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Chapter 1

“It’s hotter than the devil’s asshole after eating a ghost pepper. Stay hydrated, boys.” I glanced up at the Syrian sun as I drank from my camelback.

The heat had never bothered me much, but heat stroke was a major threat in a place like this, and I didn’t need any of my soldiers taking a dirt nap. It was hard enough carrying a full molle pack and our battle rattle, without it being a hundred degrees outside… but it wasn’t even noon yet. We were going to be in for a crazy hot day, in the next few hours.

I squeezed some water from my pack on my face to clean off the dirt. The wind blew across the ancient site steadily, but it offered no relief from the stifling heat. It felt like I was in a sauna with a blowdryer on my face, one that spewed forth not only hot air, but sand and dust as well. Even after rinsing out my mouth, I could still feel the sand in my teeth, and a thin film of dust coated my tongue.

Right about then I would have given my left nut for a cold beer.

We’d arrived a few hours before midday to secure the ancient city of Palmyra in central Syria, after reports came in that the site was once again being targeted by ISIS. They had attacked the Temple of Baal Shamin a few years back and left only a pair of pillars standing where the ancient temple had once been. It was a shame really. The temple had stood for nearly two-thousand years, but it had been reduced to nothing but rubble in mere seconds.

My squad’s job was to sweep the city for landmines, repair the roads leading in, and secure the site for the archaeologists. The place was over two-hundred acres of dirt, broken columns, half-crumbled arches, temples, and even an ancient Roman-looking amphitheater. It was far too large for my squad of nine men to patrol properly, but backup was set to arrive shortly after noon. Until then, I ordered my men to focus on the roads. We hadn’t found any landmines or IED’s, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. Most likely the threat from ISIS was a bluff, but it was up to grunts like me to ensure historical sites like this remained intact through the conflict.

Aside from securing the roads, we had been instructed to focus on the Temple of Nebu. I had no idea what made the temple so important, since all that was left of it was a square sandstone slab with some markings on it and three pillars, but I didn’t need to know. I just did what I was told.

That’s what you did in the army, especially when you were a sapper. Do as you’re told. Do your job. Shut up, and color. Don’t stand out or showboat. Just perform.

My plan after returning to the states was to join my father in the family business. He was an engineer like me, and I guess his passion for creation, rubbed off on me. For as long as I could remember I’d loved to build things. And it wasn’t the final product that I was most in love with, but the process, the math, the calculations, the precision. The idea of imagining something and then making it a reality had always appealed to me. In my mind, creation had always been the thing that put us apart from other animals. Sure, spiders could spin webs and beavers could build dams, but it was all they did. Humans, on the other hand, could imagine almost anything and make it a reality.

It was a scary thought sometimes, but at other times, it was uplifting.

I was well aware of the power of the mind, the power of focus and positive thinking, but that wasn’t all a person needed. Plans were vital, and the ability to make and stick to plans was what separated the doers from the dreamers

“Hey Sar'nt,” said Johnson, a young cocky kid from Texas who was always grinning. “You know why they really want us to secure this place?”

I said nothing as I scoured the distant pillars and half crumbled walls.

“I got a feeling you’re going to tell us,” McAllister said as he patted down the last shovel full of dirt onto the road. He was a freckle-faced farm boy from Indiana with broad shoulders and big arms. He stood six-foot two and was almost as tall as me. He was a hell of a worker, unlike Johnson, who always seemed to be screwing around.

Johnson let the tension build up and spat in the dirt. When he was sure he had our unbridled attention, he finally divulged his secret. “The temple is a fucking stargate.”

“Awe man, this shit again?” McAllister groaned.

But Johnson relished in his own bullshit and smiled wider. “Yep. I read about it in a book by that crazy-looking dude from Ancient Aliens.”

“Which one?” I asked.

“The dude with the wild hair in all the internet memes,” Johnson replied as he narrowed his eyes and held out his hands.

“You read his book but you don’t remember his name?” I asked, and Johnson shrugged.

“Can’t remember them all, Sar'nt. Shit, 99% of my brain’s hard drive is reserved for the spank bank.” As if we didn’t know what the spank bank was, Johnson stuck out his tongue and pretended to pound his groin.

“You know what, Johnson? It helps to clear your spank bank if you only keep one woman in mind,” I said.

“Oh yeah? Who do you think about?”

I ignored him, but McAllister took the bait. “Your mom.”

Johnson’s face blanched.

“You see,” McAllister continued, “every time you say something stupid, I allot myself one more fantasy about your mother. And I’ll tell you, Johnson, I’ve got a fucking double feature going on down there.”

“Man, that’s fucked up,” said Johnson.

“Alright.” I had to put an end to the lax attitude. “Let’s keep the chatter down. We’ve got to sweep the remainder of the road for landmines, and there are still three more holes to fill before the trucks can get through, so get to it.”

I climbed up onto one of the hundreds of stone slabs strewn throughout the site and surveyed the north through my binoculars. There hadn’t been any other reports of ISIS activity in the region, and I didn’t really expect trouble, but I liked to treat every mission the same. I’d seen too many men pay the ultimate price for letting their guard down, and I wasn’t going to add my name to that long list of casualties.

The big round orange guy in the sky turned up the temperature a few more agonizing notches as late morning turned into early afternoon. I was beginning to get a little soggy at that point, and the molle pack on my back continued to get heavier. My men were holding up alright, considering there was no shade to be found, and the temperature was inching over into triple digits. The trick to beating the heat was to remain well hydrated and to know your limits. A big ego was a soldier’s worst enemy in a place like this.

Johnson had a large head on his shoulders, but that was to be expected with a kid from Texas. I liked the guy, but since I was a few years his senior, I had the experience and rank to make sure he didn’t mess up and get himself killed.

As though he sensed me thinking about him, Johnson sauntered over the fresh dirt we had just packed into a huge hole in the road. “How you feel about shipping home in a week, Sar'nt?” he said. He looked to have recovered from the insult and wiggled his eyebrows at me as he spoke.

“I’m not thinking about that right now.” I accentuated the point with a heavy sigh.

“Shit,” he said and spit on the dirt. “I bet you can’t wait to get your hands on some one-hundred-perrr-centtt USDA approved good old fashioned homegrown titties!”

I almost laughed, but I didn’t want to give him any encouragement. “We aren’t going to be getting any women if we don't get back from this mission alive, so stay frosty.”

“Shit,” Johnson said, spitting on the ground again. “This mission is a piece of cake, I doubt that--”

“Sergeant Jewell. We’ve got company!” Gibson called over the radio.

Gibson was fireteam two’s leader, and he and his men had been searching for IEDs north of my location.

“What do you see?” I hissed into the radio.

“Two trucks flying the black flag.”

“Fuck!” I said under my breath. “ETA?”

“Two, three minutes. Looks like they’ve got a couple of rocket launchers.”

“Get off the road and get ready to say hello,” I said into the radio as I turned to McAllister. “Get a hold of command and let them know we’re going to need a Reaper drone out here, fucking pronto!”

“On it, Sar’nt.”

“And find out where the hell our backup unit is.” I used my binoculars to search the dusty terrain to the north, but the enemy was still hidden behind the raised land. There was little chance that the Air Force would be able to get the Reaper drone to us in time, so we had to hold them off until it arrived.

“They’re splitting up, east and west,” Gibson said over the radio.

“Fireteam two, stay with the truck heading east. Fireteam one, take cover to the west,” I ordered, and the two men with me grabbed their gear and scrambled off the road toward a group of pillars that would give them an open view of the western side of the site. The rest of my team met up with us a few moments later, and we all hunkered down.

With any luck, the ISIS fighters would take their time to secure the site before moving in, and the Reaper would have time to get to us.

Two minutes later, one of their trucks appeared in the distance, and I confirmed what Gibson had reported. There were at least two adult aged males in the back of the dark brown truck carrying rocket launchers. If the intelligence the Army had received was correct, they were also hell bent on destroying the temple right behind me.

“The drone will be here in ten minutes,” McAllister reported.

“That’s ten minutes we don’t have,” Johnson said as he white-knuckled his machine gun.

“We’ll make it work, Johnson,” I said. Then I radioed Lucas, fireteam one’s sniper. “You keep a bead on those rocket launchers. Any indication that they’re preparing to fire, I want you to introduce them to Allah.”

“Affirmative,” he came back.

I looked to where I knew he had taken up his perch on a crumbling pillar that was still twelve feet tall, but I didn’t see him there. That was a good thing. If I couldn’t see him, then neither could our enemies.

I was a little more than pissed that my guys had spotted the enemy first. The United States spent a bazillion dollars on satellite imaging and could reportedly zoom in on a naked starlet’s nipples sunbathing in the Hollywood Hills, but they couldn’t see two big ass trucks driving through the desert.

So much for our tax dollars at work.

We all waited on our bellies behind the crumbled sandstone pillars. The other team hadn’t reported anything, and I took that as a good sign, so I checked my watch. It had been two minutes since McAllister reported the Reaper’s ETA, so we only had to sweat for eight more minutes. But a lot could happen in eight minutes.

I’d seen some action in Afghanistan during my two tours, and I’d been in worse situations before. However, now I was on the last leg of my third tour, and I was feeling a bit paranoid. There were plenty of stories about men eating a bullet a few days before they shipped home, and I didn’t want my boys to be added to that number. My soldiers had family waiting for them. I didn’t have a wife or kids to come back to, but both of my parents were still alive, and I was close to my siblings.

I spied the enemy through my binoculars as I hugged the ground. When the truck stopped about one-hundred and fifty yards away, the men poured out of it like it was a clown car. There were eight ISIS fighters in all, six with machine guns, and two carrying green tipped rocket launchers. They took their time like I had hoped and surveyed the surroundings while they spoke in hushed tones. Their voices came to me as incoherent murmurs, but it sounded like two of them were arguing. I saw one man point to the temple right behind my team and say something to the other man that sounded final.

I glanced at my watch. Two minutes had passed, and six remained.

I mentally urged the other man to argue against blowing up the temple, but he gave up. If they came too close or raised those rockets, we would be forced to engage, but if they took just a few more minutes, the Reaper would put them down before we had to.

I was hoping for the latter.

One minute passed while the men argued, and now only five remained. Waiting for that Reaper was like wading through deep mud. The seconds ticked by with an agonizing crawl and sweat dripped down my forehead slower than molasses, rode the bridge of my nose, and quivered there for an eon before it dripped into the dirt.

Then suddenly someone hit fast forward, and one of the men carrying a rocket launcher moved a few dozen feet to the south to get a better angle. He flipped up the crosshairs, raised the weapon onto his shoulder, closed his left eye, and touched his finger gently to the firing mechanism.

And that was the last thing he did.

Our sniper put a bullet between the man’s eyes, and the back of his head blew out in a spray of crimson and gray colored gore. His body crumpled to the ground, and a heartbeat later, all hell broke loose.

The enemy soldiers opened fire. It was more of a spray and pray than anything since none of the bullets came close to my men or me, I knew that they hadn’t seen us yet. They were just giving themselves some cover as they ran back to their truck.

Lucas put another one of the enemies down with a well-placed shot to the middle of the back. A puff of red mist exploded out the front of the man’s dusty jacket, and he did a faceplant on the grill of the truck.

To the east, I heard more gunfire.

“Fireteam two, report,” I said into my mic.

The team leader’s frantic voice came through my earpiece, “They got a fucking jump on us.” Gunfire ensued and barked loudly in my earpiece. “They’ve got us pinned in a shallow grave-- fuck!”

An explosion rocked the ancient site, and for a moment there was only silence. I looked east and saw a plume of dust rising into the air. My heart skipped a beat, and shit got real.

“Gibson, report!” I hissed into my mic.

Nothing.

“Take those fuckers out!” I ordered my men, and they all rose from their cover and began riddling the truck with bullets. We had our targets pinned down and had the higher ground, but the other team was in a bad spot.

I had to help.

“Keep the pressure on and don’t let those fucks fire the rockets!” I yelled at my team. “I’m going to back-up team two.”

“I’m coming with you,” said Johnson with a look of determination.

“Negative, soldier! Do what I fucking told you to do. McAllister, you’re in charge.”

I hunched low and raced through the broken pillars and piles of crumbled sandstone blocks toward the sounds of gunfire. The truck that had gone east was more than three hundred yards away and below my line of sight, but that was a good thing. It meant that I would have the higher ground. I didn’t have a sniper rifle, but my M4 had an effective range of about five-hundred and fifty yards, and I was a damn good shot.

I was even better under pressure.

One minute after I left team one, I spotted the enemy and dove behind a weathered half wall. There were six ISIS fighters holding down fireteam two with bursts of rifle fire, and smoke rose from a spot thirty yards to my right, along the same wall I was hiding behind. I could see team two down there huddled in a trench that surrounded the temple grounds. It didn’t look like any of them were injured, but they wouldn’t last long pinned down like that. One grenade could have ended all their lives at once. To their credit, they were staying relatively calm from what I could see, and they kept the pressure on with steady defensive fire.

I glanced at my watch and saw that the Reaper was due in two minutes.

I popped up from my cover and lit into one of the men hiding behind the truck. He was crouched behind the right corner of the tailgate, and my bullets destroyed the brake light and painted war graffiti all over the man’s chest. The other fighters saw me and opened fire in my direction, but I ducked down a split second after my last round exploded from the barrel. Then I low crawled ten yards to my right along the wall as bullets slammed into it.

My heart hammered in my chest. It thumped in my ears. The adrenaline was making me shaky, and I white knuckled my weapon. We just had to hold out for a few more minutes and the ISIS fighters would be turned into Jihad kabobs by the drone.

Another glance at my watch told me that we had only one more minute to wait.

Gunfire continued to erupt from the west, and I glanced in that direction, hoping that team one could hold off the other fighters for a little while longer. A cry of pain whipped my head back around, and I dared a peak over the low wall. One of my men had been hit in the shoulder, but he was still alive and cursing, so I guessed that he still had some fight left in him. I popped up again and dumped my mag into the truck, hoping to get the fighters’ attention off my men.

It worked a little too well.

One of the men with a rocket launcher popped up from behind the truck and fired at my position, so I sprang up from my spot, sprinted toward the thickest part of the wall, kissed my ass goodbye, and dove for my life.

The explosion rocked me like the stacked speakers at a metal concert, and I landed hard on a pile of rubble. Dirt and debris rained down on me as I scrambled to keep moving, but my ears were ringing, and my head was spinning. I was almost deaf to the sounds of battle around me and half blinded by the dust and smoke. My mouth and eyes were full of sand, and the acrid stench of gunpowder seemed stuck in my nose. Confusion began to set in as my ears adjusted, and I became aware of distant gunfire.

Then I remembered my men trapped in the trench, and my instincts took over. I picked myself up from the debris and brought my carbine to bear as I glanced around the side of the pillar

I instantly wished I hadn’t looked, since bullets immediately ripped into the ancient landmark and speckled my face with tiny chunks of stone.

As my vision cleared, I saw that three men had broken off from the main group and were heading around the back of the truck so that they could come at me from the south. The angle put their vehicle between them and my men's line of fire, so I knew I was about to have an even more serious problem on my hands.

If I turned the corner again, it would likely be the last thing I did, so I used the cover of the pillar and the short wall to run back toward the temple. I didn’t bother looking at my watch. I knew that the Reaper was well past due, but even if it reached us now, the Air Force wouldn’t risk destroying the temple.

I was on my own.

There wasn’t much left of the temple aside from a chunk of square sandstone with three pillars still standing on one side, but it was enough to hide behind, so I dove to the safety offered by that bit of cover as bullets riddled the ground behind me like kamikaze metal wasps. I landed on my side, rolled, and popped up to my feet. Then I pressed my back against the sandstone and listened.

The gunfire stopped, but I didn’t take it as a good sign.

Then I saw it. The Reaper had finally arrived. I heard the warning cries of the men who had pursued me to the temple, and I smiled to myself.

“You boys are really fucked now!” I yelled over my shoulder.

“Sar'nt, get out of there!”

Lucas’s words in my earpiece came to me about the same time as the sound of a rocket launcher firing. There wasn’t much time for thinking, so I took three bounding steps and leaped for a depression behind the temple as the rocket exploded.

The world beneath me seemed to spin as I fell.

My ears rang so bad, I figured that they must’ve been bleeding, and for a millisecond, some part of my brain wondered if I would ever hear again. My vision turned black, and I guessed I had just taken a point-blank blast. My body went numb, and I realized that I was probably going to die.

But I didn’t die.

Instead, I hit the ground hard, and the air exploded from my dusty lungs.

I was happy to be alive, but when my vision cleared I saw that the roof of the temple was beginning to crumble. I covered my head to protect it from the falling stone and other debris, but the danger did not come from above. Instead, the ground began to vibrate, and the sand beneath my boots and knees began to disappear. I glanced back and saw that it was falling into a wide hole which had been created when the temple was hit. More sand and earth gave way, and I clawed at the nearby rocks as I tried to escape the sinkhole.

The ground beneath me suddenly disappeared, and I was sliding down like a boogie boarder riding a wave.

I fell a good ten feet before I slammed into a ledge, missed a hand hold, and slid off another edge. The next fall brought me another ten feet, but I managed to get my boots under me as I fell and landed on a small ledge that jutted out from the wall without breaking my neck. The shock of what had happened and the fact that I was still alive left me feeling almost giddy, but my celebration was short lived when I looked up.

Two ISIS fighters were staring down at me from the lip of the crater and were screaming something about Allah.

If they opened fire, I would be a dead man.

I looked down and expected to see what was left of the temple and other debris still falling into the abyss. But to my surprise, they did not fall into darkness, but into a bright blue light. I blinked, unable to believe my eyes. About a hundred feet below me, down at the bottom of the ten-foot-wide circular pit, was turquoise blue water. It even looked like the sun shone through it, but of course, that was impossible.

A bullet hit the wall beside me, and I realized then that the sling ripped off and I dropped my rifle. I let out a string of curses, pulled my sidearm, and squeezed off three rounds. The men ducked back from the opening, and I was safe for the time being. But if I remained on the ledge, I would be a sitting duck. My only salvation lay at the bottom of the pit, in the pristine, sunlit waters that had no right being at the bottom of a sunbaked desert.

I couldn’t rely on my men to get me out of this one, and the Reaper wasn’t going to fire on the site of the ancient temple. All I had to do was drop into the waters below and wait out the battle on the surface, and eventually my people would drop down a rope.

At least, that was the plan.

The enemies above me pointed their AK’s into the pit blindly and fired, and I did the only thing I could do.

I quickly peeled off my pack, removed my Kevlar, put the pack back on, and jumped feet first into the hole.

Bullets ricocheted through the pit, and I screamed in defiance as I fell with my middle finger held high. It wasn’t the most graceful of leaps, and I bounced off the walls like a pinball. My molle pack protected my back from the rough stone of the natural well, but I hit my shoulder pretty hard as I ping-ponged my way down, down, down.

The drop was much farther than I had estimated. At least another hundred feet more, and I fell for so long that I had time to let out my earlier breath and take another. When I finally hit the water, the impact was jarring. One of my legs twisted to the side, and I dipped backward as I sank. I had trained for shit like this, and I remembered to remain calm and steadily swim for the surface. I could see a shimmering light above me, and for a moment I thought it must be the sun, but I was below the surface of the earth, likely in a natural underground lake, and the sun hadn’t been high enough for me to see through the natural well above.

Whatever it was, it meant air, it meant safety, and I pumped my arms and legs. It felt like I would never break through to the surface, and when I finally did I let the carbon dioxide explode from my lungs before I took in greedy gulps of fresh air.

I opened my eyes, thankful to still be breathing, and that’s when I saw two suns sitting high in the sky. Salt water stung my eyes, and I rubbed at them, sure that I had mistaken the two suns for something else. When I opened my eyes, the suns were still there. I forced myself upright and treaded water. To my right was a sandy beach and forest beyond. To my left was a tall, rocky cliff.

I didn’t know where I was, but I was pretty damn sure it wasn’t Earth.


[image: ]




Chapter 2

“Gibson, do you read me?” I called on the radio. “Team one? Team two? Anyone?”

No one answered in my earpiece, so I continued to tread water and wonder where the hell I had ended up. The turquoise water suggested the Caribbean, but the twin suns made it pretty obvious that I was no longer on Earth.

More importantly, could I get back?

Those and other questions rattled around my brain as I tried to stay above water. Even though my molle pack was buoyant it still weighed at least seventy pounds, but I had trained under similar conditions, and I had always been a good swimmer. The adrenaline combined with my confusion and fear of whatever might be lurking beneath the water got my ass in gear pretty quick, and I began swimming for shore.

“Ho there!” A voice came from behind me.

I turned around in the water to see who it was. The waves were mild, and as I bobbed up over the waterline I saw a lone fisherman in a little boat about one-hundred yards away from me. The shore was perhaps twice as far away, and I knew I could make the swim, but I figured I might as well catch a ride.

“Ho there! I’m coming, hold on!”

The fisherman was eager to get to me, and the urgency in his voice suggested that these weren’t waters which people swam in often, or perhaps he thought that I was being pulled out by the current. Regardless, he was coming to help, so I turned and started to swim in his direction.

A wave began to grow in front of me, and I dove beneath it rather than crash through. I kept my eyes open when I went under the water, and I soon wished that I hadn’t. Below me, three sharks circled. They didn’t look like great whites, or tiger sharks, or any kind I had ever seen, but they sure as hell made my skeleton want to leap out of my skin and run across the water like a cartoon character. I redoubled my efforts and tried to remind myself that sharks didn’t usually attack people unless they had mistaken them for seals.

Or they were bleeding from tumbling head-over-ass down a rocky slope.

With renewed vigor, I swam for my life and tried hard not to look like a seal.

“Here, grab hold of this!” the fisherman yelled.

He thrust out one of his oars and nearly took my head off, but I grabbed ahold of it and welcomed his help as I struggled to get my soggy ass into the boat. My fear of the sharks made me clumsy, and I crashed to the bottom of the boat and knocked over his fishing pole. I also managed to spill a bucket of minnows, and they jumped, flipped, and slapped me in the face as they fought to find water.

“Shit, my bad.” I tried to round up the minnows, but then I knocked over the fisherman’s tackle as I flailed around his small boat.

“It’s alright, son. Never mind them. Was done for the day anyway,” the fisherman assured me. He tugged on my molle pack and helped me to sit on the seat at the helm of the small rowboat.

“Thanks,” I gasped as I tried to catch my breath.

“Name’s Torrance,” the fisherman said as he extended a hand. It, like his face and the rest of his exposed skin, was dark brown and leathery. It suggested a life spent working outdoors beneath the sun.

Or in this case, beneath two suns.

“Sergeant Ken Jewell,” I said as we shook hands. “Thanks for the help.”

“You’re welcome, friend,” said the fisherman with a kind smile.

Torrance had a firm, rough grip, but an easy smile and kind brown eyes. He watched me with mild amusement and more than a small dose of curiosity. I noticed that he studied my camo, and his eyes squinted when he read the tags on my left shoulder.

“What’s a sapper, Sergeant Ken Jewell?”

“You can call me Ken,” I said and glanced around at the foreign landscape. This guy could read English, so I started to think that maybe I was still on Earth. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Where the hell am I?”

He squinted at me and was probably trying to gauge if I was looney. “Why, you’re in my boat.”

“I know that. I mean what is this place? And how the hell did I get here?”

“As for where we are,” he said and waved a hand toward the land. “We are in the Bay of Mer, about three miles north of Hamstead. As for how you got here, well, you just kind of fell out of the sky.”

“I fell from the sky?” I looked up, and expected to see some sort of shimmering portal or maybe even a UFO, but I saw only faint clouds, blue skies, and the twin suns that enforced the fact that, there was no way in hell, I was on Earth. Their rays burst through the clouds at different angles and chased a mean-looking thunderhead inland.

“Yep,” he said. “I was sitting here fishing like I do every day. The fish bite best when both suns are out, you know? And then I heard your screaming. I looked up and saw you falling into the water.”

“Did you see anything else?”

“I don’t catch your meaning,” he said.

“Did you see … like a shiny metal craft or maybe a shimmering, uh, portal?” I inquired and realized quickly how insane I sounded.

“Portal, like a magic portal?” He scratched at his two-day beard and considered that. “Didn’t see one, but that might explain things. You anger a witch or something?”

“A witch,” I repeated with a nervous laugh. But he was serious, and I cleared my throat and shook my head. “Not that I know of, sir.”

“Well, a witch would explain things. Could have been that or a fairy,” Torrance said matter-of-factly.

I rubbed my salt water stung eyes, squeezed the bridge of my nose, and tried to figure out what the hell was going on. This place seemed real, and Torrance seemed as real as anyone I had ever met, if a bit strange.

I thought about my men and wondered what had happened to them. The drone most likely took out the fighters around the truck that fireteam one had locked down, and with that team freed up, they had most likely rushed to the aid of team two. I hoped so anyway. My conscience wouldn’t let the nagging questions rest, so I tried to focus on the problem at hand. No matter what had happened to my men, I couldn’t do anything about it at the moment. I needed to concentrate on my own predicament.

“You look like you’ve had a hell of a day,” Torrance said and he began to row toward shore. “How about we go back to my farm and eat us some of this catch, and maybe then we can puzzle out what happened to you?”

“Thank you,” I said.

I craned my neck around to study the beach. There were no palm trees or any of the other trappings of the Caribbean. Instead, thick green grass littered the sand dunes, and farther inland, a tall forest of pine surrounded the bay. On the other side of the bay was a long shelf of stone that created a sheer cliff at least one-hundred feet high that jutted out from the earth like a colossal finger.

We made landfall, and I helped Torrance pull in his fishing boat. Then we dragged it across the beach, and I secured it behind one of the dozen or so sand dunes while Torrance collected his catch. Five red fish about a foot long and a pair of crustaceans that he had caught in a net. They looked like a cross between a crab and scorpion, but I would have eaten anything right about then.

The thought of food made my stomach growl. I had skipped breakfast that morning, since I didn’t want to take a dump while on duty, and all I had eaten during the mission was a energy bar from one of my MRE’s. Cooked fish sounded pretty damn good.

“Let me help you carry something,” I suggested, but Torrance shook his head and shouldered his gear.

“Nonsense, you’re my guest. Besides, it looks to me like you’ve got enough on your shoulders.”

I glanced back at my molle pack. “I’m used to it.”

He nodded agreeably, and I watched as his eyes move over my utility belt and the M17 handgun holstered on my hip. He didn’t seem to recognize it as a weapon, and he gave me another smile as he gestured away from the boat.

I took a better look at his clothes and gear as we moved out of the trees. His fishing pole was nothing more than a long piece of bamboo with a line twisted around it, and the knife holstered on his thigh looked like an ancient artifact. His brown trousers appeared to be made of hemp, and his leather jerkin and sandals seemed to be handmade. Either he was a hippy, or I had landed in a world with technology a few centuries removed from Earth.

“What you lugging around in that big bag of yours?” he said as he started down a well-worn trail.

“Supplies,” I said as I followed close behind him and surveyed the land like I was still in enemy territory.

For all I knew, I still was.

“Where you from?” he asked.

“Uh, a land far from here,” I said as I reminded myself not to give too much info. I liked the guy, sure, but I didn’t know him or this place. Any information I gave him could potentially be used against me, and until I knew I could trust the man, I didn’t want to give him too much info.

“Oh?” he said and waited for me to elaborate. When I didn’t, he continued the conversation. “Well, wherever you’re from, it ain’t no place I’ve ever been. Never seen clothes like yours, and I can’t place your accent. But a man has got a right to keep his own secrets, eh?”

“I suppose so.”

He nodded to himself and glanced back. “You a married man, Ken?”

“Nope, not married. You?”

“Was.” He made some sort of sign in the air with his right hand like a big S. “Her name was Mildred. Lost her to a kobold raiding party a few years back.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you right,” I said as I reached a finger in my ear to clean out some of the water.

“A kobold raiding party,” he repeated.

“Kobold? Like the creatures from Dungeons and Dragons?”

“We have both dungeons and dragons,” He said with a shrug. “Or are you talking about a place? You seemed kinda confused.”

“Uhh, yeah,” I said, just because I realized that a fisherman from another world wouldn’t know about the tabletop game.

“I ain’t never heard of that land, but they were kobolds alright. I told her not to go out that night, but her sister was sick, you see, so she left as soon as she got word. Was the last time I saw her alive.”

I stopped in my tracks and glanced around. I thought for sure someone would pop up out of the tall grass and tell me I was on a hidden camera show, but no one did, so I hurried to catch up to Torrance.

We came out on a well-worn dirt road on which the tanned fisherman headed west. At least I thought it was west. I retrieved my lensatic compass from my utility belt, and the needle pointed away from the ocean, toward the forest of pine. Which confirmed that we were, indeed, headed west. I glanced at the suns to confirm our direction, and one looked to be four or five hours from setting, but the other trailed a few hours behind the first.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I told Torrance.

“She’s in a better place now,” he said. “At least where she went there ain’t no monsters, on account of the beasts not having souls.”

“You mean there are other things besides kobolds in this land?” I said as I realized that he had not only been serious about the witch, but the fairy as well.

He stopped and turned to regard me with confusion again. “You telling me that, where you’re from, there ain’t no monsters?”

I didn’t want to seem more foreign than I must have already appeared, so I shrugged and said, “Sure, there are monsters, but they’re rare.”

He nodded. “Well, you’re a lucky one then. This country is crawling with monsters. There are entire cities of the beasts down in the underdark. I guess it’s a blessing that they only come out at night though, on account of not being able to tolerate the suns.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Our monsters only come out at night too.”

He pointed into the woods on the right side of the road. “See that there?”

I followed his finger and saw what looked to be a cave entrance, but it was all boarded up and blocked off by heavy stones.

“They come out of caves like that and other, less conspicuous holes in the ground,” Torrance explained. “They’re like blasted moles they are, always digging their tunnels through the land. You close one hole off, and they make two more. But there haven’t been many raids lately, thank the Holy Twins.”

By ‘Holy Twins’, I assumed he meant the two suns, but I didn’t bother asking, since I already looked like I didn’t belong here. We continued west down the dirt road and away from the ocean, and soon the pine forest loomed on both sides. It was nice to get into the shade of the trees for a bit since the two suns left few places to find a reprieve. Shadows didn’t work right here, and it was a little hard for my eyes and my brain to get used to all the light.

The scents of the forest rode on a mild wind, and the smell was a familiar comfort in the unfamiliar land. It smelled like it had rained recently, and the freshness of the pine combined with the musk of the forest floor helped to calm my nerves. A chorus of birds sang in the forest, accompanied by the chittering of chipmunks and the steady rhythm of grasshoppers and other bugs.

We arrived at Torrance’s farm ten minutes later. It was a decent sized plot  of land from what I could see. A modest one-story cottage sat beside an old weathered barn facing north. There was a hay field to the west of the house, and a one-acre garden to the east. Behind the buildings there was a long sprawling apple orchard. A wagon sat parked between the house and the barn, and livestock grazed in a roped off area to the left of the buildings. There were about a dozen cows that reminded me of Black Angus, a few goats, and a couple pigs. Chickens had free reign of the property and pecked happily at the ground as we walked toward the house. The homestead reminded me of an Amish paradise, and it seemed a lot like Earth.

Except for the two suns in the sky.

Torrance led me inside and plopped the catch down on a sturdy looking table. The inside of the cottage was well-lit by the sunlight shining in through the many windows on the north wall. The place was cozy, and the smell reminded me of my dad’s beloved meat smoker. Aside from the table and six chairs, there was a sitting area with a few wicker chairs situated beside the big fireplace. Across from that was the cooking area centered on an open hearth. The fireplace was wide and lined on both sides with stacked wood set to dry. Sausage and herbs hung from the top of the hearth, and a cast-iron pot set on a swivel slowly simmered. The aroma of vegetable soup found my nose, and hunger pangs tore at my stomach.

“You need some dry clothes?” Torrance asked.

“No, thanks, I’ve got some in my pack.”

He nodded and pointed to a hallway to the left of the cooking hearth. “You can go on and clean up in the washroom. Second door on the left. I’ll clean up these beauties and pour us some spirits in the meantime.”

“That sounds great. Thanks, Torrance.” I went to the wash room and discovered that it came complete with a water basin fed by a hand pump, and an outhouse style shitter. There was even a stack of what looked like old shredded newspaper if I needed to wipe my ass.

A mirror hung above the basin, and I was surprised at how wild-eyed and disheveled I looked. My brown hair had bits of seaweed in it, and my usually clear brown eyes were bloodshot and tired-looking. Dried blood speckled my right cheek from the flecks of sandstone that had been kicked up by the gunfire back on Earth, and I had big welt on my temple from knocking into the wall on my tumble down the hole.

“What the fuck is going on?” I asked my reflection. “Where am I?”

“You say something, Ken?” Torrance yelled from the kitchen.

“No, sorry, just talking to myself.” I rolled my eyes at my reflection. Torrance must have already thought I was a bit odd and admitting to talking to myself probably didn’t help matters.

I shouldered off my molle pack and set to cleaning myself up. My clothes were still wet from my little swim, so I undressed and folded them up before putting them aside. In the water basin I scrubbed my face of the dried blood,  washed out my hair, and then splashed water on the rest of my body to get the salt from the ocean off me. I had soap in my molle pack, but I didn’t want to use any of my supplies yet if I didn’t have to. With a quick glance around the shelves of the wash room, I found a bar of soap. It smelled like lilies, and I was surprised at how refreshed I felt after I washed with it. When I was done cleaning myself up I retrieved the waterproofing bag out of my pack and took out an extra pair of camouflage utility pants, a dry t-shirt, wool socks, and combat boots. I started to put the bag away but decided to wear my patrol cap as well.

I dressed in my dry clothes and strapped on my utility belt. It was still a bit damp, but my M17 handgun was holstered to it, and I didn’t feel comfortable without the sidearm. I realized that the weapon had also taken a dip in the ocean with me, and while the handguns were super durable, it was easy enough to take it apart and wash the salt off the barrel and springs.

When I was done cleaning my gun, I glanced at my watch. It reported 3:00 pm, and I was surprised that I had only been in this strange new world for less than an hour. It seemed like days since I had fallen into that damned sinkhole in Syria, and not for the first time today I seriously began to question my sanity.

By the time I returned to the kitchen with my pack slung over my shoulder and my wet clothes in hand, Torrance had finished cleaning the fish, and he had already poured two small glasses of amber spirits.

“Ah,” he said when he saw me. “You look all refreshed. Have a drink with me?”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” I said as I put down my clothes on top of my molle pack.

He handed me one of the glasses, and I inspected the three fingers of amber liquor. A quick sniff told me that it had a high alcohol content, and I felt my mouth curl into a smile. The liquid reminded me of bourbon, but with an intense smoky aroma.

If I had to be stranded on another planet, I was glad it was one with liquor.

“What should we drink to?” I asked, and I hoped he knew what I meant. Rule number 1 about visiting a new territory was: never eat or drink their stuff, since it might make you sick, but I knew I wasn’t on Earth anymore, and this guy had no reason to poison me.

