with a demon,” the red-skinned woman said as she popped some of the trail mix in her mouth, and then her dark eyes glinted with pleasure as she licked some chocolate off her lower lip. “This is excellent! You could make a fortune selling it.” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” I smirked. “But why do you think Ursenger has made a deal with a demon? What would that even mean?” 
 
    “If it were one of the demon lords of legend,” Amrila replied as she took another handful of the trail mix, “then it would mean he broke the treaties, and it would take all of The Gloom rising against his unholy power to stop him. But I don’t believe in legends, so more likely, it would mean Ursenger has powerful friends in the Twilight Region and possibly an army of horrors at his disposal.” 
 
    “That’s terrifying,” I said as I imagined that lunatic with an army, and I could feel the blood draining from my face.  
 
    “It is indeed,” Amrila agreed with a nod. 
 
    A sudden squeal broke the restful moment, and the black-eyed woman and I both sat up and looked around. 
 
    There was more panicked squealing as a group of the small, wild pigs ran past while weaving their way through the mushroom forest at full speed.  
 
    Amrila and I both stood and watched the herd as they scampered past. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” I demanded over the squealing. 
 
    My heart was already racing from being startled, and I knew this wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “Something must be chasing them,” the horned woman said, and her voice was an octave higher than normal. “Fuck! Get out your weapon!” 
 
    “What is it?” I was shaken by the fear in the fierce woman’s voice. 
 
    But I didn’t have to wait to see what it was.  
 
    A monstrous, smooth-bodied black spider crawled onto one of the huge mushrooms several yards away. It had to be fifteen feet long, and its massive fangs clicked together as its multifaceted eyes looked for the herd of wild pigs and settled on us. 
 
    My blood froze, and I stared at the impossibly large spider as it made a weird, chittering sound and looked down at us. The thing’s bulbous abdomen stuck up behind it, and its long, spiny legs clutched at the sides of the mushroom it sat on as the fungus swayed under its weight. 
 
    “Fuck that!” I shouted, and I quickly scooped my ammo back into my backpack but didn’t bother with the jerky or trail mix. 
 
    Then I grabbed Amrila’s arm and began to run north toward the Great Forest and the safety of the surface. 
 
    We made it only a few feet before the horrific monster jumped high into the air and landed right in front of us, and it crushed two of the huge, glowing mushrooms as it landed. My stomach churned with adrenaline and fear as the giant spider crouched on its ungodly legs, and suddenly I was staring right in its ugly face. 
 
    I could see a thick, viscous liquid dripping from the thing’s fangs just ten feet away, and it spat something from its terrible maw that missed me by inches to land sizzling on the ground just behind me. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” I gasped as I saw the yellowish liquid burn a small hole in the ground. 
 
    “Rifle it!” Amrila almost screamed. 
 
    I reached behind me for my rifle, but the spider took a swipe at the horned woman and me with one of its shiny, black front legs, and we had to dodge out of the way.  
 
    Then Amrila pulled out her swords and struck out at the spider’s leg, cutting a deep, clean gash into it. 
 
    The giant spider made a high-pitched keen as it pulled back its leg, and I seized the opportunity to swing my rifle around and fire at its massive body. The rain of bullets pierced the hard carapace, and there was a spurt of dark ichor where I hit the thing. The beast shrieked again, and then it lunged forward with its fangs clicking as it tried to bite me. 
 
    I quickly stepped to the side to get out of the way, and the red-skinned woman plunged her sword into the side of its head. But she must not have hit anything vital, because the giant spider pulled its head away, and more of the sickly ichor covered the horned woman’s sword.  
 
    “Get away from it!” I shouted as I raised my AK again, and once Amrila dove out of the way, I squeezed the trigger again and again while aiming at the monster’s wretched face and eyes.  
 
    Bullets ripped through the spider as one of its eyes burst into a mess of gore and thick, black juices. I didn’t think spiders had vocal cords, but this monster’s screams were ear-splitting as it raised up on its long legs, and I continued to fire at the thing’s underbelly. Bits of carapace and ichor flew everywhere, but then the giant spider’s body stiffened and went rigid before it fell to the ground with a rumbling crash.  
 
    Amrila and I stood there panting and staring at the huge, dead spider, and its legs curled up around its shiny black body as a pool of the dark liquid spread out along the ground from the thing’s wounds. 
 
    My heart was still pounding against my ribs when I heard Amrila’s throaty laugh, and I glanced over at the fierce woman.  
 
    “You are amazing! You killed a dread spider!” The horned woman’s look of relief and the wide grin on her beautiful face made the knot in the pit of my stomach loosen, and I also began to laugh.  
 
    Of all the things I’d seen in The Gloom, this had been the most frightening, but the giant spider was dead, and the danger had passed for the moment. Amrila began to wipe the thick, black ichor off her sword on the stem of one of the huge mushrooms, and I looked back at the spider. 
 
    A small movement under the thing’s abdomen caught my attention, and I stopped laughing as I watched it curiously. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked with a sinking feeling. 
 
    “What?” Amrila replied as she looked up from trying to clean the greasy substance from her sword. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I pointed as a new horror dawned. 
 
    The spider’s abdomen began to roil and distend in places, as if something was trying to get out. 
 
    “Shit,” the red-skinned woman swore as her face went pale. “Run!” 
 
    As Amrila and I began to run, the giant spider’s abdomen burst open and rained down black liquid and pale-yellow spiders, the size of large dogs, in all directions. The smaller spiders hit the ground and struggled to right themselves for a moment, but then they began to run in all directions before their instincts kicked in and homed in on the Zencarri woman and me. 
 
    Then they began to spit their acid-like venom at us like Super Soakers.  
 
    The black-eyed woman and I wove in and out around the huge mushrooms to try to get away from the horde on skittering spiders, but everywhere we turned, there were more of them.  
 
    “This way!” I fired my AK as fast as I could to try and make a path, and I exploded several of the soft-bodied creatures even though I wasn’t really aiming. 
 
    Amrila swiped at them with a flurry of swords and curses and managed to keep them from overwhelming her. We ran as fast as we could, but as we rounded another one of the mushrooms, we nearly crashed into a cluster of the pale spiders. 
 
    I fired a round off, but then my AK let out a loud click and I realized my magazine was empty  
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted as I grabbed a fresh mag from my belt, yanked the empty one out, slammed the full one into my weapon as fast as I ever had, and then I reached under and around the weapon to release the bolt before I put the empty mag back in my belt. I did the whole reload in like two seconds, and then I fired a spray into the mass of eight-legged fucks to clear the way. The spiders burst and popped, which covered our surroundings in their greasy, black guts, and I couldn’t help but smile a bit as I realized I was getting pretty decent at shooting. 
 
    “Come on!” Amrila yelled as she vaulted over the corpses and kept going. 
 
    We reached one of the tunnels and ran blindly into the depths. Occasionally, I would fire behind us to discourage pursuit, but they just kept coming, so Amrila and I turned down tunnels and side passages at random, and I just prayed we’d be able to find our way out again. 
 
    The glowing mushrooms began to become more sparse, and the tunnel grew darker. My stomach churned at the idea of having to run through complete darkness from a horde of dog sized spiders that spat acid, but then we came out into a small cavern, and Amrila stopped. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I shouted over the ringing in my ears from the rifle fire. 
 
    I really needed to buy a pair of those nicer noise-canceling earbuds so I could hear her talk and also cut out the noise of the bullets. 
 
    The horned woman didn’t stop to answer, she just walked right up to the mouth of the tunnel we’d just left. Then she started to speak in a guttural language I didn’t understand, and her voice grew unnaturally louder. The sound grew until the cave floor began to shake as Amrila’s voice reverberated off the walls, and small rocks and streams of dust started to dislodge from the ceiling and walls. 
 
     “What the fuck?” I hollered, and I began to worry there would be a cave-in. 
 
    Amrila continued to speak in the dark, unholy language down the mouth of the tunnels, and I saw the swarm of spiders as they began to make their way down the tunnel toward us. Just as I was about to pull the horned woman away, large rocks began to fall down inside the tunnel, and they crushed some of the pale spiders. 
 
    As Amrila’s voice reached a crescendo, the walls of the tunnel gave way, and larger boulders began to fall and crash to the ground in the cave we were standing in. The tunnel caved in as the first few spiders came through, and the Zencarri woman quickly dispatched them with a flurry of her swords as she stopped her terrible recitation.  
 
    Then Amrila fell to the ground, so I ran to her, and as I put my arm around her, I saw the horned woman was breathing heavily. 
 
    “How’d you do that?” I shouted over the buzzing in my head. 
 
    “Magic!” the red-skinned woman shouted back with a weak smile. “It takes a lot out of a girl, though.” 
 
    I pulled the canteen out of my backpack and let the black-eyed woman take a long drink. 
 
    As Amrila recovered, I searched the cave for a way out. There was a small crevice in the wall that seemed to lead somewhere, but I had to clear it of fallen rocks so we could squeeze through. It was back-breaking work, but I didn’t see any other way out, so I kept going.  
 
    After a while, Amrila had recovered enough from her efforts to help, but by the time the path was cleared enough for us to get through, we were both drenched in sweat. 
 
    I was bone-tired and wished I could just be in bed, wrapped in my wife’s arms. As I thought about Ibseth, I knew she’d be worried as hell by now. I looked at my phone, but I realized I’d kept Google Maps and Wi-Fi on and the battery must have died some time ago because it was looking for a connection, so I had no way of knowing what time it was. 
 
    “What’s that?” Amrila asked as she panted and held a stitch in her side, but her black eyes were locked on my phone. 
 
    “Might as well be a brick right now,” I replied as I put my phone back in my pocket. “Do you have any idea where we are right now?” 
 
    “No clue,” the horned woman said as she looked through the crevice. “Maybe somewhere between The Falls and The Great Forest?” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I resigned myself to crawling through the dark opening in front of me. “I’ll go first. If I can fit through, then you should be good.” 
 
    The backpack and AK made squeezing through the opening difficult, but leaving them behind would only be a last resort since I was still very aware of the fact that Genneis was probably still searching the Gloom for us.  
 
    Once I was through the opening of the crevice, I had to pull myself up onto a rock shelf, and there wasn’t enough room for me to even kneel, so I crawled forward on my stomach. Even with my ringing ears, I could hear Amrila grunting as she pulled herself up behind me, but then the tight tunnel took a sharp turn, and I was forced to angle my body to get through. 
 
    I had to convince myself to breathe normally in the claustrophobic space, and I hoped it would open up before long. After crawling on my belly for what felt like ages, the tunnel dipped down, and there was no way for me to turn, so I needed to go head-first and groped around for handholds to keep from falling down the tunnel. 
 
    I lowered myself down, and my body was halfway down the hole when my AK caught on something, and the strap pulled uncomfortably against my chest. 
 
    “Shit!” I barked as I tried to move back, but the angle made it so I had no leverage to use my feet or legs to pull myself back onto the ledge. “Amrila, I need your help.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I heard the Zencarri woman’s voice from behind me. 
 
    “Can you see what my rifle is stuck on?” I growled as my arms strained to hold me in place. 
 
    “Not really,” the horned woman said. “Hold fast, Eddie. I’ll try to reach it.” 
 
    Amrila’s hands felt their way along my legs and across my buttocks, and I could feel her lithe body between my legs as she pushed her way up my back side looking for the butt on my rifle. The situation might have been sexy, if I wasn’t concerned with the possibility of cracking my head open on the hard rocks below. 
 