Torrance thought about that as he held up his glass and scratched his stubbly chin. Then his face lit up, and he smiled wide, showing off his impressively straight white teeth. “To new friends,” he suggested.

“To new friends,” I said as I tapped his glass with mine, tapped the table  and tossed it down with one big gulp. It washed through my belly like molten lava, and my skin prickled all the way from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. When I exhaled, I half expected flames to shoot out of my mouth.

“Looks like ya enjoyed it!” Torrance laughed.

“Damn, that’ll straighten the short and curlies,” I replied with a cough, despite being a somewhat seasoned drinker.

Torrance laughed. “Those are true words. This spirit is one of my favorites. Here, give me your wet clothes, and I’ll have Matilda hang them up to dry for you. She’s my daughter, sweet as her mother she is. I’ve got two boys as well, or did I tell you that already? I tend to repeat myself sometimes, so don’t be afraid to let me know if I do, you won’t offend me.”

“Ah. Alright, and no you haven’t, sir.” I said as I handed him my clothes.

After fifteen minutes of sipping the alcohol and chatting about the weather, Torrance called his kids to dinner. He had added the fish to the vegetable soup that simmered in the cast-iron pot, and the aroma made my mouth water. When the kids came in, I was introduced to Matilda, sixteen, a waif of a girl with brown hair and dimples, who averted her eyes to the floor coyly when she spoke. Her two brothers, Markus and Maximus, looked to be about six or so years younger. They both stared at my clothes and my hat and ogled my utility belt. Both had brown hair like their sister, but they were big and strong for their ages, no doubt from their years of hard farm work.

“What’s that?” Maximus asked, pointing at my holstered gun.

“Can I hold your knife?” his brother chimed in.

“Boys, where are your manners?” their father asked with a scowl. “Quit ogling our guest like a bunch of sneaking goblins and go on and get washed up, or we’ll start without you.”

Markus ignored his father and pointed at my molle pack in the corner. “What’s in there?” he asked suspiciously.

“Mind your pa!” Matilda suddenly screeched and slapped the boy upside the head. She turned a coy glance back toward me and blushed as the boys yipped and scampered off.

“Atta girl,” Torrance laughed. “Just like her mother. She’ll make a good wife someday, she will, for some lucky fellow...”

I got the feeling that he was insinuating that she would make a good wife for me, and a quick glance at the girl told me exactly how she felt about the idea. She batted her eyes and let those dimples do their darndest, but besides the fact she was way too young, I had more important things to worry about right now.

Torrance indicated the seat across from his at the head of the table, and I sat with Matilda to my right. The boys ran back into the kitchen like a whirlwind and fought each other for the seat closest to me on my left. Markus won and gave his brother a punch in the arm for good measure.

“Pa!” Maximus protested and rubbed his arm.

“Take it out back of the barn where it belongs, or else shut your yappers,” he told them as he offered me a gracious smile. “Would you like to say a blessing?”

“I’m not sure.” I had never been a religious man, and I certainly had never said grace. We just didn’t do that in my family.

“We’d be honored,” the fisherman said as he gestured to his family.

I nodded, and everyone clasped their hands together and then twisted their wrists up so that the palms were facing upward in a kind of offering. I mimicked the awkward pose and closed my eyes. My mind raced to think of the right words, and a quick peek showed me that everyone still waited patiently. Then I remembered Torrance’s name for the suns.

“Holy twins,” I began shakily, but then cleared my throat. “Holy twins, thank you for this bountiful meal set before us. Thank you for Torrance and his wonderful family. May you bless their farm, and give them all long, happy lives, uh, amen.”

“Amen?” Markus asked.

I opened my eyes, worried that I had broken some unspoken etiquette, but Matilda came to my defense swiftly.

“It was a wonderful blessing!” she hissed at Markus, and then she smiled sweetly at me.

“He forgot to make the sign,” Maximus pointed out. I recalled the sign that Torrance had made when he spoke of his late wife, and then I drew a big S in the air in front of me. The others followed suit, and Torrance nodded happily.

“Dig in!” he urged, and I eagerly started to shovel food onto my plate.

A half hour later, I leaned back in my chair and patted my full belly. Matilda cleaned up the table, and the boys sat quietly and listened to Torrance and I as we talked about his farm and animals. The old farmer lit up a pipe and offered one to me, but I declined, never having been a smoker. Tea was served shortly after, and Matilda laid out some strawberry tarts. I wolfed down four of them and chased them with lemon flavored tea while Terrance puffed on his pipe. The cherry scented smoke hovered above his head like a thick halo and coalesced pleasantly with the fading smell of dinner.

“So, tell me, Ken. What power do you have?” he asked, and the boys turned to me with excitement.

“Power?” I said through a mouthful of tarts.

“Abilities, gifts, I’m talking about magic powers, son.”

“Uh, I don’t think I have any,” I admitted, and by the looks on their faces I might as well have told them that my pecker grew out of my forehead.

“You don’t have one?” Torrance said with a disturbed look in his eyes. “Well, you should. You’re well over the age when they present themselves. Or don’t your people have magic?”

“I …”

“Let’s bring him to Granhelga in Hamstead!” Matilda said excitedly.

“Yeah!” Maximus cheered.

“Can we, Pa?” Marcus begged.

“Who’s Granhelga?” I asked.

“She’s the local magic-teller,” Maximus said. “She’ll read the stars to find your power.”

“She’s a witch!” Marcus exclaimed and made big-eyes at me.

“Settle down now,” their father told them. He gazed at me for a long time while he puffed on his pipe, and a slow grin grew on his face. “What do you think about going to see the witch, Ken?”

“I don’t know, I don’t want to waste your time.” Truth was, I didn’t want to waste my own time. I needed to figure out how to get back to Earth, but I didn’t want to be rude to my host.

“On second thought, it sounds like a great idea.” I realized that if this Granhelga character was a real witch, she might be able to help get me home. Torrance had asked if I angered a witch, and he had insinuated that they knew how to create portals. Maybe she was my best bet.

“Great,” he said as he rose from the table. “Go on, Marcus, Maximus. Get the horses and the wagon ready. Might as well show Ken our little village. You up for that Ken?”

“Sure. Let me check on my clothes, they should be dry by now.”

I gathered my clothes from the clothesline. They were still a little damp, but they were dry enough. I changed back into my heavy fatigues in the washroom and folded my t-shirt, wool socks, and camo pants and returned them to the waterproof bag.

Ten minutes later Torrance, Matilda, the two boys, and myself were riding down the long driveway toward the dirt road in a open air wagon. Everyone had changed out of their farming clothes and now donned what looked like their Sunday best. Torrance wore a pair of fine brown slacks, a puffy white shirt with a ruffled collar and frilly cuffs. Over the shirt he wore a leather jerkin the same color as his trousers. Shiny leather boots and a Robin-Hood looking hat with a feather in it finished the look. The boys wore a version of their father’s attire, and Matilda wore a long green dress embroidered with moons and stars. She had applied some coloring to her eyes and cheeks as well, and she kept shooting me shy smiles as we rode

All in all, they looked like they were headed to a renaissance fair. They were simple country people, but they conducted themselves with pride and dignity.

They were my kind of folk, and even though I was far away from home, I felt myself smile.

As we rode, Torrance became increasingly excited by the idea of me having my stars read. “I tell you what, I bet it’s a great power that you possess. You’ve got that look about you.”

“Maybe he can shoot lightning out of his fingertips,” Maximus conjectured.

“Or fart fire!” Marcus put in.

“Now that would be something else!” I exclaimed. “But I would probably set fire to my bed when I farted in my sleep.”

The boys rolled with laughter in the back of the wagon, and Matilda covered her mouth while she giggled. Torrance’s merry chuckle added to the joyful chorus, and I found myself joining in.

Then a thought occurred to me, and I turned to the farmer. “Torrance, what’s your ability, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Not at all, not at all.” He slapped the reins and clicked to the horses as they turned onto the road. The old farmer stuck out a thumb in my direction and waggled it a little. His eyebrows danced, and I realized that he wanted me to guess.

“Uh, do you have super hitchhiking abilities?” I asked.

“Hah! What’s that? No, no, I’ve got a green thumb.”

“Pa can make anything grow in any kind of soil!” Marcus said excitedly.

“Hmm, that must come in handy. What about you, Matilda?” I said and glanced back at the second-row seat.

As expected, she was blushing. “I’m not yet of age,” she whispered.

“It’ll be another two years before Matilda stands before Granhelga to be read,” the farmer explained. “But my coin is on her having my ability. They usually run in the family, but crossways like. Daughters get the power of their fathers, and sons get the power of their mothers. Not always, mind you, but most of the time.”

I wondered what I was about to get myself into as we rode through the forest. I doubted that I even had a power in this world, let alone two, like Torrance said sometimes happened when he explained how the powers worked. But then again, I hadn’t woken up that morning thinking that I would fall through a portal to another world either. The idea of having a magical ability started to appeal to me.

Having a magical power seemed like it would be pretty awesome.

We crested a hill, and a straight-up medieval village grew from the valley below. The one and two-story cottages looked like they had jumped right out of a Thomas Kinkade painting. They had thatched roofs, wattle and daub walls with a few exposed beams which crisscrossed each other or outlined the rooms within. A small river snaked its way through the village from north to south, and I guessed that it spilled out into the ocean. A few windmills stood on the banks of the river, and two stone bridges offered travelers a way over the body of water. Deeper into the village, the buildings shed their wattle and daub walls for stone and heavy lumber, and the roofs changed from simple thatch to thick shingle shakes. I hadn’t seen many castles in my day, but there was no mistaking the large building that sat on the distant hill for anything else but that.

“Who lives there?” I asked Torrance as I pointed at the distant castle.

“That would be Duke Bellfrey,” Torrance said.

“Ah,” I said, “the big cheese.”

He laughed at that one. “Never heard it said that way, but I guess it’s correct. Bellfrey owns all the land you see and a lot of what you don’t.”

“Is this like a fiefdom or something?” I asked.

“Yep, you see, you aren’t so far out of your element here,” he said merrily. “A few weeks with us and you’ll fit right in.”

He steered the horses into the village and tipped his hat to a group of women walking by. The ladies looked to be in their forties, and they covered their mouths with their hands and whispered to each other as their eyes stared at me. I knew that they were gossiping about me, and who could blame them? I was in the middle of a medieval village wearing full Army garb, and I got about as many looks as I would have received if I walked through an Army barracks in a tutu.

The village reminded me of a set from Game of Thrones. It contained a blacksmith, a livery, a church that donned a big S rather than a cross, a butcher shop, and a small schoolhouse. There were also a number of quaint shops, along with numerous open markets that offered everything from fresh vegetables to pickled pigs feet. The smell of manure was almost overwhelming, but no one else seemed to mind.

Torrance didn’t apologize to me for his nosey neighbors, but instead yelled to them like a carnival barker. “Don’t stare, a painting lasts longer. Come on, follow us. We’ve a visitor from another land whose stars have never been read before!”

I pretended to be blocking out the suns and hid my face as the people ogled us and started to murmur. Within five minutes, it seemed that the message had reached every corner of the village, and by the time we stopped in front of the witch Granhelga’s little hut by the river, more than a hundred citizens of Hamstead had gathered to see what was going on.

“Come on, don’t be shy!” Torrance urged. He looked to be enjoying himself immensely, and I saw the glimmer of stardom in his eyes.

I reluctantly climbed down from the wagon, and the crowd gasped and murmured to each other. I made out random comments about how strange my clothes were, and speculation about whether I was a warrior of some sort. Other people scowled and spit on the ground, mumbling about foreigners and keeping to your own.

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” I said as I eyed the growing crowd. Any plans that I had had about keeping a low profile shot right out the window when Torrance stood up on his seat, cupped his hands to his mouth, and shouted  my arrival to the town.

Matilda stared at me with stars in her eyes, and the brothers stood beside me like conquering kings as they shouldered against each other to be seen better. Torrance gave a flourish of his frilly wrist and bowed low.

“Good people of Hamstead, I present to you, Ken Jewell.”

“What’s the racket all about outside my door?” the thick, raspy, voice of an old woman called out. She sounded like she drank whiskey all the time and smoked three packs a day.

I glanced at the door to the hut and watched as the old witch shuffled out of the place with the help of a gnarled and knotted cane. She wore a brown patchwork cloak, and on her right shoulder sat a frazzled looking black cat. On closer inspection, I realized that the thing was dead, stuffed, and pinned to her robe. Her nose was long and hooked at the end, and two beady green eyes partially lost to saggy, wrinkled skin scanned the crowd. When she spotted me, she froze, and her eyes grew about three sizes bigger.

“You …” she said, and pointed at me with a long, crooked finger. Her fingernails were so long that they curled up under themselves.

“Uh, hi,” I offered. “You must be Granhelga.”

The crowd began to murmur again when they heard my voice, and whispers about my accent didn’t miss my ears.

“I am Granhelga,” the witch said with a flourish of her robed arms, but then she let out a groan of pain, put her hand on the small of her back, and took a slow step forward. “But who are you?”

“I’m, uh, Ken.”

“Uh Ken who?” She sounded like a creepy owl, and I tried not to let on just how nervous the old hag made me.

“Just Ken,” I told her.

She grinned at me devilishly and reached up to take my chin in her long fingers. Her fingers smelled like hummus and ass, and I held my breath and glanced at Torrance. He offered me a reassuring nod.

“Hmm, ahh, Torrance has found a diamond in the rough, or should I say … a Jewel?” She leaned in when she spoke, and I nearly gagged. Her breath smelled like she had been chewing on cat turds.

I laughed nervously and tried to remind myself that Torrance had just introduced me to the crowd a few minutes ago, so she hadn’t really used any magical powers to guess who I was.

“Hmmm,” she murmured at me and turned my head left and right. As my noggin swiveled on my neck, I caught a glimpse of the crowd who practically held their breath in anticipation.

“Granhelga, Lady of Mystic Knowledge,” Torrance said as he bowed before her. “I have brought this man to you so that you might determine what powers he has.”

“I know why you have brought him here, you oafish fool!” she scowled at him and turned her attention back to me. “Come, and I will read your stars.”

I offered Torrance a pensive frown, but he continued to encourage me with his animated expressions. Granhelga waved her hand and beckoned me to follow, so I let out a pent-up sigh and walked into the little hut.

“Put your pack down and sit on the other side of the fire,” she instructed and proceeded to gather an armload of ingredients from the many shelves about the place.

I sat down on a cushion by the fire that burned at the center of the hut and surveyed the confined space in two heartbeats. The hut was perhaps twelve feet wide and circular. It had a stone half wall and a domed wooden frame covered with thatch. There were several open windows that gave the villagers a clear view of the inside of the hut and they crowded the windows so they could watch silently. The light revealed stacks of leather-bound books haphazardly stacked against the wall to my left. Behind me I saw a small cot, and to my right the wall consisted entirely of shelves littered with jars full of strange, many-colored liquids, some with  pig’s heads, human hands, dead snakes, or trapped spiders inside, along with dozens of other sticky unnameables.

The place smelled like cat piss and old lady diapers.

Granhelga had gathered all her ingredients and spread them on a small table to her right. She then sat down across from me with many grumbles, groans, and general elderly protests. Once she had settled in, she turned her soul-searching gaze upon me once again. The look she gave me made my pecker want to retract into my sack like a turtle head, and I tried to relax.

I’d had my fortune read before. Granted, it hadn’t been in front of a hundred mystified villagers on another planet, and there were no real witches back on Earth that I knew of. But the villagers sure seemed to believe in the old hag’s abilities, so I guessed that she could probably do what they said she could do.

“You have come very, very far, haven’t you, Sergeant?” Granhelga asked.

“You can say that again,” I said and tried to remember if Torrance had told everyone my rank.

“Why, are you hard of hearing?” she inquired.

“What? No, it’s a figure of speech. Never mind. Hey, how long is this going to take?”

The crowd who watched through the windows and the door gave a collective gasp, and I guessed that I had broken some rule of etiquette. But the witch didn’t seem to mind. She smirked at me and gave a small laugh that turned into a smoker’s cough. Or a tuberculosis cough. One of the two.

“My friend told me that you witches can create portals,” I said, and watched her closely for a reaction. “Can you help me get back to my world?”

“First, I read your stars,” she told me. “Now be quiet and let me focus on my work.”

She proceeded to take her sweet time tossing ingredients into the simmering cauldron between us. In went a rabbit’s foot, a bull horn, two dehydrated toad carcasses, a pinch of salt, a hint of garlic, and something that might have been thyme. The list went on and on. I had started to get bored with the little show about two seconds after I sat down, and by the time she waddled her ass over to pluck out a few brown hairs from my scalp, my patience was wearing thin.

Granhelga tossed my hair in the fire, and to my surprise, a small explosion rocked the hut and multicolored smoke filled the tight quarters.

“Jesus, lady, you trying to kill me?” I asked as I waved the smoke out of my face.

She stood over the boiling cauldron, completely oblivious to my protests, while the crowd leaned into the windows with their breaths collectively held. I found myself on the edge of my seat cushion, and I realized I was holding my breath.

“You have not one magic power… but two!”

The crowd was shocked. Some onlookers’ jaws dropped like young men laying their eyes on their first set of tits, and others stared wide-eyed, completely entranced as Granhelga leaned down more into the swirling cauldron. I peeked into the pot as well, but the concoction looked like funky soup to me. It smelled like old gym socks, spearmint bubblegum, if that was possible, and there was a hint of sulfur somewhere in the rancid banquet of aromas.

“Your first power …” She took her sweet time, no doubt trying to work the crowd. The old bat was a showwoman for sure, and a good one at that. I wondered how much money she made selling snake oils and cures for limp dick on the side.

Her eyes suddenly widened, and she looked at me horrified. “Your first power is the ability to bond with monsters!”

The crowd reeled back. Someone fell back out of a window. A woman cried out, no doubt clutching at her pearls. Men protested angrily, and children began to cry.

“And!” Granhelga bellowed, silencing everyone. “Not only can you bond with them, your first power can also bring them up to the surface world… into the sunlight!”

I heard the women in the crowd start to sob, but before I could look at them, the witch let out a moan of terror.

“That isn’t all.” Granhelga clutched at her chest. “Your second power… is even more horrible. It’s… It is…” She began hyperventilating, and I reached out to steady her when she suddenly collapsed like someone had hit her in the head with a baseball bat. I managed to catch her before her face smacked into the side of the table, and then I set her down on the floor and reached to check her for a pulse.

And that’s when the villagers went ape shit.

“He killed her!” a man cried out.

“No, I was only trying to--”

“She said that he could bond with monsters,” a woman reminded them all.

“And bring them to the surface!” another woman screeched.

“Into the daylight!” a man bellowed.

“Get him, get the monster loving bastard!”

The villagers were pretty worked up, so I guided the old witch down to the dirt floor gently, sprang to my feet, and rushed to the door. A pair of burly men blocked my way, but I was a pretty big dude myself, and I shouldered into them both with the power of my six foot three, two hundred-pound frame, combined with the momentum of my seventy-pound molle pack.

We crashed through the threshold and spilled out onto the cobblestone street. I rolled, leapt to my feet, and spun a circle to get my bearings. I was surrounded. Some villagers looked terrified of me, but others slowly closed in, more than a hundred in all. They had begun to gather whatever weapons they could find, and slowly started to stalk toward me with pitchforks, shovels, axes, and even brooms.

“Everybody calm down!” I yelled, but they kept on coming.

Torrance and his family watched from the wagon that seemed to float on a sea of pissed-off villagers. The old fisherman looked crestfallen and couldn’t meet my gaze. Matilda held her hand over her mouth as tears spilled down her cheeks. Maximus’s bottom lip quivered as he watched me back up cautiously from the crowd, and his brother yelled at the villagers to leave me alone. But his voice was barely audible above the chorus of dissent.

“Get that monster lover!”

“Hang him high!”

“Burn him at the stake!”

“Cut off his balls!”

I glanced at the castration enthusiast who appeared to be a barber. He held a big pair of shears and snapped them open and closed as he and the others moved closer. One man got a little too close with the skinning knife that he carried, and I smacked the blade out of his grip with my hand before pushing him back. I might as well have kicked a hornet’s nest because the crowd began to buzz more angrily than ever.

“Alright, everybody fucking freeze!” I screamed as I pulled my sidearm, spun a circle, and trained the gun on the crowd.

They stopped, eyed the gun with confusion, and then kept on coming.

“Freeze!” I warned, but like a gang of medieval zombies they shambled towards me, so I aimed the pistol in the air and pulled the trigger.

The shot rang out like a snare drum rim-shot, and the townspeople collectively paused to look at my hand. For half a second, it seemed like they were a bit confused, and I thought my “Sheriff trying to restore order” routine might have worked.

But then they all turned their eyes away from my pistol, started to scream again, and closed in on me like the angry mob they were.

I charged through the crowd like a linebacker and slammed into the biggest guy I could see. He wasn’t a fighter like me, so he hadn’t been ready. The blow sent him careening into three other people, and the four of them fell in a tangle of flailing limbs. I leapt over them, landed among the villagers, and proceeded to introduce them to the concept of a mosh pit.

Then I danced through the crowd, bobbed, weaved, and shoulder slammed the men who got too close. Someone tried to hit me on the shoulder with a shovel, but I turned my back so my pack took the hit. Someone else tried to stab me with a kitchen knife, but I smacked the weapon out of their grip before they could get me. I took a few punches on the chest, and one to the side of my face , but I finally broke through the mob.

Then I ran as fast as I could for the bridge that would take me back in the direction I had come.

I wasn’t going to try to retreat to Torrance’s house, since I had already caused him enough trouble. I was just trying to get some space between me and the pitchforks.

Behind me, the crowd of angry villagers were in an uproar. A bell began to toll, and I imagined the cavalry charging out of the distant castle.

I urged my legs to run faster and ran through the village. Men with pitchforks and torches poured out of every street, brawlers with clubs fashioned from broken chair legs emerged from every pub, and cooks charged out of eateries wielding butcher knives and rolling pins. I ducked and dodged the groping hands and impromptu weapons and hauled ass to the bridge. Luckily, no one was coming from the other side of town, so I ran across the bridge without having to fight anyone else.

I was in prime shape, but I was also used to lugging around a lot of weight. If I didn’t put an end to the chase soon, I would run out of steam and be overwhelmed by the maniacal villagers.

To make matters worse, the baying of what sounded like a dozen hounds issued from a barn nearby.

“Go get ‘em, Blue!” a man yelled, and the dogs shot out of the barn and headed straight toward me.

I was a dead man. There was no way I could outrun the dogs. I might have been able to shoot them, but I wouldn’t be able to put them all down before one of them ripped out my throat. They closed in fast, and I frantically searched for a way out of this predicament. Then I spotted the wagon sitting beside a cottage, and I sprinted in that direction. The dogs were on my heels by the time I reached the wagon, but I jumped on the wheel, stepped up atop the wagon, and lifted myself up onto the thatch roof of the nearest cottage before they could bite me. Three more cottages and a barn lined up beside the one I was on, and so I raced across the rooftops.

I finally stopped on the roof of a large barn and considered my next move. A quick glance around showed me the screaming villagers in hot pursuit, more dogs, and a squadron of knights riding across the bridge. I’d been in tight spots before, and I had always gotten out alive, but I was beginning to think that my luck had just run out.

Then I saw a horse being led out of the barn below me, and my mind drifted back to those old Western movies where people leapt from rooftops and landed on saddles before riding off into the sunset.

But this wasn’t a movie, and this horse wasn’t wearing a saddle. I imagined the intense pain that would fill my balls if I landed on the horse from this height, so I slid down the side of the roof instead.

“I’m going to need that horse, friend,” I told the man with the horse after I had landed next to him.

He stared at me wide-eyed and slowly handed me the horse’s reins. I was about to tell him to go piss off, but then I realized that I probably couldn’t get up onto the horse’s back with my heavy molle pack.

“Help me up, move, move, move!” I ordered with my best drill sergeant voice.

The squat little man rushed over and, to my surprise, dropped down on all fours so that I could use him as a stool. I would have laughed if an entire town wasn’t trying to kill me, but the man seemed more afraid than I was, and a moment later I was stepping on his back so I could climb up on the horse.

The animal didn’t like me on its back, but I didn’t much care what it liked at that moment. I snapped the reins and kicked the sides, and after a few seconds it finally complied. We rocketed down the street, hooked a left, and headed for the old road leading out of the village. Behind me, the dogs bayed and howled with anguish, and a look back revealed at least two dozen men on horses in hot pursuit.

I had only ridden a horse a handful of times, and I had always done so on a saddle. Riding bareback was way more challenging, and I knew that I had no chance of outrunning the riders who pursued me. As I exited the village and rode toward the forest of pine, I tried to figure out a way to evade the men. With the dogs on my trail it was useless to try to hide, and I knew nothing about the land, so trying to lose them in their own backyard was out of the question.

Then I thought of the one place that everyone here seemed to be afraid of.

The underdark.

I remembered Torrance pointing out one of the boarded-up caves that supposedly led to the underdark. I had a good memory for such things and knew the spot to be about a half a mile down the road. All I had to do was get there in one piece.

When I reached the spot, I leapt off the horse and raced over to the blocked off entrance. Whoever had barricaded up the cave did a half-assed job, and I easily tore down the shoddily constructed planks and started throwing the stones aside.

As I worked, the ground shook with the thunder of two dozen horses, and a horn blared from what sounded like less than a hundred yards away.

They were getting close, so I kept ripping at the wood.

“Hey you, stop!” I heard a voice cry, but the wood was almost down, so I didn’t bother to turn around.

“Get him before he escapes!” someone else yelled from behind me.

“Shoot him!” another voice shouted, but then the cave was open, and I leapt through the hole I’d made and tumbled over the stones piled in the entrance.

A second after I’d made it inside, an arrow whizzed right by my head and twanged off the stone wall. I ducked down behind a rock and gave a glance at the entrance. The group of townspeople were there with their dogs, but the animals whined at the entrance and didn’t seem to want to enter.

I scrambled to the back of the cave to get out of the range of the bowmen and turned on my flashlight. My heart hammered in my chest and the adrenaline left me a little shaky. I was glad to have escaped the mob, but now I was faced with the dreaded underdark.

I tried to tell myself that the people were superstitious, that there were no monsters down here, but the dogs didn’t even want to venture into these dark haunts, and that left me more than a little spooked.

Were there really monsters living in the caves of this strange world?

It was time to find out.
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Chapter 3

I moved deeper into the cave and pulled my M17 from its holster. The dogs were still howling back at the entrance, and the men offered up curses and threats, but they were all too scared to follow after me.

I was safe for the moment.

My flashlight revealed rough rock walls and a smooth floor that descended into darkness. I had only two options, either stay near the entrance and wait out the angry villagers, or else delve into the mysterious underdark. I figured that the villagers would post lookouts near the entrance, or else board the cave up again, and that ruled out ever going back that way.

As the adrenaline from the chase began to wear off, I started to get groggy. It had been one hell of a day, and I would have liked nothing more than to lay down and sleep for a week, but I pushed back those feelings and let my military instincts take over. I had all the gear in my pack memorized, every soldier did, but I wanted to calm my nerves a bit, so I decided this was a good time to take an inventory of my supplies. Then I moved a bit deeper in the cave until I couldn’t hear the sound of the dogs and villagers before taking my pack off.

I pulled my kevlar advanced combat helmet out of the molle pack and set it aside, along with my collapsible spade, gasmask, and six MRE’s. The waterproof bag inside my pack contained the extra pair of camo pants, t-shirt, patrol cap, and wool socks that I had worn during dinner, along with black gloves, a poncho liner, an extra pair of combat boots, a polypro top for cold weather, waterproof matches, winter gloves, and a fleece cap.

In my map pocket was another pair of socks, camouflage paint sticks, insect repellent, a razor, soap, and a towel. There was also a protractor, map markers, and a calculator.

I checked my right-side sustainment pouch, and confirmed the presence of another pair of socks, chemlights, a wet weather top, and a poncho. The left side sustainment pouch held rappel gloves, fifteen feet of sling rope, a five-hundred foot long 550 cord, numerous carabineers, electrical tape, and a roll of 100mph tape.

Aside from my gun, my pistol belt held an ammo pouch with two fresh magazines for my M17, two camelbacks currently full, a lensatic compass, a first aid kit, and a survival kit.

I opened the two-sided survival kit. On one side it held a finger ring saw that would come in handy if I needed to cut firewood, and a snare wire that I could snag small animals with if need be. There was also a candle, plastic bag, survival blanket, and a fishing kit that could also be used to procure food. The other side contained a pocket knife, a signaling mirror, a whistle, a smokechaser compass, and a magnesium fire starter. All of it was useful, and I was suddenly thankful that the Army made me carry the heavy backpack.

My first aid pouch, perhaps the most valuable of my gear, held a medic card and Sharpee used to log treatments performed in the field, along with a bolin chest seal that would usually be used to treat gunshot wounds, but would come in handy if I was hit by an arrow or sword. The kit also contained my CAT tourniquet, gloves, gauze, an eye shield, hemorrhage control bandages, a strap cutter, and a nasopharyngeal airway tube. There were empty pouches inside for soldiers to add other supplies, and I had always elected to include Quik-clot, a bottle of Aleve, another of ibuprofen, and extra gauze.

Satisfied with my inventory, I shouldered my molle pack once more. I had already known everything in my pack by heart, but the act of taking inventory had helped to calm my nerves, and my mind was now focused on planning my next steps.

If I had been on Earth behind enemy lines, my first step would be to determine a route back to safety, but I had no idea how or if I could get back. My next step would be to secure a defensible location so that I could rest if need be, so I set out to map the surrounding area.

The cave I was in narrowed into a tunnel that continued downward for maybe a hundred feet. I could see a soft glow in the distance, so I clicked off my flashlight and approached cautiously with my M17 in my hand. The glow emanated from an opening to the right, and I crept to the threshold and peeked around the corner. A cavern nearly as long and wide as a football field opened before me, and I took a quick survey of my surroundings.

Stalagmites more than fifty feet tall grew out of the uneven cavern floor, and reached desperately toward dripping stalactites emerging from the ceiling. A soft blue glow issued from long crystal formations that jutted out from the floor at odd angles. Some rose more than twenty feet high. They pulsed softly, and I wondered what their power source was. The villagers obviously believed in magic, and though I really hadn’t seen proof of it yet, the humming crystals made me second guess my beliefs.

Hell, I was on another planet, and it seemed that I needed to be prepared for anything.

Mushrooms littered the large cavern as well, and grew not only beneath the crystals on the floor but also along the walls and even the ceiling. The scent of frogs and moss mingled with fungus in the stale air, but there was another smell. It was faint, but it was easily recognizable as an animal. The scent was a cross between wet dog and camel, and I listened for a good minute for any sign of the mysterious beasts. The cavern was dead silent, except for the steady trickle of water that came from the other side of the cavern and the occasional drip from the stalactites.

I couldn’t see any tunnels leading off from the main chamber due to the tall crystals that blocked my view, so I entered the cavern and moved to the right. I picked a path close to the wall so I wouldn’t get lost in the forest of crystals and stalagmites.

There was strange writing on the walls that reminded me of ancient runes, and crude artwork that depicted hairy little beasts subduing a giant snake. I didn’t like the idea of running into hairy creatures or giant snakes, so I kept my eyes peeled and continued my way around the chamber. There were small cracks in the craggy walls and places where rodents might have hidden, but no tunnels large enough to accommodate me. The sound of crashing water became louder as I moved to the other end of the cavern, and soon I found the source.

The waterfall was twenty feet high, but it only trickled over the rim, falling through the floor to a pit of darkness. The rim of the pit looked unstable, and I could see where large chunks had crumbled off over time, so I kept a wide berth around it and moved between the crystals.

The hairs on my arms rose up and gravitated toward the towering crystal formations, and I dared touch the smooth surface of one of them. A zap like static electricity hit my finger, and I jerked my hand back. Then I prepared myself for the shock and touched the crystal again. The weird gem definitely had a low voltage electrical current, and I wondered if they could be used to charge my flashlight batteries. I had to continue searching for a way back to the Earth, but I also had to consider the possibility that I would never be able to go back, and if so, such crystals might come in handy.

I moved through the glowing crystals and edged around a wide stalagmite. When I came out on the left side of the waterfall, I continued around that side of the cavern back to where I had started. There seemed to be only two ways in and out of the cavern, the cave I came in through, and the lip that the small waterfall poured over. It had been large enough to accommodate me, but I had no idea where it led, if anywhere at all. Unfortunately, it was my only option, so I made my way across the cavern once again. This time I walked through the middle and searched the crystal formations and stalagmites for holes or hidden tunnel entrances. The cave art and the stink of animal suggested that something lived in here, but my search proved fruitless.

It wasn’t until I inspected the waterfall closer that I discovered another tunnel behind it. I should have felt excited by the find, and I would have been, were it not for the bones that littered the entrance. I approached carefully, M17 held out in front of me in my right hand, and flashlight ready in my left. With a quick peek around the corner I discovered no glowing crystals, only darkness. If something was waiting to ambush me inside the tunnel, my flashlight would give me away, but I figured my scent already had, so I turned on my light.

The tunnel was full of bones, but most shocking of all was the thirty-foot-long snake skin coiled on the right side, nestled among the skeletons. I almost shit myself when I mistook it for a living snake, and I took a moment to let the shock pass and focused on keeping my breathing even.

I shone my light down the tunnel. But it revealed only more bones. The eyeless skeleton of a man stared back at me as I inspected the den. Most of the bones appeared to have belonged to small animals and a few birds. Aside from the lone human skeleton, however, there were other large creatures that I couldn’t place.  One looked like a cross between a dog and a bull. Its body was four feet long and protruding from its skull were two six-inch-long horns.

Another skeleton was similar to a human’s, but rather than two arms it had four, and they looked like they must have hung down to the creature’s knees when it was alive. I found other bipedal skeletons as well, and several strange skulls. But the den didn’t smell like death, and I figured that the snake must have moved on some time ago.

It was time for me to do the same.

I tried not to crunch the bones on the floor, and kind of slid my feet through them to cause as little noise as possible. The den soon led to a fork that offered three choices. One went to the right, another continued straight ahead, and the last would bring me to the left. I checked my compass, but the damned thing spun around aimlessly, and I figured the strange electric crystals or the iron in the walls were messing it up. With any luck, I would find an underground river or a passage that led to the ocean, and from there I could plan my next move. I wasn’t a huge fan of enclosed spaces, and though there was an angry mob after me up on the surface, I would rather take my chances against humans than a thirty foot long snake.

Torrance had said that monsters lived in the underdark, and the many skeletons seemed to back up his claims.

I swept my flashlight left and right as I ventured through the tunnel I had chosen. When it began to incline my hope rose with it, but then it dipped downward at a steep angle, and I reconsidered my route. I would have to scoot down on my ass, but I would be able to climb back up easily enough if need be, so I continued down the tunnel. To my relief, the chute was only twenty feet long, and I soon came out onto a level path.

Then I heard a woman’s scream.

Her voice sounded angrier than it did scared, and it came from my left. I shined my light around the small antechamber that I had dropped into and saw two possible routes. The chamber was devoid of glowing crystals, but another soft glow issued from the left tunnel, and it sounded like the woman’s voice came from that direction as well.  Animalistic grunts and growls answered the woman’s cry with an enthusiastic chittering that made my skin crawl, and the gentleman in me saw red.

“Let me go you stinking kobolds!” the woman yelled as I approached the tunnel quickly but cautiously. My light revealed a short passageway that led to the source of the glow. I could see more crystals in the new chamber, so I put my flashlight away to save my precious batteries and crept to the chamber opening.

As soon as I made it to the mouth of the cavern, I pressed my back against the right side of the damp tunnel wall and inspected the left side of the chamber. The woman’s voice echoed in a way that left me unable to pinpoint her exact location, so I relied on my eyes and nose. That wet dog smell permeated the air, but I saw nothing among the stalagmites and crystals to my left, so I glanced to the right around the corner and saw shadows on the distant wall. The dark shapes moved quickly, so it was hard to see their form, but I thought I saw the silhouette of a woman fighting off small bipedal creatures. By the sounds they made they might have been rabid racoons. However racoons didn’t talk, and these creatures did. It was a guttural language, but the closer I got the more noticeable it became.

The woman sounded like she was holding her own, but it was apparent by the sound of her voice that she was becoming tired.

Then I saw the woman who was fighting off the group of monsters.

The little beasts were no bigger than three feet tall, reptilian, and looked to weigh no more than thirty pounds. Their scaly skin ranged from rust-brown to reddish black, but they all had red glowing eyes, snouts like a crocodile, vicious little teeth, long claws, and pointy ivory horns. Rat-like tails wagged as they bounded around the woman, who they had backed into a corner.

“Get away from her!” I bellowed, and my voice echoed through the cavern.

The group fell silent, and they turned their beady red eyes on me with surprise. Now that I was closer, I could see that they wore scant armor made of bones over their iguana-like skin, and some of them held little two-foot long spears fashioned with crude stone heads.

Then they all peeled back rough lips to expose rows of tiny pointed teeth.

I took a step forward and leveled my gun on the group, but they stared at the weapon with confusion. The woman they had been attacking sat in the corner beside a crystal, and its light made her skin look green.

The woman stood about five foot ten inches, and had long somewhat-wavy red hair tossed back to the left. Her eyes shone like brilliant emeralds as they looked up at me filled with hope. She stood from her crouch and eyed the kobolds wearily, and that’s when I realized that it wasn’t the light, her skin was indeed green, and she wore what can only be described as a moss bikini. Her body was tight, her muscles well defined and firm. Her perky right breast tested the strength of her tight bikini top, but the other side of the top had been ripped and hung low. A pointy nipple surrounded by a dark green areola the size of a quarter was revealed by the torn cloth, and the curve of the muscles below her hips suggested a tight, pert ass. She had the physique of a fitness model, and despite her green skin, I was instantly attracted to her.

Our eyes met, and her gaze beckoned for me to help.

I took another step forward, mindful to keep the gun on the little monsters, but distracted a bit by the beautiful green woman. One of the kobolds lunged forward and tossed a net at me, but I sidestepped it and blew the top half of the little freak’s head off.

The gunshot reverberated through the chamber like thunder, and everyone stopped to watch their comrade fall dead. I didn’t want to waste a bunch of ammo, so I kept my gun trained on the group with a small hope that they might all run away.

But the most heavily armored kobold walked over to their fallen brethren and gave the corpse a kick. The beast leaned in and put a finger into the cracked skull, then he held it up for everyone to see and said something in a language I didn’t understand. The beast sounded like a Klingon with peanut butter in its mouth, but whatever he said must have been hilarious, because the group started laughing hysterically.

I fired again and blew off the joker’s head, and the laughter turned to hisses and growls of anger as the group of them turned back to me.

They didn’t look the slightest bit afraid of my handheld boom stick.

The green woman used the distraction to her advantage and grabbed one of the kobold’s clubs. She swung like Babe Ruth going for a homerun, and the screaming beast sailed across the chamber. The kobolds let out a collective gasp, and then several of them growled and stabbed at her with their spears.

The others rushed me as the green-skinned woman defended herself with her club, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to shoot them all. The little beasts leapt on my head and climbed up my body like demented toddlers. They piled onto my molle pack like ants trying to take down a beetle, and I pulled my knife and stabbed one kobold who had latched onto my face until he let go. Another strike took a kobold in the right eye as he leapt at me, and I twirled around to dislodge the little bastards on my back. One of them latched onto my boot, and I went down beneath a sea of thrashing scales.

The green woman let out a primordial cry of fury, and I felt her added weight on top of me. We all rolled into the corner in a heap, and I scrambled to my feet as the woman helped kick them off my back. Then I hacked and slashed at the little monsters with my survival knife until their dying bodies gave us a bit of space.

When I was clear, I reached around and grabbed my spade off my pack and batted aside one of the thirty-pound terrors so hard that his head exploded and painted the far wall with dull green gore. I chopped at another kobold with the business end of the spade and cut clean through his neck. The head flew into the air in front of me, and I charged through the raining gore. I used the pickaxe attached to the side of the short spade to impale my victims as I passed. When I reached the far wall, three of the critters hung limp from the spike.

“Die, die, die!” the green woman screamed, and her breasts bounced as she batted aside her assailants with her club. I tried to focus on the task at hand, but one of the kobolds latched onto her bikini bottom and tore it off to reveal her perfect naked green ass.

“Shit!” I growled as I redoubled my efforts and tore into the horde again.

My spade sliced necks and severed boney limbs. My knife eviscerated one who got too close, and he stared down curiously at his entrails as they spilled out of his bulbous little belly. Heads rolled, and dozens of mutilated kobold corpses soon littered the floor as I stood back to back with the ferocious woman.

She swung her club wide and batted aside four furious kobolds. One of the beasts leapt over her backswing, but I caught it in midair with the edge of my spade and sliced it in half. I spun away from a spear thrust and buried my spade in the side of my attacker’s head, then slashed the neck of a kobold flying at my face. The beautiful green woman batted away another kobold as it leapt through the air toward me, and I returned the favor by driving her closest attacker into the ground with my spade, and squashing it like a june bug.

Soon, there were only ten kobolds left, and they smartly turned tail and ran for the nearest tunnel. I knew that we had won, but I still chased after them for ten or so yards and growled like a bear until they disappeared into the dark tunnel.

I put my hands on my knees and tried to catch my breath, and that’s when I felt a soft hand on my shoulder. The green woman turned me around and planted a big kiss right on my lips, then she hugged me tight and pressed her pert breasts against my chest. I returned the hug and felt a bit surprised at how soft her skin was. It was at this moment that I noticed her ears were pointed like an elf’s.

“My savior,” she said and smiled up at me.

I could have stared into those sparkling jade eyes of hers forever, and the warmth of her soft skin and her breasts pressed between us made my dick rock hard. I held her at arm’s length, so she wouldn’t feel my little soldier’s salute.

“Are you alright?” I asked. We had both suffered minor injuries. Scratches from the kobolds’ claws mostly, but nothing too serious.

“I’m fine, thanks to you,” she said as she batted her eyes at me. The act would have looked cheesy coming from most women, but when she did it, she did it right.

I pointed at her exposed breast, “Um, your top is ripped, and your, uh…”

“Oh!” she said with a musical laugh as she looked down.

I expected her to try to tie off the ripped portion to the part that hung from the back, and I almost offered to help, but then she surprised me by ripping the whole thing off and tossing it away. Then she grinned at me with her hip cocked to the side.

This chick had more curves than a coastal California highway.

“What’s your name, my hero human?” Her voice was a little husky, but in a Scarlett Johansson kind of way.

“Ken, Ken Jewell,” I said as I tried to keep my eyes fixed on hers. I failed, however, and my gaze gravitated to the smooth folds of her thin jade gate.

“KenJewell,” she said my name as one word and she said it as though she was naming her favorite chocolate. A grin slowly spread across her lovely face. “I love jewels, so I love your name, Ken Jewell! Also, I think I love you.”

A quick laugh escaped me, but when she frowned, I realized that she was actually being serious.

“Uhhh, what’s your name?” I asked.

“Nikagekokarra,” she said, and her smile returned.

“Uh, can I call you Nika?”

She seemed delighted by the name and clasped her hands as she bounced up and down. “I love it, I love it!” she cheered.

I couldn’t help but smile at her. She was cute as hell, and besides, bouncing breasts always had a way of making me grin.

Nika rushed into my arms again and stared up at me with lustful eyes. “Take me, Ken Jewell!” She grabbed my hand and pressed it against her bare breast. “You have saved me from the vicious kobolds. As is goblin custom, we are now married, and we should consummate it immediately.”

“Wait, did you just say goblin custom?”

“Of course, silly. Haven’t you ever seen a goblin before?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, no, I’ve never met one. I’ve only seen pictures of what people think they look like. Aren’t goblins supposed to be ugly?”

She bowed her head, turned from me, and then shamefully crossed her arms over her bare chest.  “I am ugly,” she said in a low voice. “That’s why the other goblins hate me. While they have long crooked noses, hunched backs, and fierce faces, my skin is smooth, my nose is tiny, and my back is straight. I ran away because they treat me like I'm some kind of freak.”

“Nika, you’re not ugly, you’re beautiful.”

She sniffled and turned her doe-eyed gaze my way. “You don’t have to lie, Ken Jewell. I know how ugly I am.”

“Nika--”

“Look at me,” she pouted and spread her arms. “I don’t even have warts!”

“Neither do I,” I told her as I showed her my hands. Then I pulled up the cuffs to show her some more of my skin. “My back isn’t hunched and I have smooth skin. Do you think I’m ugly?”

“Oh no, Ken Jewell. I think you are the most beautiful man I have ever seen. You are so big and strong. Not short and fat like the other goblin men.”

“Well thank you. And I meant what I said as well. You are hands down the most beautiful goblin woman I have ever seen. Hell, you’re hotter than any of the human women I know.”

“Do you mean it, Ken Jewell?”

“You can call me Ken.”

“No,” she said matter-of-factly. “I will call you Ken Jewell. The name is almost as beautiful as the man. After we have sex, I will be called Nikagekokarra Jewell. But you can still call me Nika. Okay?”

“Whoa, babe,” I said, and held up my hands. “Slow down. We just met, and you already want to get married?”

“We already are!” She glanced around at the mutilated kobold corpses and her eyes lit up with a devilish glee. One hand moved to her breasts, and the other slid down her toned tummy. “Let us make love in the blood of our enemies, Ken Jewell. Take me here and now. Make me pregnant, and I will provide you with strong sons and daughters.”

I didn’t want to insult her, and I might have taken her up on her offer right then and there, but I preferred a bed to the stinking corpses of kobolds, so I tried to let her down softly. “How about we get the hell out of this place before the kobolds come back? We can find somewhere to tend to our wounds and get you some new clothes. I have food too. Does that sound good?”

“You are a tease, Ken Jewell,” she said with a sly grin. “Fine. We will find a better location to consummate our marriage.”

I laughed again. She was too damned cute, and I was truly thankful to have run into her down here in this dark hellhole.

Nika went about looting the corpses, and I grabbed the net that the kobold had thrown at me. It would come in handy as a booby trap of my own, so I attached it to my belt with my weapon cord and tied it off with a quick-release knot.

“Any chance you know a way out of the underdark?” I asked Nika.

“Of course, Ken Jewell. My tribe uses many routes through the underdark to raid the surface world.”

“Can you show me how to get to the closest one?”

She nodded and pointed in the direction I had come from. “Through the old basilisk den and past the waterfall is the quickest way out. Come on, I’ll show you.”

“Not that way,” I told her. “I came in from there and there are about two dozen humans waiting to chop my head off as soon as I poke it out.”

“Oh no. What did you do? Did you raid their lands and pillage one of their towns? Humans hate it when you do that.”

“It’s a long story. Let’s get the hell out of here first. Those kobolds could come back any minute now.”

She grinned at me and kissed my cheek. “You worry too much, Ken Jewell. Come on, follow me.”

Nika led me through the maze of underground passages. We traveled through caverns of pulsing crystals and mushrooms, down old dirty chutes, and up steep ravines. When we came upon an underground lake, Nika bent at the shore and drank handfuls of water, but I eyed the lake warily. As far as I knew, anything could be lurking in those still waters, but Nika seemed not to worry about it, and I figured that she would know about the dangers that it might pose much better than I would.

“Drink with me, Ken Jewell. The water is pure and good,” she said as she turned to offer me a delightful smile.

“I brought some from home,” I told her, and then I drank from my camelback.

After she was done drinking, Nika rose to her feet, wiped her mouth, glanced around the cavern, and then cocked a fine red eyebrow at me. “Is this area suitable for sex?”

I choked on my water and chuckled between coughs. “We’ve only been traveling for fifteen minutes. Damn woman, you really want to get laid don’t you?”

“Oh yes, Ken Jewell. I have been saving myself for someone like you for so long, and I want you to be my first and only lover.”

“You’re a virgin?” I said.

“My father tried to find me a mate for a long time,” she sighed. “But few of the men liked me because I am so ugly, and I didn’t really like any of them because they were so dumb. That is why I left. It is dangerous in the underdark, but I wanted to find a new home where others wouldn’t mock or judge me because of the way I look.”

“I see,” I said, as I tried to imagine how anyone, goblin or not, could think she wasn’t absolutely amazing looking.

“But you came to save me!” she proclaimed as she raised her hands high above her head. “And I see the way you look at me. You think I am pretty. I can tell. I can’t wait to be your lover, Ken Jewell. Would you like to travel farther before bedding me? Or are you teasing?”

“Yeah, let’s go farther. A lot farther. Show me to this exit to the surface world and we’ll, uh, rest for a bit.”

She made a pouty face and walked with me around the lake. Another tunnel led off from the cavern, and it looked to have been dug out with pickaxes and shovels.

“Who dug this tunnel?” I said as I ran my hand across the rough hewn stone walls.

“Dwarves,” she said.

“Of course, dwarves,” I said ironically.

“Yup, most of these tunnels were made by dwarves,” Nika continued oblivious to my sarcasm, “but my clan ran them out of here a long time ago. Now the kobolds are trying to encroach on our territory, but they’re more of a nuisance than a real threat.”

“Tell me more about your people. What is the goblin city like?”

“Awe, that’s boring,” she said. “I’d much rather hear about you.”

“Well,” I laughed, “I’d like to know why you think we are married.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell,” she sighed. “You are from such a strange place. Obviously, when you save a goblin, they are indebted to you for life. What better way for me to prove my gratitude then to be your wife, have wonderful sex with you, and make you a bunch of babies?”

“Uhhh, well, I guess--”

“But I still want to know about you!” she laughed. “Tell me all about my new husband.”

“Alright, what do you want to know?”

We traveled for another hour through the underdark, and Nika asked me about a hundred different questions. She was delighted to hear about Earth, and as I explained my home town to her, I felt a pang of homesickness in my heart, even though I’d never felt much of one when I was deployed. I didn’t know if I would ever see my parents or my siblings again, but at least I wasn’t alone on this strange new world.

“What about you?” I said as we hiked up a steep incline that led to a natural shelf full of mushrooms.

“Well, I’m not from a different world like you are, but I am an adventurer,” she said with a smile. “I kinda hated it in the goblin city. Everyone is so stupid and mean. I couldn’t take it anymore. Then I found you, Ken Jewell. Right when I thought that I was doomed, you came to my rescue. That must be why you were pulled through that portal. We are destined to be together.”

“Maybe,” I said with a grin. “I sure am glad I found you.”

“You are?” she asked with delight showing plain on her beautiful face.

“Of course,” I said, and I was rewarded by a giggling hug and a dozen kisses on my lips. Nika was a comfort in these dark tunnels, and I realized that I genuinely liked her. What I had told her was true. She was one of the most beautiful women I had ever met. And goblin or not, I found myself anticipating our next rest stop.

I had fallen through a portal to a world with two suns and monsters lurking in the underdark. Life had taken a surreal turn. So why not have hot sex with a gorgeous goblin woman?

Things could have been a whole hell of a lot worse.

An hour later we came to a small chamber with a floor of velvety soft moss. Glowing green and white polka-dotted mushrooms grew on the smooth walls, and a single humming crystal protruded from the wall across from a small pool fed by a clear flowing stream of water. The pool was ten feet in diameter and glowed with shimmering light that suggested there was a crystal beneath the surface of the water.  Steam rose from the pool, and I realized that it was a natural hot spring.

“Come and bathe with me,” she said, and dipped a toe in the pool. “It’s nice and hot.”

Before I could tell her that I should check it for dangerous creatures, Nika slipped into the water and dunked her head under. When she came up, she seemed to do so in slow motion. She shook out her long red hair as her green breasts danced and bobbed merrily, and I watched slack-jawed as water dripped down her chiseled frame. It flowed between her cleavage, down her washboard abs, and disappeared at the bottom of her V shaped torso as it met the surface.

I’d seen plenty of beautiful women before, but Nika’s exotic features were really doing it for me.

“Don’t be shy, Ken Jewell. Take off those dirty clothes and let me touch your beautiful body.” She bit her lip and touched herself in all the places that I wanted to explore.

It took me about ten seconds to tear my clothes off, and the green-skinned woman giggled when I almost tripped over my pant leg. When I peeled off my underwear and tossed them aside, Nika’s eyes widened with delight and she tantalizingly bit the tip of her finger. “Oh, Ken Jewell. You are so big and strong… and hard.”

I joined her in the pool and took her up in my arms. She laughed musically and kissed me with a burning passion. The warm water around us bubbled, and the steam lent to the dreamy encounter. Nika wrapped her arms and legs around me and slowly lowered herself onto my shaft. We both let out a moan of passion and our tongues danced together as we slowly began to gyrate. Even though Nika said she was a virgin, she seemed to really, really, really know what she was doing, and it was one of the best sessions of sex that I’d ever experienced.

A half hour later, I was laying on the soft moss floor trying to catch my breath. Nika was nestled up under my left arm with one leg draped over mine. We lay there in the afterglow of our lovemaking for an unknown amount of time, but nature’s call finally roused me from her side, so I moved down the side of the tunnel and used the restroom.

If I ever returned to Earth, no one was going to believe what had happened. Hell, I didn’t even know if I believed it, but I didn’t much care at all anymore. Having sex with a beautiful goblin in an underground hot spring sure beat the hell out of clearing ancient Syrian temples any day.

A familiar sound found my ears as I was buckling up my pants. I listened closely and cursed when I heard the telltale sound of grumbling kobolds. Their little footfalls echoed down the tunnel that would lead them to us, but the tunnel was long, and they sounded far enough away for us to get a head start on them, so I hurried back into the chamber and shook Nika awake.

“Come on, we have to go. The kobolds have found us!” I hissed.

Nika came to sleepily. She stretched and yawned. “Those little pests again? Dammit I wanted to make love once more. I didn’t even get a chance to kiss your--”

“I love the enthusiasm, babe, but we’ve got to go. Now!”

I put my clothes back on and tossed Nika the camouflage t-shirt out of my waterproof bag. She was my woman now, and I didn’t like the idea of someone else seeing her naked, especially not those devilish little kobold bastards.

Nika led me back to the tunnel, and we hung a right at the fork. “This leads up to the surface world,” she told me, but then stopped and faced me. “Is it night right now on the surface world? If not, I cannot go that way.”

“I don’t know how the days work here yet, but it doesn’t matter. A witch read my stars and told me that I had the ability to bond with monsters-- er, I mean, you’re not a monster in my eyes, but it’s what they call everyone who comes from the underdark. Anyway, the witch told me that I could bond with monsters and bring them out into the sunlight, but I’m not sure how that works.

“You mean, I could go out into the sun and not get burned?”

“Yeah, but I don’t know how it works,” I said with a shrug. “She said I can ‘bond’ with--”

“It’s the love,” she interrupted me. “I love you. You love me. We are married, and therefore bonded, so I can go into the sun.” Her eyes watered as she spoke, and I realized she was waiting for me to give her the confirmation that it was how the magic worked.

“Uhh, I guess we can try it,” I said.

“Oh, I love you, Ken Jewell!” Nika said as she threw her arms around me. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

“You’re great too, Nika. Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”

We hurried down the long tunnel as it slowly inched upward. Not far behind us, the angry kobolds growled and hissed as they began to close the distance.
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Chapter 4

We ran for ten minutes through the tunnel with the sounds of the angry kobolds hot on our heels. I didn’t see the growling beasts whenever I glanced behind us, but they sounded close. Too close. Nika was in good shape, however, and she kept up a swift pace as we ducked through low caverns and sprinted through forests of glowing mushrooms. I had only just met Nika a few hours ago, but for some reason, I trusted her as much as I did the men in my unit.

“How much further?” I asked as we clambered up a pile of loose stone partially blocking off a tunnel.

“It’s up ahead.”

I watched her cute green ass wiggle over the heap of stone and followed her down the other side. There at the end of the tunnel I saw our salvation glowing bright like only sunshine can.

Then a crude spear hit the stone by my feet and clanked hollowly, and another whizzed by my head.

“Run, Nika!” I shouted, as I pushed her ahead of me. I didn’t dare look back, I just ducked my head low and pumped my arms and legs as we both frantically charged toward the exit.

A spear thudded against my molle pack, and I heard the hiss and shrieks of the kobolds mere feet behind me. My heart raced, and my worry for Nika grew. She had almost reached the exit, but the kobolds seemed to have found renewed strength and sounded as if they were just twenty feet behind me.

Then they finally caught up to me ten feet from the exit and leapt on my molle pack. I batted the little monsters away from me as they clawed at my face and tried to sink their sharp teeth into my neck, and then I growled and pumped my arms and legs. Up ahead, Nika stopped at the threshold, and she glanced back at me nervously.

“Go, go, go!” I urged.

Nika stood there frozen by a lifetime of fear of the suns, but I was hauling ass through the tunnel, and when Nika stopped and turned around, I wrapped my arms around her and spun us both through the exit and out into the sunshine. As I had hoped, we landed on my molle pack and the kobolds who clung to it. The clawed hands of the little beasts that gripped my head made me blind to my surroundings, but we must have emerged at the top of a hill, because we rolled down it for a good ten seconds before we came to a stop at the bottom.

I felt the heat of fire on my face and neck and scrambled to get up and shake loose the screaming kobolds. When I had gotten them off me, I turned around to discover four of the little bastards engulfed in flames and writhing in agony there on the hillside. Farther up, a couple more raced back toward the cave entrance panic-stricken and shrieking, but they only made it a few feet before they too burst into flames.

The stink of the charred kobolds at the bottom of the hill made me almost gag. It smelled like burnt dog hair with a side of boiled shit, and I took a few steps upwind from the hideous remains.

It was then that I beheld Nika standing naked in the sunlight with her arms raised high, and a look of pure ecstasy on her beautiful face. Her body had been beautiful in the glow of the crystals, but in the sunlight cast by the Holy Twins her true beauty was revealed to me. Her light jade colored skin took on a softer tone in the brilliant rays, and her hair became a rich, luminescent candy red.

Nika spun in circles beneath the suns and laughed as she shed tears of joy.  Her happiness choked me up a bit. It was like seeing someone wrongly imprisoned for a crime they didn’t commit finally being set free. Her joy was infectious, and I couldn’t help but laugh with her as she danced in the world of light.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, it is beautiful, just beautiful,” she said, and turned round and round like an overwhelmed kid in a candy shop.

We had come out on a northern facing hillside that overlooked a snaking river. The lead sun had begun to set in the west, and the other one looked to be about six hours behind the first. I couldn’t see what lay north of the cave we had emerged from, but a thick forest and slowly rolling hills surrounded us to the east and west.

Nika ran toward the river to the south, and I grabbed the discarded t-shirt and hurried to catch up. Before I could warn her against leaping into the unknown river, she was already diving into the water.

“Swim with me.” She laughed and splashed me. “The water is so warm.” Before I could answer, her face lit up as though she had just realized something incredible. “No, let's make love on the grass. Sex with you the first time was wonderful, and I can’t even imagine what sex with you with the sunlight on my skin will feel like!”

She emerged from the river, and I took a moment to admire her glistening form. Nika’s body was amazing, but what made it even more appealing was her personality. It seemed that nothing could bring her down, and her positive attitude was infectious. She was almost always smiling, and her warm gaze was like a ray of sunshine every time it found me. She had brightened the underdark with her mere existence, and now she made the bright surface world that much more wondrous as well.

I had only known her a short time, but I realized that I was falling for her.

Nika was an enthusiastic lover, and her passion was matched only by her curiosity for each different sexual position that I introduced her to. We made love on the riverbank as the first sun set in the west, and our simultaneous orgasm was met with magnificent hues of orange, red, and purple that burst through the clouds triumphantly.

Then we fell asleep in each other’s arms.

While I slept, I dreamed that kobolds chased me through the ancient site in Syria. The monsters in my dreams were not the tiny versions found in the underdark, but one hundred-foot-tall monsters who shot lasers out of their eyes. In my dream, I had to choose between either saving my squadron or saving Nika, but I had tried to do both.

The twin suns shone brightly overhead and glared down at me like the burning eyes of a god. The kobolds stormed through the ancient site and crushed pillars beneath their gargantuan feet. Their spears were the length of sequoia trees, and the weapons shattered sandstone walls and ancient temples.

On one side of the site Nika hung from a giant mushroom that grew out of the desert floor. On the other side, Johnson and McAllister hung from a mammoth crystal that protruded from the desert sand at a sixty-degree angle. I hid behind the temple of Nabu and radioed in an airstrike as the giant kobolds broke off into two groups of seven. One group charged toward Nika, and the other group descended upon my soldiers. But I could only target one of the groups for the airstrike.

It was my soldiers or Nika, and I had to choose.

I jolted awake beside the river and shot upright. Nika’s soft hand on my shoulder made me jump, but then I realized where I was and let out a long sigh.

“Are you alright?” the beautiful woman asked as her eyebrows lifted with concern.

“Yeah, it was only a bad dream.” I shook off the remnants of the nightmare and glanced at the sky. The first sun had set, so I checked my watch. It had been set to Syrian time, and the device reported that it was six in the morning there. A day and night had passed on earth, but on the strange planet where I was, nighttime hadn’t even begun. I wouldn’t know exactly how the days were here until the suns were in the same position as they were when I landed in the ocean, but I guessed they were about thirty-six or forty hours away from that time. One thing I did know, however, was that the second sun would be setting soon. I held my hand up and counted three fingers from the sun to the horizon. This rough measurement would indicate three hours on earth until sunset, but I guessed that I had upwards of five on this planet.

It was time to get some food in my belly and start working on setting up our camp. I could make a decent lean-to with the tarp in my Molle pack, but first I would need a fire.

“What are you doing?” Nika asked as she yawned and stretched with a happy smile.

“Setting up camp. You want to help?” I asked.

“Of course, silly. I’m your wife.”

I didn’t argue with that, and I kind of liked the sound of it. The thought of introducing her to my parents forced a laugh out of me, and I was thankful that Nika didn’t ask what I found so funny.

We gathered some pine pitch along with dead twigs and branches, and once we had a good pile built, I set to starting a fire. It would come in handy keeping wild animals away, and that outweighed my worry over humans spotting it. I had absolutely no idea what kind of beasts lurked in the forests of the surface world, and I didn’t think Nika did either. Even if there was nothing exotic in the woods, there was likely to still be bears, wildcats, and wolves. This new world was strange, but it was much like earth in terms of flora and fauna.

I gathered some big river rocks and placed them in a two-foot wide circle about ten feet from the river bank. Then I bunched up some dried needles and twigs that we had gathered and mixed in some dead grass and the pine pitch. Once I had built up my wood like a hollow log cabin, I placed the ball of pitch and sticks in the center. Nika watched with amazement as I tried to light the wad with my magnesium fire starter, and she clapped and cheered when it finally caught fire.

“You are magic, Ken Jewell!” she merrily declared.

“Don’t goblins have fire?” I asked. When I found her, there had been a torch in the chamber with her after all.

“Of course we do, silly. But we don’t know how to make it like you. Our fire has been in the clan for centuries. It is said that a great goblin adventurer brought it from the surface world long, long ago.”

“Do goblins come up to the surface often? I met a farmer who told me that sometimes monsters come out of the underdark at night to raid,” I said.

“War parties come to the surface sometimes,” she explained, “but not much lately. They’ve been too busy trying to fight back the kobolds and the vengeful dwarves.”

My stomach growled, and Nika giggled. “Are you as hungry as I am?” I asked her.

“Starved,” she said.

“Alright, I’ll see if I can catch some fish in the river.” I slapped my molle pack. “I’ve also got some food in here if you want to try it. A half a soldier fuel energy bar opened, anyway. I’d like to save the other stuff though, as it lasts a really long time and might come in handy if we get in a bind.”

“You are a very good provider, Ken Jewell,” she said with a delightful smile.

“Thank you,” I said as I gave her a kiss. Merely being around Nika put me in a good mood, and I thanked my lucky stars once again that I had run into someone like her.

“I can think of something else I'd like to eat,” she whispered in my ears as she pulled me down with her and snaked her hand under my pants.

“You’re insatiable,” I told her, and gave her a few playful kisses of my own. My lips flirted in the shadow of her cleavage, then I dotted kisses down her belly and lingered near her hot spot.

“I have to get back to work,” I said after I gave her one final kiss and pulled away from her.

“Hey, no fair,” she pouted as she squirmed on the grass with pent up passion.

“First things first, dear. We need to eat.”

“Mmmm, I like the sound of that,” she purred.

I grabbed my spade out of my molle pack. It still had some kobold blood on it, so I washed it in the river. Once it was clean, I used it to dig a few shallow holes by the bank.

“What can I do to help?” Nika asked. She came to kneel beside me in my camo t-shirt, and I was once again taken by how damn cute she was. Her full, dark green lips were so inviting that I could hardly keep my eyes off of them.

“You can gather some worms and grubs if you want,” I said, and she set about the work happily.

This was all a grand adventure for her, and it was for me as well. We were kindred spirits in a strange new land, and it was us against the world. It seemed that fate had brought us together, and I thought about the long odds against us ever having met. I was no mathematician, but I knew they really weren’t good odds.

I had a fishing kit in the survival pack on my utility belt, but I had hooks and line in my survival knife as well. The army left it up to us to provide ourselves with our own knives beyond the standard issue M9, and I had always opted for a good old 184 Buckmaster. It was a solid survival knife with an eight-inch blade and a hollow handle that held waterproof matches, fish hooks, and extra line.

I used my knife to first shave the bark off two nice straight oak branches that were seven feet long. Then I carved a groove in the thick end of each, about a foot from what were to be the handles. I worked the line around the groove of one and tied it off, then spun the makeshift pole around in my hand to wrap the surrounding line all the way to the end. By tying it off near the handle, I ensured that I wouldn’t lose the line if the fish snapped the stick during the fight.

“I have your worms, Ken Jewell.” Nika walked over to me with a dozen or so worms and a few slugs in my cap. “Can you teach me how to fish?”

“Sure,” I said as she leaned against my shoulder so she could see my fingers work. “First, I’m going to make a slit on the end here.”

“Ahh.” She stole a kiss and watched with enthusiasm as I carved the pole.

“Then I run the line through the slit, tie it off like so, and voila, the first pole is ready.” I set the pole down against the grass and then gestured to it proudly.

“Oh, let me do the other one,” she said eagerly, and I grinned at her enthusiasm.

“Alright, go ahead. Let’s see what you’ve learned.”

Nika rubbed her green hands together and took the line and the second pole from me. I watched as she tied off the line like I had shown her, twirled the pole like I had said, and then cut a slit in the end. Lastly, she ran the line through the slit, tied it off, and turned to me with a wide grin.

“How does it look?”

“Great,” I said. “Now we need to make sure the line floats so that the hook is near the surface.”

“You are so smart, Ken Jewell,” she said as she rested her chin on my shoulder.

I showed Nika how to fashion a bobber out of a few lighter pieces of dry wood, and then I had her do it with her own pole. Her fingers were amazingly dexterous, and she quickly tied her bobbers to the line and then smiled at me.

“You did great,” I said as my heart filled with pride. “Now comes the sticky part.”

I retrieved two worms from my cap. They were lively little bastards who had started to crawl their way out along the brim, and I knew that they would perform well underwater. I handed one to Nika, grabbed my hook, and impaled my worm.

She made a delightfully gruesome face, stabbed her worm with glee, turned to me and asked, “Now do we get to eat the worms?”

I burst with laughter. “What? No. The worms aren’t for us, they’re for the fish. When the fish go to eat the worm, the hook will stick into their cheek, like this.” I hooked my cheek with my finger. “But they can’t slide off the hook, see. It is barbed in the other direction, so it gets stuck. Once we’ve got the fish hooked, we pull them up on shore.”

“Then we eat them?” she asked, and her stomach growled.

“After we cook them over the fire, yes, then we eat them,” I said with a laugh.

“Oh good. I’ve never eaten fish before, only merfolk.”

“Uhhh, ok,” I said with a sideways glance.

“You are very clever Ken Jewell,” she said as she nodded approvingly at me, “and it was very clever of me to make you my husband. Now teach me how to catch fish.”

“Now we throw the line out into the water,” I said as I twisted my arm back and then flipped my hands forward. The hook and bobber flew into the middle of the river, and then I nodded to her pole. She proved a natural when it came to casting the line, and we were soon sitting on the side of the water and chatting about how happy she was to be on the surface.

Nika was the first to snag a fish, and I almost fell in the river in my attempt to get to her before she lost it. But she had listened closely, and when the bobber darted below the surface the third time, she had yanked back firmly. As I tripped over my own discarded rod she began spinning hers in wide arcs and wound the line up the pole while at the same time tugging back on it occasionally. She whooped and giggled as she pulled in her catch, and I was right there to cheer her on. When the fish flung out of the water and landed on the bank, Nika leapt with delight.

“I got one! I got one!” she cheered.

“Hold on--” I said as I grabbed her line and took hold of the slippery fish with expert precision.

I offered it to Nika, and she hooked her finger through its gill the way I had shown her and held it up to admire the catch. She looked to the twin suns with a happy smile, but then her smile faded, and she offered the fish back to me.

“I was going to sacrifice my first catch to the goblin god,” said Nika, “but I would rather you have it. The gods never answered my prayers anyway. They never stopped the teasing by the other goblins. They didn’t rescue me from the underdark. You did, Ken Jewell, and I want you to have my first catch instead.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, Nika, but I can’t eat your fish when I know you’re as hungry as I am.”

“But it is a wife's duty to provide for her husband,” she said.

“It is also a husband’s duty to provide for his wife. How about we split it?”

“Thank you, Ken Jewell!” she giggled. “You are such a wonderful husband!”