    “I think I have it,” Amrila gasped in the restrictive space. “It’s wedged in a crack.” 
 
    The red-skinned woman grunted as she yanked on the AK to free it from the crack, and as it came loose, the pressure of the strap around my chest and shoulder released. I dropped several inches before I caught myself, and Amrila yelped with momentary fear as she was carried forward with me, and for a second, I was holding up both of our weights. 
 
    “Fuck!” I spat, and my arms began to tremble with the effort. 
 
    “Sorry,” the horned woman said in a strained voice. 
 
    She must have found a handhold, because I felt her supporting her own weight, and I continued to work my way down the hole. 
 
    At the bottom, there was enough room for me to right myself once I was on the ground, and I turned around and helped Amrila get down out of the hole. There still wasn’t much room, though, so as Amrila came head-first out of the hole, we were pressed against each other and it was difficult to find appropriate handholds along the Zencarri woman’s body as I helped her to the ground. 
 
    There was a moment where I had to turn my head, and her incredibly tight ass was pressed against my cheek. But the most awkward moment came when the horned woman was out of the hole and straightened up to stand. Amrila basically was forced to climb up me, and her face briefly pushed against my crotch as she pulled herself upright. Then our faces were barely an inch apart, and she looked me in the eyes with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Do you like this as much as I do?” she whispered, and I had to fight not to blush. 
 
    “Now is not the time for that,” I chuckled, but I was a little embarrassed by the red-skinned woman’s frank expression. 
 
    “Then later,” she chuckled. “Partner…”  
 
    There was another tight opening just behind me, and I took off my backpack and the AK to get through it. Then, as I tried to maneuver my arms to get my gear out, I had to press my body even harder against Amrila, and I felt as she snaked one of her arms around me to grab my ass and give it a squeeze. 
 
    “You’re making this harder, Amrila,” I groaned. 
 
    “I’m making you hard?” she teased as she wiggled her crotch into mine. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I moaned. “You really want to do this now? We are trapped in this tunnel.” 
 
    “I want you in my tunnel… Eddie…” she panted in my ear, and then she slowly ran the tip of her tongue over my earlobe. 
 
    An electric shock of pleasure ran down my spine from my ear to my crotch, and my cock somehow got harder. 
 
    “Look…” I whispered against her warm neck. “Let’s… just get through this. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. “You’re no fun. Well… Now, you aren’t. Promise you’ll be fun later?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Goooood…” The horned woman let go of my ass and grabbed my AK and backpack for me as I started to push through the crevice sideways. I had to suck my gut in with everything I had, but I finally got through and breathed a sigh of relief as I came out into the side of a larger tunnel. I could see the toolmarks on the wall, which meant this tunnel had been made and would lead somewhere. 
 
    Or so I hoped. 
 
    Amrila handed me the backpack and rifle before she squeezed herself through the large crack, but she was small and thin, and it wasn’t nearly as difficult for her as it had been for me.  
 
    I took a deep breath and was glad to be out of the tight space, but as I looked around, this tunnel was indistinguishable from any other in The Gloom. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” I ask the black-eyed woman. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she replied as she too looked around. “But we can’t be far from the Great Forest. We just have to pick a direction and hope it leads to where we want to go. 
 
    It was a matter of choosing left or right and praying it was the path back toward the surface and my worried wife back home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    I looked up and down the tunnel as I tried to figure out which direction to go, but they both looked about the same. There were glowing mushrooms growing in random patches along the floors and the lower portion of the walls. Really, the only difference I could see was that the right side hooked several yards down into a turn, while the left seemed to go straight back and was lost in the dim light. 
 
    “Maybe this will help,” I said as I pulled out my sketchbook from my backpack and showed Amrila the map I’d started. “It’s not to scale, but you might be able to get an idea of where we’re going.” 
 
    “This is very good,” the horned woman complimented me. “Over here is where Bermshire would be.” 
 
    Amrila pointed to the bottom-right corner of my map, so I took out a pencil and started to fill in more details, the farmland and the village. Then the Zencarri woman indicated where the edges of the Bermshire cavern would be, and I drew them in, too.  
 
    With Amrila’s help, I was able to make the map more accurate, and satisfaction curled warm in my gut. 
 
    “Somewhere in the blank patch is where we escaped from the spiders,” she said as she examined the map. “It looks smaller on the map, but I think this is where the tunnel started, so the cave we ended up in would probably have been here.” 
 
    I looked at where she pointed, and on my map it didn’t seem far from where we had fought the troll. If we would have taken some different turns, we might have ended up on the other side of the river from the troll's cave. There wasn’t enough room on the map to add in the cave where Amrila had magically augmented her voice and caved in the tunnel, but it was a place to start figuring out how we got to this point. 
 
    “So, if that cave was here, then the crevice we went through was probably on the northern wall,” I muttered to myself.  
 
    I tried to remember the turns we had to take through the tight, claustrophobic tunnels after the crevice, and the drop-off that put us where we were, and used my finger to follow my guesses on the map.  
 
    “I think that means we’re here.” I pointed to a place in the blank space, not far from the river that cut through the cavern of the Great Forest and fed into the underground lake. “If that’s right, then we should go left and come out somewhere near the river. Once we find the river, we’ll follow it upstream and find the forest.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Amrila said with a skeptical look. “But we also might end up in the Mushroom Growth that is now infested with spider younglings.” 
 
    “It’s our best shot right now.” I shrugged.  
 
    “I admire your attitude, Eddie.” Amrila grinned with her slightly-pointed teeth. 
 
    “It’s done well so far,” I said as I grinned back at her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked after we’d stared at each other for a few moments, and her smile started to drop from her beautiful face. 
 
    “Oh, nothing.” I cleared my throat. 
 
    “No,” she scoffed. “What? You were staring at me.” 
 
    “I like your smile,” I admitted. “It’s… really pretty.” 
 
    She blinked a few times, and then her lips curled up into another adorable grin. “You say the strangest things, Eddie, but… I like them. Also, it seems like you are the one flirting with me now.” 
 
    “You were grabbing my ass,” I chuckled as I packed up the map. 
 
    “I’m quite sure you want to grab my ass, amongst other things, but later… hmmmm?” 
 
    “Later,” I agreed. 
 
    We started along the left tunnel and walked for what felt like an hour, but it might have only been twenty minutes. Time in The Gloom had little meaning, and it made me long for the surface all the more. I missed the open sky and my modest trailer, but most of all I missed Ibseth.  
 
    I owed her one hell of a date night once I got back. 
 
    That was another strange thing about being so far underground. I’d never known a world where I couldn’t just pull out my cell phone and call or text someone. I’d never realized what a luxury the constant contact in the modern world was, and I wondered what life must have been like decades ago, when you had to hope someone was home to call them.  
 
    Finally, the end of the tunnel came into view, and it took a force of will not to run the fuck out, but once we stepped out into the large cavern, I stopped and listened.  
 
    “I can definitely hear running water,” I said as I looked around at the rock outcroppings and boulders that littered the ground all around us.  
 
    There was no plant life that would have let me know we might be close to the forest, but all I had was my instincts, and I needed to trust them. 
 
    “I hear it, too,” my red-skinned companion confirmed. 
 
    “If we keep going forward, I think we’ll find the river. Unless you recognize where we are?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Amrila replied as she looked around. “But I almost never come to the western reaches of the Yennih territory. It’s all wilderness and infested with wild Brownies.” 
 
    “You don’t like Brownies?” I snorted as I started forward. 
 
    “No one does,” the horned woman said as if it should be obvious. “They’re scavengers. I’m a thief, but at least I have standards. The Brownies will take anything that isn’t nailed down and light enough for them to carry. And the wild ones like to tip their arrows with poison that will paralyze you, so they can pick you clean before you can move again.” 
 
    “They seemed alright to me,” I chuckled as I stepped over a large crack in the cave floor. “They gave me a button after I shared some dried fruit with them.” 
 
    “A whoooole button?” Amrila drawled sarcastically. “Why bother with the troll? You’re the richest man in the world.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s what a gift means,” I laughed. “Not what it’s worth.” 
 
    “Well, if I ever lose a button, I know who to turn to,” the red-skinned woman joked.  
 
    Shrubs and flowers started to appear on the cavern floor, next to the rocks and boulders, and then the river finally came into view, and my heart leaped. Soon, I’d be able to kiss Ibseth and take a fucking shower. I quickened my pace as Amrila and I followed the river upstream, and the subterranean landscape became more and more familiar.  
 
    “Assuming you really are from the world above,” the Zencarri woman said as the vegetation around the river started to grow more dense, “which I’m not saying I actually believe, what’s it like there?” 
 
    “It’s all hard to explain,” I said as I thought about Ibseth and how everything in my world had been completely alien to her. “There aren’t any monsters up there. At least not what you would think of as monsters. The only intelligent race is humans, but we’re all pretty different from each other.” 
 
    The edge of the forest came into view, and I suddenly knew where I was as we walked through the first scant trees and then into the Great Forest. 
 
    “Our towns and cities seem to be bigger than they are down here,” I continued. “But the biggest difference is there’s no ceiling, just a wide-open sky that goes on and on. I’m really missing that right now.” 
 
    “No ceiling?” Amrila scoffed. “Ridiculous. What would hold in the air?” 
 
    “The atmosphere.” I shrugged. “It’s like this layer of denser air that keeps the oxygen in.” 
 
    “So, the air is held in by denser air?” the horned woman said with a raised eyebrow. “Sounds silly, Eddie.” 
 
    “I was never good with science,” I replied as I stepped over an exposed root. “I just know it works.” 
 
    “Absurd,” Amrila laughed. “You will have to show me.” 
 
    “So… you wanna come with me?” I asked, since I could see from the playful smile on the Zencarri woman’s face that she believed what I was telling her more than she wanted to let on, and I looked forward to seeing the expression on her face when we finally got to the surface and she saw it was all true. 
 
    “I… Can I?” she asked as she suddenly seemed nervous. “I mean… I don’t actually believe it, but… I guess I should see it for myself?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and smiled at her. “You can come back to my home. I think you’ll love it.” 
 
    “Good.” She nodded before she looked away from me, and it kind of seemed like her cheeks were turning a bit more red. 
 
    But maybe I’d imagined it. 
 
    Then I wondered how Ibseth would react when I got home, and the thought of her heart-shaped face and lush figure helped to keep me going through the exhaustion. 
 
    As Amrila and I walked through the quiet forest, the sudden sound of footfalls and the cracking of a branch made me stop. The Zencarri woman must have heard it, too, because she also stopped and ducked behind a tree, and I crouched down behind a bush and watched as a Night Elf in the blue-gray armor of Ursenger’s soldiers came into view. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    The man had white hair with the sides shaved, much like the ones I’d seen the first time I encountered Genneis here in the Great Forest. The Elf was looking around with his sword in his hand as he patrolled through the forest, so the red-skinned woman and I waited for him to pass deeper into the forest before we moved from our hiding spot. 
 
    Then I shifted to where Amrila hid behind the tree, made sure to keep low in case there were any more of Genneis’ men close by, and spoke to her in a low whisper. 
 
    “I think we can assume there are more of them in the forest,” I said as I looked around us. 
 
    “Most likely,” the horned woman muttered. “We can try to get out of the forest and see if there is another way around.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work,” I replied as I pulled up my AK on its strap. “They’re not going to stop looking for us, and it’s another few hours of walking to get to the tunnels I want.” 
 
    “What are you proposing?” the black-eyed woman asked as she instinctively placed her hand on the hilt of one of her swords. 
 
    “We try to draw them out and confront them in an open space where they can’t sneak up on us. There’s a clearing not far from here. I think if we can get there, then we can take them between the two of us. I keep them back with the rifle, and you watch my back with your swords.” 
 
    “There were a dozen of them in Bermshire, including the Nictors,” Amrila said with a shake of her strawberry-blonde head. “And they might have gotten reinforcements by now.” 
 
    “I really think it’s our best chance,” I said. “Otherwise, we’re wandering around blindly and risking running into them at any turn. I’m not saying we need to fight them to the last man, but if we draw them out, we’ll know where they are and how many we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “I can’t decide if you are crazy or brave,” Amrila said with an approving smile. 
 
    “Probably both,” I laughed softly as I popped my mag out of my AK to double check whether it was full, even though I knew it was. 
 
    “Well… you’ve kept me alive so far, and I guess it’s better to die young and beautiful than to grow old and feeble. I’ll follow you, partner.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” I grinned. “Next patrol we see, we’ll raise the alarm and make a dash for the clearing. Once we’re there, we get back-to-back. I’ll keep them away with gunfire, and if anyone gets close, you take them out with your swords.” 
 
    Amrila and I kept low and began to sneak toward the direction of the clearing as we looked for another patrol. Minutes passed, and I was starting to think we’d get to the clearing before we saw any of Genneis’ men, but then a Nictor flew overhead. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. “Maybe I could throw a rock or something to get his attention?” 
 
    “I have this.” Amrila pulled a strap slingshot and a few small rocks out of the pouch on her belt. 
 
    Then the Zencarri woman stood and watched the Nictor make slow, lazy circles over the tree line as she began to twirl the sling and aimed it upward, and after a moment, she released the stone, which flew at a shocking speed through the air. 
 
    I thought it would hit a branch, but the stone cleared the tree line, and even though it didn’t hit the Nictor, the bat-like creature’s head snapped toward it, and I realized their eyes were much sharper than their half-blind cousins.  
 
    Then the Nictor looked down into the trees, and that was what I’d hoped for. 
 
    “Now!” I hissed. “Run!” 
 
    The red-skinned woman and I began to run toward the clearing, which was only a few yards ahead.  
 
    The Nictor followed our movements from the air, and it screeched and made a strange barking noise to alert the other soldiers.  
 
    Amrila and I entered the clearing and moved just far enough into it that we would have a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view around us. This way, the guards couldn’t use the trees to sneak up on us, but we could still make a quick escape into the forest if we needed to.  
 
    I watched as the Nictor made frantic circles overhead, and I waited for the creature’s calls to bring Genneis and his men to the clearing. The Night Elf captain must have guessed I would come back here, since this is where I’d rescued Ibseth. He knew the forest was significant to me, though he likely wouldn’t know why. But the possibility made the knot in my stomach tighten, because it would mean he knew this was a place I commonly passed through, which put him one step closer to finding out about the iron door and the path to the surface. 
 
    Amrila stood at my back as we waited in the tense silence punctuated only by the screams of the flying Nictor. The Zencarri woman had both of her swords at the ready, and we watched the tree line for any signs of movement. The Night Elves were aware of the destructive power of my rifle, so they would probably try to overwhelm us with numbers, if they were smart. 
 
    Then I spotted movement in the forest as three Elves in blue-gray armor crouched in the undergrowth while they came up to the edge of the clearing. 
 
    “I see three of them just to my right,” I whispered to the red-skinned woman behind me. “Do you see any yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Amrila whispered back. 
 
    The three guards seemed to be waiting for something, probably the rest of their unit, but I didn’t want to give them the chance to rush us, so I turned toward them, took aim, and fired in their direction. 
 
    The bullets tore through the leaves of the short bushes the Elves were using as cover, and I heard a scream as two fell to the ground, and the third broke and ran back into the forest. I thought about shooting the man down, but I needed to conserve rounds, since I only had two mostly-full magazines.  
 
    Luckily, the size of the cavern made the loud report of the rifle more bearable and didn’t amplify my shots to the deafening volume the smaller caverns of the troll cave and Bermshire had. My ears rang a little, but I could still hear well enough.  
 
    I took some steadying breaths as Amrila and I stood back-to-back and waited for more soldiers, but it was only a moment before I heard a loud, challenging shout as five Night elves sprang from behind trees and bushes and ran at full speed toward us. 
 
    “Three behind us!” the horned woman shouted. 
 
    I began to fire at the running elves. They were smart enough to spread out, but they weren’t really behind cover and obviously didn’t fully understand how semi-automatic rifles worked. I took out the line with four well-placed shots, and Elves fell to the ground with their bodies littering the floor in bloody heaps. 
 
    Amrila dashed at the three soldiers behind me, and I turned to fire at one of them before they could close the distance. I squeezed the trigger, and one screamed and stiffened as the bullets ripped through his leather armor. He fell backwards screaming while the remaining two attacked the Zencarri woman, but Amrila blocked the wide swing of one of the guards’ swords and kicked the other back with a snap of her long leg. 
 
    I stepped forward, kicked at the guard whose swing she had blocked, and knocked him to the ground. Then I pointed my AK down at him and put a thumb-sized red hole in his chest, and then I double tapped him in the head to silence his scream of agony.  
 
    Amrila ducked under the other soldier’s heavy swing of his broadsword and slashed at the Night Elf’s calf, which caused his knee to buckle, and while he was incapacitated, she came in with an upward thrust of her other blade and ran it through his belly. 
 
    “Ack!” The guard stiffened, and blood spewed from his mouth as he slid back off Amrila’s sword. 
 
    “Good job,” I said once the wave of guards were down. 
 
    “You, too.” She smiled at me as she flicked the blood off her swords. “I’m still not used to how loud that rifle is, though. My ears hurt so badly.” 
 
    “I’ll get something to protect us from the sound once we get to the surface.” 
 
    The Zencarri woman nodded, and then we returned to our defensive positions and waited. The forest was suddenly alive with the shouts and calls of the Night Elves, and Amrila and I braced ourselves for whatever would come next as I wondered if I should switch my magazine out.  
 
    Before I could make a decision, two more Nictors appeared overhead as their high-pitched calls filled the air, but one strong, deep voice rose above the noise, and I knew Genneis had finally found us.  
 
    The branches and shrubs on the western side of the clearing rustled and broke as twenty Night Elves in bluish-gray armor rushed into the clearing, with their leader, Genneis, visible at the back of the force in his fine, purple armor. 
 
    As the screaming horde of Elves came at us, I released a rain of bullets that took out the front line, but I used the rest of my magazine. 
 
    “Run!” I shouted to the red-skinned woman, and I dashed to the southern end of the clearing and into the trees as I switched out my spent mag for a new one.  
 
    Amrila ran next to me as we cracked through the trees and shrubs, back toward the river. For the life of me, I wanted to run east, but I couldn’t risk leading Genneis any closer to the iron door, so my plan was to get far enough ahead to be able to take out a significant portion of the guards before we’d have to confront them directly. 
 
    I stopped and turned as the river came into view. I had a clear line on two of the soldiers chasing after us, but they were about a hundred yards away, so I knelt to steady my shot, brought the butt of my rifle to my shoulder, and fired at one, then the other. Both fell to the ground with a red spray of blood as more came into view, so I fired again and managed to take another Night Elf out, but two others took cover behind the gnarled trees. 
 
    “Get across the river!” I shouted to Amrila. 
 
    The Zencarri woman splashed through the shallow water while I covered her with a few shots at the trees the soldiers were trying to charge out of, and I stood and followed her once she was on the other side.  
 
    But as I got halfway across the cold shallows, three soldiers appeared on the other side. 
 
    Amrila held both her swords up and crouched in her fighting stance as they rushed her. The horned woman was amazingly fast, and she dodged out of the way of one of the soldiers’ blows while she turned and cut through the breastplate of another before he could bring up his shortsword to defend himself. Then, in a fluid motion, she brought one of her blades around and swung at the first attacker, but he was able to block her swing. 
 
    I couldn’t fire at the first attacker without the risk of hitting Amrila, so I aimed at the third soldier, while the Elf the horned woman had wounded fell to his knees and clutched at his bleeding chest. I breathed in, aimed, and squeezed the trigger of my rifle as I exhaled. The third guard had started to raise his sword to attack Amrila from behind, but then his chest and shoulder exploded in a red spray as my bullet hit him, and he fell dead on the marshy ground by the river. 
 
    Amrila swung her right sword in a smooth arc at the Elf fighting her, and he brought his broadsword up with both hands to block, but then the red-skinned woman thrust her sword into his ribs, just under the man’s raised arms, and the guard shuddered and fell back. 
 
    I finished crossing the river and went over to Amrila, who was wiping her sword off on her fallen enemy as shouts rang throughout the forest. Then we looked up and saw another dozen or so of the Night Elf force closing in on us through the trees. 
 
    “There are so many!” Amrila sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I knelt on one leg to get more stable with my shot across the river.  
 
    Then I squeezed the trigger over and over again. 
 
    I hit most of my targets, but it seemed as soon as one elf warrior went down screaming, another two ran to replace him. 
 
    My AK clicked empty as four of them made it to the river, and I quickly switched to my last mag as they began to push through the water. Then I took the men out with five shots, but there were another ten coming down the slope from the forest, and a handful of arrows missed us by thirty feet. 
 
    “We gotta move back,” I hissed as we began to back up more, and I realized that I was for sure going to run out of rifle ammo mags and would then have to switch to my Hi-Point.  
 
    I fired at the closest elf as we backpedaled from the shore. The first shot missed, but the second caught the soldier in the forehead, and his neck snapped back with the force before he fell dead.  
 
    Then, to my shock, a volley of tiny, needle-like projectiles flew up from the undergrowth and overtook the half-dozen Night Elves running toward us. 
 
    The soldiers had to pause in their pursuit to protect their faces and any exposed skin from the flying needles, and the forest floor was suddenly alive with movement in front of us as Brownies came out from the bushes and shrubs and notched their bows again for a second volley.  
 
    I could see the scarred Brownie chief I’d met among them as he squeaked stern commands to his tiny army, and a wild grin stretched across my face. 
 
    I knew befriending them would come in handy. 
 
    I heard a scream above me, and I looked up to see three Nictors swooping down through the green and purple foliage while keening their high-pitched calls. The bat-like creatures swiped at the Brownies with their long-fingered, clawed hands, and groups of the little rat-people were forced back several feet to avoid them.  
 
    Then, with a firm, final squeak from their leader, the Brownie archers released their arrows, which rained down on the cursing Night Elves and screaming Nictors. 
 
    I saw Genneis at the back of the soldiers, and his blue face was enraged as he watched his men be stopped by the little rat-people. 
 
    “Are you children?” Genneis screamed at them. “They are tiny pinpricks! Forward!” 
 
    Spurred forward by their leader, the Night Elves began to move again, and they kicked and stomped on the Brownies and they went. I even saw one Nictor scoop up one of the tiny archers, bite off its head, and throw the limp body to the ground. Several of the tiny Brownies were crushed under the feet of the Elves, or flung into the air as they were kicked to the side, and I felt sick. They had risked their lives to help me, even if their arrows weren’t enough to stop the Genneis’ forces. 
 