The fish reminded me of a rainbow trout, with multi-colored dots speckling its sides and a soft pink underbelly. I accepted the fish from Nika and laid it down on a stone to clean it. Once I had cut off the head and cleaned out the guts, we cooked it over the small fire. The trout was delicious, and Nika moaned and grinned happily as we sat on the bank and watched our bobbers as we ate.

“Fish on!” Nika yelled the term that I had taught her. “Your pole is bending, Ken Jewell!”

I snapped myself out of my ponderings, grabbed my pole, and began twisting the line up around it. The fish was a big one and bent my pole nearly to the breaking point. I yanked back with calculated strength, not too much, not too little, and continued to twist the slack onto the pole. I realized that this fish was much bigger than I had thought, so I moved closer to the riverbank in case I needed to jump in the water and grab it. My fisherman’s ego was in full swing, and I was hell bent on impressing my goblin wife. But when I yanked fiercely on the pole and pulled the catch out of the water, I realized that I hadn’t caught a fish at all.

A small alligator came scampering out of the water, but I jumped back before it had cleared the river. The creature sat there with a many-toothed grin as we stared each other down, and I could see Nika slowly stalking around to get behind it. For half a moment, I thought about telling her to move away so she wouldn’t get bit, but Nika’s face showed no fear.

Just hunger.

Then the beautiful goblin woman dove on the alligator’s back, clamped down hard on its jaws, and pinned it down. I sprang into action, pulled my buck knife, angled the blade between the creature’s eyes, and then thrust the point into its head.

The reptile made a gasp, squirmed, and then died a few moments later.

As soon as the animal stopped thrashing, Nika looked at me wide-eyed, and we both erupted with laughter.

“That was a dangerous thing to do,” I warned.

She offered me a dubious glance. “This baby croc is nothing compared to an underdark basilisk. Some of them grow to fifty feet long.”

“Did you do a lot of hunting in the underdark?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” she said as she dragged the dead croc up onto the shore and turned it over. “I used to go off by myself and hunt lizards, this creature is very similar. I think it will be nice and tender, and I can make you something nice out of the hide.”

We caught three more fish, and Nika’s second fish was a whopping thirteen inches, but a few minutes later I angled a fifteen inch beauty out of the river and we both laughed as we wrestled it on the shore. I glanced at the second sun as we headed back toward our fire, and I guessed that we had perhaps one or two hours left until dark.

I had been watching the suns closely, and I determined that two hours here was equal to one hour on earth. Twilight lasted nearly as long as full daylight due to the lagging second sun. I assumed as well that dawn, the time when only one sun had risen, would last about the same length of time. It was a good thing when the length of a day was considered. But it also meant that nighttime would last upwards of twelve hours.

And who knew what came out at night in a place like this?

I forgot my worries and cleaned the fish. I had never butchered a crocodile, but Nika said that she had skinned plenty of lizards, and soon she was showing me how it was done.

“This hide will make for good armor,” she said as she placed the last piece over the makeshift hanging rack.

“You should fashion something for yourself,” I told her. “I can’t have my wife running around in my t-shirt all the time.”

She nodded. “I will make myself something beautiful for you, Ken Jewell. You are such a wonderful man. Thank you again for saving me, loving me, and taking me as your wife. I must be the luckiest and happiest goblin girl in the whole world.”

“Uhhh, yeah. I’m lucky, too.” I chuckled as I felt my heart flutter a bit. I knew my way around women, but there was something amazing about Nika. Her smile was so joyful and endearing, and every time she looked at me, I could clearly see the adoration in her eyes. I’d never been around a woman that was this happy to be around me, and the feeling was all kinds of great.

And I knew I was falling in love with her.

It was crazy, since it had only been a few hours, but Nika was wonderful, and I wanted to treat her as great as she made me feel.

She stared at the fish crackling on the sticks over the fire, and I turned my attention to the setting second sun. A wild dog howled in the distance, and I watched Nika’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. She didn’t seem to have noticed, but my mind turned back to thoughts about protecting us as we slept.

“I better get to work on our tent,” I said as I moved toward the pack that I had left leaning up against a tree. “Tell me when the fish is done?”

“Yes, Ken Jewell,” she said as she smiled at me.

I took out my tarp and positioned it about three feet from the fire. Next I tied off another branch that I had procured for this very purpose and laid it like a cross against the tall oak. Once the branch was secure, I tied off one end of the tarp to the cross and secured it with makeshift tent poles to the ground. The result was a wide lean-to with one end facing the river, and the other facing the hillside.

Nika approached me with a big grin on her face, and she hugged me when I emerged from the tent. “The food is ready, my love.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m starved.”

We ate by the fire, and although we had no butter, salt, or pepper, it was the best damn fish I had ever tasted. Nika seemed to be enjoying it too, and she let out plenty of cute moans with each bite.

“Ken Jewell, are you going to eat the fish heads?” she asked when she had finished her share.

“Uhhh, no. I--”

“But why not? The heads of creatures have all the bones, brains, and eyeballs. They are the most nutritious parts! As your wife, I think you should eat them.”

“Umm, if you want them, go for it.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell,” she said as she picked up one of the fish skeletons. “You are such a loving and caring husband. Giving me your fish heads to eat is one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me, other than save my life, of course. I am so lucky! Thank you!”

When the second sun set in a marvelous display of streaking reds, oranges, violets and indigos, the stars claimed dominance over the night, and a fat red moon grew in the eastern sky. I beheld the behemoth with a mystified reverence as we lay on the grass next to each other.

Back on earth we occasionally had what we called the blue moon, and it was supposed to be one of the most magnificent displays of celestial beauty to behold, but compared to the crimson moon rising in the east, earth’s blue moon was a speck.

The red moon grew bigger and brighter while Nika and I watched. It took up the area of four of my Earth moons, but its red hue did nothing to obscure the shimmering stars that were brighter than any I had ever seen. New constellations and distant galaxies opened before me, and I wondered where in the night sky my home world was.

Eventually we grew tired of being out in the open and moved inside our lean-to. Once inside, we snuggled up under the blanket that came with my molle pack and poked our heads out beyond the tarp.

“You see those two bright stars next to each other?” said Nika as she pointed straight up.

“Yeah, I see them. They are beautiful.”

She nodded. “They are you and me. The two shining jewels. May they forever be known as Ken and Nika, patriarch and matriarch of Clan Jewell.”

If I hadn’t been so choked up by the statement, I might have replied. Nika’s belief in me struck a chord that had never been played by any other woman.  I had had girlfriends, sure. But I had never felt what I felt with Nika for any other woman. The realization shocked me, and I thought back on my relationships. I filed through them, mentally reciting everything that had happened, and why in the end it hadn’t worked out.

It really came down to my job.

None of the women I had ever been with could take the months apart, the long tours, or waking up to their boyfriend’s nightmares. I didn’t know if Nika could handle time apart, but I guessed that she would fight her way to me if need be, and she had already proven herself a kind and understanding soul when it came to my dreams.

Of course, I had only recently met her, and the long road was the long road. Sure, feelings for someone new were intense, and only time would tell. But in this strange new world full of strange new creatures, the woman beside me had become the familiar comfort that I realized that I’d always needed.

We fell asleep in each other’s arms that night beneath the stars, and if night took twelve hours on this world, then it was twelve hours that I slept. When I awoke to the sound of birdsong and the rays of the first sun, I glanced over at Nika, but she wasn’t there.

Then I heard her retching somewhere in the distance, and I sprang from the tent to see what was wrong. I assumed that the new food had made her sick, but there were two more fish grilling over the fire. I scoured the camp, but there was no Nika in sight.

“Nika?” I called.

“I’ll be right there, Ken Jewell,” came her voice from down the riverbank.

She emerged from behind a bush a moment later and walked back to camp with a huge smile on her face.

“What’s wrong, Nika. What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing is wrong,” she said as her smile grew even wider. “Everything is perfect, Ken Jewell. I’m pregnant!”
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Chapter 5

“What? You’re pregnant? How did that happen?” Both my brain and my stomach were spinning in opposite directions, and I had to force myself to breathe slowly.

Nika grinned and rubbed her stomach happily. “We had sex, silly. That’s how babies are made. Does it work differently on your Earth?”

“No, it works the same, it just takes a lot longer to, you know. Uhhh…” My voice trailed off when I remembered that she’d been a virgin when we had first made love. I had been about to ask her if it was my baby. “Are you sure you are pregnant? It’s just that we only had sex yesterday and--”

“Oh, I am sure, Ken Jewell!” She clapped her hands and then gave me a wonderful smile. “Goblins know really soon if we are pregnant. I am so excited. I’ve never had a child before, and I am so glad it is with someone as wonderful as you. You are going to be a father!”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I paced outside the tent and tried to wrap my mind around the idea of having a baby. Not only that, but a half goblin baby.

Nika walked over to me and blocked my way as I paced.

“What is wrong? Don’t you want me to have children? Don’t you want to have a family with me?”

Her sad face melted my heart, so I touched her face gently and forced a smile. “Of course I want you, and I want a family, but I’ve barely wrapped my mind around being on a different world, let alone having children to worry about.”

“You won’t have to worry about them,” she promised with her infectious smile. “I told you I would give you strong sons and daughters, and that is what I will do.”

“I can’t imagine having a child in such a wild world,” I said to her.

“Everything will be fine. You will see. There are dangers, but you are a strong warrior, and you will build us a strong warren.”

“A warren? What’s that?”

“It is somewhere warm and dry, with shelter, and a bed, and happiness,” she explained.

“Oh, you mean a house,” I realized.

“Yes, Ken Jewell,” she said with an agreeable nod. “You will make us a house for our new family.”

It was hard enough to keep myself out of danger in this world, and I had just gotten used to the idea of fending for Nika as well. Now there was a baby on the way?

Holy shit. I was going to be a dad.

I imagined what the baby would look like, and if it would be normal, and how the hell I had gotten her pregnant in the first place. She wasn’t human, and I wondered if there were other cross-breeds out there. I knew one thing for certain, the villagers from Hamstead would think the child was a freak, and if they discovered that I had brought Nika up to the surface, they would try their utmost to kill us all.

Nika was right, I needed to build a house, and not just any house, but one that could be easily defended. I knew it was only a matter of time before we ran into trouble with the locals.

I thought back on my old life and realized that aside from my parents and siblings, I wouldn’t really be missed. I had been a busy man back on Earth, always moving, always working. My dedication to the military had left me with no real friends and had ruined all my past romantic relationships. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I didn’t really miss Earth at all.

My plan had been to find a way home somehow, but I figured that even if it was possible, I couldn’t leave Nika and the baby behind. I entertained the idea of bringing them back with me, but I knew that there was absolutely no way that they could live in a world with only humans.

No, I needed to stay.

I was falling deeper in love with Nika the more time I spent around her, but I was still somewhat nervous to be a father. When I first arrived in this strange new world I had thought myself cursed, but now I was beginning to believe that it was indeed a blessing. I had a real opportunity to have a good life here with an even better woman. With my engineering skills and other knowledge that I gained back on Earth, I would be able to build an awesome house, one that would be able to withstand just about anything the humans of this world and creatures of the underdark could throw at it.

“Alright, Nika,” I said. “I will build a warren for our new family, and it will be the best goddamned warren you have ever seen.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” She sprang toward me and wrapped me up in a loving embrace. “You make me so happy. Everything will be alright. You will see.”

We ate our grilled fish, but Nika was still hungry, so she fished in the river while I broke down our camp. She was becoming pretty good at it and had caught a dozen big fat trout by the time I had stuffed everything back into my molle pack. There were still glowing coals in the firepit, and I was about to suggest that we smoke the fish before we headed out, but when Nika began eating one of the fish raw, I realized that they wouldn’t last very long.

“You hungry?” I asked sarcastically as I watched her stuff her face with trout.

“Like a basilisk!” she said with her mouth full. “But these fish will do for now. Do you want one?”

“No, you go ahead. I’m not hungry,” I told her as I scoured the surrounding landscape. Our little camp was in a nice spot, but it was too close to the cave where we had emerged from the underdark, so I decided to search for a more suitable location.

I led Nika downriver for a half of an hour in search of an ideal place to set up camp. To the north, the ridgeline continued to dip and swell, and the river widened as we moved farther west with the current. I had no idea which direction the ocean or the village of Hamstead was, but I knew that both were no farther than ten miles away. Nika and I had traveled through the underdark for about two hours, and the going had been tedious and slow.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s climb that tall hill and see if we can get a lay of the land.”

“Lead the way,” she said as she happily licked her fingers.

“Holy shit!” I said when I noticed that all the fish were gone. “Did you really just eat twelve trout?”

“Yup,” she said as she contently rubbed her belly. “The baby is so hungry. He is going to be big and strong, you wait and see.”

“He?”

“Oh yes. We will need a boy to help with work, so I will give you a boy first.”

“First?” I laughed. “Just how many babies are you planning on having?”

“As many as I can, silly.”

I laughed nervously. “Do you think it’s a good idea to have more children than we can manage?” I asked.

“Ken Jewell, why do you feel that children will be a burden? I've told you that our children will be very strong and helpful. The more we have, the better our warren will be. Trust me.”

I wasn’t sure that I agreed with her yet, but that was still in the future, and for the time being I had more pressing matters to deal with.

The hill was steep but manageable, and when we reached the summit, I moved in a slow circle to get my bearings. The ridge that I stood on slowly descended to the north, and a wide field of grass with sparse trees continued down to a distant valley. I thought I could make out civilization far across the valley, and I guessed the village to be Hamstead. It was about ten miles away, and there were no roads that I could see leading in this direction. With any luck, we might be able to find some peace, but I still intended on adding heavy fortifications to the house once we found a good spot. There were other things to worry about besides humans and wild animals. We had left the cave a few miles behind us, but if a monster raiding party came out of there some night, we might be in trouble.

“I found something!” Nika hollered from farther down the ridge.

I rushed over to her, not knowing if she meant she had found a creature. But it wasn’t a creature, it was the remains of a long abandoned human house.

“Did I do good?” she asked, her voice laced with hope.

“You did great,” I said as I surveyed the ruins. The stone foundation was flat, and a half wall about three-feet tall sat in varying degrees of disrepair around the perimeter of the foundation, but it would be an easy enough job to fix it. There was also a wide fireplace and a chimney that appeared to be functional. To the west, between the ridge and the river, there were three terraced fields that had once upon a time been used for growing crops. The fields had gone fallow, but with some TLC, I had no doubt that they would become bountiful once more. The homestead also had a foundation outline of what I guessed had once been a barn, and I walked around it before I returned to the house.

The spot sat on the south side of the ridge, about twenty feet from the peak, and that would keep it hidden from the people of distant Hamstead. I climbed again to the top of the ridge and spied the distant village to the north once more. Far out on the western horizon I thought I saw the ocean. To the south was the river and forest beyond, but no houses, villages, or towns. To the east was more forest, and also the cave where we had emerged from the underdark.

“This is perfect,” I told Nika. “We have to make sure that there are no holes leading to the underdark nearby.”

“I can search for them,” she offered.

As Nika set out to explore the area around the old homestead, I started to set up our temporary shelter. I cleaned out the fireplace, made sure that the chimney was unobstructed, and then started a small fire. Next I set about fixing the broken parts of the walls. The entire foundation was fifteen by twenty feet, and I figured that was more than enough room for our purposes at the moment. I unearthed a hole carved out of the stone that I quickly realized had supported the structure’s center beam. There were also anchoring spots on each corner, and four more dug into the middle of each of the four walls. It was a good start, but I had my work cut out for me.

Not only would I have to fell a shit-ton of trees, but I would have to plane the logs and cure them somehow. The roof was going to be a lot of work too. Besides that, I needed to set up a wall, booby traps, and other fortifications. We were close enough to the river to not have to worry about a well, but given how dangerous this place had already proven to be, I wanted to create a home where we could hold out for weeks if need be, and that meant having our own water supply at home.

The more I thought about everything I needed to do, the more I realized that I didn’t even have half of the tools that I was going to need. At some point I was going to have to go to Hamstead or some other village for supplies and tools. Given how quickly Nika had wolfed down the dozen trout, it seemed that I would need to procure much more food than I could get by fishing and trapping alone. I thought about foraging for extra food but ruled it out for the time being. This world was a lot like Earth, but it was a hell of a lot different in other ways, and I wasn’t about to risk eating wild berries or mushrooms that I thought were safe. Maybe I could procure some seeds in a nearby village that could provide us with the vegetables we would need to maintain a balanced diet, but for now, we were going to have to get by on fish and whatever else I could catch.

Nika returned an hour later and reported that she hadn’t found any entrances to the underdark. She rubbed her stomach when she said it, and I thought that it already looked a little bigger.

“Are you hungry again?” I asked.

“No, but the baby is,” she replied with a mischievous grin.

“Oh yeah? Does the baby want more fish?”

“Yes, many, many more fish.” She nodded happily. “Why don’t you go catch some more, and I’ll tidy up the house?”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said as I guided her through the break in the wall where the door had once sat, “but first I want to show you what I have in mind. This stone wall is in good shape, and so are the fireplace and chimney. I plan on replacing the walls, obviously, but I want to dig out a root cellar as well. I’ll need to build an outhouse too, and a shed or a barn wouldn’t hurt.”

“What is an outhouse?” she asked.

“A place to go to the bathroom,” I explained.

“What is a bathroom?”

“A place to shit,” I explained bluntly.

“Ooohhh,” she said as she scrunched up her cute little nose. “That is a good idea. In the goblin city, we have holes in the stone that go down hundreds of feet called poop chutes.”

I chuckled and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Nika, I don’t have the tools to build the house properly, so I have to go into one of the nearby human villages and get some.”

“Like Hamstead? That sounds dangerous. Should I make you a disguise?”

“Wouldn’t hurt. I sure can’t go to the village dressed like this. But Nika, it worries me to think of leaving you out here all alone, what if--”

“I’m a goblin, silly, and we are experts at hiding and sneaking. Tomorrow you should go to town for supplies and not worry. Today, you should catch more fish, okay?”

“Alright, that sounds like a good plan,” I agreed and kissed her on the cheek.

While Nika tidied up the shell of our future home, I went back down to the river to catch more fish. If this morning was any indication, she and the baby were going to need a boatload more, and I made a mental note to buy a net since the kobold net was unfortunately too big to catch fish with. I knew I was a pretty good angler, but catching enough fish with poles was going to be tedious, and I had a million other things that I needed to do already.

At the bottom of the hill, I noticed a patch of clover that appeared to have been munched on, so I made a quick detour to search for a rabbit den. I didn’t find any in the immediate vicinity, but I figured there might be hares around, so I put down my molle pack and took out the snare line. I figured that if there were any rabbits about, they would go through the underbrush leading to the clovers from the forest.

I found exactly what I was looking for after a quick search. There was a small game trail leading from the forest through the underbrush, and I carefully set a hoop snare along the path. Content with my work, I returned to the river and dug up more worms.

Two hours later I returned to the future site of our home and found that Nika had fashioned a broom by attaching some stiff grass to a tree branch with some sort of thin vine. She sang to herself as she swept the floor, and when she saw me, she lit up. Or maybe it was the fifteen fish I was carrying.

“Oh, good,” she said. “I’m so hungry. You’re such a good provider.”

“I thought it was the baby who was hungry,” I teased.

“Him too,” she said as she grabbed one of the fish hanging from my line and bit off its head.

“You mind if I cook some of these up?” I asked. “I’m a fan of sushi and all, but I prefer them cooked.”

“I don’t know what sushi is, but I’ll clean them for you while you get more firewood,” she offered.

“Thanks.” I handed her the fish and wondered if any of them were going to make it to the fire, and then made my way back down the hill.

I checked my snare wire while I was out, but to my dismay I hadn’t caught anything yet. If I could catch a rabbit, not only would we have another source of food, but we would be able to use the hide as well.

I didn’t know if this planet had seasons or not, or if I was near the equator, but I thought it couldn’t hurt to prepare just in case winter was on its way. Maybe in town I could learn more, but it would be tricky to work the idea of winter into a conversation if the seasons never actually changed, and it would immediately mark me as an outsider.

The nearby forest offered a plethora of dead wood, and I stacked up a big pile close to the river. Then I used my finger saw to cut down a few small oak trees for larger firewood and hacked off what limbs I could with my spade. The larger branches required the finger saw again, but soon I had four twenty-foot long trees and a pile of branches. I went through the stack with the shovel again and hacked off the small branches that would come in handy when setting up the new lean-to.

Once I had prepared the trees and branches for transport, I returned to our site and dropped off my molle pack. It took me five trips up and down the hill to transport all the wood, and when I finished I plopped down on the half wall of the cabin and drank greedily from the water tube that connected to my pack.

In the time it had taken me to haul the firewood to the site, Nika had cleaned all the fish and laid them out on a smooth stone. She had also found time to fashion herself a skirt out of long woven grass.

“Do you like it?” she asked as she twirled for me. When she did so, the leaf skirt fanned out and gave me a peek at her toned green ass.

“It looks great, how did you make that so fast?”

“I’ve been making my own clothes all my life, silly. Every goblin knows how to do it, or else they just go naked. You can tell who is not very smart by how well their clothes are made,” she explained as she gestured at me. “When I saw you and your clothes, I knew right away that you were very smart.”

“Sorry to burst your bubble, babe, but I didn’t make these clothes myself,” I admitted.

She frowned, but then her features brightened. “Ohhh,” she said. “You must have been very rich on Earth, or else a king. Were you a king?”

“No, I told you, I was… I mean, I am a warrior.”

“Then who made your clothes?”

I shrugged. “I guess factory workers. You know, people who are very good at it. Everyone where I come from usually has one job, and some people’s job is to make clothes. We have entire stores full of outfits, but most clothes are made by people in other countries.”

“Are they your slaves? Are they people you have conquered?”

“What? No, they get paid for their work. But not much I guess.”

She shook her head. “Earth sounds like a very strange place to me. You are lucky you are here instead, Ken Jewell.”

“All I know is that I’m lucky to have met you, Nika.”

I forced myself to get up from the half wall and set to building a fire. The fireplace was nearly two feet wide and offered ample room, but we didn’t need a big fire, just enough to cook the fish over. The night before had been mild, perhaps sixty-five degrees, and Nika and I had stayed warm beneath my military issue blanket.

Once the fire was going and the fish were cooking, I started work on the new lean-to. I wedged three of the straight branches that I had procured into the eastern wall and made sure to keep the center pole slightly taller than the two outlying poles in case of rain. Then I tied the end of my tarp to the poles with rope, spread it across the frame of the house beside the fire, and attached it to the half wall. The resulting shelter wasn’t permanent, but it would do for now. There was no indication of rain coming, and even if it did, we would stay dry beneath the tarp against the shelter of the half wall.

Satisfied with our camp so far, I sat down with Nika and ate fish on the hill overlooking the river. It had been a long day, but both suns were still out. I noticed that they were roughly in the same position in the sky as they had been the day before when I fell into the ocean, and I consulted my watch. Forty-eight hours had passed on Earth since I got here, but only one daily cycle had transpired on this strange new planet.

No wonder I felt so bushed, I had a serious case of interplanetary jetlag.

After we ate, I decided to take a nap, and Nika insisted on massaging my tired feet. Before she got started, I realized that I needed to make some sort of bed for us. Nika had already started working on a woven mattress, but it was going to take some time before that was ready. In the meantime, I had an idea.

I retrieved the net that the kobolds had used to try to trap me and held it over the fire with a stick until I got the stink out. It needed a good washing, but for now fumigating it would do. I used a few of my straight branches to make two stabilizer bars, one on each end of the big net, and then tied off both ends to the half wall with my rope. The result was a hammock cocoon of pure bliss, and I happily sank into it as Nika took off my boots and began rubbing my feet.

Then I was out in a matter of seconds.

I had hoped for dreamless sleep, but ever since my first tour in Afghanistan, nightmares had haunted my rest. This time I dreamed of an angry mob of pitchfork-wielding villagers chasing Nika and me through the forest. The angry voices of goblins soon joined the human’s, and they demanded that we hand over the baby. Nika’s belly was fat and swollen, and as we ran through  the underbrush and tangling vines, she started to go into labor.

“Give us the child!” the goblins chanted.

“Burn the traitor, kill the goblin!” the humans countered.

Nika stumbled, and I took her up in my arms so that we could get away. I pumped my legs and urged my body on faster, but it was no use. It seemed that the harder I tried, the slower I went, and I soon found myself slogging through thick mud.

A giant basilisk suddenly appeared in front of me, and I screamed as it sprang toward us.

“Nika!”

I awoke with a start and swung for the imagined basilisk. It was a dream, of course, and I sighed with relief as I lay there in the hammock.

Nika strode in then with a handful of long reeds, shook her head, and put down her load. “What are you doing, silly? You should be sleeping.”

“Bad dream.”

“Awww,” she said as she reached out her fingers and scratched through my thick hair. The feeling was exquisite, but I knew I should be getting to work.

“I’m okay,” I said as I looked up into her beautiful face. “Thanks for the scalp massage.”

“Of course, Ken Jewell. That is why I am here; to take care of you, make you food, make you clothes, and make you lots of strong babies. I’ll get back to work.”

I untangled my feet and shook off the final remnants of sleep. Then I took a long drink and poured some water over my face. As I pulled myself together, I glanced at the suns. One was a few hours from setting, and the other was just a little bit past noon. It looked like I had napped for about six hours, but I felt like I had been blindsided by a truck and just woke up from a three-month-long coma. I didn’t know if my exhaustion was from the heat of the holy twins or some kind of UV rays that I was unaware of. Maybe it was just hunger. It was a challenge to eat enough fish to replace the calories I was burning each day.

“Are you hungry?” Nika asked. “I cooked up the croc meat, it’s on the stone by the fire.”

“Oh man, thanks, Nika,” I said as I eagerly moved to the fireplace and sat down to eat.

“You are welcome,” she replied. “I know that to have a strong warren, it must have a strong leader.”

Nika had grilled the croc meat on long pine branch skewers balanced on rocks beside the fireplace. It was a little tough, but it had a hint of chicken flavor that I enjoyed, and I felt much better after I had filled my belly.

My stomach replenished, I set about my tasks for the day. I still had a lot of work to do, and night would be upon us sooner rather than later. The croc meat and water had squelched my immediate hunger, but my mind was still on food. I remembered my snare wire, told Nika I would be right back, and raced down the hill.

When the snare came into sight, my excitement died. From my angle it looked like I hadn’t caught anything, but then my eyes widened as I moved closer and beheld my catch. Caught up in the snare was a big fat brown rabbit, and the catch caused me to give a triumphant whoop as I hurried to untie my snare.

I raced back up the hill to show Nika, and when she laid eyes on the catch she burst with joy. “Yay!” she cheered. “But what is that monster?”

“This, my love, is a rabbit. Trust me, you’re going to love it!”

Before I cleaned the hare, I wanted to build a proper table. I had gathered about a dozen wrist-thick branches that would work well enough, so I set about the task of preparing them. With my finger saw I cut the wood poles down to about two-and-a-half feet long. Nika used my survival knife to shave off the bark and the more stubborn knots, and soon we had ten pieces for the table top. Next, I sawed four thicker branches down to two feet. These would act as the legs. Once the pieces were the correct length, I cut two more branches to support the table top from underneath.

While I had been sleeping, Nika had spent her time finishing the bed and weaving vines and grass into strong cordage. I thanked my lucky stars again for the brilliant goblin woman and used some of her rope to secure the branches for the table top. As I tied the cordage, Nika offered me some good ideas about how best to wrap the wood together. Her advice was clever, and an hour after we had begun, our table was done. We still needed chairs, but the table would do for now.

“Alright,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “Let me show you how to skin a rabbit.”

Nika watched me cut the skin off intently, but I had a feeling she could have performed the task easily. Once the hide was removed, she set it on the drying rack next to the crocodile skin, and I started to quarter the hare. I would have liked to make a stew, but I didn’t want to risk eating anything that I wasn’t familiar with. I had seen what looked like leeks, and then there was the clover patch, but for all I knew such plants were poisonous here.

“Hey, Nika. Do you know anything about the plants on the surface? Like what is alright to eat or not?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know much about the plants here in the sunlight. In the underdark, we eat mostly mushrooms and meat. Sometimes the males who go raiding brought my father different food from the surface, but he usually kept it all for himself or used it to impress his stupid friends.”

Once the rabbit was ready, we skewered it with sticks and set it over the fire to cook. Soon, the thin white meat began to sweat its aromatic juices, and the scent made my mouth water like a hungry dog’s.

I pulled it off the fire it twenty minutes later, unable to wait any longer. Then I handed Nika a stick with a thigh on it and took the other one for myself. We blew on the food, smiled at each other, and then laughed when I huffed on my scalding first bite. I juggled it around in my mouth while she giggled at my antics, and then I laughed at her when she did the same. The rabbit was greasy and delicious, but I wished we had another half-dozen or so of them to eat.

We finished off the rabbit meat and watched as the first sun set in the west. The tops of puffy clouds burst with violet and dark blue that changed to yellow, orange, and fiery red toward the bottoms. Together, the two suns were as bright as my own, but with only one in the sky, a slight twilight descended upon the new world.

Content with our most recent meal, Nika and I got back to work. I fashioned a pair of chairs out of my straight branches and Nika’s cordage while she continued to weave her vines and grass. The conversation turned to my home and my parents, and I did my best to keep the information on a narrow path where I could easily explain my soldier job without all the political aspects.

By nightfall Nika had finished the bed. It consisted of two seven by five-foot grass woven sheets with soft grass sandwiched in the middle. The padding was about six inches thick, and she had even made a couple of woven pillows to go with it.

I had been hard at work digging a shithole and a box made from branches to act as a toilet seat. Nika’s cordage came in handy again, and I used it to secure the branches that acted as the walls of the outhouse. The finished product wasn’t anything you’d see in Better Homes and Garden, but it got the job done. All that was missing was toilet paper, so I had to settle for some tufts of balled-up grass instead.

With my outhouse complete and the day slowly waning, I focused on setting up some trip wires that would alert us to anyone or anything approaching our little homestead. I didn’t have enough rope in my pack to cover my needs, but the vines that Nika had been working with were thin and strong, and she had gathered enough of it for me to use. All I needed was something loud enough to act as an alarm. What I really wanted were some jingle bells or an air horn, but I had to settle for something more primitive.

I went down to the river, found two nice big round stones, and hauled them back up to our site. Next, I fashioned two deadfall traps out of my straight branches, and I positioned the traps just a few feet from our site where the hill began. It took some doing, but I finally got them right, and carefully rested the round stones up against the thin slabs held up by the trap. I then laid out my extra tarp on the hill just below the balanced stones. If all went according to plan, when something tripped the line, the deadfall traps would spring, and the round stones would roll over the tarp and make a thunderous racket which would alert me to the presence of any trespassers nearby.

I ran the vine cordage down the side of the hill, across the face, and back up the other side. Then I carefully tied off the line to the sticks holding the deadfalls. It took a few tries to get it balanced correctly, but it was soon set up just as I wanted.

Next, I went down to the river and used the cordage to fashion two similar trip lines, one about fifty yards upriver, and the other fifty yards downriver. But these trip lines I rigged to hold up heavy logs balanced on the shore of the water. If the trip lines did their job, then when they were activated the logs would be released and drop into the river. I was a light sleeper and certain that I would be able to hear the disturbance.

When our work was done, we swam in the river as the second sun chased its twin over the western horizon, and we made love by the fire. A calm contentment settled over me that night as we lay on our new bed. Maybe it was having a place to call home. Maybe it was having a woman who loved me under my arm.

Whatever this feeling was, I never wanted it to go away, and a dreamless sleep soon pulled me down into Nika’s warm embrace.

But my sleep didn’t last long, and I awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of a log crashing into the river.

There was someone near our camp.
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Chapter 6

The sound of the log alarms had been faint, but I was sure I’d heard it, so I sprang from bed and doused the small fire with water. As it died with a hiss, I moved to the doorway of the structure and military crawled to the edge of the hill. Nika woke up and slowly crept to my side, and I placed a finger to my lips to indicate for her to be quiet. She understood the gesture, and we watched and listened.

Faint voices rode up the hillside. They were human voices, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. The red moon illuminated the thick clouds above with a crimson hue, but left the rest of the world in darkness. I let my eyes adjust for a few minutes as we listened, and soon I could make out the outlines of trees and a few other landmarks.

“I don’t think they saw our fire,” I whispered. “But it sounds like they’ve stopped for the night. Probably by the river. I’m going to go down and investigate. You should--”

“I’m coming too,” she whispered, and the look on her face told me not to argue with her.

“Alright, hold on,” I told her before I crawled back to camp to grab my utility belt and gun. When I returned to her side, she grinned from ear to ear and brandished my pocket knife.

“We’re not killing anyone if we don’t have to, understand?” I told her.

She frowned, then nodded. “Alright, Ken Jewell. In the underdark, killing people and taking their stuff is the best way to get loot, but you are my husband, so I’ll do as you ask.”

We quietly moved down the hill, careful to avoid my trip line. I heard three distinct voices below and to the left about three hundred yards away as I led Nika to the riverbank. A copse of trees sat at the bottom of the hill on that side, and we moved through them like thieves in the night.

I was surprised at how stealthy Nika was, and I had to glance back once in a while to make sure that she was still behind me. Her soft footfalls reminded me of Legolas from The Lord of the Rings, and while I had been trained for such silent stalking, I might as well have been a lead-footed Gimli next to her.

The glow of a campfire suddenly lit the trees about fifty yards in front of us, and I heard voices celebrating. There were three men by the sound of it, though I kept my ears peeled, and my eyes alert for any sign of a sentry.

I halted Nika, pressed my finger to my lips again, pointed at myself and her, and then made a hand gesture to indicate that we go slowly. She nodded and got down on all fours. Nika wore my extra pair of underwear and my t-shirt tied tight beneath her ribcage in a way that revealed her midriff in a tantalizing way. She looked more like a model than a spy, but I was able to pay attention to the task at hand.

We crept on hands and knees in the spaces beneath the thick pine boughs and used game trails to maneuver the underbrush. Tall oaks lent us their secret passageways, and soon we were positioned twenty yards from the trespassers.

I spied the group between two branches. Three men sat around the small campfire, and two of them carried on like a bunch of chatty Cathys. They had no horses with them, just big bulging backpacks, and to my dismay, a lot of weapons. Each man had a bow and quiver full of arrows resting against their packs. There were also metal traps and a half-dozen thin spears. It was clear to me that these men weren’t soldiers or warriors of any sort. They were hunters, and their most recent kill hung from a tree behind them. It was a six-point buck.

I glanced over at Nika, but her eyes were locked on the dead deer. When she finally glanced at me with hope-filled eyes, I shook my head. She mouthed please, and again I shook my head.

“Alfred, you want a smoke?” one of the men asked.

The man beside him, presumably Alfred, nodded and reached out for the offered tobacco bag. “Thank you kindly, Ned.”

Ned looked to be the oldest of the three. He had that toothless look that reminded me of a bat-shit crazy moonshiner, and the racoon hat and furs he wore pegged him as the real hunter of the group.

Alfred, on the other hand, looked to be about forty and from high society. He wore a fine brown suit with lacy frills that put Torrance’s Sunday best to shame. Twin mustache tips twirled up on the sides of his proud nose, and his boots reflected the campfire light, suggesting polished leather.

The third traveler was an older boy, and neither of his companions asked him if he wanted to smoke. He sat staring at the fire with a far-away look in his bright young eyes. His baby face told me he was about seventeen, but he was much taller than the other two men, though he hunched beneath some burden of shame, or so it seemed. His clothes resembled Alfred’s, as did his nose, and I guessed they were father and son.

“Hey, Johan,” Ned said as he puffed on his pipe. “Go on and shave off a piece of tenderloin like I showed ye and put it on the hot stone.”

Johan reluctantly obeyed and dragged his feet over to the hung carcass while his father Alfred looked on with pride.

“Yer boy did good today,” Ned noted. “Took down that buck with one shot.” A thin whistle escaped the toothless man’s wrinkled lips, and he tipped back a bottle.

Alfred glanced at Ned happily and twirled a mustache with one hand and nodded. “His mother didn’t want him to come. Said he was too tender a heart to take a life, but I know there’s a lion in him somewhere.”

“Sure there is. Say, sorry about making ye two come all this way in the dark. But I wanted to get as close to Buckshire as possible. The forests around the village are teeming with game, and I wanted to be ready when the first sun rose.”

“Quite understandable, old chap,” Alfred replied.

Johan returned with the long tenderloin, and Ned took it from him and slapped it down on a smooth stone he had been heating in the fire. The meat sizzled, and the aroma of venison soon found us.

I glanced over at Nika, and her wide eyes regarded me pleadingly.

Oh shit, mamma looked hungry.

“What is that?” she asked and licked her lips.

“It’s venison. Deer meat. But we can’t take any. We absolutely must not be seen,” I hissed.

“Oh, but Ken Jewell, the baby is so hungry,” she whispered.

“I’ll get you a deer, alright? I promise. Just stay calm.”

She turned back to spy on the travelers, and I made sure to keep her in my peripheral. The sizzling meat didn’t help matters, and I found my own stomach growling hungrily. I wondered what else they had to eat in their bags, and I imagined sacks of potatoes, carrots, apples, jerky, cheese, and bread.

God, how I missed bread.

An angel and a devil might as well have been sitting on my shoulders. One side kept showing me images of food, and the money that was sure to be in the men’s coin purses. I had some coins from the kobolds, but if we robbed these three, I would be able to buy more tools.

But the other side of me pleaded caution. We couldn’t rob these men and let them live, and I hadn’t sunk so low that I was going to kill another man for his property, let alone three.

“Say, Ned,” Alfred asked. “What can you tell us about this wanted man that everyone is talking about? Didn’t that happen close to here?”

I froze.

Ned puffed on his pipe and grinned at the men. “Oh, I can tell you a thing or two about the foreigner,” he said with a suspenseful tone to let the tension build. At length, he continued. “He goes by the name of Ken. Some say he’s got a hunchback, but others say it’s just a big pack, but everyone agrees that he wears strange, dirt-colored clothes, and he’s got a power that no one likes to even mention.”

“What power does he have that could be so bad?” Alfred asked.

Ned leaned in, eyeing them both with a mystified look. “They say that he can bring monsters up from the underdark--”

“To the surface world?” Alfred said with alarm.

“Into the sun,” Ned elaborated.

Nika glanced at me with realization, and I gulped.

“Yep!” Ned declared, and his sudden outburst startled both of the others and me at the same time. “That’s what they say. And last he was seen he was headed toward these hills.”

Alfred gave a nervous laugh and twirled his mustache so fast I thought it might catch on fire. “Now then, Ned. Enough of your campfire stories. You are going to scare the boy.”

“You just asked me,” Ned said as he shook his head.

“I’d rather kill a monster lover than a poor innocent deer,” Johan boasted, and his voice was a reflection of his father’s.

“Hear, hear,” Ned said. He tossed back another drink and offered the flask to the young man. “Go on then. Today was your first kill, you’re nearly a man!”

Johan glanced at his father, but Alfred was scanning the dark trees with a look of fear. The young man hurriedly took the bottle, gulped down the concoction, choked, and then spewed half the contents into the fire. The flames surged when the alcohol sprayed, and Alfred gave a yip and fell back off the pack he was sitting on.

Ned howled with laughter, and I turned to share my grin with Nika, but she was gone.

I glanced behind me and scoured the forest. I looked left and right and searched the trees, but I saw nothing. It wasn’t until I glanced back at the group that I noticed her crawling across the ground behind them toward the hanging deer.

I pulled my M17 out of its holster quietly.

Nika was hard to see even when I knew where to look. She had discarded my t-shirt and underwear and crept through the underbrush naked, as slow as a stalking lion. Her skin appeared much darker than I remembered it being, even in the moonless night, and her claim about being good at hiding played in my mind. I was terrified that she was going to be detected, but a part of me was also proud as fucking hell of her capabilities.

Ned spoke my name again, and I turned my attention back to the conversation, my M17 ready to drop the first one who saw her.

“The story goes that they ran him out of Hamstead, and he sprouted bat wings and flew off into the dark woods. Other people say that the knights of Hamstead chased him down the road and into some hole leading to the underdark. Still others claim that he ain’t even real, and it’s just the governor trying to create reasons to raise the taxes. But whatever the case, if I come across him, why, I’ll drop him like Johan there dropped that buck.”

He turned around, and I grimaced, but Nika must have sensed it, and she froze. The tense moment passed when Ned turned back to the fire and spit in it, and I took my finger away from the trigger. Then I saw Nika emerge from the underbrush and crawl on all fours toward the deer with my pocket knife in her mouth. She was exposed now, and no matter how good she was at hiding, or how her skin tone changed, if any of the men glanced back they would see her there less than ten feet away.

I tensed and watched with growing anxiety as she sawed at the carcass. Her movements caused it to wiggle ever so slightly, but Ned was in full force it seemed, and he continued with his rant and kept the men’s attention.

“They say the monster lover has two powers, not just the one I told ye about,” he said.

“No!” Alfred exclaimed wide-eyed.

“What’s the other one?” Johan said with a slight slur followed by a hiccup.

Ned shrugged. “Beats me. The seer didn’t have time to read his stars that far before she died of shock.”

I blinked. Had I really killed the old witch? She had still been breathing when I had set her down on the floor. I hoped that it wasn’t true, not only because I didn’t wish her dead, but more importantly, because I didn’t wish myself wanted for murder. But given the rumors that had begun to spread about me, I guessed that I might as well be.

If I was found, I was sure to be killed, dead Granhelga or not.

“He killed the seer? Say it isn’t so. You are pulling our legs,” Alfred said.

“Wish I was,” Ned replied and then drank again from his flask. He offered it to Alfred, and the dignified man tossed back a shot like an old pro, though he coughed afterward.

Behind them, Nika slunk back into the shadows, and I let out a sigh of relief. The conversation turned to monsters, and Ned recounted the recent raids that had happened in the nearby towns and villages. His colorful stories gave me a rough idea of the surrounding communities, and I learned that there was another village like Hamstead a good five miles to our south.

A few minutes later, Nika returned to my side with three big hunks of meat wrapped in my extra t-shirt, and a tongue and heart balled up in my shorts.

“That was a very dangerous thing to do,” I hissed.

“I know,” she said with a grin as she eyed my crotch. “Danger makes me so horny.”

I stifled a laugh and tried to shoot her a glare, but she was just too irresistible crouched there naked beside me with that triumphant look on her face, so I kissed her instead.

“No more sneaking off, you understand?” I told her, but she only smiled and shook her head.

“You worry too much, Ken Jewell. Goblins are really good at sneaking.”

I turned my attention back to the men. They would notice the missing meat sooner or later, so we had to get away.

“Listen,” I said, and glanced back at Nika, but again, she was gone.

I cursed under my breath and scoured the campsite, wondering what in God’s name she was up to now. Then I saw her crouched behind the men as Ned told an animated tale about battling a giant arachnid.

“Then I pulled back my bow and took aim at the giant spider,” Ned said.

Nika moved closer to the men.

“And I’ll be damned if that crazed arachnid didn’t spray its foul web my way,” he went on.

Nika was right behind Ned now, and I watched with terror and amazement as the discarded bottle that he had laid at his side disappeared.

“What did you do then, Ned?” Johan asked, completely enthralled, and totally oblivious as Nika plucked contents out of the pack he sat on.

“Why, I jumped out of the way, son!”

Alfred laughed and puffed on his pipe, quite enjoying the story, and blind to the green hand that lifted his coin purse from his belt loop.

“Then I popped up from behind my shelter and let loose a single arrow,” boasted Ned as Nika disappeared into the shadows once more.

“Did it hit the spider?” Johan urged.

“Did you save the village?” his father begged to know.

“My arrow flew true that day, my friends, and took the beast right in the middle of its hundred eyes,” Ned reported proudly.

The father and son leapt to their feet and cheered, and that’s when Ned reached for his flask and found it missing.

It was time to get the hell out of there.

“Who’d I give the flask to last?” Ned asked with confusion.

Nika returned with a wide grin on her face and an armload of loot. I pointed at her, myself, and the trees leading back up the hill. She nodded, and we high-tailed it out of there. Behind us, an argument broke out about who had stolen Ned’s liquor, and I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself. I had been on my share of dates in the past, but this one took the cake.

Nika was amazing.

I led the green-skinned woman back to the riverbank just below our site, and we crept back up to the shelter. I could see the glow of the men’s fire perhaps six hundred yards away, and I could barely make out their continued arguing, but we were safe for the time being.

“I can’t believe you did that,” I said as I turned and faced Nika.

She put her loot on the table and grabbed the shirt full of dripping meat and the shorts with the heart and tongue in it. “Did I do good?” she asked with cherubic innocence.

My heart melted, and I chuckled at my emerald bride. “Nika, if you had been caught, you might have gotten hurt, and I might have been forced to kill those men.”

“If, might, maybe, could, should… you focus too much on things that haven’t happened. I told you that I was good at hiding and sneaking, and now you know that I tell the truth. I’m a goblin, Ken Jewell, and I know the goblin trade. Now show me how to cook what you call ven-uh-sun.”

“It’s venison, and we can’t cook it until those men leave their camp,” I told her.

“When will that be?” she pouted.

“My guess is sunrise. Thanks to you, they won’t be hungover though.”

“What is hungover?”

“It means sick from alcohol. Come on, show me what else you took from them.”

Nika gladly obeyed and slowly opened the coin purse that she lifted from Alfred. “Aw, there’s no food, but there is money,” she said and tossed it to me before rifling through something else.

I caught the coin purse and looked inside. There were seven gold coins in there, five silver, and three coppers. I had no idea how much they were worth, but given Alfred’s attire, I guessed it was a small fortune.

“What did you get from the kid’s bag?” I asked.

Nika held up a piece of dried meat that she had bitten in half, and handed me a small pouch, inside I found a feather quill, a bottle of ink, and a small notebook. “Hmm,” I said, “This will come in handy. All in all, it’s a good take. This money is going to get us a lot of supplies.”

“Then you can finish the house?” Nika asked hopefully.

“Yeah, then I can finish the house. Listen, I’m going to keep an eye on those men until they’re far from here, alright, you stay with--”

“I’ll stay with the food, Ken Jewell,” she said.

“Nika,” I said and offered her my best scowl, “You’ve got to promise me not to have a fire until I come back and tell you it is safe. Alright?”

“Of course, you’re my husband, and what you say goes,” she answered cheerfully.

“No, it’s not like that. I’ve just got to be able to trust you, understand? Just like you’ve got to be able to trust me.”

“I understand,” she said with a reassuring smile and a kiss on my cheek. “I love you so much, Ken Jewell. Come back soon.”

I left Nika and returned to the place where I had been spying on the men, but it seemed that the mood around camp had soured since the argument, and they had all settled in to bed, so I made myself comfortable and settled in for a long wait.

Seven hours later I watched groggily as the men finally stirred, ate a small breakfast, and stiffly set out once again along the river. I followed them for three or four miles and was delighted when they led me to a road.

“This way to Buckshire,” Ned told them as he turned right, and I let the men go.

There was a sign on the side of the road that held two posts, one told me that Hamstead was seven miles to the north, and the other read that Buckshire was five miles to the south.

I hurried back the way I had come, excited that I wouldn’t have to return to Hamstead. Buckshire was closer, and nobody knew me by sight there. It was the much safer bet.

The first sun had been up for an hour and a half by the time I returned to the homestead, and I found that Nika heeded my warning and hadn’t built a fire. Instead she had gone back to sleep, but when I came walking onto the stone floor, she bolted alert and ran over to me.

“Are the men gone?” she asked urgently.

“Yeah, they’re gone, they went--”

“Oh good!” she said and rushed over to my molle pack. It took her about five seconds flat to locate my magnesium fire starter and get a fire going.

I joined her beside the fireplace and instructed her on how to cook the meat just right. I longed for a good cast iron pan, salt, garlic, onions, and butter, but we were going to have to settle for venison kabobs. When I determined the meat was done, we brought it to the table to eat and enjoyed our meal in silence. There was a lot to tell her, but it seemed that all her mental resources were being used up in the enjoyment of food at the moment.

When we had finished the meal and drank our fill of water, I told her about the road, and the signs that I had seen. “I think it will be safer if I go to Buckshire for supplies, no one knows me there.”

“You are very clever, Ken Jewell,” she said “I do not doubt that you will get there and back safely. But those men made me think…” She paused for a second and then gave me a sly smile.

“What is it, Nika? What did they make you think?”

She sighed. “The humans will never understand our love, and neither will the goblins. We will be hunted for the rest of our lives, Ken Jewell, and we will never know a moment of peace.”

“I’ve been worrying about the same thing,” I confessed.

“That’s why I think you should find other monster women and bring them up from the underdark,” she said. “You should have babies with them as well, hundreds, perhaps thousands of monster babies. They will grow big and strong very fast. You’ll soon lead a mighty warband, take over the surface world, and rule it as king. Yep. You must do it. It’s what any good goblin king would do, Ken Jewell, and I am confident that you are going to be the bestest of all the kings. I am so happy that you are my husband, and that we are going to rule the world.”

That was about the last thing I thought she would tell me, and it took a moment before I realized that she was actually being serious.
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Chapter 7

“What? Other women? An army of monster babies?”

“Yes, Ken Jewell. You are the patriarch of clan Jewell, and I think that you should be king of this land and someday emperor of the world. You are smart, you are strong, and you have this power to bring monsters out into the daylight. So, why not use it to secure our future?”

“Nika, what are you talking about? Other women? Other wives? You’re my wife. I don’t want or need anyone else.”

“I want them,” she said, and I realized that she was dead serious. “Women in the underdark are treated like slaves. Almost every race treats their women terribly. You could bring them to the surface, and together we could show them a better way. Think about it. You could have as many women as you wanted, and we could build a clan so powerful that no one could ever bring it down.”

“And the idea of me sleeping with other women doesn’t make you jealous?” I asked carefully.

“You will not only sleep with them, but you must have sex with them to make them pregnant,” she informed me.

“Right, and that doesn’t make you jealous?”

“Jealous? Why would I be jealous? I am your first wife, I have your first baby inside of me. I love you, and I know that you love me. What is there to be jealous about?”

“Ohhh, I don’t know,” I said in a sing-song voice. “These things have a way of going south…”

She shook her head and grinned at me. “You worry too much, Ken Jewell. Kings don’t worry that much. You should just consider yourself a king already and stop worrying.”

“Look,” I said, “having multiple wives doesn’t seem fair to you.”

“Fair to me?” she asked with a confused look on her beautiful green face.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “You say you are okay with me making babies with other women, but I don’t want to imagine you with another man.”

She frowned at me with confusion. “Why would I be with another man? I only love you. Also, another man cannot give us babies faster, but other women can give us more babies much faster so you can build your kingdom that much quicker. The sooner we build the strongest kingdom, the sooner we can conquer all the humans and monsters that might wish to hurt us. Then we will be safe. I will do my best, but we will need more monster women whose children can offer different skills. You will like it, you will see.”

I laughed at that one and wondered if she was setting me up. What man didn’t fantasize of having a bunch of different wives?

“Alright, Nika, I’ll think about it, but what is this talk about taking over the world?”

“You are a very powerful warrior, and you are very clever. Once we have an army of monster children, we will crush those who wish us harm. It is your destiny, Ken Jewell. One day you will be known as the greatest man in all the land, and the underdark with quake at the mention of your name. You will be the greatest goblin king in history. I am confident. I am also lucky.”

“That sounds great and all, but can’t we just move? Go somewhere away from people and away from the underdark?” I asked tiredly.

“Run away?” she said with a deep frown. “No, there is nowhere on the surface that is not teeming with humans. They are everywhere, and the underdark is always beneath us. It has no beginning and no end. It is forever, and it runs deep into the heart of this world. There is nowhere to go where they will not attack us, Ken Jewell. Do you understand?”

“I do,” I said though I didn’t want to believe it.

“People will hate our love and our family,” she sighed as she shook her head. “They are afraid of you, and they are afraid of me. They will come sooner or later, and when they do, we must show them that we are powerful. We will kill them, take all their loot, and get even more powerful. Hooray!” As she spoke, Nika’s frown turned into a wide smile that was part cute-innocent and part crazy-sexy.

“Alright, I get it,” I said as I rubbed my throbbing temples. “But for now let’s just focus on our first child before we start planning to rule the world, alright?”

“Okay,” she answered with a happy nod.

“Do you remember where I put the supply list?” I asked tiredly. “I should head out soon.”

“You look very tired,” she noted. “You should get some rest before you go to the village. You’ve been up all night standing guard. Come and lay down, and I’ll rub your back.”

“That sounds great,” I sighed, and it only took a handful of minutes of Nika rubbing my tired muscles before sleep took me.

I was blessed with dreamless sleep that morning, and when I awoke shortly before the second sunrise, I found Nika happily humming and working at the table. Something looked different about her that I couldn’t quite place at first, but then I realized that she had cut about five inches off her long red hair.

“Nika, you cut your hair,” I said as I got to my feet.

“I know, silly,” she said with a pleasant giggle.

“But why?”

“I needed it for part of your disguise. Look, I’ve made you a wig.” She turned and held it up to me, and I burst out laughing. Her smile slowly faded, and she regarded her work skeptically. “You don’t like it?”

“No, I do. I just thought about how I would look with it on that’s all.”

Her smile returned, and she walked over to me and put the wig on my head. It fit perfectly, and Nika nodded at me. “You look great!”

I retrieved the signaling mirror out of my molle pack and looked at my reflection. Another laugh escaped me. Nika’s hair was wavy, and she had woven it into a vine cap in a way that made the length of the hair uniform. The result was a candy red mop on top of my head that gave me long bangs.

I looked like one of the Beatles, only ginger flavored.

“No one’s going to recognize me now. Great job, Nika. I think this disguise and my poncho will work well enough.”

Nika beamed at me. “Now you will go into the village and get more food?”

“I hate to leave you here alone, but I guess there is no other choice. Are you sure you will be alright?”

“Of course, silly, goblins are great at hiding. I will be fine. You worry about getting food, okay?”

“If you say so,” I said, and then we kissed each other for a few minutes. Then the kisses turned into frantic lovemaking that did a great job of waking me up.

An hour later the second sun rose, and I set out toward the road that would bring me to Buckshire. The clouds that had plagued the sky the night before had dissipated in early morning, and now the sky was clear blue. Familiar bird songs played in the forest, and the river babbled to my right. When I reached the road, I made sure no one was coming before I emerged from the forest. Then I hung a right and started on my way toward Buckshire.

I hadn’t brought my molle pack, but I still wore my utility belt under my brown poncho. My army boots wouldn’t look too unusual, and my camo pants and t-shirt remained hidden, so I didn’t expect anyone to recognize me. The getup was hot, and the red wig on my head didn’t really help matters.

I had used Johan’s quill to make a small grocery list and recited it over and over again as I walked. As far as tools went, I figured I would need a few different axes for felling trees and carpentry duty, a pick axe, another shovel, a hammer, spikes, nails, and more rope. I also intended on picking up a cooking pan, some cloth for Nika, and seeds for the future garden.

If Buckshire’s markets were anything like Hamstead’s, I would have a wide variety of vegetables and meat to choose from, but I could only carry so much, so I decided on vegetables and any fruit if they had it. I could get meat easily enough on my own, but my body was craving carbs and other nutrients, and until I learned what I could forage or the garden started to produce, I would be dependent on the town. Cheese and bread was at the top of my list as well, and maybe even a bottle of wine. It was going to be a bitch hauling all of my goods back to camp, but I doubted I could buy a mule or a horse with my limited funds.

The river that flowed past our homestead emerged from the forest and followed the road to my right, and soon Buckshire became visible off in the distance. I passed a couple of young boys fishing off the riverbank by the road, and they waved at me as I passed. The urge to glance back was strong, but I kept my eyes forward and marched toward the village like I had business to attend to.

Farms began to crop up on both sides of the road, and the forest thinned out to make way for hay fields and apple orchards. I didn’t know what the punishment was for stealing apples, but they were just too damn good looking to resist. I made sure that no one was looking, walked off the road, quickly plucked one of the bright red beauties off a branch, and bit off a big chunk. The juicy apple was delicious, and I reminded myself to grab a few for Nika on the way back.

Buckshire turned out to be very similar to Hamstead, only a bit larger. To my relief, there were no guards waiting by the wooden wall that surrounded the village. One and two story cottages were packed in tightly on both sides of the main street, and many more were clumped by the river. The abodes soon gave way to the business district, and the smell of food found my nose.

I walked past pubs and inns boasting rooms available for a silver a night, and horses kicked up dust as men on wagons went about their daily routines. The steady clang of a blacksmith's hammer echoed through the town, followed by the occasional hiss as his apprentice dunked hot metal into a bucket of water.

I received a few stares, but no one looked alarmed by my presence, only curious.

Then a voice rang out, and many of the people stopped to regard a man who had come out onto a balcony overlooking the busy street. “Hear ye, hear ye, gather round my friends and hear the news of the day!”

A crowd quickly formed beneath the man’s balcony, and I moved away from them and acted like I was inspecting a barrel of apples beside a fruit stand.

“Yes, gather round, gather round,” the town crier said. “I’ve much to tell on this fine day. Firstly, if anyone has seen Mildred Doogle’s prized pig Patches, she is offering a fresh apple pie as a reward for his return.”

The crowd chuckled, and men elbowed each other agreeably. They seemed to think that the pie was a fine reward indeed.

“And in a shocking turn of events,” the crier added. “King Leon has raised taxes on all hamlets, towns, villages, and cities in the kingdom of Leontanis.”

The crowd began to grumble and boo the crier, and he raised his arms defensively.

“Don’t kill the messenger, folks! The king has declared that extra security will be needed, and that means we all have to cough up a little more if we want to remain safe. But alas! It is not all bad news today. The king has also raised the bounty on one the most feared men in all the land, the monster lover, Ken Jewell! The king is now offering a reward of one-hundred freshly minted gold coins for the monster lover, dead or alive!”

I scanned the crowd as the people responded to the news. Women spoke in quick, hushed tones and clutched their necklaces in a white knuckled grip. Men puffed up their chests and claimed that they just might go hunting for me.

It was time for me to get moving, but it would look suspicious if I left the crowd just then, so I waited for the crier to finish with the news and disappeared into the crowd as it dispersed.

I kept my poncho hood drawn low as I moved through the crowd. A few people took notice of me, but most of them were busy bullshitting about how they weren’t afraid, and how they should all form a search party and split the bounty.

Others were spreading ridiculous rumors about me, and if I hadn’t been so worried about getting the tools I needed, I would have laughed.

“I hear that he’s part monster himself,” one man said.

“He stole witch powers and can travel through the forest like a crow!” shouted another.

“He’s building a lair in the underdark, and he’ll raid our city when it is night again!” an elderly woman cried as she clutched her grandchild.

“He’s just a blasted story to get all you idiots afraid so the king can raise taxes again!” a crotchety old man growled after he spit on the ground.

“They say he breaks in through windows and ravishes ladies in the night!” A woman with tall blonde hair and breasts that threatened to snap her corset gasped in a way that made me think she might have actually wished for that to be true.

“I told you all, it’s a sign of the end,” another man protested to his friends as they shouldered past. “We need to pray more to the Holy Twins, so that they will save us from this monster menace!”

“I tell you, Harvey, I saw someone who looked like the man on the posters. Saw him down by the river a few nights back I did,” a man standing outside a pub added, and a few of the townsfolk turned toward him.

I wondered about the posters that he had mentioned and noticed one pegged to a pole beside a horse trough. I tore it off the peg as I passed and glanced down at it. The sketch of me wasn’t bad, but the artist had given me a menacing face, and I didn’t think anyone would be able to recognize me from it. The poster did list me as tall and muscular, so I hunched a little, drew in my arms to look smaller, and stuffed the poster in my pocket.

My first stop was a tool shop that caught my eye as I meandered down the street with the crowd. The owner was a squat man with wide spectacles, a bald head, and large jowls. He offered me a nod when I walked in and then went back to the book he was reading.

I grabbed a shovel, pickaxe, hammer, felling axe, right-sided carpenter axe, splitting maul, saw, a few different sizes of block and tackle, and a length of rope. Then I carried them over to the counter. On my way to the counter I grabbed a trio of sharpening stones, pair of hand planes, a deep pot, and a kettle. Then I realized that I was going to need something to carry everything in.

“You have any big backpacks?” I asked, and the man nodded to the far corner of the store after I set my load down on the counter.

I moved to the far corner and saw an organized pile of leather packs. Most of them were a bit smaller than my molle pack, but one of the packs was about twice the size, and it had straps on the outside for tools to be hung. It also had a thick wooden frame, and even though it weighed about ten pounds empty, I knew it would be able to carry everything I wanted.

“That’s a good one,” the store keep said. “Miner’s pack. Will carry all your tools and equipment. A bit hard on the shoulders though. That’s why it’s got the frame.”

“I’m used to having heavy weights on my shoulders,” I said as I set the pack on the counter. “How much for all this?”

He made a quick mental calculation, looked me over a little closer, and said, “That’s going to run you fifty silver, stranger.”

I didn’t like the way he called me stranger. I doubted he recognized me, but he had a cocky air about him, like he knew he could take advantage of me because I was from out of town.

“And what would all this cost a local?” I asked.

He smirked at me. “Fifty silver, and not a copper fool less.”

I shook my head. The chubby bastard was screwing me over, I knew it, but I didn’t really have any recourse other than asking him if he would like my boot up his ass, and that would just get me too much attention.

“How much for a bucket of nails?” I asked instead.

“Two silver.”

“Fifty-two silver for all of it?” I sighed. “That’s a little pricey, don’t you think?”

“That’s the price. You want to shop around? The next village is twelve miles north.” He looked to be growing tired of my haggling, and I suddenly thought of a better way of approaching the negotiations.

I glanced around, beckoned him with my finger, and then leaned in conspiratorially. His eyes suddenly grew wide, and he mirrored my movement so that our faces were only about a foot apart.

“Listen friend,” I whispered. “I’m a bounty hunter and I’m looking for that monster lover everyone has been talking about. I’ve got a good lead, but I don’t want anyone else to know about it. Get me?”

His face went white, and he regarded me with a newfound respect.

“What’s your name, stranger,” he asked.

“The name’s Boba Fett,” I said as I offered him my hand.

He shook my hand, and I could feel the sweat on his palm. “You really going after Crazy Ken?”

I smirked at the nickname and nodded. “I need this here gear to set my traps. But I don’t have the coinage you’re asking for, and I was wondering if you might do me a favor.”

He nodded eagerly. “If you’re using it to hunt that monster loving bastard, I’ll give it to you at a discount. I made the same deal with a couple of other gentlemen that came through here earlier looking to buy some gear. They said they were after Crazy Ken, too.”

“You don’t say?”

“Yep,” he said, and then he pointed out the window at two men standing across the street. They looked like roughnecks, wore thick leather armor, and had half a dozen blades between them. “Them two there. Said they was headed to Hamstead to talk to the villagers about what they saw.”

I memorized the men’s faces and glanced back at the shopkeeper. “So what’s the new price on this gear?”

“I can give it to you for twenty-five silver,” he said. “But if you catch him, you’ve got to tell everyone you did it with my equipment. Deal?”

“Throw in the fishing net behind you, and you’ve got a deal,” I told him as I took out three gold pieces from my coin purse and laid them on the counter. The man didn’t act like it was too much, instead he handed me back five silver. My hunch had been correct, and I took mental note that one gold was worth ten silver.

The shopkeeper then wrapped up all my gear with burlap and tied it secure with twine so that I could carry it over my shoulder.

“Thank you kindly,” I said as I took the bundle. “Listen, friend. I’d appreciate it if you didn't mention me being a bounty hunter, or at all for that matter. It’s hard enough finding a wanted man without the locals bragging about meeting the men who are looking for them. You know what I mean?”

“It’ll be our little secret, Mr. Fett” he told me with a wink.

I suspected he was full of shit, but I wasn’t going to threaten him to keep his mouth shut. Even if he talked about me, it probably wouldn’t matter. There were already dozens of big mouths out there talking about how they were going to hunt me down.

Next, I hit the market and picked up a five-pound bag of oats, a bundle of potatoes, salt, pepper, a brick of cheese that smelled like smoked Gouda, and three loaves of fresh baked bread that made my mouth water. To my further delight, I came across a booth featuring some inexpensive teas and bought two different varieties. I got a couple cups, ceramic plates, bowls, and a small set of silverware as well.

Then I splurged a little, and bought Nikka a small paper wrapped bar of chocolate. I doubted that she would have ever had some before, and I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she tasted it.

My new backpack was getting almost as heavy as the molle pack I left back with Nika, but I was like a kid in a candy store, and I still had plenty of space left inside the voluminous interior. Back on Earth it was a cardinal rule of mine not to shop for groceries on an empty stomach, but I had broken that rule, and I wanted to buy everything I saw.

I tore off a chunk of bread, chewed on it to ease my hunger, and tried to focus on necessities. My coinage was already getting low, and I would only have enough for a few more things before I was broke.

The sound of a crowing rooster caught my ears, and I instantly thought of eggs. I found a man selling the birds out of the back of his wagon and inquired about the price. He told me two silver each for the hens and four for the cock, so I handed over my last gold piece and walked away with a rooster and three hens in a small cage.

Lastly I visited the local tailor and bought two pairs of brown trousers, two brown undershirts, and two dresses for Nika. I picked one that was plain and brown which she could wear while working around the homestead, and another that was silky and pink. I also picked her out some practical brown shoes that I thought would fit. She didn’t seem to mind going around barefooted, but I thought she might like them.

Not having a horse or a mule was a pain in the ass, and I started to gain some looks as I lugged my wares across town. I was done now though, so I kept an eye out for the men that the shop keeper had fingered as bounty hunters and headed back to the main road that would lead me out of town.

I had glanced behind me to see if anyone was following me as I turned the corner, and when I looked back, I came face to face with Torrance.

We both froze.

Then he squinted at me, looked over my outfit and gear, and whispered, “Ken?”

“The name’s Boba,” I said and pulled him along with me.

“I thought you were dead or gone by now,” he whispered as I guided him into an alley.

“We shouldn’t be seen together, Torrance,” I said as I glanced up and down the street. “If someone sees you with me, you’ll probably be in a lot of trouble.”

“More than I’m already in?” he said with a solemn look.

“What do you mean?”

“I was the one who found you. Me and my family were interrogated for a day and a half about where you came from, who you were, and where you might have run off to.”

“What did you tell them?” I asked.

“We told them everything we knew, and it wasn’t much, to tell you the truth. When we got back from the damn dungeons someone had burned down my damn barn. That’s why I’m here getting supplies. We’ve been shunned by the people of Hamstead, and ain't a one person left in town who’ll do business with me, so I had to move out here.”

“Ahhh shit. Torrance, I’m sorry. Are the kids alright?”

He nodded. “A little shook up is all.”

I was pissed about what had gone down. Torrance was a good guy, and he had been the first person to help me. He deserved better than having his family shamed and his barn burned to the ground.

“What about you?” he asked. “I thought you would have gotten as far away from Hamstead as possible. What are you doing here?” He glanced curiously at my ridiculously large load.

I hated to do it, but I didn’t really know the man very well when it came right down to it, so I lied. “I’m living in the underdark. Just came out to get some supplies.”

“The underdark?” he said a little too loudly. Then he ducked down and got closer. “The holy twins forsaken underdark? Are you mad?”

“Probably,” I said with a forced laugh, and wondered if he had any intentions on cashing in on the one-hundred gold on my head. It was a small fortune, and I knew that he must have been tempted. All he had to do was cry out right then and there, and I would most likely be screwed.

We stood in silence and studied each other.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said and raised his chin proudly. “But I ain’t no snitch. You’re a friend of mine, and I don’t rat out my friends. I know you’re a good man and not the criminal they make you out to be.”

“Thanks,” I said as I felt my shoulders relax.

“That’s what friends are for.”

“You said that you told the inquisitors everything you knew?” I reminded him.

“Yep, under pain of torture I did,” he said and rolled up his sleeve to show me a bloody bandage on his forearm. “They said if I didn’t tell them then they'd get it out of the kids. So I told ‘em. But I ain't going out of my way to give them bastards information about you.”

He wouldn’t go out of his way didn’t mean that he would keep his mouth shut if they tortured him again, and I realized that this was the last time I could wear this disguise. It might be the last time I could come into Buckshire, too.

“I’ve got to go,” I told him. “I’m sorry that I brought you trouble, Torrance. I really am.”

“Wasn’t your fault you had such a dangerous power,” he said.

“Granhelga was lying,” I said. “You were right about me being in trouble with witches. They've got it out for me, Torrance. It’s why Granhelga lied about that ridiculous power. If you’re questioned again, you tell those bastards what I just told you, and maybe they’ll see that I’m on their side.”

He nodded. “Then this is goodbye.”

“For now,” I said, “but Torrance, thank you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. You’re a good man, and I’m going to pay you back some day for taking care of me.”

“You take care of yourself, Boba,” he said with a solemn nod.

“You too,” I said, and then I left him in the alley.

As I walked out of town with my gear and a cage full of chickens, I kept my hood low and hunched beneath my burden. I couldn’t get my mind off Torrance’s plight, and I vowed to myself that I would make it right. Maybe after I got more loot from the underdark, I could find out where he lived and give him some. It was the least I could do after the hospitality that he and his family had shown me.

A few minutes later, I noticed the two bounty hunters on the other side of the street and ducked down the nearest alley.

When I got to the end I glanced back, saw them enter the alley, and cursed under my breath. I knew I couldn’t outrun them while I was lugging all my shit around, but I couldn’t just leave it behind, since that would mark me for sure.