    “Run!” I shouted to the Brownies as I stepped forward and fired my rifle into the advancing line of guards. 
 
    The Brownies broke and ran back into the protection of the forest, and I walked forward, determined to make sure the sacrifice of the rat-people meant something. I hit one of the soldiers in the stomach, and he doubled over and fell to his knees as the rest rushed forward.  
 
    But then several of the Night Elves and the three Nictors went stiff and also fell to the ground, and I suddenly remembered what Amrila had said about the poison the Brownies used. 
 
    Their needle-like arrows hadn’t done any damage to the Elves or Nictors, but the paralytic substance on the arrowheads had.  
 
    This was my chance. I couldn’t run the risk of these assholes following me back home. 
 
    I had to end them here and now. 
 
    “We have to get him before he escapes!” I shouted to Amrila as I ran firing at Genneis and his six standing guardsmen. 
 
    “Let’s kill that fucker!” The Zencarri woman appeared by my side as she let loose a shrill war cry. 
 
    Two of Genneis’ guards went down as I shot at them, and then I sprayed more shots as I got within fifty yards. My uncontrolled burst felled one of the soldiers, and Amrila dashed to my left so she could attack a guard carrying a shortsword and shield. 
 
    As I looked Genneis, Ursenger’s lapdog and right-hand man, in his red eyes for the first time, the black-haired man’s lip curled into a snarl. I fired my rifle at the elf leader but missed him, and the round hit a tree behind Genneis and sent bark flying. The fucker had been kind of running away from me, but then he switched his strategy up and dashed toward me with his sword raised up. 
 
    I aimed my AK at the fucker’s chest and pulled the trigger. I expected him to die accompanied by the angry retort of the rifle, but all I heard was a click. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed when I realized I was empty, and I ducked and rolled out of the way of the elf’s sword. 
 
    I used my forward momentum to wrap my arms around Genneis’ waist and tackled him. We both hit hard on the marshy ground, and my rifle was thrown off my shoulder, but Genneis also lost his grip on his sword, and it skittered away and fell into the river.  
 
    The black-haired warrior and I rolled away from each other and back to our feet. By the time the man in the purple armor found his balance, he had pulled a long, hooked dagger. 
 
    “Where is the princess?” Genneis smiled wide as he crouched low with the cruel dagger gripped tightly in his hand. He was actually standing between me and the AK, and his eyes drifted to where the knife was sheathed on my belt. 
 
    I didn’t bother to draw it, though. 
 
    “You’ll never find her,” I said as I shrugged. 
 
    I could hear the sound of combat behind me where Amrila was fighting the two remaining guards, but I couldn’t chance a glance back to check on her. Genneis was a trained warrior, and the closest thing to any training I’d ever been through were a few fights when I was in school.  
 
    I observed the slow, prowling movements of the black-haired Night Elf, and I was determined to force him to be the one to strike first. 
 
    “I am going to kill you,” Genneis said in a calm voice as he smiled smugly. “But if you tell me where you’re keeping the princess and explain to me how your loud blood weapon works, I will do you the favor of killing you quickly.” 
 
    “Ibseth is safe and free now.” I grinned back at the Elf as we started to circle each other. “And just think, with her gone, there’s no one in the way of you sucking Ursenger’s dick.”  
 
    The Night Elf snarled and lunged at me, but my hand had already drifted down to the grip of my Hi-Point. 
 
    With one smooth movement, I pulled the pistol free of my holster and fired it. 
 
    The report of the handgun ripped through the now-silent forest.  
 
    Genneis froze, and the expression on his face was one of surprise as he looked down at the red blood now oozing from his stomach. Then he fell to his knees as he dropped his dagger, and the black-haired man’s hands went to his wound as he tried in vain to stop the flow of blood. 
 
    “Indiana Jones style, bitch.” I stood with my gun held firmly in my hand, and I walked past Genneis and kicked the dagger away as he sputtered.  
 
    Then I turned to find Amrila, but the two guards she’d been fighting must have overtaken the red-skinned woman, and now they held her captive as she struggled fiercely against them.  
 
    “Let her go,” I said in a low, dangerous voice as I brought up the pistol and took aim at the Elf on the Zencarri woman’s left. 
 
    The two remaining Night Elves looked at one another over the struggling woman, and the one on the left raised his hands in the air, opened his mouth as if to say something, and simply ran into the woods. 
 
    “Fucking coward!” the final guard standing shouted at his companion’s retreating back. 
 
    Then he turned and leveled a gaze filled with hate at me, but he let go of Amrila’s arm and slowly backed away before he too turned and disappeared into the woods. 
 
    “So, you do have the princess.” The horned woman smiled as she straightened and looked me up and down. “Here I was thinking you were innocent of all charges. Remind me never to play gamble cards with you, Eddie.” 
 
    I grinned and winked at the beautiful, red-skinned woman, and then I turned back to Genneis as Amrila came to my side. 
 
    The black-haired Night Elf had fallen onto his back, and his blue face was pale as a trickle of blood leaked from his mouth. The Elf stared up at us with unconcealed hatred, and I looked back at him with calm indifference. 
 
    “You have made a powerful enemy here today,” Genneis rasped. “Ursenger will take the underworld apart, stone by stone, to get his sister back.” 
 
    “Let him.” I shrugged. “What he does is of no concern to me.” 
 
    “Is that the message you would have me deliver to the Night King?” the black-haired man sneered. 
 
    “Nope,” I said as I aimed my pistol one last time. “I have a different message for him.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, I squeezed the trigger. 
 
    This time, the bullet went straight through Genneis’ heart, and as he died, that smug fucking expression left his face.  
 
    Good fucking riddance.  
 
    Then I looked around the forest floor at the dead and paralyzed guards lying on the ground. 
 
    “We should get going,” I said to Amrila. “I think we’re done here for now.” 
 
    “Back up to this surface world?” the horned woman asked with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “Yup.” I smirked.  
 
    I grabbed my AK and Genneis’ dagger, since I wanted to give it to Ibseth as sort of a late wedding present. We might not have had a ceremony, but she was my wife all the same, and I wanted to spoil her as much as protect her.  
 
    While I did that, Amrila picked the pockets of the dead, and when she came back, her pouch of coins was a little heavier. 
 
    As we turned to leave, there was a rustling in some of the low bushes, and a handful of Brownies appeared, including my scarred friend. I knelt down as the leader of the wild rat-people came up to me, and he bowed in an elaborate fashion.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I smiled and tried to return the gesture but with less grace, but I was still unsure if the Brownies could understand me. 
 
    The scarred Brownie raised a tiny fist to his heart and squeaked as he inclined his head, so I’d take it as ‘you’re welcome.’  
 
    Amrila looked on with a surprised expression but didn’t say anything while I took off my backpack, pulled out what was left of my jerky and trail mix, and then laid the bags on the forest floor. 
 
    “This is for your losses,” I said to the leader. “You didn’t have to help us, and I know you lost some good friends today.” 
 
    The scarred Brownie nodded his head and then gave an order as several of the rat-people came up, hefted the bags between them, and carried them into the underbrush. 
 
    The leader of the Brownies lifted his tiny hands in the air and made several squeaks in the cadence of a chant as he looked around at his small army. I didn’t know exactly what he said, but the chant was taken up by the other Brownies, and I felt a warm glow fill my chest since I knew the chant was for me. 
 
    I stood and bowed to the gathering of tiny warriors, and Amrila and I crossed the river as we headed east to the sound of a Brownie war cry.  
 
    “Friends with Brownies,” the horned woman said as she shook her head and smiled. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Can’t have too many friends.” I grinned. “My Pop taught me that.” 
 
    As we made our tired way through the forest, filled with the warm glow of victory, my thoughts turned to the sunlight above and laying in a warm bed with my arms wrapped around my wife. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    With Genneis dead, and his forces either dead or paralyzed, we were able to get through the Great Forest unmolested. I had felt exhausted after the ordeal with the spiders, crawling through the claustrophobic tunnels, and fighting the Night Elf guards, but I somehow caught a second wind as Amrila and I picked our way through the last of the woods. Soon, I would see Ibseth, and on top of that, I was a rich man now with a sexy, half-demon companion.  
 
    It was hard not to feel optimistic. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you knew where the missing princess was?” the horned beauty asked as we entered the tunnel that would lead us to the iron door. 
 
    “I didn’t know you very well yet.” I shrugged. “I also didn’t know I was a wanted man then.” 
 
    “And now that you do know me?” the Zencarri woman asked with a sly smile. 
 
    “Ibseth has been with me on the surface,” I snorted. “I guess we’re married, too? But I don’t know all the particulars of Night Elf customs.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Amrila said as her teasing expression flickered. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry I didn’t tell you earlier, I know that--” 
 
    “Look.” She cleared her throat. “It’s obvious there is something between us, and… well… it’s not as if you are an assistant baker with a barmaid wife. You are… very… interesting.” 
 
    “Obvious there is something between us?” I smirked. 
 
    “Yes.” She bit her lip and crossed her arms. “Isn’t there?” 
 
    “There is,” I admitted. “I think you are… like, super beautiful, amazingly sexy, absolutely adorable, and crazy good with your swords. I love your sense of humor, and you are really smart.” 
 
    Amrila’s mouth hung open for a good five seconds as she stared at me with her dark eyes. Then she seemed to realize she was gawking, and she closed her mouth with a loud clacking of her teeth. 
 
    “Uhhh… are you telling the truth?” she whispered as she looked down at her boots. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “You are really--” 
 
    “Men don’t say such things,” she huffed. “I know I’m nice to look at, and plenty of men want to fuck me, but… no one has called me adorable or said they thought I was smart or that they liked my sense of humor.” 
 
    “No one has?” I raised an eyebrow. “That can’t possibly be true. You are delightful. I really, really like you, and you saved my life more than a few times in the last twelve hours.” 
 
    “Men say what they say when they want to fuck.” She kicked a small rock with her shoe, and it rolled over to my boot. “Also, you saved my life, too… Which, if I am being honest, no one else has ever done for me.” 
 
    “We make a good team, partner.” I smiled at her. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me about the princess. Why should I believe you when you say such nice things about me?” 
 
    “You didn’t believe me about the surface,” I said, “but I’m about to show you. Then you’ll know I’m telling the truth about everything. Deal?” 
 
    “I suppose that can be our deal,” she said as she met my eyes again. 
 
    I had to take out my flashlight as we left the dim, blue light of the glowing mushrooms, and the black-eyed woman covered her face and swore in the guttural language she’d used to cause the cave-in.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I pointed the beam away from her. “But I need it, or else I’ll be blind in these tunnels. Just try to stay behind me while your eyes adjust.” 
 
    “Okay, Eddie,” she grunted. “Lead the way.” 
 
    I quickened my pace until we came to the hidden door, and then I gestured at it with a jokingly grand flourish. 
 
    “Here we are.” I grinned. 
 
    “It’s a wall,” Amrila said, and her expression was unimpressed as she stared at the rock face. 
 
    “But I have this.” I pulled the iron key from my pocket and inserted it into the crack that hid the keyhole. 
 
    Then the horned woman’s eyes grew large as she watched the door swing open on silent hinges. 
 
    We stepped through the door, and Amrila stopped to watch the door shut with a look of wonder on her beautifully sharp face. I stood in the round cave on the other side of the iron door as Amrila stepped up to the door, and she ran her long, tapered fingers over the letters carved into the metal.  
 