I needed to find a place to hide, so I hustled down the street like it was just another day huffing gear on duty and turned into another alley. The rooster crowed, and I banged the cage against the wall in an attempt to shut it up. But the stupid thing wouldn’t be quiet, so I put down the cage, opened it up, and glared at the annoying bird.

“Listen, if you don’t be quiet, you’re going to be dinner. Understand?”

It had been a rhetorical question, of course, but to my surprise, the rooster stopped clucking and cocked its head at me. It studied me for a moment and then settled in to roost between the hens.

I heard a noise behind me and ducked into the open door of the inn beside the alley.

“Hey!” a man behind an oven shouted.

“I’m here to see Patrick. Shh, it’s a surprise,” I told him.

“Who the hell is Patrick?” he said as I pushed through the door to a hallway of a restaurant. I could see patrons sitting at the tables down the right side of the main eating room, and there was another door to the left. I wasn’t about to walk through the dining area with all the gear strapped to my back, so I went left and prayed that it led to the back door.

I pushed through the door and found myself in a storage room. I guessed that there would be a loading door of some sort in the back, so I hurried through. Sure enough, a big double door stood open, and through it I could see the river that ran along the northern border of the town.

I glanced left and right along the backs of the other buildings and saw a well-worn wagon road ran the length of the buildings. There were a number of small boats docked down by the water, and a plan formed in my mind.

If I could get to one of those boats, I might be able to escape, and it would be a hell of a lot easier to get my things back to camp.

I looked left and right again, and that’s when I saw the two men emerge from another alley. I ducked back into the storage room and carefully shut the doors. The room was full of barrels and stacks of grain bags and other foodstuffs, so I rushed over to the right corner and ducked behind a row of barrels and prayed to god that the chickens would keep quiet.

I sat there in darkness and listened for footsteps. The only light came through the crack between the doors, and when a shadow passed by, I held my breath.

“You go check the granary,” I heard a voice say.

“Come on, he’s just some guy buying equipment for his farm,” the other man said. “Let’s go get a beer before we head north.”

“You ever seen a sane man wearing a raincoat in the sunshine, Barry? Use your head and do what the hell I tell you,” the first man asked.

“Alright, fine,” Barry said.

Then the doors to the storage room opened, and a grizzled looking man walked in with his sword drawn. I recognized him as one of the bounty hunters that were after me and mentally prepared myself for a fight.

I watched him through a tiny gap between the barrels as he strode into the storage room and sniffed at the air. He turned a full circle, but didn’t stop when he looked my way. Even so, I slowly wrapped my fingers around my survival knife and prepared to spring from my hiding spot. The big man walked to the other side of the room, moved around a few crates, kicked a barrel, and then investigated deeper into the room.

I knew that I wouldn’t be able to sneak out, since the room was only fifteen by fifteen, and he would no doubt hear me as soon as I made a move. So I stayed put and glared at the chickens to keep them quiet.

The man rifled through some sacks and then continued around the room.

He inched closer to my location with his sword held low and his eyes slowly scanning the room. I didn’t want to kill the man, but if it came down to it, I would do whatever I had to do to survive.

So I gripped my knife tighter and prepared to stab him.

He drew closer, less than eight feet away, and out of my sight as I hunched behind the barrels.

His footsteps drew nearer.

I held my breath and glanced down at the still quiet chickens. Another step sounded on the wooden floor, then another. I saw the shiny metal of the man’s sword move over the top of the barrel, one foot above my head.

It was over. I knew he was going to find me, so I prepared to bat aside the sword and stab him in the heart.

A fraction of a second before I made my move, the door to the inn opened and someone walked in. “Hey, what are you doing in here?” the newcomer asked.

The sword turned away from my hiding spot, and I heard the creak of the bounty hunter’s leather armor as he shifted his weight. “Did you see a man come this way? He has red hair, and he was wearing a raincoat.”

“What? Who are you, what are you doing in here?” the other voice asked.

Four quick steps sounded, and I positioned myself to see what was going on. When I spied them through the crack, the bounty hunter had the man by the throat and was threatening him with his long sword. “Answer my question.”

“No, blessed twins, no. I ain’t seen nobody like that come through here. I promise,” the innkeeper gurgled out.

“What about your staff?” the bounty hunter quizzed.

“I, I, I don’t know, you’d have to ask them.”

“I think I’ll do just that. Lead the way,” the bounty hunter said, and then he shoved the scared man through the door.

As soon as the door closed, I shouldered my heavy backpack, picked up the chicken cage, grabbed a growler of mead, and hurried to the big double doors. I opened one, glanced left, right, found the way clear, and hauled ass down to the river.

I tossed my supplies in a little rowboat that no one was using, set the cage inside, glanced back to make sure I hadn’t been seen, and untied the boat in about five seconds flat. There were a few fishermen out on the wide river, but they were far from shore and paid me no mind as I pushed off and started rowing.

The river flowed slowly, but I got up to speed quickly and watched as the village of Buckshire slowly shrunk below the tall reeds. I didn’t see the bounty hunter come out to the back of the buildings again, and I let out a sigh of relief as soon as the town faded from sight.

That had been a close one.

I was confident in my fighting ability, but the man carried a long sword and seemed to know how to use it. I probably would have killed him if I got the jump on him, or I could have used my pistol to end him, but shooting him would have attracted all kinds of bad attention. Killing him would also have made a big mess, and I would have had to worry about hiding the body.

This was definitely the best outcome. No one knew I had come to the town, and no one knew I had left. I'd gotten everything I needed to make a great homestead, and I couldn't wait to get back to Nika.

But then I thought back to the town crier and the bounty on my head.

I was a marked man, and sooner or later someone was going to find me. If they tortured Torrance again for information, he would tell them about seeing me in Buckshire, and he would tell them about my disguise. I was glad that I had lied to him about living in the underdark. Maybe that piece of information would lead local authorities to give up the search and consider me dead or gone. Maybe Nika and I could just live in peace.

But I knew that was just wishful thinking.

For all I knew, there were already people searching for me in the forest between the two towns.

They may have already found Nika.

I pumped harder and rowed faster down the river. My worry for Nika grew with every passing moment, and I cursed myself for having left her alone. It was then that I realized that I loved her. Really loved her. I wasn’t worried about getting back to Earth anymore. I wasn’t worried about being caught and killed.

All I was worried about was the green-skinned woman who made me laugh, and the unborn child she carried.

My child.

Our child.

The first of many monster babies if Nika had her way.

The little rowboat moved down the river at a good clip, but a jetliner couldn’t have gotten me back to camp fast enough. If anything happened to Nika, I didn’t know what I would do.

When I came to the spot where I had emerged from the woods earlier that morning, I rowed the boat beneath the low bridge and left the road behind. The river got a little rocky further downriver, but I managed to steer it through the whitewater without banging it up too badly.

Eventually I came to a spot where the waters became too tumultuous and steered the boat toward the shore. I was glad that the obstacle was there because it meant that other people could go no further either.

The last thing I needed was people sailing past the homestead.

I made landfall and pulled the boat up onto the riverbank. Then I unloaded the boat, tied the growler of ale to my pack, hauled the chicken cage off, and then hid the boat under a bunch of brush. The boat would come in handy, but I couldn’t carry it home with all the other stuff that I had with me.

When I was satisfied that the boat would go unseen, I started west along the ridge. My backpack was probably about a hundred and twenty pounds, but I was used to rucking heavy loads across much more difficult terrain, so I pumped my arms and legs steadily as I trekked through the forest toward our home. I had one thing on my mind and one thing only, and that was getting back to Nika before someone else could find out her location.
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Chapter 8

I hiked past the cave that Nika and I had emerged from only two days prior and eyed it warily. I was on high alert for trouble, and I imagined the beady red eyes of kobolds glaring at me from beyond that dark haunt, waiting for nightfall so that they could have their revenge.

I made a mental note to return to the cave soon and lay some booby traps. The monsters hadn’t emerged from there since we had been at our homestead, but it was a clear path to the underdark, and I didn’t feel like being surprised at night by a war party.

A half hour later I reached the camp that the travelers had made and ran up the hill. I put the chicken cage down and pulled my M17 when I topped the ridge. Then I surveyed the land to the north and listened for any sign of trouble. All that came to me was bird chirping, and Nika’s beautiful voice as she sang a happy song.

Relief washed over me when I heard Nika singing, so I put away my weapon, picked up my chickens, and walked the rest of the way with a big fat grin on my face.

“Honey, I’m home!” I called out as I entered camp.

“Ken Jewell, you’re back!” she declared happily as she tossed aside her broom.

We ran into each other’s arms, and I lifted her off her feet and she wrapped her arms and legs around me.

“I was so worried about you,” I confessed after we had kissed passionately. “Is everything alright? Did anyone come by?”

“Of course not, silly,” she gasped as I kissed her neck. “I’ve just been keeping house, but I was worried about you too.”

Our passionate kisses led to frantic stripping, and I carried her to the new bed as she giggled.

Nika asked me what I purchased while she rode me. For some reason, my shopping list was the hottest thing she had ever heard, and when I listed the variety of food that I had brought back for her she began to climax. As soon as she had come down, I flipped her over so I could take her from behind. As I slid inside of her and pulled her hips back into me, I told her that I had also brought her a special treat: a delicacy that humans called chocolate.

Her resulting orgasm sent startled birds erupting from the tops of all the nearby trees.

An hour later we rose from bed, and I brought the wares over to the table and laid everything out. Nika had a hundred questions about the new and delightful things I had bought, and I happily explained them to her. She sampled the bread, fruit, vegetables, and finally the chocolate. Her appetite for food almost matched her appetite for sex, and my heart swelled at how happy she was.

“Can we eat those animals too?” she asked as she eyed the chickens hungrily.

“We could, but they will provide us with eggs every day. We’ll eat some eggs, but we’ll let the rest hatch. Then we can start eating chicken once a week or so.”

“So they will make new ones that we can eat?” Nika gasped. “Ken Jewell, you are amazing!”

“I just want to take care of you and the baby,” I said with a shrug and smile.

“I wish to take care of you as well,” she said as she proudly showed off a baby basket that she had fashioned from thin wooden branches. “Look what I made while you were gone.”

“Wow, that’s beautiful, Nika,” I said. Her craftsmanship in making such things was truly impressive. “I bought some cloth as well, and some thread and a needle kit. I figured that it would come in handy if you wanted to make a blanket or a tablecloth. Oh, and I got you something else.”

I cleaned off my hands and presented her with the lacy pink sundress. Her eyes watered as she beheld the beautiful garment, and she hugged me fiercely. “Oh, Ken Jewell, you are too good to me.”

“I know,” I teased. “Go try it on.”

She stripped out of my t-shirt and underwear and pulled the dress over her head. I had guessed right, and the dress fit her perfectly. It hugged every curve of her wonderful body and made her small baby bump that much more noticeable.

“Wow, you’re really starting to show,” I noted.

She beamed at me and caressed her tummy lovingly. “Yes, the baby is going to be very strong and healthy. You are a good provider, Ken Jewell.”

I let Nika take over the cooking of the fish and set my focus on the construction of the house. The first thing I needed was to outline the frame, and that meant cutting down a lot of trees.

Felling axe in hand, I trudged down the hill and surveyed the nearby forest. Pine was the best wood to use for a log home, and there was an abundance of it. The only problem was that the best looking trees were on the other side of the river.

The most obvious solution was to build a bridge, but the effort would prove risky, not because I couldn’t do it, but because anyone heading down the river would see the bridge and realize there was probably a home nearby.

Then I glanced down river and was reminded of the rapids.

I’d gotten off my row boat because they had looked pretty dangerous, so I doubted that anyone else would bother trying to row up through them. It also meant that I really only have to worry about someone coming down the river, but they would also eventually have to worry about the rapids, so I guessed that anyone local would probably not even bother.

It wasn’t the safest bet, but the only other option would be building a boat to haul the logs across, and that would take much longer and be much more dangerous.

So I decided to build a bridge, and I figured that I could take it down as soon as I had collected all the logs I needed.

I set to the task eagerly. I was in a good mood. My woman was happy, we had food, and I wasn’t in goddamn Syria fighting nutjobs. Right about then life couldn’t have gotten much better. The weather was on our side as well, and as the second sun rose in the east, I started to fell the lumber that I would need for my bridge.

At its most narrow, the river was twenty feet wide, so I picked a couple of tall pine trees that grew on the bank and began chopping them down. They would be a bitch to move, but if all went well I wouldn’t have to do much more than budge them a little on each side to get them into position. I really needed a beast of burden for the job, and an ox would have been ideal, but I didn’t have the money for one, so for now I was going to have to make do with homemade winches and pulley systems.

I didn’t have the technology available to create a cofferdam, and I had no way of effectively driving support beams into the middle of the river, so I was going to have to make do with a simple beam bridge. The pines I had chosen were more than thirty feet tall, and their length would make them strong enough to span the twenty foot wide river without much bending.

“Timber!” I yelled as the first pine tree creaked and began to fall.

I had planned the drop perfectly, and the tree fell across the river and crashed onto the distant bank. The next tree fell similarly, but it was fifteen feet away from the first. I would have to move them closer together, but first I needed to cut off all the branches.

I stepped up onto the first tree, found my balance, and went to work carefully chopping off the branches. By the time I had finished cleaning them both, Nika called to me from up on the hill.

It was lunchtime.

I joined her at the table, and we enjoyed a bountiful meal of roasted fish, apples, and bread. I told Nika my plans for the bridge and the pulley system to haul the logs up the hill, and she shared with me her plans to decorate our little abode. I debated whether I should tell her about the bounty on my head or the men who had been looking for me, but I decided that honesty was my best bet. After all, I wouldn’t have wanted her to keep something like that from me, so I told her everything that had happened.

She took the news stoically and even seemed proud that her husband had gained such a large bounty. She even laughed at the nicknames, “Crazy Ken” and “the Monster Lover from Mer Bay.” I had heard the latter in passing, and I thought it had quite a nice ring to it.

“You are already a notorious outlaw, Ken Jewell,” she said with pride. “Soon everyone on the surface world and in the underdark will know and fear your name.”

“I don’t want to be feared, Nika. I just want us to be left alone.”

“I think you can have both, yes?” She nodded to herself. “Yes, if they fear you, then maybe they will leave us alone. If not, then we will just have to crush them all with our army and take their loot.”

“What army?” I asked.

“The army of your monster children of course, Ken Jewell,” she answered. “You will be unstoppable!”

I shook my head and smiled at her unwavering positivity. It seemed like nothing could dampen her spirits, and that in turn made me feel like I was almost invincible.

The food did me a lot of good, and by the time I returned to my work I felt like a man reborn. I used the rope along with the block and tackle that I had bought from the man at the tool supply store to create a simple winch. I anchored them against one of the largest of the trees adjacent to where I wanted to make the bridge, and then I nudged the big pines into place on our side of the river. I then walked across one of the trees and similarly adjusted the other side. Once the logs were in place, I secured them with stakes fashioned from the thicker branches and tied them down.

I had set the logs six feet apart, but there weren’t any other trees in the area I could use to make baseboards. There were plenty on the far side of the river though, so I balance beamed across the water on one of the trees I had just winched into place, and then proceeded to chop down a couple of tall pines there. Once I had chopped all the branches off the felled trees, I sawed off twenty, six-foot-long logs that would connect the beams and act as a walkway.

The twin suns burned bright overhead while I worked, and by the time I had nailed and tied down the last of my pine logs, the first sun had begun to flirt with the western horizon.

I glanced at my watch and was surprised to find that I had been working for more than ten hours. The time difference still had me all kinds of confused, but I was beginning to get used to the long days.

I decided it was time to take a break and joined Nika for dinner. We ate bread, cheese, and some fish Nika had caught as the chickens grazed on the hillside. I was going to need to build a chicken coop at some point, but I had so much work ahead of me already that I put the thought aside for now. Until I had built them a suitable coop, they were just going to have to sleep in the unfinished house.

Dinner made me crave coffee, and I remembered the tea that I had bought. One of the pouches smelled like green tea, and the other hinted at Earl Grey. I brewed some green tea, added some sugar, and sat on the hillside with Nika to enjoy the new beverage.

“Your bridge is beautiful and very clever,” she said as she admired my handywork.

“It’s not the best I've ever made,” I admitted. “But it will get the job done. Now that it's finished I can begin hauling logs from the other side of the river.” I glanced up at the holy twins. “But we’ve only got about six hours of daylight left, and I’m pretty beat. I’ll probably just focus on cutting down the pine trees we need with what’s left of the day.”

The next morning I awoke before sunrise and put the kettle on the fire. Nika and I watched the first sun emerge from the east and ate a breakfast of bread, apples, and cheese. Nika enjoyed the new tastes immensely, and she sat across from me and chewed with ecstasy the entire time. When she caught me staring she blushed, and her cheeks actually became a few shades greener.

“The baby loves the new food that you have provided,” she said.

“Oh yeah? It’s a bit of a luxury. It will only last a few days, and we’ll have to go back to fishing.”

“That’s okay,” Nika said as she smiled at me. “The baby just likes to eat.”

“Damn,” I chuckled, “does the baby want more?” I noticed how she eyed the chickens as they grazed on the hillside.

“Oh yes,” she said. “The baby always wants more. He loves this surface food, but he also wants things only found in the underdark like lizard brains, glowing mushrooms, lichen pudding, tadpole soup, baby turtles on a half shell, and basilisk meat. I think you should go back into the underdark soon. We will definitely need more loot, yes? And you can get the baby the food he wants too.”

“Back into the underdark?” I asked. “That’s about the last place I want to go. But you’re right, those kobolds were carrying a surprisingly good amount of coins, and we’re going to need more supplies at some later point in time.”

“Yup,” she said happily. “And you need to find more monster women to bring to the surface and make babies with. It is nice with just you and me here, but I can’t wait to have a big family.”

“You mean an army?”

“Same thing,” she said. “Clan Jewell will be legendary. You will see.”

“It's going to take a bit of time,” I said as I glanced at her baby bump. “You've gotten bigger, but it will be a few months before he is--”

“Oh no, Ken Jewell,” she laughed. “The baby will come in just a few weeks.”

“A few weeks?” I gasped as I spit out my tea.

“Of course, silly,” she giggled as she reached to wipe the tea off my chin. “How long do human women carry their unborn babies?”

“Nine months!” I said as I calculated the time that had passed since we first had sex.

“Yes, but don’t worry, Ken Jewell, you will have the warren finished by the time your son is born.”

“Yeah,” I said as I stood up from the chair and grabbed my axes. “I’d better get to it.”

The next day I redoubled my efforts. I needed to get the house built, but talk of the underdark had reminded me that there was still a cave leading to the place just a half-hour walk from our homestead, and it was a problem that needed to be remedied.

Sooner was better than later.

I approached the cave cautiously. There were no tracks leading from the entrance, but inside there were dozens of footprints from the little kobold devils that had chased us out more than a week before. I sniffed at the air, but smelled nothing but the musk of dark, wet places. I listened for ten long minutes, but heard nothing but the steady flow of water in the walls and distant frog songs.

The tunnel that we had raced down to get out was more than one hundred feet long, and when I walked to the end of it, I noticed there was another passageway that we had missed because it had been behind us. M17 and flashlight in hand, I explored the new lair. The tunnel smelled like moss and fungus, and the only sound that came from within was the steady plop of distant water.

The cave proved to be only twenty feet deep and lined with bright red moss. Halfway through the tunnel, there was a large hole in the floor surrounded by a narrow ridge that led to a small shelf. Water slowly dripped from the ceiling into the dark pit, and I pointed my flashlight down there to see how deep it ran. The water took ten seconds between the time it dripped from the ceiling before it hit the distant pool, and my flashlight beam barely revealed the water below.

I continued exploring the tunnel and soon circled back to the main passageway. This new entrance was a bit of a tight squeeze to get out of, and I hadn’t noticed it at first because it was positioned between to extending rocks on the wall. It meant that the side passage was in a bit of a horseshoe “U” shape that intersected the main exit tunnel.

Then I got an idea and wiggled backward so I was back near the pit.

The pit would provide an excellent place for a booby trap, so I went back to the homestead and gathered the things that I would need. After I brought them back into the tunnel, I set to work covering the eight foot wide pit with thin branches, and then I covered them with the red moss that grew on the walls.

If anything chased me from the underdark, I could lead them down the side tunnel, maneuver around the narrow rim, and lie in wait in the small alcove. If all went as planned, my pursuers would chase me across the pit and fall through the weak branches to their sudden deaths. I might not ever need to use the pitfall, but it had only taken me a half an hour of work, and I felt a lot better with it in place.

Once I had finished the pitfall, I decided to add some feather spear traps near the entrance. After selecting two strong spring sticks, I sharpened spear points out of oak and attached them with Nika’s woven vine rope. Then I placed one tripline on each side of the entrance to ensure that no matter what way the monsters or underdark creatures went, they would be impaled by one of the springsticks. Then I marked both sides of the wall by the tripline with a kind of chalk-like stone for my own safety.

Lastly, I added a tripline to the tunnel entrance set to a deadfall trap that would set off one of my M17 bullets. I didn’t want to waste any of my precious ammunition, but with the cave a half hour from our homestead, the use of one of the bullets was the best way to alert me that someone or something had breached the cave during the night.

When I was content with my work on the underdark traps, I returned to the homestead to continue building the house. Between the home, and the defensive walls I wanted to put around our fort area, I determined that I would need about a hundred pine logs at least ten feet long and twelve inches in diameter.

It was time to get to get all lumberjack on these guys.

The felling axe was a great tool, and I only needed to sharpen it after every fifth tree I had cut down, by the time Nika came to bring me lunch, my arms were numb and my back was tired.

“How many trees did you chop down, Ken Jewell?” she asked as we ate.

“Twenty five,” I answered.

“You must be the strongest man in the world,” she gasped.

“Thanks,” I laughed, “but there is plenty more work to do. I have to take all the branches off and plane the edges. This will be more than enough for the walls of the home, but I’ll need a bunch more to build a wall.”

“You must be the hardest working man in the world,” she purred.

“Maybe,” I joked. “But the army got me used to doing hard work.”

“Did they teach you how to build warrens in the army too?” she asked.

“The army taught me how to build a lot of stuff, but the job was mostly about building bridges, blowing up bridges, fixing broken stuff we liked, and then blowing up other stuff we didn’t like.” I laughed. “The cabin stuff I learned from my dad. When I was seventeen, we built a log cabin for my grandmother to live in the backyard. Before that my brother and I used to build forts all the time.”

“So, you come from a family of great warren builders?” she asked.

“Yeah, kinda,” I replied.

“Then your army taught you how to build and destroy things for war?” she asked as her green eyes grew wider.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Oh, Ken Jewell,” she sighed happily. “You will be the bestest emperor in the entire world. It won’t take long, either. Maybe just a few years. I am so blessed to be the wife of such a great man. You are a wonderful provider, lover, builder, and general. Soon you will be a great father. I will do my part to be the bestest wife I can possibly be.”

“That sounds great,” I said, and then I blinked a few times as I reminded myself about how crazy all this was. Just a few days ago, I had been about to die in Syria, and now I was about to be a father to a half-goblin-half-human baby.

For half a moment, I almost freaked out, but Nika’s bright smile kept me rooted to the ground. This beautiful woman had absolute faith in me, and I knew that I wouldn’t ever let her down.

After lunch, I started narrowing the logs with my side-axe. The blade was set on the left side of the haft for right-handed users, and it allowed me to make cuts that were closer to the surface of my target than a normal hatchet would have. I chopped perpendicular traverses every foot on both sides of the logs, carved off the bark, and then proceeded to plane them flat. When the day began to wane, I joined Nika for a second dinner, then collapsed into bed like one of my felled logs.

In the morning, my muscles were sore, but I worked through the discomfort. Ever since I was about thirteen years old, I had exercised regularly, and the Army didn’t give a shit about over working people, so I was used to ignoring such growing pains.

Nika asked if she could help me, but her bump was starting to become more pronounced, so I insisted that she just focus on the smaller branches while I handled dragging the beefier logs.

Once all the wood was up to the site, I chose my bottom logs and carefully carved them to fit the foundation. While I worked, Nika went down to the riverbank and the dark parts of the forest to collect moss, and we used it to seal the spaces between the bottom logs and the stone foundation. I placed the center beam and built a support wall through the middle of the house to give us two rooms. It was more work, but I liked the design better than a single, opened-aired cabin. The added support would also help to strengthen the ceiling joists and support the roof. It took some work notching the corners of the logs and getting them just right, but by the time nightfall came we had half of the walls up.

We finished the remainder of the walls the following day, cut out the doors and windows, and began on the ceiling joists. I elected to secure two logs together for each joist and connected them with a dovetail notch that sat on the center wall. We used a ramp and rope system to get the lumber up onto the roof and worked on the tables until yet another day had passed.

“I have never seen a more beautiful warren,” Nika told me as we stood and admired our work in the light of the waning second sun. “How did you ever think of building something this amazing, Ken Jewell?”

“Wait until it's done, it’s going to be nice and warm and dry,” I said. “No more sleeping under the stars at the mercy of the elements.”

It hadn’t yet rained since I’d been on the new planet, but I didn’t know if that was strange or not. I was looking forward to it, since I guessed Nika hadn’t yet experienced rain, and I guessed that she was going to absolutely love it.

All the days of working meant that we were starting to get low on food again. Fish were bountiful in the river, and I had caught two more hares, but seven days had passed since my return, and in another week I would have to go into town for more supplies. I wanted to buy a mule and a cart as well, and I needed to get a lot more food this time. The less I went into the neighboring towns the better, so I was looking to stockpile. I also needed some more tools, and real glass windows if I could find them.

But first I had to get money, and that meant going back into the underdark again.

Nika had been on me about getting her the exotic food that she and the baby craved, but I wanted to finish the house before I went back into the dark underbelly of this strange new world.

The next day I started on the roof and built up the gables with the pitch of the roof in mind. I still didn’t know if it snowed here, but it didn’t hurt to be prepared. If I made the pitch too shallow, then the snow would collect, and there would be more of a chance of leaking, so I settled for a forty-five degree slope. Once my gables were mounted, and the dowels were in place, I used a rafter model to draw lines on the gables, then carved off the excess wood. Next, I nailed the roof truss, and attached the center beam to the ceiling joists and side walls.

Another day passed and was spent chopping down the fattest oak I could find and sawing two foot slabs off the trunk. Once I had a half dozen quality pieces, I used my saw to cut out the hundreds of shingles that I would need. I managed to fashion all of my roof planks by the end of the day as well. By the time the sun set the following day I had nailed down all my planks and placed my shingles.

All that was left was the windows and the doors, along with some touch up work, but before I could do that, I needed to get our money situation taken care of.

It was time to head back into the underdark.
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Chapter 9

“You look like a mighty goblin king,” Nika giggled while applying the last of my camo makeup to my face.

“Thanks,” I said as I checked her work in my signalling mirror. “You did a great job.”

“Can I help you put your pack on?” she asked, and I nodded as she reached for it.

An hour or so ago, I went through my molle pack and took out the items that I didn’t think I would need in the underdark. Stealth and speed were going to be important on this mission, so I had removed most of the unnecessary items from the pack and I’d gotten the weight down to about thirty pounds.

Nika strapped it on my back, and I tested its weight and my maneuverability by doing a few squats. Happy with the result, I grabbed a spear that I had made, and considered bringing one of the axes. The big axe that I had felled the trees with would come in handy against a larger opponent, but it would be cumbersome to swing. The side axe, on the other hand, was much smaller and considerably lighter, so I settled on that one and strapped it to my molle pack. I didn’t plan on being down in the underdark for an extended period of time, but I brought along two of my MREs just in case of emergencies.

“Don’t forget this!” Nika said as she handed me her underdark grocery list.

“This is a lot of food,” I said as I scanned over the strange items. “Does that say minotaur balls?”

“Oh yes,” she said with a smile and trailed her hand down my chest. “They are a delicacy, and they are known to increase libido.”

“Increase libido?” I asked with a laugh. “We have sex like twice a day, sometimes three times. You are insatiable, aren’t you?”

“I am very satisfied with your performance, Ken Jewell, but soon you will have many wives, and the minotaur balls will be very useful.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that one. It wasn’t every day that your goblin wife reminded you to pick up some underdark Viagra so that you could have sex with other monster women.

Man, I was living the life.

“Are you sure you’re going to be alright by yourself?” I asked her before I set out for the cave.

“You worry too much, Ken Jewell. I’m very sneaky and good at hiding, and you’re the strongest man I’ve ever seen. Everything will be perfect.”

“Alright, honey.” I gave her a long kiss and hugged her tight. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Good luck!” she called after me as I hiked across the ridge.

A half hour later, I reached the entrance to the underdark and approached it with caution. There were no signs that monsters had emerged from the cave, so I turned on my flashlight and crept in slowly. Kobold tracks still littered the entrance, but nothing had set off the tripline attached to the deadfall trap, and none of the feather spear traps had been set off either.

Deeper in, I took a minute to check my pitfall trap. I was proud at how well hidden it was. Had I not known it was there, I would have thought nothing of the pile of red moss that covered the sticks. The stuff grew everywhere, and my pitfall trap blended in perfectly.

I headed back down the tunnel and began to map it out with my sharpie and the little book that Nika had stolen from the travelers. I already knew that this tunnel led to the hot spring pool where Nika and I’d first made love. Beyond that, it opened up to a variety of other tunnels that Nika and I had run past during our hasty escape from the kobolds.

Moving further in, I stopped before two such passages. One of them looked familiar, but the other one was littered with the glowing mushrooms that Nika had asked me to get, so I decided to see where that one led as I picked the mushrooms. Nika had asked that I only gather the mushroom caps, and I collected a few dozen by the time I reached the end of the patch.

I had traveled about a half a mile into the tunnel and guessed that I was about two-hundred feet beneath the surface given how the grade mostly moved downward. Once I drew the location of the mushroom patch on my expanding map, I ventured into the next tunnel.

Then I saw all the bones.

They reminded me of the basilisk den I had ventured into on the first day, and I sniffed the air and thought I picked up the faint smell of rotting meat. My first instinct was to turn back, but snake meat was high on Nika’s list, and I didn’t want to let her down. Maybe this den belonged to a smaller snake than the one who’d shed the skin that I had seen before?

That was my hope as I ventured deeper into the increasingly creepy tunnel littered with countless bones.

I gripped the shaft of the spear in my hand as I came to another junction. Two tunnels branched off from the one that I traversed, so I marked them on my map and followed my nose to the one on the left. The scent of death became more pungent down that dark hall, and my flashlight showed me the bones of many hapless creatures. About twenty feet into the tunnel I discovered two human skeletons who looked to have been swallowed whole and digested with their clothes on. They wore rags, and their bags had been reduced to tatters as well, but the loot and the tools that they carried survived the snake’s stomach.

One of the dead men had been carrying a sword, and while the sheath looked to have been partially digested, the blade was unmarred. I slowly pulled the short sword from its sheath and admired the blade. The hilt was smooth ivory bound in leather, and the blade curved slightly like a cutlass.

Happy with the find, I strapped the sword to my belt and went through the rest of the skeletons. I found two gold coins and five silver inside the tattered remains of what had once been a coin purse. Among the bones I found two rings as well. One appeared to be pure gold and held a large ruby. The other was entirely silver and marked with strange runes. I found a gold chain at the feet of one of the skeletons, and when I dusted it off and picked it up I was shocked by its weight. The thick, woven chain reminded me of something that a rapper might have worn, and I stuffed it in my molle pack while imagining all the supplies I could buy with it. A heartbeat later my happy daydreams were disrupted by a sinister hiss, and I froze.

The sound had come from right behind me.

I whipped around and came face to face with the biggest snake head that I had ever seen. It must have been the size of an easy chair, and as I looked into its serpentine green eyes, my body froze. The sudden paralysis scared the hell out of me, and I cursed myself for not remembering that in some fantasy stories basilisks could paralyze their victims with but a glance.

The snake was about twenty feet away, and it surged through the tunnel toward me as I stared helplessly. Panic almost consumed my mind, but then I realized that I’d die down here if I didn’t move.

And if I died, no one would be able to take care of Nika and our baby.

I let out a primal yell and regained control of my body just as the snake was almost on top of me.

Instinct set in, and I spun around to run. As I turned, I thrust the business end of my spear back behind me and felt the tip connect a moment before the giant snake hissed. The weapon was ripped from my grip, and I shot forward like an Olympic sprinter.

The thing sounded like it was right on my heels as I ran, and I knew that, at any moment, its massive fangs would sink into my shoulders. I would promptly be swallowed whole, and that would be the untimely end of clan Jewell.

The cave suddenly opened up into a large den, and I leapt to the right a second before the basilisk struck. I spun in the air, landed among the bones, and brought my M17 to bear. The snake missed me, and its face crashed into a pile of bones. I remembered to avoid the beast’s hypnotic gaze and fired off three shots that tore into the side of its head. But I might as well have been trying to take down a whale shark with a slingshot. The snake didn’t even seem to notice the bullets, and it slowly rose from the pile of bones and turned its malevolent gaze my way.

I avoided eye contact as I scrambled to my feet, ran to my right, and ducked behind a wide stalagmite. Then I traded out my M17 for my side axe and surveyed my surroundings. The den was more than a hundred feet deep and twice as wide. The concave ceiling rose and fell, curving around stalactites that dripped moisture with the slow and steady pace of sand falling through an hourglass.

The basilisk pursued me around the wide stalagmite, but I wasn’t about to go running out into the open. Instead I followed the wide formation all the way back to where I had started and found the snake’s tail. The thing had to be at least thirty feet long, and I heard it sliding around the assorted stalagmites behind me.

I needed a plan, and one quickly came to mind.

I had seen a small nook on my way around the formation, and when I came upon it again, I shouldered inside and lay in wait with my pistol in my off hand. Seconds later, the slowly stalking basilisk approached. It hissed and slithered as its forked tongue tasted the air, and I began to regret my decision to hide in the nook.

When the tongue came into sight, I froze and held my breath as my heartbeat slammed through my temples. The serpentine head emerged next, and I turned my eyes away to stare at the stone in front of me so I wouldn’t get paralyzed again.

Then the snake paused in front of my hiding spot, and I aimed my gun at it as I forced myself to exhale as slowly and softly as I possibly could.

It stayed still for a few moments with its tongue flicking the air, and then it turned away from me and began to move through the tunnel once more.

I thanked my lucky stars, took a deep breath, and then sprang from my hiding place. The monster hadn’t expected my attack, and I landed right on his back a good three feet behind his head and buried my axe in the rear part of his skull.

The beast reeled back when my axe cut into it, and I was thrown free by the strength of its thrashing. I rolled to the side and thought it was going to try to bite me, but  it smashed its head on a low hanging stalactite instead. The formation shattered and rained down on the snake as I ducked back into my nook. The collapse of the stalactite kicked up a cloud of dust and debris, and the basilisk hissed and thrashed.

I hadn’t managed to hurt it much, but I had sure as hell pissed it off.

The snake couldn’t get to me in that small space without once again going around the stalagmite, and when its tail disappeared from view through the dust cloud, I leapt from my hiding place and hurriedly climbed up the formation. I managed to climb about ten feet before the basilisk’s head appeared in the tunnel below me. It instantly slithered toward my previous hiding place and thrust its head in, so I unsheathed the short sword and leapt from my perch. My attack was aimed true, and I landed on the basilisk’s head and drove the sword right through the its head. The snake shrieked loud enough to shake the rock formations, and I was suddenly riding it like a bull.

Whoops.

I held on to the hilt of my sword for dear life with my left hand and hacked into the snake’s right eye with my side axe until it became a bloody pulp. The beast reeled back in an attempt to smash me into the walls of the cave, but I slid down its back as its head slammed into the wall ten feet above me. Blood poured from the creature’s eye socket like a shower as I rolled off its back and onto my pack, and then I jumped to my feet and ran toward its tail. I was a bit surprised that the monster wasn’t dead from my stab to its brain, so I continued my run past its thrashing tail and made for my dropped spear.

The basilisk’s menacing hiss resonated through the den as bones  crunched beneath my big boots. I skidded into the main tunnel and found my spear laying on the floor. Behind me, the telltale sound of the basilisk slithering across the floor echoed. I guessed it was right on my heels, so I dove for my spear and came up in a roll with the weapon in my hand.

Had I been but a moment later, and I would have been dead.

The basilisk struck as I slammed the butt of the spear into a nook, and I braced my arms for the impact.

Its mouth was open wide, and teeth as long as swords came toward me, but my spear sunk deep into the roof of the beast’s mouth, and it stopped less than a foot from engulfing me.

Then I shoved the barrel of my M17 into its uninjured cereal bowl sized eye and pulled the trigger.

Blood, brain, and bone exploded out the back of the creature’s skull. The basilisk teetered, swayed from side to side, and then fell with a colossal boom to the tunnel floor.

“Fuck yeah!” I gasped after my heart had stopped racing. “Look at you now, you scaly bitch!”

I kicked the basilisk in the head and proceeded to retrieve my short sword. It took some doing, but I finally got it free from the snake’s skull. Over the next half hour, I carved out a big chunk of basilisk meat and wrapped it up in my poncho. The slab weighed about twenty pounds, and I knew that Nika would be delighted.

After procuring the meat, I decided to take the snake’s fangs. They were almost three feet long, and would come in handy as weapons or for booby traps. The fangs turned out to be stronger than I thought, but eventually I broke them off at the base with a big rock and strapped them to my pack.

After notating the location of the basilisk den on my little map, I looted the rest of the skeletons in the den. There were a surprising number of what I thought were dwarven carcases. They wore strong metal armor, but none of it would fit me or Nika, so I focused on their weapons. There were a variety of axes and hatchets, so I took the ones I liked best and put them in my molle pack. The dwarves were blinged out like Hollywood pop stars, and I happily looted gold rings and necklaces holding rubies and shimmering diamonds. I didn’t know a lot about the local money markets, but I knew I had a small fortune on my hands.

And I was going to need a small fortune if I wanted to start building an empire.

With renewed confidence, I set out to gather the remainder of the items on Nika’s list. I found the lizards that she had told me about in a cave not far from the basilisk den. They were the size of iguanas and surprisingly fast, but I managed to kill four of them. Nika was only interested in the brains, so I cut off their heads and added them to my loot. Next I located the white lichen that she had mentioned, then shaved it off the stones that it grew on and filled one of my molle pack pockets with the flecks.

As I explored new passages and strange new caverns, I came across a small underground pond teeming with life. The glowing crystals grew here as well, illuminating the body of water and making it practically translucent. The pond glowed like something out of a dream, and in it I could see strange new fish and eels swimming about, along with turtles and frogs and weird-looking bipedal creatures with fish heads.

At the shore, I gathered tadpoles for Nika and stuffed them in a zipper pocket. There were more mushrooms here, so I grabbed those along with the moss.

The creatures with fish heads looked annoyed by my presence, but they didn’t really move toward me. They were only about two feet tall, but their razor-sharp teeth and the claws at the ends of their webbed fingers told me that they could be trouble, so I left them and their little pool behind and ventured back the way I had come.

My map was getting pretty big, and I was starting to feel a lot more comfortable in the underdark, so I decided to spend only another hour there before heading back to the surface.

I doubled back to the fork in the tunnel near the basilisk den and took one of the tunnels that I hadn’t explored yet. This one was also riddled with the glowing crystal formations that lent a soft glow to the mineral rich walls. I was reminded of my idea to see if the crystals could charge my flashlight batteries and broke one off with a rock. The crystal was about six inches long and glowed with soft blue light like a mystical wand from a fantasy game. The thing continued to glow even after it was separated from its main body, so I stashed it in my pack and kept going.

Soon, I came to a giant underground cavern that seemed to have no end. I walked out on a wide sheet of stone, and twenty feet from the tunnel, it dropped off into pure darkness. Stalactites and stalagmites grew here as well, some more than one hundred feet high or hanging so far into the chasm that their tips were impossible to see. To my right, the shelf stopped abruptly, but to my left, it continued around an expanse of stone. I carefully explored the crumbling edge, and then I heard distant voices.

I froze and whipped my head left, right, up, and down, but I couldn’t see anyone or anything coming. The voices drew closer, however, and soon they sounded like they were right on top of me. Or under me.

I moved to the ledge and dared a peek over the side. I saw the creatures then as they moved along another shelf about twenty feet below me. There were three of them, and they wore some sort of scaled leather and carried mean-looking spears and torches. Their green skin reminded me of Nika’s, only rougher.

They were goblins, and boy, were they all sorts of ugly.

I held my breath partially because I wanted to be as quiet as possible, but also because they smelled like boiled cabbage and mildew. The acrid stink burned my nostrils, and I thanked the heavens that Nika hadn’t inherited her people’s rank odor.

“Let’s take a break,” one of the goblins said. His voice was nasal and high pitched, and he sounded like he had a mouth full of marbles, but I could still make out his words.

“No breaks. You too lazy, Urgog,” the tallest of the three said annoyedly. “I plan on finding the ugly girl and getting the reward. You go back if you want, more treasure for Cucka and me.”

“Yeah, more treasure,” chortled the short, fat goblin beside him, presumably Cucka.

“Aw, shut up, Cucka,” Urgog yelled and kicked him in the ass from behind.

A fight broke out, and I watched as the two goblins rolled around and tried to choke the life out of one another. I was about to slink back from the ledge when the leader suddenly yelled at his partners.

“Knock it off, you two morons. Save your strength for finding princess Nikagekokarra!”

I froze.

“She didn't come this way anyhow,” Urgog said as he finally let Cucka get up.

“You don’t know what I know, because you’re a moron who only thinks of food,” the leader told him.

“Oh yeah, what do you know?” Urgog asked. “Why are you searching here when every other group is looking in the saltwater caverns?”

“If you must know,” the leader began, “I trapped a kobold a few days ago who told me that he and a war party had chased an ugly goblin woman into these caves.”

“How do you know it was the princess?”

“The kobold said she was as ugly as a mermaid,” the leader explained.

“Meh, you can’t trust those stinky kobolds,” Urgog said. “They’ll say anything to be set free.”

“You have a better idea?” the leader challenged, and when Urgog said nothing, the leader nodded with finality. “Good, then shut up and keep walking.”

The group looked like they were climbing up the ledge, and I saw that the lip ended up on a path that would wind around toward me. I was going to need to get out of here, so I slowly crawled away from the cavern and didn’t stand up to start jogging until I was completely sure that I was out of earshot.

Nika was a goblin princess? Why hadn’t she told me? The revelation made me realize how much danger we were really in. If there was a hefty reward for Nika, then there must have been dozens, maybe hundreds of similar groups searching for her.

My heart hammered in my chest as I hurried toward the tunnel that would lead me back to the exit, but then I stopped when I realized that I couldn’t escape yet. The leader of the goblin party on the ledge below me had information that seemed to have been a secret, and if I let them go now, I ran the risk of them telling others about Nika. If Nika’s father somehow learned that Nika survived in the sunlight from the kobolds, he might begin sending war parties to the surface to find her.

I couldn’t risk that.

I went back to the left ridge and spied the goblins. As I expected, they were about two hundred yards away and climbing up the rock face to my shelf. I waited to make sure that they were indeed headed my way and then crept back from the outcropping of rock and waited. The goblins were between three and five feet tall, with the leader being the tallest, and there were three of them, so I intended on taking out at least one of them immediately. They carried only spears from what I had seen, but the weapons looked pretty solid, and I had no idea if they laced them with some kind of poison or not. I could have used my M17 and dispatched them all easily, but I didn’t want to use any more bullets if I didn’t have to, and I needed the leader alive to interrogate.

Right about then I wished I had brought the kobold net, but that was still being used as a hammock down by the river. With no time to set up a trap, I grabbed a big rock that was about forty pounds and moved to the stone facet beside the spot where they would come around the narrow ridge. I knew that the leader would emerge first, and it meant that I would have to time my throw just right.

I hid behind an outcropping of jutting rock beside the ridge about five feet away from the corner and waited.

The seconds ticked by slowly as the goblins approached, and the adrenaline began to seep into my system. Their acrid taint burned my nostrils, and I wondered how Nika had ever lived with the ugly beasts.

Then they stopped.

“You smell that?” the leader asked hesitantly.

“I don’t smell nothing,” Cucka said.

“Smells like... like nasty human!” Urgog cried.

“Shut up!” the leader hissed, and I took a deep breath as I shifted the heavy rock in my hands.

“Cucka,” the leader whispered. “You go on around that corner and see if the way’s clear.”

“And if it ain’t?” the buffoon asked.

“If it ain’t, then that’s what you report, now go on and get!” The sound of a foot finding an ass echoed through the cavern, and shuffling feet began to sound on the ridge.

A moment later, a blank-faced Cucka rounded the corner with his fat green belly leading the way.

Then his eyes opened wide when he saw me.

“Catch!” I whispered as I tossed him the heavy stone. The startled goblin dropped his spear, caught the stone, stumbled back because of its weight, and then lost his balance. He fell off the ledge as he shrieked, and the scream lasted for almost five seconds.

Then it abruptly ended with a splat sound.

“Cucka, you idiot, what you doing down there?” It was Urgog, and he sounded more annoyed than upset.

“He’s bleeding to death on the rocks, you dummy,” the leader said. “Did you see what happened?”

“I didn’t see nothing but Cucka falling.”

“Go on and check things out,” the leader commanded.

“What you mean?” Another foot to the ass echoed, and Urgog groaned miserably. “Fine! Fine! I’ll go! Stop kicking me!”

When he came around the corner rubbing his ass, I planted one of my new axes in his head. He stopped dead, his eyes crossed to focus on the blade embedded in his forehead, and then he dropped like a rock.

The leader of the group roared and charged around the corner as I yanked the axe from the goblin’s head. I pulled my short sword from its sheath as I back pedaled, and the goblin leader leapt over his fallen brother. He charged me with wild thrusts of his spear, and since the weapon gave him a better reach than me, I was forced to leap back some more.

“Die, stinking human, die!” the leader barked.

He lunged forward with a strike meant to skewer my liver, but I slapped the strike aside with my sword and stepped into his guard. My axe came down as his other arm came up, and I buried the blade in his thick forearm. I thought that would have been the end of the fight, since I’d pretty much cut off his arm, but he surprised me by switching his grip on the spear to his other hand so he could continue to attack me with his one good arm.

I leaned back like a limbo champion and rolled away as he stabbed the air above me. The goblin was already pulling back for another strike, and I twisted out of the way as the spear tip hit the stone where I had just been an instant before.

The axe was still buried in the goblin’s arm, but he seemed not to notice as he thrust his spearhead toward me. I rolled twice, sprang up with my sword in hand, twisted my body away from a thrust he aimed at my stomach, and then chopped the spear in half with my shortsword.

“Tell your gods that it was Fezzyderg who sent you to hell!” the goblin roared as he tossed aside the useless weapon and pulled my axe out of his arm.

I slapped aside the axe and tried to stab him with my sword. He spun out of the way and then swept the axe up high to take off my head. I ducked beneath the blow, danced to the right, and chopped off his hand at the wrist when he moved to swing again.

This time, he felt it.

Blood spurted from the wound and painted the floor dark red as he screamed. Then I slapped the axe out of his remaining hand and slammed the pummel of my sword into his face. His nose cracked as he fell, and a heartbeat later I stood over him with the tip of my sword at his throat.

“You lose, Fez,” I said.

“It’s Fezzyderg, you human filth!”

“Sorry, Fuzzyturd. Listen. I need to know what else that kobold told you about the princess.”

“Go mate with a bugbear!” he screamed.

I kicked him in the side of the head. “I’m going to get the information out of you one way or another, Fez, so you might as well start singing now.”

“Eat minotaur shit!”

I dragged him to his feet, headbutted him, and then slammed him against the stone wall.

“What else did the kobold tell you?”

“He told me…” the goblin began.

“What? What did he say about the princess?”

“He told me that you fornicate with your mother!” Fezzyderg screamed.

I punched him in the face about a half a dozen times and let him drop to the floor. Then I took my rope out of my pack and tied it to a jutting stone. I tied the other end to Fezzyderg’s feet and dragged him toward the ledge.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked groggily.

“I’m going to throw you off this ledge--”

“Okay, I’ll talk!” he screamed. “The dirty kobold said that he chased an ugly goblin into these caves. He said they had her cornered, but then a human showed up and slaughtered most of them.”

“What else did he say?”

“Nothing. I swear!”

“You’re lying! Spit it out!” I urged.

“He, he said that later he went back with others and chased the princess and the man out of a cave and into the daylight.”

Prickles crept up my spine. “What happened to the princess after that?” I asked.

“He said that she didn’t burn. Somehow, she didn’t burn,” Fezzyderg said.

“Have you told anyone else about this? Did anyone else hear the kobold’s confession?”

“No, it was only me there, and I didn’t tell no one. I didn’t believe him! Monsters can’t go out into the sunlight!”

“Hmm,” I said as I continued to haul him toward the edge.

“You going to let me go now, human scum?” Fezzyderg asked, and his voice was lined with fear.

“Nope,” I said as I cut the rope around his ankles. Then I tossed him over the side of the cliff. He screamed something unintelligible as he fell, and then I heard another splat when his body hit the ground.

I found his severed hand and tossed it over the edge along with his broken spear. Then I did the same with Urgog’s body before I picked up my axe and hightailed it out of there. It had been a really successful exploration, but now I needed to get back to Nika and tell her what I had learned.

I also needed to ask if her father really was the king, and if he was going to send his army after her.
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Chapter 10

I emerged from the underdark with my loot and carried it to the house. The first sun had already set, and the second was a few hours away. A half hour later, I reached the homestead, but I didn’t find Nika there.

My stomach dropped as I glanced around for her, but then I heard a distant humming noise, and I saw her down by the river as she chilled naked in the hammock.

“Honey, I’m home!” I called in a sing-song voice as I headed down the hill with my loot.

“I’m over here!” she sang back.

When I reached the hammock, I saw Nika munching on fish and beaming at me. Her belly was huge, and if she was a human woman, I would have guessed that she was a few weeks away from giving birth.

“Come,” she said as she rubbed her belly. “Your son is kicking. Come and feel it. He’s so strong.”

“Damn, this is crazy,” I whispered as I walked over and knelt beside the hammock. Nika guided my hand to her bulbous green belly, and I waited with mounting anticipation. Nothing happened, and she repositioned my hand.

“He was kicking a moment ago,” she said.

“Let me listen,” I told her as I took her belly in my hands like a globe and pressed my ear to it.

The baby kicked me in the ear with the strength of an adult flicking a finger, and I let out a curse as I stumbled back. Nika laughed, and I soon joined her.

“You’re right about the baby being strong,” I said as I rubbed my ear.

“Look what I made,” she said happily as she pointed at the bridge.

I put down my loot and walked over to the footbridge. Nika had crafted a net out of vines and moored it to both sides of the shore. There were at least twenty fat trout swimming against the net, and I felt my chest swell with pride.

“That’s really clever, Nika. We’re going to be up to our ears in fish. But I have a feeling that once I come back from town, you aren’t going to want any fish for a while.”

“Hah, are you crazy?” she asked. She scrunched up her face when she said it, and I had to laugh.

“Not half as crazy as you’re going to be when I introduce you to beef,” I told her.

“Beef?” she said, “What’s that?”

“It’s from a cow,” I said. “They’re big horned animals. Well, the bulls are anyway.”

“Oh,” she said. “They sound like minotaurs. I once ate minotaur, and if a cow is half as tasty as that was, I’ll be the happiest goblin queen in the entire underdark.”

“Oh, they’re tasty alright. With the loot I got this time around, I think I can definitely buy a couple cows. Maybe even a herd.” I emptied the contents of my molle pack on the ground, and Nika’s eyes widened as she struggled to maneuver herself out of the hammock with her big green belly.

“Ken Jewell…” she said in a hushed tone after I helped her sit up. “You are amazing. And you got basilisk meat? Oh yay!”

“Yup, and lizard brains, tadpoles, lichen, mushroom caps, four basilisk teeth, axes, coins, jewelry. It was a hell of a trip.”

“Ken Jewell, you are the best provider a goblin woman could ever want.” Nika turned and hugged me fiercely.

“Or a goblin princess,” I said, arching my eyebrow.

“Hmm?” She raised an eyebrow.

“You didn’t tell me you were the daughter of one of the tribe leaders,” I clarified.

“Oh,” she said as she smiled and nodded. “Yes. My dadda is the goblin king of our tribe. How did you find out?”

“I ran into three goblins who were hunting for you. The leader had caught one of the kobolds that we fought with when we first met, and the kobold told him all about us. The little shit also told the goblin that you had escaped through a cave... and out into the sun.”

“Fuck,” she said, having picked up the word from me some time back.

“Fuck is right. I took care of them, but I don’t know if they told anyone else, like your father. Nika, why didn’t you tell me that you were a princess?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “You never asked, and it didn’t really matter.”

“Hah!” I said. “Try again. Why didn’t you want me to know?”

“I was ashamed,” she sighed. “My father is a mean, fat, lazy, bad pillow.”

“What? A bad pillow?” I asked.

“Yes, it is a saying. You know, he is too soft?”

I chuckled at that. “Alright, so what’s that mean? He’s not a strict enough king?”

“Not at all,” Nika confirmed. “He has let the kobolds overrun our halls, and he has done nothing to stop the dwarves from taking back their territory. I think that soon my uncle will seize power. It is for the best, really.”

“Does your father love you?” I asked. “Was he good to you?”

“I have twenty-seven sisters, so it is hard for him to give us all attention. He doesn’t even know half our names. He always knew mine though. Everyone knew the name of the ugliest princess in the clan.”

“Stop with that.” I lifted her chin. “You’re beautiful and you know it, Nika. You’re my shining emerald princess.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell,” she said teary-eyed. “Then you’re not mad at me?”

“Nah,” I said. “How can I be mad at you? But if you have any other little secrets like that one, now would be a good time to just get it all out in the open.”

“Nope,” she said as she shook her head. “No more secrets.”

“Great,” I said as I smiled at her. “So why is he still looking for you? From what you say, they all thought you were ugly.”

“They also know I’m clever,” Nika said with a shrug. “Goblins are kinda stupid. I had to teach the whole clan not to eat where you poop, and not to drink water that was old. They also never left traps to catch anything and just formed hunting parties. I also got them to start growing mushrooms and moss instead of just gathering it. Oh, and I made the best looking clothes.”

“So your father wants you back to help run the tribe?” I asked.

“He always said mean things to me,” she sighed. “They all did, but maybe now that I am gone, they realize I was smart? I don’t know, Ken Jewell. All I know is that I’m so happy to be your wife, and I am confident you are going to be a goblin king one thousand times stronger than my father. Our baby knows this, too.”

“No one is going to take you back,” I told her as I rubbed her belly. “Let’s take the loot back up to the camp and go through it.”

We brought the loot up to the house, and I laid out all the rings, coins, necklaces and other wares on the table. I lined the axes and the sword up by the fire, and Nika brought the basilisk meat into the kitchen area to prepare for cooking.

“This stuff must be worth a small fortune,” I said, and my eyes must have sparkled as I gazed at my wealth.

Back on Earth, I made a modest salary. I was in no danger of becoming rich in my old life, but now I had a woman who wanted to build an empire, and I was beginning to believe that it just might have been possible. A day’s take sat before me, and it might possibly have been worth millions of dollars.

My mind went wild with the possibilities. I imagined looting the underdark and using the money to take over kingdoms. I imagined erecting statues depicting me in my army gear, M17 in hand and sword held high.

“We’re keeping these,” Nika giggled as she grabbed the two ruby studded gold chalices that I had looted off the dead dwarves and brought them into the kitchen.

“Those might get us two beef cows each,” I complained.

“You will be a king someday, Ken Jewell,” she said matter-of-factly, “and kings drink from a golden cup.”

“This whole king business,” I said as I sat down at the table. “Does this have anything to do with you being passed over to marry a prince from another clan?”

“Far from it!” she said with a laugh. “I was betrothed to a hideous, beast of a goblin prince from another clan. His father was ailing, and the ugly prince would have been king by the end of the year. I didn’t want to be his wife or his queen, so I found myself a new king. You are much better. The greatest. I’m so happy.”

She stopped what she was doing and slowly walked over to me. Her hips swayed alluringly, and her plump breasts bounced enough to get my attention. Nika knew what her naked form did to me, and she was good at using that to her advantage.

“Ken Jewell,” she said, and her husky voice was laced with lust. “You are my king, and you will be the most powerful king this world has ever seen. I knew it the moment you came to my rescue. But that is not the only reason that I love you. My reasons are more than the stars in the sky or the crystals in the underdark. Do you understand, Ken Jewell?”

I answered her with a kiss.

The next day I put on the clothes that I had bought in Buckshire and worked on parting my hair. My hair hadn’t been this grown out since I’d joined the Army.

I would have rather sold my loot in Buckshire, but I didn’t see a jeweler in the smaller hamlet last time I was there. If I was going to unload the prizes that I had brought up from the underdark, I needed to sell them to a jeweler who was used to such grand treasure. Aside from that, I had seen a much larger variety of livestock in Hamstead when I had ridden into town with Torrance.

I had the red wig, and I had clothes fashioned in the local style, so I figured that as long as I stayed clear of Granhelga’s hut, I would be just fine.

“Are you nervous?” Nika asked as she stuffed the loot into a bag that she had made out of the bolt of cloth I’d brought her last time.

“Not really. You?” I asked. She grimaced, and I thought that perhaps she was going to break down and cry. “Nika, what’s wrong? Do you not want me to go?”

“No, I mean yes, I want you to go. It’s the baby.” She gripped my shoulder tightly, and I thought that she might rip it off.

“Is it time?” I asked, and my mouth went dry.

“No, not today, maybe tomorrow, maybe the afterrrr!” She squeezed my arm as I guided her to the bed, helped her to lie down, and propped up her feet with pillows.

“Are you sure you’re going to be alright?” I asked as I stroked her hair.

She batted my hand away weakly. “Yes, Ken Jewell. You go to town and get us what we need. I will lay here and be pregnant.”

“Alright, babe. I’ll be back soon.” I kissed Nika and walked out of the house.

The twin suns blazed overhead, and the heat of the day hit me like a sauna. I walked the stone path down to the river and followed it east.

I didn’t look back.

Nika would be fine. I would be fine. My business in Hamstead would go off without a hitch, and I would return home with a cartload of supplies.

Or I would be taken into custody and burned at the stake.

I tried to shake the negative thoughts from my head as I walked along the path that I had cleared along the riverbank. My plan was to buy a beast of burden and a wagon, but I needed to be able to drive the thing home.

When I reached the road, I peered out of the trees for a few minutes to make sure no one saw me emerge from the forest. If I went south on the road, I would soon come to Buckshire, and the northern route would bring me back to Hamstead, so I went north.

I traveled for about two miles before someone approached from the south with a tarp covered wagon. This road was the main route between the two villages, and I knew that I was bound to run into someone sooner or later.

I tipped my straw hat when the driver passed and hoped that he wouldn’t stop. He returned my hat tip, and I sighed with relief when he kept on going. It would have been nice to catch a ride into town so I could finish my shopping quicker, but I didn’t want to have to make small talk with the locals.

Another wagon passed me going the other way, and I tipped my hat to them as well.

“Good day,” the driver said.

“Good day to you,” I called back.

I mentally recited my shopping list as I hiked toward Hamstead. My intention was to pick up the basics, oats, sugar, salt, tea, but also a mule, an ox, more chickens, pigs, and cows. I would also need more tools if I was going to start expanding my little utopia into the fortress that Nika envisioned.

The hardest part about this entire trip was going to be exchanging my loot for coinage. I had brought it all, but I didn’t think it would be necessary to convert all of it. It would be suspicious enough showing up as a stranger and trading dwarven jewelry. I figured that my cover story of being an underdark adventurer would work for a few items, but any more than that and people might start asking about where I was from and if I traveled with an adventuring party.

More than two weeks had passed since I was run out of Hamstead, and my hope was that the villagers had forgotten all about me and moved on with their simple everyday lives. Either way, I didn’t look like the man that they had marked as a monster lover, so I didn’t expect any trouble.

I reached Hamstead a little more than an hour after I left my home on the hill and found it bustling with activity. The place was just as I had remembered it. Quaint cottages lined the river and crowded the streets, and deeper in they were replaced by fine stone buildings. I figured that if I was going to trade my expensive jewelry for coinage, I was going to have to do so in the ritzier part of town, so I crossed the bridge and kept my head down as I passed by a pair of guards that looked more interested in talking to some cute women than looking for “Crazy Ken the Monster Lover.”

Granhelga’s hut was on the main street, so I avoided it and took a back route. The people seemed not to pay attention to me as I walked by, and I felt some of the tension in my shoulders start to relax.

When I reached the wealthier part of town, I started to gain stares, and I realized that my simple attire didn’t fit in with the crowds of suit wearing men and long dress wearing women. Ladies twirled sun umbrellas as they walked by and gossiped amongst each other. Men of regal standing scowled at me or shook their heads as I passed. I heard words like “peasant” and “vagabond” and one of my personal favorites, “riff-raff”, but I ignored them and continued down the street in search of a jeweler.

A big white sign depicting two interlocked gold bands caught my attention, and I headed for the shop. It was called Samson’s Custom Jewelry, and it was exactly what I had been looking for.

I kicked the dirt off my boots at the entrance and walked in like a man with a pouch full of expensive treasure to sell. The small shop was ten feet wide and twenty deep, with a long glass counter taking up most of the left side. On the right were displays of cheaper necklaces, bracelets, and rings, but I made my way to the front counter.

“Can I help you?” a man asked as he emerged from the dark back room.

“Yes, you can, friend,” I said calmly. “I came to trade my wares.”

The tall skinny man reminded me of Abraham Lincoln. He even wore a tall hat to go along with his fine black suit and frilly cuffs. On his long fingers was enough bling to make a rapper envious, and his gold chain looked heavier than an anchor.

“Trade? Does this look like a flea market to you? Take your junk somewhere else.” He waved his hand and sighed.

“I am an adventurer from the south, and I was told by a man in Buckshire that you might be interested in what I had to offer,” I explained.

“Buckshire? Who was this man who referred you to me?” he asked, intrigued.

“Smith was his name,” I lied. “He said you would appreciate what I have gathered from the underdark.”

At the mention of the underdark, his face blanched. Without a word he moved around the counter, walked past me, and locked the front door. Then he flipped around the open sign and pulled the curtains closed. Darkness filled the room, and he went about lighting the lanterns on the walls. When he returned to the counter, he situated his jacket, tugged on each frilly cuff, and wiped his forehead with his silken pocket square.

“Alright then, let's see what you’ve got,” he said hastily.

I pulled a few dwarven rings out of my homemade bag and laid them on the glass counter. I thought about laying out all of my loot, but his eyebrows crept up his forehead in astonishment, and I figured that I didn’t need to play my entire hand right now.

“Dwarven jewelry?” he gasped.

“Yeah,” I confirmed.

He took up the gold band with the big red ruby on it and inspected it in the light. To my surprise, he sniffed it and even touched it to his tongue.

“You going to eat it or buy it?” I jested.

He frowned. “I can tell whether it is real or not by taste, that is my power.”

“Ahhh,” I said. “That must come in handy.”

The jeweler produced a magnifying glass from behind the counter and set to inspecting the ring. He hummed to himself as he did so and murmured incoherently. “These are fine pieces,” he said as he eyed my bag. “This one is from seventh dynasty Shimmerstone.”

“I don’t know anything about dwarven history,” I said with a shrug, “so I’ll take your word for it.”

“My other underdark contacts tell me that city has been overrun by goblins. Where did you get this?” He ogled me through the magnifying glass, and his big brown eyes were full of judgement.

“That sounds like where I traveled,” I said with a shrug.

“What else do you have?” he asked as he looked at my pouch again.

“First things first,” I said. “How much will you give me for the dwarven rings?”

He glanced at the rings again, and his eyes darted to mine. “Fifty gold each,” he said flatly.

“Then you’re telling me that you can sell them for three times that much, eh?” I chuckled and tried to hide my excitement.

“What I choose to do with them after I have purchased them from you is my business, good sir. One-hundred gold for the pair, take it or leave it.”

“One-fifty,” I said stubbornly.

“One-ten and not a crown more,” he countered.

“One-forty,” I rebuked.

“I stand firm at one-hundred and ten gold crowns, sir!” he said firmly.

“I guess I'll have to leave and see if anyone else in the city wants to buy them for more.” I shrugged and reached my hands across the counter to take the rings from him.

“One-hundred and twenty and that is my final offer,” he said as he wiped his forehead again.

“You’ve got a deal,” I told him as I offered my hand. He shook it weakly and glanced at my pouch.

“Do you have anything else to sell today?”

“No, just the rings,” I told him. One-hundred and twenty gold crowns was going to get me everything that I needed, and there was no point in bringing more attention to myself than necessary.

“Very well, would you like that in King Leo notes, or perhaps a banker’s note?”

“The deal was made in gold crowns,” I told him. “So that’s how I’ll take it.”

He straightened. “Sir, it will be much easier for both of us if I give you--”

“It is also easy for me to find someone who deals in coin,” I said with finality.

“Very well, one moment please.” He walked into the back of the shop to get the coinage, and I inspected his collection. There were no prices on the more expensive stuff, but the jewelry on the walls ranged from five silver to five gold.

The man returned with two heavy bags of gold, and I realized why he had suggested notes instead. I took the bags and inspected the contents. The golden glow of the coins inside mesmerized me for a moment, and I slowly let out a breath of excitement.

Then I cleared my throat, put ten of the coins in my pants pocket, and quickly stashed the rest in my large backpack.

“Good doing business with you,” I said to the man as I slung the pack over my shoulder and headed for the door.

“Good doing business with you as well, mister…” he called after me.

I stopped at the door and tipped my hat. “Dr. Jones, actually. First name’s Indiana, but you can call me Indy.”

I left the snooty pricks in the wealthy district behind and returned to the middle-class area. I found a livery and inquired about the cost of horses, and after some negotiating, we settled on thirty gold for a horse with a wagon included.

After careful consideration, I picked a black beauty that watched me as I walked through the stables. I didn’t know much about horses, but I saw something in that sleek dark horse which told me that he would be a good fit for the homestead. He came easily out of the corral and allowed me to guide him out of the barn without a fuss.

I named him Charlie as I led him out of the barn, and he seemed to like that name just fine.

The cart I bought was a brand-new, four-wheeled vehicle made of rough cut lumber that looked like it was ready for work. It had an eight foot long bed and a high bench for the driver, along with long boxes fashioned along the sides to hold tools.

Once the coin had passed hands, I thanked the man and mounted the seat of the wagon. It took me a few flicks of the reins and a few careful words, but I soon had Charlie pulling the wagon toward the tool supply store.

I bought a couple new shovels, a hoe, and a plow that I saw displayed outside. I grabbed a couple more hammers, a big crate of nails, some long spikes, and a crow bar. For the livestock I bought fencing, tin water troughs, chicken wire for a chicken coop, and a wheelbarrow to haul their shit to the fields and gardens.

The shop keep, a man named Tyson with a rosy-cheeked smile and more freckles than there were stars, grinned at me as my order grew.

I added a hand drill to the order, along with a pitchfork, pliers, an anvil, a leather apron, wood chisels, more saws, and two spades. Then I tossed in a rake, scythe, sickle, a vice, and a tool belt. I stood at the counter in front of a very happy Tyson and surveyed the selection, wondering what I had missed.

“Might I suggest a hay hook, and perhaps a grinding wheel, that one there is on special. Only two silver,” said Tyson.

“Sure, throw them in too,” I said. “How much for that butter churn?”

“Five silver. I’ll even throw in a new mortar and pestle. My wife makes ‘em,” he said with a beaming smile.

I paid for my supplies and moved onto the granary. My animals would be able to graze, but I wanted to make sure that they had enough food should winter come soon, so I picked up five big bags of grain and tossed them on my cart.

The granary sold seeds as well, so I bought a wide variety for the garden, and a field manual that listed all the local flora and fauna in the region along with the seasons for planting and harvesting.

The next stop was a clothing shop that boasted the finest fabrics in the land, and I picked up a half a dozen bolts of cloth for Nika along with sewing supplies. In a leather and fur shop, I bought a few blankets and throw rugs for the house as well as a leather jerkin that I thought looked pretty badass on me. I picked up some silverware, plates, bowls, and cups at another shop, and then I headed to a bakery to get Nika a few treats.

When I passed an inn and smelled the sweet aroma of coffee, I nearly gave myself whiplash. The humans of this world had just about everything found on Earth, but I hadn’t come across coffee and had figured that it didn’t exist here. The discovery made me weak, and I bought a big bag of roasted beans, a grinder, and a tin contraption similar to a French press.

The wagon held a lot of goods, so I bought a big barrel of beer to add to my supplies. I wasn’t a big drinker, but I liked to enjoy a beer after a hard day’s work as much as the next guy.

It was outside the pub that I heard my name.

A couple of guys were standing outside smoking pipes and sipping on amber liquor, and I pretended to be shifting my supplies around as I eavesdropped on them.

“I heard the Dunns were hot on Crazy Ken’s heels,” one of the men told his friend.

“Nah,” the older man said and then spit on the ground. “Them two dingbats couldn’t find their asses even if they shit on their own eyeballs.”

“I don’t know, Pete. Them Dunn brothers got a knack for tracking folks. Some say that’s their power.”

“Use your head, Mick. If them brothers had a power like that, then they’d be in the king’s employ like the rest of the magi. Nah, they’re all talk, exactly like the rest of them. The monster lover ain’t been seen since Granhelga named his power. He’s probably long gone by now.”

“Yeah, well, King Leo don’t think so,” Mick countered. “He’s raised the bounty twofold. Ain’t ye heard?”