    “So, the lost tribe of dwarves really did seal the way to the surface,” she breathed. “I always thought it was just a story.” 
 
    “Can you read it?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “What does it say?” 
 
    “A direct translation wouldn’t exist,” the horned woman replied. “But it’s a warning not to open the door. It says great evil lives deep within.” 
 
    “A great evil?” I repeated. “I wonder what they meant.” 
 
    “The lost tribe disappeared around the time the Night Elves took over,” Amrila said as she cocked her head to the side. “This could be referring to them.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I agreed, but that didn’t seem quite right for some reason. 
 
    It could be that I didn’t know enough about the history of The Gloom and what the Night Elves did to gain their great power over the other races. All wars are bloody, but to carve into an iron door “hey, great evil lives down here,” seemed like an extreme statement meant to last for all time.  
 
    Did the Elves commit that level of atrocities, or was the writing meant to warn people in the future about something worse than the Night Elf tribes? 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I turned toward the surface. “We can figure all that out some other time. Right now, I just want you to see my home and meet Ibseth.”  
 
    This time, I was the one who led the red-skinned woman through the network of tunnels, past the cave with the Nictor’s bones, and finally to the ladder that would take us back to the sunlight and open skies. 
 
    “Take this and shine it at the little door up there so I can see what I’m doing,” I told Amrila as I handed her the flashlight. 
 
    The black-eyed woman hesitantly took the heavy flashlight and held it as far away from her face as possible as she squinted up at the metal door, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her.  
 
    Amrila seemed to be even more sensitive to light than Ibseth had been, so I’d have to come up with a solution for her if she was also going to stick around. 
 
    “I’m not sure what time of day it is up there,” I warned the Zencarri woman. “But you should be prepared for it to be brighter than anything you’ve seen before. We should try to be as quiet as we can, and I’ll get you into the house as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “I’m already regretting this decision,” Amrila muttered, but from her excited tone and the slight smile on her face, I knew she didn’t really mean it. 
 
    I climbed up the ladder as the horned woman pointed the beam of the flashlight at the metal hatch, and then I unlocked it and slowly swung open the door. 
 
    The light above was dusky, but I wasn’t sure if it was sunrise or sunset. Time had lost all meaning in The Gloom. Maybe it would be a good idea to get a watch in the future that wouldn’t rely on a satellite connection like my phone. The good news was it wasn’t the full light of day, which would make things easier for Amrila. 
 
    “Come on up,” I whispered down the hole to the horned woman. 
 
    Amrila clicked off the flashlight, put it in the pouch on her hip, and then slowly came up the ladder. Even in the dim, ruddy light, the red-skinned woman was still squinting, and she shaded her eyes with her hand once she was all the way up. 
 
    “Do you live in a forest?” Amrila asked as she looked around at the thick lilac bushes that surrounded the tunnel entrance. 
 
    “No,” I snorted, and I closed and locked the metal door behind us. “These are just some bushes I left up to hide the entrance. Come on, I’ll show you where I live.”  
 
    I took Amrila’s hand and led her out of the bushes and into the backyard. I wasn’t worried about any of the neighbors seeing us, since I had put up the new, higher fence, but as we came out of the bushes, the Zencarri woman looked around at the yard, then the back of the trailer, then up at the sky, and she gasped. 
 
    It was overcast, and at the edges of the horizon that we could see from the yard, the soft gray clouds were stained pink and orange by the sun. 
 
    “I-I thought you said there was no ceiling here,” the horned woman bantered to cover her initial shock. “Even a high ceiling is still a ceiling.” 
 
    ‘Those are clouds,” I chuckled. “They’re not there all the time.” 
 
    “Clouds?” Amrila asked. 
 
    “Like a thick mist, but hundreds of feet up,” I explained as I looked up. 
 
    The light on the back porch suddenly lit up, and the screen door swung open and shut again as Ibseth came running out in a tight-fitting, pink t-shirt, no bra, and lavender leggings. The Night Elf woman came bounding across the yard, and her lush figure bounced and jiggled as she threw herself into my arms. 
 
    “Oh, Eddie,” she breathed as she pressed herself against my chest and lifted up onto her tiptoes to kiss me. “When you didn’t come home yesterday morning, I began to fear the worst!” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said between kisses. “I just got held up. I’m so sorry to worry you like that.” 
 
    “You are home,” the beautiful blue-skinned woman purred. “That’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    “I also have someone I want you to meet,” I said as I pulled away from my wife and turned toward the Zencarri woman standing behind us. “This is Amrila. She helped me down in The Gloom. Not sure I would have made it back in one piece without her.”
Ibseth looked around at the horned woman, and her eyes grew wide for a moment as she took in the other woman’s red skin and black horns. Amrila stared right back at the Night Elf woman with equal apprehension, until Ibseth let go of me, ran to the Zencarri woman, and threw her arms around Amrila in an enthusiastic hug. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing my husband home safely!” the white-haired woman cooed. “I owe you a life debt for what you have done.” 
 
    Amrila seemed to be caught off-guard by Ibseth’s show of gratitude, and she held her arms out to the sides at first, but she reluctantly put an arm around the Elven woman when it was clear Ibseth didn’t plan to let go right away. 
 
    “That, uh, isn’t necessary,” the red-skinned woman said as she awkwardly patted Ibseth’s back. “I mostly did it for… well… I guess it started out that I wanted some coin, but now--” 
 
    “I thank you all the same,” my wife said as she released the horned woman. 
 
    “We should probably get inside.” I grinned as I watched the women greet each other. “I need a shower real bad, and I’m sure Amrila would probably like one, too.” 
 
    “Amrila?” the Elven woman said in a bright tone. “What a beautiful name.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Ibseth,” the horned woman said, and she flashed her sharpened teeth in a devilish grin. “It means ‘she who devours souls.’ My mother gave it to me.” 
 
    “It is a lovely, strong name.” Ibseth nodded and seemed unfazed as she put an arm around the red-skinned woman and led her to the back door while I followed. “I can tell we will become the best of friends.”  
 
    Amrila shot me a panicked look over her shoulder, and I just grinned and shrugged in reply. I had a feeling Ibseth would make the black-eyed woman her best friend, whether Amrila liked it or not. 
 
    We entered the trailer, and Ibseth rushed in ahead to turn off some of the lights so Amrila would be more comfortable. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked as I stepped through the back door and looked around at the microwave clock. 
 
    “It is early evening, my love,” the Elven woman replied. 
 
    Sure enough, the clock read 8:06 P.M..  
 
    “This is a wonderful home!” Amrila gasped as she looked around at the rust-colored carpet and furniture. “Why do you bother with troll hides when you already have all this? Look at the couches and rugs! Wow. I’m very impressed.” 
 
    “Eddie!” the white-haired woman gasped as she turned to me. “You killed a troll?” 
 
    “A gem troll at that.” The horned woman added. “He did have me to help him, though.” 
 
    Amrila’s tone of voice as she said that last part was assertive, as if it were important for Ibseth to know she’d been there, too. 
 
    “That thing was huge,” I chuckled as I set down my backpack and rifle. “It was pretty scary.” 
 
    “My brave warrior!” the blue-skinned woman giggled as she threw her arms around me. 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I said and hugged my wife close. “But I really need a shower. Maybe you could lend Amrila some clothes and show her around our home? Then once we’re all cleaned up, we’ll go celebrate.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we must celebrate your victories, come with me, dearest Amrila,” Ibseth said as she took the horned woman’s hand and whisked her into the bedroom.  
 
    Amrila was a little taller than Ibseth, and not as curvy, so I wondered how my wife’s clothes would fit the slender Zencarri woman.  
 
    But I was sure they’d figure it out. 
 
    I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower so the water could warm up, and then I peeled off my clothes. I could hear Ibseth through the thin walls as she said something about the color of a shirt complimenting Amrila’s skin tone, and as I stepped into the shower, I wondered how the two would get along. Ibseth was the sweetest person I’d ever known, but the horned woman seemed more guarded, and she seemed to fall apart if anyone was nice to her. 
 
    I figured I’d have to let them sort it out, especially if Amrila took me up on my offer to stay. But then I got lost in the pleasure of hot, running water and began to clean the grime of The Gloom off me. Tomorrow or the next day, I’d go up to Cleveland, see one of the dealers Meyer had suggested, and sell off some of the gold coins, but for now, I just wanted to relish in some creature comforts.  
 
    I could have stood in that shower for hours, but I wanted to make sure there’d be some hot water left for Amrila, so I turned the water off and wrapped myself in a towel. 
 
    Then I stepped out of the bathroom and found the two women in the bedroom, where Ibseth was holding a pair of black leggings up to the red-skinned woman.  
 
    But Amrila was smiling, and I took that as a good sign. 
 
    “They are soft,” the horned woman said in a grudging tone, “but they do not seem practical. Why can’t I wear my leathers?” 
 
    “People here do not wear armor,” Ibseth explained as she handed Amrila a bright blue top. “There is no need for it in the above world.” 
 
    “Shower’s all yours,” I said from the door as I smiled at the two beautiful women. 
 
    “What is a shower?” the red-skinned woman asked and frowned at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “Only the most marvelous thing in the world!” Ibseth breathed. “It is like a waterfall that comes from the walls, but the water is warm.” 
 
    I let Ibseth show the Zencarri woman the bathroom, and I listened to my wife’s bubbly explanation through the wall while I found some clothes for myself. 
 
    After a moment, Ibseth appeared again in the bedroom doorway, and I could hear the sound of running water in the next room. 
 
    “Don’t you dare get dressed yet,” the blue-skinned woman purred. “I have not properly welcomed you home.” 
 
    I walked over to the curvy woman and wrapped my arms around her thin waist before I trailed my hands down to her round ass. 
 
    “I’d hate to deprive you of the opportunity,” I rumbled. 
 
    We didn’t have long, since the small hot water tank would run out before long, and Amrila would come out soon, so I pulled the white-haired woman against me as her large, firm breasts pressed against my chest. Then my wife’s small, graceful hands found the edges of the towel and unwrapped it to reveal my already rock-hard cock. 
 
    Ibseth pulled away a little, looked down at my erection, then back up at me with a blush. 
 
    “Do women also pleasure men with their mouths?” the Elven woman asked, and her violet eyes were wide with lust and nervousness. “Like… you pleasured me with yours the other day?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I grinned. “Do you want to do that?” 
 
    “You must instruct me in the proper way,” she replied with a shy smile. “I do not wish to disappoint you.” 
 
    I led her to the bed, and then I sat on the edge as a strange, electric excitement filled my core at the idea of teaching the innocent woman exactly how I liked my cock to be sucked. The white-haired woman’s breathing also quickened with excitement as she knelt down in front of me, and her enthusiasm turned me on even more. 
 
    I reached down and put my hands on either side of her heart-shaped face, and I then bent and kissed her deeply. Her pink, wet tongue moved against mine as she sighed, but I sat back after a moment and looked deep into her eager eyes. 
 
    “Take me into your mouth and suck gently at first,” I rumbled as my breaths started to come faster.  
 
    “Like this?” Ibseth placed a delicate hand on my thigh and wrapped the other around the base of my rock-hard dick. Then she leaned forward and slid the head of my cock into her wet mouth, and a shock of endorphins surged through me. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I moaned. “G-Good. Now, move your head up and down, and use your tongue to massage my shaft.” 
 
    My sexy Elven wife began to slowly bob her head as she continued to lightly suck, and the sensation of her tongue moving against me caused a little pre-cum to trickle from the head of my dick.  
 
    “Mmmm…” Ibseth purred and started to quicken her movements as she tasted my natural lubricant. 
 
    “Wow,” I moaned as I began to thrust my hips into her hungry lips. “You are a natural.” 
 
    “Mhmm… Hmmm… Hmmm.” The Elven woman made small whimpers of delight as I drove in and out of her mouth. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I growled. “Just like that, baby. Uhhh, your mouth feels almost as good as your pussy. Now, try relaxing your throat and take me in even deeper.” 
 
    Ibseth practically took my full length into her mouth and instinctively began to move her hand in small strokes at the base of my dick. When the Elven woman began to suck harder, I could feel the pressure beginning to build in my core, so I moved my hand to her face again and gently pulled her away before she made me cum. 
 
    My cock came out of Ibseth’s tight mouth with a slurping pop, and she looked up at me, surprised. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” my wife asked as she licked a pearly bead of pre-cum from her lips. 
 
    “Not at all,” I breathed. “I just didn’t want to finish yet.” 
 
    I reached down and pulled off her tight t-shirt, and the violet-eyed woman’s massive and perfectly-round breasts bounced when they were freed from the cotton garment.  
 
    Ibseth wasn’t wearing a bra, and I groaned at the sight of her erect nipples. 
 
    I could still hear the shower running, but I knew we wouldn’t have long before the hot water was gone, so I quickly lifted Ibseth to her feet, pulled off her leggings and panties in one movement, and then placed my hands on her hips to bring her closer to me. 
 
    “I want you so bad,” I snarled as I ran my fingers up her inner leg and inserted my index finger into her tight pussy.  
 
    The white-haired woman was already dripping wet, and my finger slid easily into her tunnel.  
 
    “Uhhh!” Ibseth keened, and her inner muscles contracted with pleasure as I worked my finger in and out of her. 
 
    “Shhhh,” I gently breathed. “Remember, we’re not alone. You don’t want Amrila to hear, do you?” 
 
    “No,” Ibseth giggled, but she didn’t sound convincing.  
 
    Then she wove her fingers through my hair and pulled my face to her magnificent breasts, so I nuzzled into those soft mounds of flesh and began to lick and kiss my way to one of her pert nipples. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped before she lowered her voice to a whisper. “You make me qu-quiver, my love. I-I am close to the m-moment.” 
 
    “Then cum for me,” I ordered as I nipped at her pointed ear. 
 
    “Yeess, h-husband!” My wife came with a sweet gush of juices that dripped down my hand between her legs, and my erection throbbed with desire as I lifted the voluptuous Elven woman and threw her onto the bed.  
 
    “Fuck, I need you right now,” I growled as I climbed over her.  
 
    “Then take me, Eddie,” Ibseth sighed as she threw her arms around my neck. “Fill me with your seed. Pour it all into me…”  
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    I thrust myself into her as she wrapped her smooth legs around me, and the two of us ground against each other as I growled in her ear. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Ibseth mewled with delight, but she muffled her cries of pleasure with her hand. 
 
    As I hammered my hips against the blue-skinned woman’s tight body, she bucked against me with a wet slapping sound of flesh I hoped wouldn’t be heard over the shower. But there was no possibility of stopping or slowing down now. Raw, animalistic desire raged through my veins as I took my wife, and I could feel the pressure of an orgasm beginning to build again as the inner walls of Ibseth’s perfect sheath tightened around me. 
 
    “I want you to cum for me,” I commanded as sweat beaded on my forehead. “C-Cum for me, Ibseth!” 
 
    “Yessss!” she purred beneath me. “Uhh, y-yess, my kiiing!” 
 
    Stars exploded in front of my eyes as Ibseth raked her nails down my back, and I bucked my hips forward once, twice, and then a third time deep inside of her before the coil in my gut snapped. My seed sprayed like a fire hose deep into the Elven woman as we came together, and her walls clamped down around me like a vise. I continued to rock our hips together as we came down from our combined highs, and the fluids of our orgasms flooded around my shaft as we panted in the aftershocks of our pleasures.  
 
    Then I collapsed onto the bed next to my amazing wife, and she curled her lush body around me as we caught our breaths.  
 
    “What a homecoming,” I chuckled as I wrapped my arm around Ibseth and kissed her sweaty forehead. “Thank you.”  
 
    “No, thank you for coming home again, husband,” she said and snuggled closer to me. “I do not love when you have to leave my side, but if this is how wonderful all our reunions will be, then I can manage.”  
 
    I glanced over at my naked wife, and my cock twitched as my eyes roved over her bare curves and supple flesh.  
 
    But then my senses came back to me, and I heard the shower still running, so I knew round two with my wife would have to wait.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get up,” I said as I gave Ibseth one last kiss. “We don’t want Amrila seeing us naked.”  
 
    “I do not think she would be so opposed,” Ibseth mused as her violet eyes looked me over. “You are a very handsome male, Eddie. I can tell she has lust for you. Maybe she can be your second wife? I really think she would be a great sister for me.”  
 
    “Well…” I laughed. “I’m not sure she wants to be my wife, but if she wants to see me naked, she’ll have to ask first.”  
 
    After Ibseth and I got dressed, I heard the shower turn off, so my wife and I went out into the living room, though the glow of the Elven woman’s face spoke volumes about what we had been up to.  
 
    Amrila came out a few minutes later, and she was dressed in the clothes Ibseth had lent her. The shirt fit a little loosely, and part of the horned woman’s midriff was exposed so I could see her washboard abs. 
 
    “Woooooowwww!” she sighed, and she stretched her arms up over her head and exposed the wonderful curve of her underboobs. “That shower was amazing!” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Ibseth gushed. “Doesn’t it just feel so warm and wonderful? It relaxes every muscle in my body.” 
 
    “It’s absolutely amazing,” the succubus beauty said as she fixed me with her sultry dark eyes. “It seems Eddie lives like a king.” 
 
    “I haven’t even shown you the stovetop, or the computer TV shows, or the vacuum!” Ibseth giggled. “Yes, Eddie is a king. King of my heart, and king of this surface world!” 
 
    “I’m not really a king,” I said as I grabbed the keys to my truck. “Most of the people on the surface have these things. We can talk about it over dinner. Let’s go have a feast.” 
 
    The ladies and I went out the front doors as Dave Miller pulled up in his mini-van posing as an SUV, but as my neighbor got out of his vehicle and stopped to wave, the look on his face was priceless. His jaw dropped as he stared at the Night Elf and Zencarri women, and I waved back with a pleasant smile. 
 
    “Evening, David,” I said as I opened the door for the women to slide into the front bench seat. 
 
    When I started my truck, Amrila was startled, but then she laughed as I pulled out of the driveway and stepped on the gas. 
 
    “This is even better than a Dwarven steam construct!” the horned woman purred as she stroked my cracked leather seats. “And so much faster.” 
 
    I drove us to Elyria, where I knew a twenty-four hour diner that wasn’t very crowded at this time of night. It was well after dinnertime for most, and there wouldn’t be another rush until the bars let out a few hours later. 
 
    We walked in and waited for the hostess to seat us, but Ibseth and Amrila looked around at the old street signs and memorabilia that decorated the walls. Mostly, the diner walls were lined with pictures of country western stars and album art, and Ibseth pointed out a picture of Dolly Parton that she recognized from Grandpa’s vinyl collection. 
 
    “She is an amazing songstress,” the blue-skinned woman said to Amrila. “But she seems very sad.” 
 
    The hostess came up then, and her eyes grew wide as she looked at the three of us. 
 
    “Uhhh-- just-- is it just the three of you today?” the young, brunette woman in a yellow company polo shirt asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Okkkaaaay,” the hostess replied as she grabbed three menus. “Follow me, please.” 
 
    The ladies and I followed the hostess to a booth in the corner. I noticed a few odd looks from the handful of other diners at the restaurant, but I didn’t care. This was my life now, and I would just have to get used to the stares.  
 
    It seemed like a small price to pay for all I had now. 
 
    In less than a week, I got a house, a beautiful wife, a small fortune, and now a smoking-hot hunting buddy. It was almost an embarrassment of riches.  
 
    Ibseth, Amrila, and I settled into the booth, with me in the middle and the women sitting on either side of me as the hostess handed us the menus. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” the young, brunette woman said as her eyes darted between us, “is there a convention going on somewhere nearby?” 
 
    “Nah,” I chuckled. “We’re just really into cosplay.” 
 
    “Oh,” the young hostess replied. “Is that the one where you go out in the woods and fight with pool noodles? My kid brother does that.” 
 
    “I think that’s LARPing,” I said. 
 
    “That sounds right.” The hostess nodded. “Can I take your drink orders?” 
 
    The young brunette bustled off to get our pop a few moments later, and I looked at the two, incredible women with me. 
 
    “So, what looks good?” I asked and pointed at the menu. 
 
    “First,” the horned woman said as she leaned forward, “what is cosplaying?” 
 
    “It is where humans dress in elaborate costumes and pretend to be someone or something else,” Ibseth explained and bounced in her seat with excitement. 
 
    “That just sounds silly and frivolous,” Amrila scoffed. 
 
    “Oh, not at all,” Ibseth replied with wide eyes. “Cosplayers are artists. They make the most beautiful and complex costumes. They are very talented. I will show you these videos on Eddie’s computer. They are very fun to watch.” 
 
    “Well, I do like fun,” the red-skinned beauty said as she gave me an alluring smile. “But, Eddie, I can’t read this menu.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I chuckled, but before I could explain what everything was, our waitress came up to take our order.  
 
    The woman had the hard edge of someone who’d worked in the service industry their whole life, and had no plans to do anything else. She looked like she was in her fifties, with bright red, dyed hair that was curled to within an inch of its life. 
 
    “I’m Tammy, I’ll be your server today,” the redhead said as she pulled out a pen and a tiny pad of paper. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    To Tammy’s credit, she took in my companions’ strange appearances without batting an eye. Tammy the waitress had seen it all, and she was over it. 
 
    “Eddie, you should order for us,” the blue-skinned woman said as she flashed me a smile. “You know the most delicious foods.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what any of this is.” Amrila waved her hand at the menu. 
 
    “Oh,” the older waitress said as she showed the first sign of interest in our group. “Where are you girls from? You have the most charming accents.” 
 
    I was about to make something up, but as I opened my mouth, Ibseth answered first. 
 
    “We are from the old country,” the white-haired woman recited with a proud smile. 
 
    “Europe?” Tammy asked as she cocked her head to the side. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed since I wanted to change the subject quickly before the line of questioning went any further. “And I think we’ll just get one of everything on the breakfast menu.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” the redhead said, and she grinned when she realized her fifteen percent tip was going to be a good one. “You sure you ladies can eat all that?” 
 
    Tammy chuckled at her own server humor, but Amrila sat up straight next to me. 
 
     “There will be nothing left on the plates when we are done,” she declared, and the red-skinned woman’s voice rang with the challenge. 
 
    “We’ve got a sassy one here.” Tammy smiled as she collected our menus. “I’ll put this in and start bringing out plates as they’re ready.” 
 
    Once we were alone, Amrila turned back to me with a smirk. 
 
    “You say you aren’t a king, but you have such a fine house…” the horned woman commented in a sly, husky whisper. “Hot shower, the ‘toilet’ thing that flushes shit, you have magic weapons, and you can order half the food in a tavern? I think you are a king.” 
 
    “Eddie is as modest as he is kind,” Ibseth said as she looked at me with adoring eyes. “He likes to pretend he isn’t wealthy and does not like to boast. I love that about him.” 
 
    “Well.” I blushed slightly at the ladies’ assertions. “I’m doing better than I ever have before, that much is true.” 
 
    Soon, Tammy started to bring out plate after plate of food and made sure to refill our pop whenever it was low, and the two women and I happily tried a little off each plate. There were stacks of fluffy pancakes soaked in butter, crispy bacon, and juicy sausage links, biscuits smothered in a rich, country gravy, and eggs every way an American boy could want. 
 
    “You will enjoy these, Amrila,” Ibseth giggled as she passed the Zencarri woman some of the pancakes. “Where is the syrup, Eddie?” 
 
    “Oh, man,” I said around a mouthful of sausage. “You’re going to love this. They have different flavors here.”  
 
    I showed the women the four small bottles of warmed syrup, butter, maple, strawberry, and boysenberry. The ladies tried a little of each, and Amrila and I agreed that the maple was the best, but Ibseth’s favorite was the boysenberry. 
 
    True to her word, Amrila spurred on the Elven woman and I to make sure every plate was cleared of food, and the three of us were full to bursting by the time Tammy came back with the check. 
 
    “I told you there would be none left,” the black-eyed woman said as she lifted her chin proudly and then belched delicately. 
 
    “So you did, sweetheart,” the redhead snorted. “I hope you three enjoy the rest of your night.” 
 
    I paid the check and left a twenty percent tip. The way I saw it, if my family was going to be unusual, having a reputation for generosity would make people feel more welcoming. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever felt more full,” Amrila sighed once we all got in the truck, and she patted her washboard abs as if she was carrying a baby. “I’m going to sleep for two days now. Eddie, you really know how to show a woman a great time.” 
 
    “This is only the start!” Ibseth cooed. “Wait until he uses his mouth on your womanhood. It will make you cli--” 
 
    “I think you’ll have to sleep on my couch, Amrila.” I interrupted Ibseth. “I hope that is okay.” 
 
    “It will be fine, Eddie,” Amrila said as she gave me a wide smile. “I could sleep on a boulder right now. I’m all warm and relaxed everywhere. This is… one of the best days I think I’ve ever had in my life.” 
 
    “Awwwww…” Ibseth sighed. “I know how you feel, Amrila. Eddie takes such good care of us.” 
 
    I tried to ignore my blush when both of the women sighed and looked at me, but Amrila and Ibseth soon were distracted by all the billboards and stores we saw driving home, and I had a great time explaining to them why there were so many mattress and tire stores in the various strip malls. By the time we got home, we were too full and tired to do much of anything else, so I set Amrila up on the couch, and Ibseth and I headed to the bedroom.  
 
    As we laid down, I wrapped my arms around the beautiful, curvy woman, and then I pushed my face into her long hair. 
 
    “I missed you,” I said as I breathed in the clean scent of her hair. “I thought about you every minute I was in The Gloom.” 
 
    “I missed you, too, beloved,” my wife said in a sleepy voice. “But it is good you went on your adventure. A man like you must explore and seek your fortune. And you have brought home a fine new wife.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I chuckled. “Amrila is great, but she doesn’t strike me as the settling down type.” 
 
    “She is enamored with you,” Ibseth said as she snuggled into my chest. “I could tell she felt lust for you when we first met, but during dinner… She stared at you the entire meal, and she doted on your every word. Not every wife has to stay home and keep the house. If you are to have many wives, each one must serve a different purpose. I am content here, taking care of you, and eventually your other wives. But Amrila is strong and fierce. She could watch over you when you are away from me, and fight next to you. I would feel much better with a wife like her protecting your flank from all the danger in The Gloom.” 
 
    “It sounds like you have it all figured out,” I teased and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “I am happy to help you pick wives,” Ibseth said. “That is often the place of the first wife in the Yennih tribe. I will run the household. Amrila will be your warrior wife. There are many jobs that need doing to run a proper household.” 
 
    “I think Amrila will have a lot to say about that.” I grinned. 
 
    “Surely she will,” the Elven woman yawned. “That is what makes her a good choice. A man needs someone to disagree with him sometimes, if only to give him the opportunity to examine his own thinking. I am no good at disagreeing, and you will need her. I don’t think she will disagree about this, though. When I showed her the toilet, she asked ‘This is Eddie’s?’ and when I showed her how the shower worked, she said ‘This is Eddie’s?’ Women need a man who will provide for them, and she is very smart. She knows you are worthy to be her king and husband.” 
 
    “We’ll see, I guess,” I laughed, and then the two of us fell asleep. 
 
    I woke up late the next morning to the smells of Ibseth cooking and fresh coffee and the sound of old country records playing, but I laid in bed for a moment just to soak in how good life was before I got up and got dressed. 
 
    Then I looked at my clothes for a moment as I decided what to wear. I wasn’t usually the kind of person who put much thought into clothes. Most of the time jeans and a t-shirt were good enough for whatever I had going on. Maybe a hoodie if it was cold out.  
 
    But today I had business in the city, and I wanted Meyer’s jewelry dealer to take me seriously. 
 
    I didn’t have any suits, not even for a wedding or a funeral. Never had any need for one before. I owned a couple of plaid button-ups, but I thought that’d make me look more like a hick than just wearing a nice pair of jeans and a plain shirt. Why put on airs?  
 
    As I came out into the kitchen, my beautiful wife stood over the stove minding several pans filled with eggs and thick slices of sizzling ham and wearing her tiny maid’s outfit that barely contained her magnificent breasts.  
 
    The blue-skinned woman greeted me with a kiss and a cup of coffee, and once again I marveled at how awesome my life had become in such a short amount of time. 
 
    “It is almost ready, my love,” the white-haired woman purred before she turned back to the stove with a look of absolute contentment on her face. 
 
    I stood behind Ibseth for a moment and kissed her on the top of her head and pinched her ass. The Elven woman giggled before she shooed me away with her spatula, and I moved into the living room. 
 
    Amrila was lounging on the couch sipping on a mug of coffee. She was still dressed in the black leggings and blue shirt from last night, but her strawberry-blonde hair was tousled from a good night’s sleep. The curtains were all drawn to block out the bright morning sunlight, and I sat down on the other end of the couch and sipped my coffee. 
 
    “How do you like the surface so far?” I asked as Loretta Lynn began to sing about life in a holler. 
 
    “It is far too bright,” the horned woman said and rolled her black eyes. “But Ibseth said you get used to it. It is quite comfortable, though. I especially like the shower. The noise the toilet makes is a bit strange, but I like how it doesn’t smell. Yes, you have a very nice home, Eddie. I really like it here.” 
 
    “I’ve mentioned it before,” I said as I took another sip of steaming coffee, “but you’re free to stay here as long as you like. You really saved my skin a few times in The Gloom, so I figure it’s the least I can do. Plus, Ibseth really seems to like having you around.” 
 
    “That is because she is too sweet to know better,” Amrila laughed. “I do not tend to stay in one place very long. All my life I have only been able to rely on myself, and I preferred it that way. However, I can see you need my help. You are a brave man, and a capable fighter, but you are also reckless sometimes. I suppose I can stay for now, if only to make sure you do not get yourself killed.” 
 
    A delighted squeal suddenly echoed from the kitchen, then the Elven woman bounded into the living room and threw her arms around Amrila’s neck. 
 
    “I am so happy that you will stay!” Ibseth giggled as the red-skinned woman desperately tried to keep her coffee from spilling. “We shall be like sisters!” 
 
    From over my wife’s shoulder, Amrila shot me a look of mild annoyance, but she put her free arm around Ibseth to return the hug all the same, and I laughed.  
 
    Then Ibseth turned to me with a business-like expression. 
 
    “We will need to get a bed for the spare room,” the violet-eyed woman said in a serious tone. “A woman needs her privacy and a space of her own. Until she becomes your wife, and then she can sleep with us in our bed--” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about marriage!” Amrila squeaked as she held her hands up. 
 
    “But you love Eddie already, I can tell,” Ibseth laughed as she hugged the other woman again. “Just think about how beautiful all our babies will be. Ohhh, I can’t wait to meet them all.” 
 
    “Can… we just talk about… what the fuck were we talking about?” Amrila gently pushed Ibseth away, and then the beautiful red-skinned woman gave me an embarrassed smile before she bit her lip.  
 
    “We’ll set up another bed,” I said as I scratched my chin. “Which reminds me. I need to go to the city today to sell some of the coins. I spent a good chunk of the money I have on hand putting up that fence.” 
 
    “Sell coins?” Amrila asked. “For what? Other coins?” 
 
    “From what I can tell,” Ibseth said to the horned woman with a smile, “the currency the humans use is all imaginary. They pay for goods with colorful little cards and never barter.” 
 
    “Is it a tenant of human culture to overcomplicate everything?” the red-skinned woman laughed. 
 
    “Kinda,” I chuckled. “Do you ladies want to come with me?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Amrila shook her head. “Not for as long as that ball of fire is out. I would be blinded as soon as I left the house.” 
 
    “I will stay and keep Amrila company,” Ibseth offered with a spritely grin. “We can get to know each other better.”  
 
    Despite her prickly demeanor, I saw a small smile cross the horned woman’s face. Amrila probably wasn’t aware how much Ibseth really wanted to make the red-skinned woman my second wife, and honestly, I hadn’t made up my mind about the idea, either. Obviously, I could see the benefit of the sort of arrangement the Elven woman had proposed, but the concept of polygamy was still strange to me.  
 
    But Ibseth seemed happy with the other woman being in our home, and that made me happy, so I would leave the idea alone for now. 
 
    After breakfast, I grabbed the small chest of gold I’d taken from the Orc bandits. Then I kissed my wife and said goodbye to the women, got in my truck, and started toward Cleveland. I had to admit knowing the Zencarri woman was there with Ibseth made me feel better about leaving for the day. The neighborhood was safe enough, but I still worried.  
 
    But with Amrila around, I knew nothing would happen to my sweet, gentle wife, so I could definitely see the value of keeping the smoking-hot Zencarri around. 
 
    I stopped for gas on the way into the city, and I looked up the address of the jeweler Travis Meyer’s secretary had emailed me. Owen McElfresh owned a shop called St. Dunstan Fine Jewelry in Coventry Village, and I knew Coventry was a sort of art’s district filled with art galleries, niche boutiques, and vegan restaurants.  
 
    Seemed like a good place to sell some gold. 
 
    As I was leaving the gas station, I passed a display of sunglasses and hats and thought of Amrila’s complaints about the sun. I picked out the biggest pair of sunglasses they had that were black with cheap rhinestones on the cat’s eye frames for Amrila and a slightly smaller pair of dark purple ones for Ibseth. The hat selection wasn’t the best, but there were two white-colored wide-brimmed wicker straw-type hats that looked pretty cute. I wasn’t sure if either of the girls would like the gifts, but they would probably help out a lot with the sun. 
 
    It took a while to find parking near the jewelers, but I was able to find a spot a half-block away and put some time on the meter. I paid for two hours because I wasn’t sure how long it would take, and the last thing I wanted was a parking ticket. 
 
    I walked down the street and found St. Dunstan’s in a charming brick storefront. The sign outside the store was black with gold lettering, set in a stylish font, and when I walked in, there was a musical chime that played, and I looked around at the long, glass display cases with expensive jewelry and crystal statues arranged on black velvet.  
 
    Next to the door, there was a young, muscular security guard who nodded at me as I passed him. On the belt of his black uniform was a Glock in a leather holster, so I nodded politely back at him and walked up to one of the counters. 
 
    The rest of the staff seemed to all be young, attractive women, and they too were dressed all in black, with tasteful gold jewelry to match the rest of the shop’s decor. I felt underdressed to be in such a fancy establishment, and a few of the staff stared at the weird little chest under my arm. 
 
    When it became clear none of the posh women would willingly come to help me, I walked up to a brunette with a tight, slicked-back bun who had a serious case of resting bitch face. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said with a charming smile. “I was wondering if Mr. McElfresh was in today?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the brunette said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “He’s very busy. Can I help you?” 
 
    I really didn’t like her attitude, but my Pop had taught me you catch more flies with honey, so I wouldn’t be deterred. 
 
    “If you could tell him Travis Meyer sent me, I’d appreciate it,” I continued with the same amiable smile. “I’m sure he’ll want to speak with me. My name is Eddie Hill.” 
 
    I could see the haughty woman fighting not to roll her eyes as she looked at my plain, white t-shirt and work boots. 
 
    “One moment, Mr. Hill,” she replied.  
 
    Then the stylish woman walked over to a black phone on the other end of the counter, picked up the receiver, and hit a red button. The uptight brunette made sure to speak quietly enough that I couldn’t hear her, but after she hung up the phone and came back to where I stood, she was much more polite. 
 
    “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Hill,” she said in a reserved tone. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. 
 
    The woman led me to the back of a shop and through a door marked “staff only.”  
 
    I knew it was silly, but going through the private door was kinda thrilling. 
 
    I expected the back of the store to be a workspace, not as fancy as the front. But instead, the staff door led into the hallway with a nice, beige carpet and art hanging on the walls. We passed several doors, clearly marked with little black placards with gold letters. There was a staff lounge, and a door that said ‘work studio” with an electronic lock.  
 
    Then at the end of the hall was a door that said “Mr. McElfresh.” 
 
    The brunette knocked quietly on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” a male voice with a distinct Irish brogue said from the other side. 
 
    The woman in black gave me one last, tight smile, and walked away. I took this to mean I was going in by myself, so I turned the knob and stepped through the door. 
 
    The office was much like the rest of the store, decorated in black and gold, and stubbornly modern. The black, metal desk was faced by two black leather chairs with low backs, and there were a couple of sleek, art deco statues of angular-looking dogs that flanked the leather desk chair where a short man was sitting. 
 
    The man wore tight, black skinny jeans, a blazer, and a shiny dark grey shirt underneath. The gentleman had thick, dark hair, styled into a pompadour to give him a couple of extra inches in height, and he looked to be in his mid-thirties. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Hill,” the man said as he stood to shake my hand. “Travis said I might be hearing from you. Said you had some interesting pieces.” 
 
    “Just Eddie is fine,” I replied as I shook the small man’s hand. “Thank you for seeing me. I probably should have called ahead.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the dark-haired man said with a casual wave of his hand. “Any friend of Travis is a friend of mine. You can call me Owen. What do we have in the box here?” 
 
    “I found these on my grandpa’s old property,” I said, and I set the chest down on the desk between us. “I wondered if you might be interested?” 
 
    I took out the key, unlocked the lid, and opened the chest to reveal the gold and silver coins inside. As Owen looked at the contents of the chest, I could see his eyes go wide for a moment, and then he scratched his clean-shaven chin and chuckled. 
 
    “Well, that is a lovely sight.” The short man grinned. “Do you mind if I take a look?” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” I said as I took a seat in one of the low-backed chairs. 
 
    McElfresh took out a couple of the coins and sat back on his desk chair, and he pulled a rolled, cloth case from a desk drawer. Then the short man unrolled the case on his desk to reveal a set of jeweler’s tools and a magnifying glass. 
 
    Owen went through a series of tests to check the coins for authenticity. He examined them under the light of his desk lamp with the magnifying glass, scratched at the edge of a coin with a small metal tool, and even bit one to check the softness of the gold. 
 
    “These are 24-karat,” McElfresh finally said as he sat back in his chair, took a deep breath, and raised his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Is something wrong with them?” I asked as my heart skipped a bit. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he chuckled. “It’s basically pure gold. They don’t make coins like this anymore. I don’t suppose you know where they’re from?” 
 
    “I researched them online,” I lied. “But as far as I can tell, no one knows where they’re from. The markings don’t match anything historic, at least.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Owen replied. “They’d be worth a little more if they had a historic value, but gold is gold, and if you melt it down, it’s still worth plenty.” 
 
    “How much would these be worth to you?” I asked. 
 
    I wanted him to make the first offer. I had looked up the price of gold before, but it was a hard thing to put your finger on since it was always changing and was based on more factors than I could count. But, once he made an offer, I’d at least have an idea of where we were at. 
 
    “We’ll have to weigh out how much you have here,” Owen hedged, “but as long as they’re all of similar quality… I’d give you nine hundred per ounce.” 
 
    “Current price, last I checked, is around fifteen hundred dollars per ounce,” I countered. 
 
    I really hoped the number I had recalled was for 24-karat gold. 
 
    “Somewhere thereabouts.” The dark-haired man nodded. “But a little is always lost in the melting process, and then there’s my trouble to consider. What would you say to an even twelve hundred per ounce? There must be at least thirty pounds in that box, and I’ll take all of it.” 
 
    I did some quick math in my head and realized this meant McElfresh was offering me over half a million dollars.  
 
    That was a lot of fucking money, and my mind started to spin like I was sitting on a top. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Holy. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I realized I might be able to argue more over the price, since he was keeping three of the market price while I got twelve hundred, but this was more money than I thought I’d ever see in my bank account, and I didn’t want to risk fucking the whole thing up by trying to play hardball with the guy. 
 
    Over half a million dollars. 
 
    Holy shiiiiiiiiiit. 
 
    “Alright,” I said in a voice that sounded waaaaaaay calmer than I actually felt. “Deal.” 
 
    It was possible I could have gotten more somewhere else, but part of the price was the fact that McElfresh wasn’t asking a lot of questions, or making me wait for ages as he tested every coin. I didn’t have to be a skinflint about it, because I had more treasure sitting at home and access to The Gloom right in my backyard. 
 
    “I’ll get ahold of Meyer,” I said as I stood and shook the short man’s hand. “He’ll handle the money for me, if that’s alright with you?” 
 
    “It’s the usual way,” Owen said with a sage-like nod. “He mentioned you might be able to find more of this. If you find anything else, feel free to stop by any time.” 
 
    The dark-haired man led me out of his office and to the work studio where he weighed the gold in front of me. Then he piled the coins onto an electronic scale, and in all it came out to four hundred and seventy-two ounces, which was just slightly less than thirty pounds. I knew the chest had been heavy when I lugged it through the tunnels, but I was impressed by how close Owen’s estimate had been. 
 
    “So, that’s five hundred sixty-six thousand and four hundred dollars,” McElfresh said in a professional tone. “I’ll have one of my girls write you a receipt for your records. We’ll let Travis do his magic before anything is made official, though.” 
 
    McElfresh saw me out of the store, and we stopped at one of the counters long enough for the smug brunette to write my receipt. By the time she was done, the woman in the black dress looked like she’d swallowed a lemon. 
 
    “Anytime this young man shows up,” Owen said to her in a grand tone, “you just bring him back to the office.” 
 
    That was the icing on the cake for me.  
 
    Once I got back to my truck, I sat there and blinked for probably a good half an hour as the shock of the deal cascaded through my body. Finally, I got my shit together, dialed Meyer’s office, and got ahold of his secretary. 
 
    “Hey, Alice,” I said into my mobile, and I noticed that my voice was shaking. 
 
    “Mr. Hill,” the plump woman said affectionately on the other end. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “I wanted to let Mr. Meyer know I sold some gold to Owen McElfresh.” 
 
    “I’ll put you through.” 
 
    As I waited for my CPA to pick up, I got into my truck and waited in the driver’s seat so I wouldn’t be driving while on the phone. 
 
    “Mr. Hill,” Travis said in his usual, deadpan tone. “How are you today?” 
 
    “Pretty good, Mr. Meyer,” I chuckled. “I just sold some gold to Mr. McElfresh.” 
 
    “Really?” Meyer said with a hint of surprise. “How much?” 
 
    “Five hundred sixty-six thousand and four hundred dollars,” I said. 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe the words. 
 
    “Congratulations!” my lawyer gasped. “I’ll contact him right away and have your money ready for you in a few days, minus my fee, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I smiled from ear to ear. “Sounds good.” 
 
    Then I hung up the phone and headed back to Westherst. It was early afternoon by the time I got back into town, so I stopped by the dollar store and grabbed three lawn chairs before I swung through the drive thru and picked up a case of beer.  
 
    The ladies and I had something to celebrate. In a few days, I was going to be on the path to being as wealthy as Ibseth and Amrila thought I was. 
 
    Holy shit. Half a million dollars wasn’t exactly “uber rich,” but it meant I was well into “upper middle class” and on the path to wealthy. I could fix up the house, buy my girlfriends nicer clothes, and buy top-of-the-line guns and equipment for my dungeon dives. 
 
    Everything was going to be fucking awesome. 
 
    When I got home, I pulled into the driveway, grabbed the beer and chairs out of the bed, and headed up to the front porch. The trailer was sparkling clean when I walked through the front door, and the two beautiful women were sitting on the couch and laughing at the same fantasy movie I’d shown Ibseth a few nights before. 
 
    “Why are all the Elves so tall and pale?” Amrila snorted, and she seemed nearly in tears with laughter. “Why do they talk like idiots?” 
 
    “I know!” Ibseth agreed. “But it is a good story. The tall, dark-haired man is so romantic.” 
 
    “You two look like you’re having fun.” I smiled as I came through the door. 
 
    “My love!” Ibseth grinned, and she got up from the couch to help me with my armload. 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind getting these in the fridge,” I said as I handed my wife the beer. “I’m going to pull out the old grill in the shed and get it cleaned up real quick. We’re going to cook out, drink, and celebrate.” 
 
    “What are we celebrating?” Amrila asked as she also stood to help out. 
 
    “Turns out, I am kind of a rich man.” I smirked.  
 
    “We already knew that,” the horned woman said as she took the folded chairs from me. 
 
    We set everything up on the front lawn, and shortly I had three steaks sizzling on the grill with an ice-cold beer in my hand. Ibseth and Amrila lounged in two of the lawn chairs and sipped on their beers for all the neighborhood to see. They both wore the wide-brimmed hats and sunglasses I’d bought for them, and Ibseth had changed into flower-print leggings and a tight, white t-shirt from her maid’s outfit, which I convinced her was probably not appropriate to be wearing out in public.  
 
    A few of the neighbors came out and stood on their porches to stare, especially the McMillan boys, but we didn’t care. It was a perfect summer day, I had two gorgeous women with me, and plenty of beer and food to satisfy me.  
 
    As I looked at my double-wide trailer, I didn’t see the rust and chipping paint.  
 
    I saw it for what it really was: my very own castle on top of an endless dungeon that was filled with adventure and treasure. 
 
    And I planned on getting incredibly rich by exploring every inch of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
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