“No matter. The stranger’s gone. If he weren’t found in the first few days, there ain’t going to be no finding him. Mark my words,” the oldtimer proclaimed.

“Hey, mister!” Mick suddenly called to me.

I glanced around and pointed at myself. “Me?”

“Yeah, what do you think about Crazy Ken? You think he’ll be found?”

I scratched my head and pursed my lips. “Hell, I had already about forgotten about the monster loving bastard.”

“You see?” Pete said as he nudged his drinking buddy. “He’s as good as gone.”

“You think he’s really got the power to bring monsters up from the underdark?” Nick pressed me.

“By the Holy Twins, I hope not,” I said and glanced around fearfully.

“Enough of that talk, Mick!” Pete urged. “Why not leave well enough alone?”

I acted like I was securing the last of my items and tipped my hat at the men. “Good day to you both.”

They returned the gesture, and I led Charlie the horse toward the bridge.

Then I left town and headed to a farm that one of the shop keeps had suggested for my livestock needs.

“Alright, Charlie, you be cool, okay?” I said as I climbed up onto the bench for my second driving attempt.

Charlie and I were really starting to get along, and he instantly moved forward when I slapped the reins. Soon, we were cruising down the road at a steady clip, and I felt so good that I might as well have been driving down the California coastal roads with the top down.

I soon approached the working farm that one of the shop keeps had told me had livestock for sale.

“Hello there,” I said to a young lad chasing a chicken in front of the big two-story farmhouse. “Is your father around?”

“Pa!” the kid yelled and ran off toward the barn.

I followed him and parked Charlie in front of the barn. A big Amish-looking dude came out of the double doors, and I introduced myself as Ben Kenobi.

“Bartholomew Phillips,” he said as we shook hands. His grip was rough and firm, and he smelled of hard work and blood. “What can I do you for?”

“I’m looking to buy some cows, chickens, and oxen if you’ve got them. Maybe a few pigs,” I added when I noticed a pen full of the muddy little bacon makers.

Nika would lose her shit over bacon.

“Alright,” Bartholomew told me with a wave of the hand. “Come on and I’ll show you my livestock, and we’ll see what you want.”

I bought two oxen, a mule, six chickens and a cock, two pigs, and two beef cows that the farmer promised were already pregnant. After tying the bigger animals to the back of the cart and putting the chickens in the back, I noticed the boy running around with a puppy that reminded me of a border collie.

“New litter?” I asked the farmer.

“Six weeks old.” He nodded as he moved the long piece of wheat around in his mouth. “Herding dogs they are. You interested in buying one?”

“I’ll take two if you can spare ‘em. A boy and a girl?”

He nodded and yelled for his son to fetch him the pups. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought of dogs before. They would not only be great help around the farm, but they would be great lookouts as well.

I inspected the litter and chose the male and female who seemed the boldest. The female was all white, except for a small black V on the forehead. The male was mostly black, with a similar white V and one white paw.

I paid the farmer for the livestock and bade him a good day, but as I pulled the wagon out of Phillips farm, the dogs jumped down from the seat next to me. I almost thought they were going to run back home, but they just ran beside the wagon.

“You there, White Paw,” I said to the male. “You be nice to Snow. Those are your names, got it?” They barked in unison and ran ahead of the wagon.

The suns were high in the sky as I started back toward home, and I couldn’t have been more content. Soon, I would have a legitimate homestead up there on the hill, and I would find need to leave it less and less.

It was slow going with the animals trailing along behind the cart, but I wasn’t in a hurry. Everything had gone smoothly, and though the bounty on my head had gone up, it seemed as though most people thought I was long gone.

I tapped the keg as I rode back to my secret driveway. Then I filled one of the new cups that I had bought, brought the bitter hoppy beer to my lips, and then took a long pull of the exquisite ale. There was no danger of getting a DWI in this wonderful new world, and I thought celebration was in order.

Besides, the horse was sober.

The entire trip into Hamstead had taken me five hours, and the suns veering slowly to the west marked second lunch time. With any luck I would arrive to find Nika preparing a meal. Then we would dine by the river as I showed her everything that I had bought.

When I arrived at the homestead, I tied the horse off to a tree and ran up the hill, eager to show Nika the animals. The puppies chased after me as they yipped and tugged on each other’s ears until we made it inside.

“Nika! I’m home! I got all sorts of stuff for the far--”

My sentence was cut short when I saw the beautiful green skinned woman sitting in her chair with her legs propped up. Beads of sweat were coming down her face, but she smiled when she saw me.

“It’s time, Ken Jewell,” she gasped happily. “You’re about to be a father!”
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Chapter 11

“Holy shit!” I yelled.

“Don’t worry,” Nika said, but her happy reassurance turned into a primal growl as a contraction wracked her body.

“Alright, okay,” I said, hands on my hips as I paced. “We’re going to need clean linens, boiling water, a blanket--” I started toward the bedroom for the linens, then turned toward the kitchen for the kettle. Then I spun in a circle and turned back to Nika.

“I don’t need water,” Nika said with a kind smile, “but if you would like to get me some, that would be very nice of you.”

Then she hissed again and white-knuckled the armrests.

“I’ll get the water first!” I told her as I sprang into action.

I grabbed the kettle and raced out the door as the puppies followed me down the hill. As I ran, I wracked my brain in an attempt to remember anything from the videos of childbirth that I was forced to watch back in sex-ed, but my mind came up blank. A few of my friends had kids, and my sister had given birth twice, but I hadn’t been in the room, and I had never needed to go to those Lamaze classes.

All I knew about child birth was that the baby came out of the woman’s vagina, and she screamed that she hated her husband the whole time.

My nervous excitement got the best of me, and I took the hill a little too fast. I tripped over my own feet, tumbled down the hill ass over teakettle, sprang back up, and then ran to the riverbank. I dunked the kettle, but in my preoccupied state of mind I lost it in the current.

“Son of a bitch!” I cursed and leaned to grab it, but I was a second too late, and in my panicked state, I fell in after it.

The puppies both jumped in like it was a pool party, and when I finally got a hold on the kettle, I raced back up the hill sopping wet, grabbed the door handle, flung it open, and yelled to Nika, “I’ve got the water for--”

She smiled at me happily, and I saw a tightly wrapped bundle cradled in her arms. A little green hand was sticking out of the blanket, and it kind of looked like he was giving me a thumbs up.

“You already gave birth?” I asked as my jaw hit the floor.

“Of course, silly,” she said as she waved me over. “I told you that childbirth is very fast and easy for goblins.”

I put down the kettle, wiped my wet hands on my wet clothes, and licked my lips as I slowly crossed the room. The baby came into view, and my heart grew about three times bigger when I laid my eyes on him. The little green guy was all sorts of cute. He was big too, at least ten pounds, and I had no idea how Nika had gotten him out past her narrow hips. He had his mother’s red hair, but he had my brown eyes. The red tuft of hair resembled a little mohawk, and his eyes were as big as half dollars.

“He’s beautiful.” I stood beside Nika, kissed her cheek, and let the little guy grab my finger. “And he’s strong too.”

“Do you want to hold him?” she asked.

“Okay,” I said, “But let me change, I’m all wet.”

“You’re so silly, Ken Jewell. Did you go swimming?”

“Uh, yeah, something like that.”

I hurriedly changed into dry clothes and then accepted the baby from Nika. He smiled happily up at me, and when I leaned in to nuzzle his head, he grabbed onto one of my ears and tugged hard.

“Awww, he’s really strong!” I hissed as I pried his little fingers from my ear.

“He likes you,” Nika said happily, and her eyes shimmered with pride.

“What do you want to name him?” I asked.

“Goblin babies name themselves,” she informed me.

“Really?” I said with a laugh. “Well, it’s a good thing humans don’t, or else my name would be Batman.”

“Oh!” Nika said. “I know a bat man. He lives in the underdark.”

I chuckled and nuzzled the baby, but then he cooed and clamped onto my nose hard enough to make me groan with pain. I peeled him off with some effort, and he started to cry.

“I think he’s hungry,” I told Nika, and I handed him back to her.

She lifted her shirt and offered the baby her right breast. He clamped onto it with his big green lips and clutched her breast with his little hands like it was a buoy.

I stared at the baby. It was hard to believe that I was a father.

“Can you believe that we’ve got a baby?” Nika asked happily.

“He’s amazing. You’re amazing. I can’t believe how easily you gave birth,” I told her.

She grinned mischievously. “I’ll need a week or so to recover, and then we can start trying to have another.”

“A week or two?” I whistled. “Damn, woman.”

After Nika nursed the baby, we went down to the riverbank so I could show her what I had bought. She was absolutely in love with the puppies, and they seemed to like her too. Then I introduced her to Charlie and showed her the rest of the livestock.

“With these animals, we will be self-sufficient. I picked up some seeds too, so we should have vegetables in a few months. In the meantime, we can start to forage for other food. I picked up a field manual at the granary that lists all the local flora and fauna.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell. You don’t know how happy you’ve made me,” she said as she leaned in and put her head on my shoulder.

I glanced down at my wife and child and felt a lump form in my throat.

“I love you, Nika, and I love the baby. You’ve made me the happiest man in the world.”

The following day, I started building a barn for the animals. There had once been a barn on the west side of the house where the land leveled out and led to the terraced green pastures. The spot didn’t have a foundation, but it was nice and flat, and the need for stones gave me an opportunity to hook up my oxen and use my new wagon.

I spent the day down by the river picking out big flat stones for the barn floor while Nika swung in the hammock with the baby. My wagon was nearly to capacity by what I called first noon, and I took a break under the shade of a big oak and ate lunch with my wife and child.

“Can he eat adult food?” I asked after Nika fed him a piece of bread.

“Of course, silly. Goblins can eat regular food as soon as they’re born.”

“Really?” I said. “That’s crazy.”

“And they can walk,” Nika said, and then she set the baby down on his feet.

“Wow!” I gasped as his wobbly little legs held up his weight.

The baby gripped Nika’s fingers like ski poles and cooed at me with his big brown eyes wide with excitement. The puppies yipped and danced around us as Nika let go, and to my further amazement, the baby staggered five steps toward me.

“You can do it, little buddy!” I laughed as I held out my arms, and he walked the rest of the way into my hands.

“You two are just tooooooo cute!” Nika giggled.

“I can’t believe that he can already walk. That’s amazing.”

“Of course he can,” Nika said. “Goblin babies need to be able to escape predators. They need to be strong and clever if they are to survive the underdark. How long does it take your Earth babies to learn to walk?”

“Like nine months to a year,” I said, a little embarrassed.

“What?” she asked, truly shocked. “How do they escape predators?”

“Uh, we don’t really have predators on Earth, not where I come from, anyway.”

“Earth humans have it too easy,” she said as she shook her head, exasperated. “Nine months to a year to walk? I’ve never heard of a creature that takes so long. I suppose that next you will tell me human babies can’t talk for a long time either.”

“One or two years,” I admitted.

“Oh, my! Earth humans seem very weak and not very clever, or maybe their fathers were not as impressive as you, Ken Jewell. Our baby will be speaking in a few days, and he will grow strong very quickly. You will see. He will make you so proud.”

“Well, I guess that will save on diapers,” I joked.

“What are diapers?” she asked.

“Uh, they’re like clothes that you put on the baby like pants to catch their poop and pee,” I explained.

“Catch their poop and pee?” she asked and scrunched up her nose. “Why would you want to catch it? Do you use it to fertilize your mushrooms?”

A laugh escaped me, and I knew Nika was in for another surprise.

“Human babies can’t hold it or use a poop chute until they’re like a year and a half to two years old. Hell, I once dated a girl who was nineteen who still pissed the bed sometimes. Of course, she was drunk when she did it.”

“Oh my goodness, Ken Jewell, please tell me no more about Earth babies. What wild little beasts they sound like, and far too much work. Two years to learn not to pee on yourself? I’ve never heard of such a thing!”

I could only shrug.

“Well, the baby already knows to go poop and pee in the outhouse. I showed him this morning,” she said.

“Of course you did,” I chuckled.

“Why don’t you take him with you while you work for the day?” Nika suggested.

“I don’t know,” I said, but the baby must have thought it was a great idea, since he jumped out of my arms and ran toward the door. I grimaced when he slammed into it, but then he got up, glanced back at me, and let out the cutest laugh I had ever heard.

“You see? He wants to go with his dadda,” Nika said with a musical giggle in her voice.

“Dadda!” the baby demanded.

“Holy shit, did he just call me dadda?” I asked my wife.

“Of course he did, silly. That’s your name. Dadda Ken Jewell, patriarch of clan Jewell,” Nika said with pride.

“Look,” I started, “I’m not sure he can really help me with any of the work--”

“Bah!” Nika said as she stuck her tongue out. “Children are supposed to help their parents. That is why you must have lots of babies with lots of different monster women. All of them will help you build your empire. Bring our baby with you. He’s small now, but he will help you. You’ll see. Please take him, Ken Jewell. He wants to watch you work. He loves you.”

“Alright,” I said as I looked at the green-skinned baby. “I’ll bring him along.”

“Have fun, boys!” Nika called behind us as we exited the house. “I’ll bring lunch down at second noon.”

I tried to pick up the baby to carry him down the hill, but he squirmed out of my grasp and laughed his little green ass off as he ran down the hill with the puppies in tow. I laughed with him, but then realized that he was headed straight for the river.

“Hey, Baby, stop!” I yelled as I sprinted after him.

The baby just laughed and continued running.

And then he was on the shore of the river.

“Stop!” I screamed in horror as the baby disappeared over the side of the riverbank.

I ran to the water and dove in after him in a frantic attempt to save his life, but to my surprise, he knew how to swim.

“Well I’ll be damned,” I said as I treaded water and watched him swim circles around me.

“Dadda!” he screeched and laughed as he swam.

“I see you,” I said. “You’re doing great, look at you!”

“Dadda! Dadda!” he said excitedly as he splashed in the water.

I laughed with him, and then I picked him up and carried him to the shore.

We spent the afternoon on the other side of the river. I cut down lumber for the barn while the baby played with the puppies. They followed him everywhere he went and yipped happily when he figured out that they liked to retrieve the sticks that he threw into the river.

When second noon rolled around, the sky quickly became overcast, and I guessed that we would finally get some rain.

“Nika!” I yelled up to the house. “Nika! Come quick!”

Thunder rumbled in the sky and I glanced at the baby as he sat on the bank.

He looked up at the sky and pointed, saying “Dadda!”

“It's only thunder, little dude,” I assured him. “It’s alright.”

Nika came running down the hill and crossed the bridge.

“What is it, Ken Jewell?” she asked as she eyed the sky warily. “It sounds like the holy twins are doing battle.”

“It's a thunderstorm. It’s going to rain soon,” I told her, and a few moments after I said it the sky broke with a shatter of lightning and a heavy rumble of thunder.

Then fat raindrops started to fall.

Nika let out a delighted cheer and stripped out of her clothes. Then she picked up the baby and danced in the downpour. I watched my wife and child celebrate in the rain and couldn’t help but feel a bit lightheaded. Mother and child twirled and laughed, and the baby happily lapped at the water falling from the dark clouds with his little pink tongue.

That night I told the baby a bedtime story, and Nika nestled in to hear it too. It wasn’t Doctor Suess, and I didn’t want to tell him the classic fairy tales, since monsters were usually the villains in human bedtime stories. So I picked a story that I loved.

“The star destroyer slowly moved through space…” I began.

By the time I got to the end, the baby was asleep, but he awoke with a start when Nika cheered the destruction of the Death Star. Then my wife nursed the baby back to sleep and made me promise to finish the story later.

I happily agreed and went out onto the porch to watch the rain with a mug of beer. As I sat there enjoying the fine brewed ale, I thought back on my life on Earth and wondered if I would have ever found such happiness there. I had liked my life just fine, but I suppose it was because I hadn’t known just how good it could have been. I found that I didn’t miss technology at all. We had everything that we needed on the homestead.

I didn’t miss fast food either, or traffic, or long days spent in the Middle East getting shot at. I did miss my parents and siblings, and I wished that they could see Nika and my child, but the life of a soldier had kind of already removed me from their lives.

Here, I had a new family, and it was a damn good one.

Over the next few days, I laid the barn foundation and built the frame. The baby still hadn’t named himself like Nika said he would, but she ensured me that once he heard a word that he liked, he would let us know.

Once the barn frame was up, I spent a day planing the planks for the walls and the roof. The baby insisted that he help, so I made him a little broom and told him to sweep up the shavings. He made more of a mess than anything, but it didn’t matter, since he looked like he was having a blast helping. He already seemed to understand most of what I said, even though he didn’t say anything but mamma and dadda yet, but it didn’t take a mind reader to know how he felt about things. When he was happy, he was very happy, and when he was pissed, he shook like a baby Hulk and pitched a fit.

He grew incredibly fast, and a week after he was born, he was already the size of a human three-year-old. His muscles had really begun to fill out as well, and he also exhibited an incredible power that shocked even his mother.

We had been lying in bed and getting pretty friendly. Nika wasn’t completely healed yet, but she had told me with a mischievous grin that her mouth still worked well. I was lying back to enjoy her talented lips when I noticed that the wall seemed to have grown eyes.

“What the fuck?” I yelled and shot up in bed.

Nika erupted from beneath the blanket, hair disheveled, and whipped her head around.

“What’s wrong?”

“Look!” I said and pointed at the big eyes floating by the wall. I looked closer and thought I recognized the brown orbs. “Little Dude? Is that you?”

The baby suddenly appeared and jumped on my head. He laughed his little ass off, and his mother joined in.

“What a clever goblin baby you are!” she said with delight.

“What the hell was that?” I asked as he pulled on my ears and wrestled me around. “How did he do that?”

“Goblins are great at hiding,” said Nika. “And it seems our baby is a master at it. Did you see how his skin changed?”

“Hey, baby, can you do that again?” I asked.

He scampered off me, jumped off the bed, and then he disappeared like some sort of magician. My eyes darted all over the room looking for him, but then I saw one of the chairs move like someone had bumped into it. I looked closer, and saw a strange light disturbance, kind of like the Predator from the movies when he was in invisible mode.

“Holy shit,” was all I could say.

“Isn’t he clever?” Nika gasped.

“I’ll say, and now I think we need a bedroom with a door on it.”

The baby used his stealth power to follow me all over the property, even when I told him not to. I couldn’t even take a shit without thinking he was hiding in invisible mode and watching me.

As he grew stronger, the baby began to be a big help. He could already hold a hammer, and he gladly helped me on the barn roof to nail down the shingles.

Once the barn was done, I took him out into the field to draw up stones with the oxen and the plow. I wanted to build a wall around the homestead, not the entire property, but the house and barn at least. We hadn’t been troubled by humans, monsters, or wild animals, but I knew that sooner or later trouble would come for us. Now I had not only myself and Nika to worry about, but a baby as well. Of course, Little Dude wasn’t like most babies,, and he was already surprisingly strong, but he was still little.

And it was a father’s job to protect his family.

I had never understood what it meant to be a father, and I guess no one can really get it until they have children of their own. I knew that parents worried, but I never understood how much they worried or why. Little Dude pretty much had free reign over the property and would disappear for hours on end. It drove me nuts, but Nika didn’t seem to mind one bit. Usually I could find him by looking for the puppies though. They followed him around like little shadows, and their noses helped them find him even when he was invisible.

Nika was already talking about having more kids, and I welcomed the idea. If the other goblin babies grew as fast as their big brother, we could have a dozen of them within a year.

Of course, I’d have to worry about feeding all of them.

The baby already ate a shitload of food every day. I watched him one night wolf down six big trout, a brick of cheese, and seven potatoes. I had no idea where he put it, but he sure stunk up the outhouse with his monster shits.

As our family grew, so too would our homestead. Nika talked about how we would one day live in a castle there on the ridge, how I would conquer the world with my army of children, and how we would take everyone’s loot. I had thought her talk fanciful when she first spoke about it, but as the baby grew I realized that soon he would be able to do the work of a grown man. He was already half as strong as one and getting stronger by the day.

With more kids there would be more mouths to feed and more to worry about, but it sounded like a hell of a good time too. We would really be able to build the place up with more help, and the more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea of having a ton of kids.

But to have a ton of kids, I would need a lot of wives.

“Monster wives,” Nika said when I brought the subject up with her. “They are the best.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Our first baby is really good at hiding,” Nikka answered as she nodded her head. “He has special magic that he got from you, Ken Jewell. Other monster women will give you other babies with powers. It will be different with each species! Think of all the power you will have with an army of your magical monster children! We will take everyone’s loot and rule the world. You will like it. You will see.”

“If you say so,” I laughed. The idea of becoming a king had seemed absurd in the beginning, but I was beginning to warm up to the idea.

“I don’t say so, Ken Jewell,” Nika said as she gave me her super-cute, but also kind of sexy-crazy grin. “I know so. I’m a clever goblin queen, and you are a clever goblin king. We will most definitely rule this world. You need to get more wives and more babies. You should do that soon.”
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Chapter 12

Two weeks after the baby was born, I brought him out to the eastern section of the property to help with a defensive wall. Nika had said that monsters loved to raid at night, and it was only a matter of time before more human hunters or loggers came through here, so I needed something to slow down an invasion.

The wall needed to be at least nine feet high, with battlements that could be walked along and patrolled, and that meant a lot of wood. I had cleared out the small forest of pine on the other side of the river, and so the logging operation had moved to the east.

The baby was nowhere near the size of a baby by then. He looked more like he was seven years old than two weeks, and he ate like a full grown man. The kid was strong too, much stronger than his three foot frame suggested. He looked like a baby Hulk, and I was beginning to hope that he would pick it as a name. In an attempt to steer him in that direction, I had been saying the word whenever it could be used in conversation, and I’d been telling him bedtime stories set in the Marvel Universe, but he hadn’t been very interested in them.

I had just felled a tree, and the little green dude had scampered over to offer me a drink of water. He was perceptive like that and always seemed to know what I was thinking.

“Thanks,” I told him, and then I pointed at a saw. “Can you grab me that saw? I’m tired of swinging the axe, and I need to take the branches off.”

He glanced at the saw and looked back at me with a big smile.

“Please,” I said, unsure of what he was waiting for.

“Sawsaw?” he asked.

“Yeah, Little Dude. It's called a saw. Good job, you learned a new word.”

He leapt off the wagon he had been sitting on, scampered over to the saw, and grabbed it.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he handed it to me.

“Thanks, buddy.” I took it and focused on the cut I had to make, but he tapped my shoulder.

“Dadda,” he said and smiled, then he pointed at himself. “Sawsaw.”

“Sawsaw?” I said. “No, this is a saw.”

“Sawsaw, Dadda,” he said as he pointed at himself and then toward me. Then I realized what he meant.

“Oh, you want your name to be Sawsaw?”

“Sawsaw!” he cheered and beat his fists on his chest like a great ape.

“Alright then, Sawsaw it is,” I said with a chuckle. “You should go tell your mother your new name.”

“Momma!” he yelled and tore ass toward the house.

Nika came out a few minutes later and rushed over to me.

“He named himself,” she told me.

“I know. I asked him to hand me the saw, and I guess he liked the sound of the word.”

“I knew it was going to either be that or Poopoo,” she said with a big smile.

“Well,” I said with a laugh. “I’m glad he settled on Sawsaw.”

“Sawsaw!” the little goblin yelled triumphantly.

That night, there was a meteor shower unlike anything I had ever seen back on Earth. Sawsaw had been the first to notice it while he sat staring out the window like he often did at night.

We all went outside and sat on the ridge beside our house to watch the meteor shower. Nika brought out a blanket and a basket of snacks, and we had a midnight picnic as meteors streaked across the sky.

“On Earth,” I told them both, “we wish upon the first star that we see at night.”

“Do the wishes come true?” Nika asked.

I didn’t want to be a buzzkill, so I said, “sometimes.”

“Has one of your wishes ever come true, Ken Jewell?”

“Yeah, it has,” I said as I kissed my loving wife, “and I didn’t even know I had this wish.”

“If I could wish upon a star, I would wish for a thousand more babies, and dozens of sister wives,” Nika giggled.

Just then a massive green fireball streaked across the sky. It was the largest I had ever seen, and I let out an involuntary, “Holy shit!”

“Holy shit, Dadda!” said Sawsaw.

Nika laughed musically, and I couldn’t help but join in.

“That’s right, Sawsaw,” I said. “You learned a new word. But we only allow swearing when it is appropriate, and lucky for you, that meteor deserved a holy shit.”

“Holy shit, momma, holy shit, dadda!” he sang and began to dance around us.

“I’m so happy, Ken Jewell,” Nika said as she nuzzled under my neck.

“Me too,” I told her. Then we clanged glasses and enjoyed our beer as the meteor shower lit the sky like fireworks on the fourth of July.

The next day, Sawsaw and I finished the eastern wall and moved our worksite over to the west. He was full of energy as usual and performed more work than a person twice his size. The kid seemed tireless, and he always got antsy when I took a break for too long.

Nika came out to help after second lunch, and together the three of us got the first two hundred foot row of stakes in the ground. Over the next three days, we finished the western and the northern walls, and then we all gathered that night along the battlements to celebrate our progress.

The river acted as our southern defensive barrier, and along with the walls it created a three-hundred by two-hundred foot rectangular defensive perimeter. We had attached sharp stakes to the wall and dug pitfalls filled with spears in the space in front of the wooden walls.

Nika and I made love that night on the grass beneath the stars while Sawsaw snored in the house. We had grown even closer over the last few weeks, and our little empire was really coming along.

“Ken Jewell,” Nika said as we lay basking in the glow of our love making.

“Yes, Nika Jewell?” I replied playfully.

“I am pregnant again.”

I rolled over onto my side and stared into her emerald eyes. They shimmered like jewels in the red moon light.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yes.” She nodded eagerly.

“We’re going to have another baby in two weeks?” I said, more to myself than to her, and then I took her face in my hands and kissed her long and hard. “We’re going to have another baby in two weeks!”

“Yes, yes,” Nika said, “Isn’t it wonderful?”

“Oh man.” I lay back and rested my head on my hands and stared at the blood moon. “That’s just about the most wonderful thing that I’ve ever heard.”

It was really happening. We were building a family, and we were building a fortress. We were kicking ass.

“Damn,” I said with realization. “At this pace we’ll have like, twelve kids by the end of the year.”

“We’ll need many more to conquer our enemies, take their loot, and build your empire, great king,” she purred. “I think it’s time that you went into the underdark and found a new bride.”

“You think so?” I asked, and I wondered what that would be like for the millionth time.

“Yes. You should go soon. Maybe tomorrow.”

“I’ll think about it,” I told her.

“We need more loot anyway,” she said.

“More loot? We’ve still got a bunch of treasure I haven’t sold from the last trip into the underdark, and I haven’t had to go to town for weeks. The chickens give us eggs. The hogs are both going to give birth soon, and I just slaughtered a cow. We’ve got more than enough.”

“Maybe for most people, Ken Jewell, but not for a king. A king needs a treasure hoard. A king needs to be rich. And you are not yet rich, you are just wealthy.”

“Heh! Just wealthy?”

“Don’t you share my vision, Ken Jewell?” she asked as she waved her hand into the air.

“Of course I do.”

“Good,” she said as she nuzzled back onto her spot beneath my arm. “Then you will go and get more loot and a new wife to bring home.”

“How exactly am I supposed to convince a monster woman to come with me to the surface?” I asked.

“Just pick her up and carry her,” she said with a shrug. “Just like you would do to a bag of loot.”

“I’m not taking someone who doesn’t want to come,” I laughed.

“Most monster women want to be with the most powerful king they can. It won't be hard to demonstrate that’s you,” she explained.

“Alright, babe. I’ll see what I can do.” I didn't think the odds of finding another hot monster woman in the underdark were very good, so I didn’t argue. It's not that I was against having another wife and more children, I was certainly up for it, but I didn't want another woman to come between Nika and me.

And if Sawsaw didn’t approve of his second mother, I couldn’t imagine what life would be like in Kentopia.

The next day we broke the news to Sawsaw, and he jumped for joy and kissed his mother’s belly repeatedly. I breathed a sigh of relief because I didn't know how he was going to react. The kid followed me around like a second shadow, and I wasn’t sure if he would like the idea of sharing me.

“Your mom wants to have dozens of kids, Sawsaw. What do you think of that?” I asked him over the breakfast table.

“Holy shit!” he said happily, and Nika and I laughed with him.

After we ate, I went across the river to the pricker bushes and started digging and clearing the briars. I would need more pasture if we were going to continue to grow our little empire, but I also wanted to fortify the top of the wooden wall that lined the perimeter. The idea of barbed wire had struck me one night, and so I decided that thorny vines were going to have to do. But I didn’t want to just line the wall with them, I wanted them to grow, and that meant tedious transplanting of the thorny bushes.

Sawsaw came down around midday, strapped on his work gloves that his mother had fashioned out of leather, and went right to work. I was about to thank him, but then I saw the feathers sticking out of his mouth.

“Sawsaw? Did you get into the chicken coop again?” I asked in a serious tone.

“Holy shit,” he said as he rolled his eyes.

“Don’t give me that,” I said. “Answer the question.”

“Dadda…”

“Yeeesss?”

“Sawsaw...” he said in a tone which indicated that he was sorry.

“You should be sorry. Eating raw chickens might make you sick. You understand? Besides, those are our laying hens. We don’t eat those because they give us eggs. As your punishment, you’re going to get one less egg every day for breakfast. Maybe that will teach you not to eat chickens like a wild kobold.”

“Shit,” he sighed as he bowed his head.

“Shit is right,” I told him.

The puppies scampered over, but Sawsaw didn't want to play. He just kept quiet and sulked most of the day. I couldn’t have him eating chickens out of the coop like that anymore, so I let him mope and focused on my work.

That night after dinner, Nika cleared the table and put out coffee, then she laid a map before me and pointed at the big X on it. “That is the location of my father’s treasure,” she said all business like.

“What?” I said as I nearly choked on my coffee.

“My father has a lot of treasure, and he keeps it there.”

“Nika, what am I looking at?”

“This is the old dwarven mine rail,” she said, and she pointed at something that looked like a ladder. “It leads from close to where we met, all the way to the goblin city of Ashgorheckamoofta.”

“Uh, how about we call the city Ashgor?” I said.

“Then we will call it Ashgor,” she said with a wide grin.

“Ashgor, Ashgor!” Sawsaw chanted happily, and Nika smiled at him before she continued.

“If you follow the old railway, it will lead you right to the city. Then you will need to scale this hundred-foot tall cliff and sneak into my father’s vault. Once inside, grab as much of it as you can, haul it up the cliff, and bring it back to the warren.”

“Just like that?” I asked with a dry laugh.

“It will be so easy for you, Ken Jewell.”

“Nika, you want me to sneak into your father’s vault and steal his treasure? I already stole his daughter.”

“You did not steal me, Ken Jewell,” she huffed. “I ran away. And part of that treasure is mine. It is my birthright.”

“What if they track me from the city?” I said. “What if they come for revenge in the night?”

“That’s why we have walls. That’s why we have traps,” she explained with a shrug.

“Yeah,” I said. “To keep people out, but that doesn’t mean giving them a reason to attack.”

“Ken Jewell, in this world, you have to keep your loot,” she began, and I couldn’t help but notice that her eyes twinkled whenever she talked about loot, “but you also have to take someone else’s loot if you don’t like them. No one will give you their loot because everyone loves loot. Part of that treasure is mine, and I don’t like my father, so I want us to have it so we can buy more food for our babies and grow our empire.”

“You do make a lot of sense,” I said with a laugh. “I also love you, so I’ll get your father’s treasure.”

“Good!” she said as she clapped her hands. “I want you to bring Sawsaw along with you.”

“Sawsaw?” he asked happily.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “He’s three weeks old, and you want me to bring him into the underdark?”

“Silly, every other goblin is born in the underdark. He’ll be fine. Besides, if anything happens to him, we can always have more,” she added.

“Shit,” Sawsaw whispered.

“Nika, this is dangerous. You are asking me to bring my kid into the underdark and steal treasure right out from under the nose of a goblin king.”

“Oh, and find another wife if you can,” she added as she sipped her coffee leisurely. By the way she acted, we might as well have been planning a boring dinner with the Joneses.

“Nika, I’m not bringing--” I stopped and glanced at Sawsaw.

“Holy shit,” he sighed.

“Sawsaw will help you!” Nika explained. “Children are supposed to help their parents. Sawsaw is a good little goblin boy. He’ll hide when you need him to, and then stabby-stabby anyone who tries to keep you from the loot.”

“Sawsaw!” the boy agreed as he tapped his chest and nodded proudly.

“I just don’t want him to get hurt,” I said as I rubbed the bridge of my nose and thought about Child Protective Services.

“You’ll need his help,” Nika said. “Every great king needs his children to help them conquer. You will like Sawsaw coming, he’ll stay out of trouble, and you’ll be happy. You will see.”

“Alright,” I said as I turned to the boy. “You hide the whole time. Got it?”

“Dadda!” Sawsaw said as he reached around my arm and hugged me. The gesture made my heart melt a bit, and I reached up with my other hand to rub his bright red hair.

“Good, then that’s settled,” Nika said. “Now, there are a few things you should know.”

“Only a few?” I said as I tried to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

“Yes, dear. First, you should know to stay on the tracks once you get to the rail. It follows a treacherous path, but most of it is still intact. We don’t use it though since goblins aren’t miners. Second, you should know that it will be my father's birthday tomorrow, so he will be distracted. That’s why you must go tomorrow. The entire city will be celebrating, and they will most likely all be drunk on stolen dwarven whiskey. And lastly, there is a vicious minotaur who guards my father’s treasure.”

“Great, so I have to fight a vicious minotaur,” I said. I glanced at Sawsaw for help, but his big eyes were opened even wider than usual, and I guessed that he was beyond excited about our dangerous adventure.

“Yes, but more importantly, you have to cut off his balls,” Nika informed me casually.

“What?” I asked.

“Balls!” Sawsaw yelled happily.

“I told you that minotaur testicles will give you a stronger libido. Trust me, Ken Jewell. You will need it.”

“Alright. How much treasure are we talking about?” I asked as I pinched the bridge of my nose again and tried not to think about the army of goblins or the minotaur that I was supposed to neuter.

“Let’s just say that it will make what you found on the dead dwarves look like a beggar's purse,” Nika explained.

“Really?” I said, and thoughts of riches played through my mind.

“Yes!” she laughed. “If you do this, Ken Jewell, you will be one of the richest men on the surface world. I promise.”

“I already feel like the richest man in the world,” I said as I gestured to her, Sawsaw, and our home.

“Awwww,” she said with a kind smile. “Now you can feel like the richest man and actually be the richest man. Okay? You will like it. You will see.”

A tired laugh escaped me, and I shook my head at the both of them. Sawsaw was practically drooling on the table at the mention of such adventure and riches, and Nika’s smile was filled with adoration. It seemed like she had complete confidence in my ability to navigate my way to her city somehow, sneak into her father’s treasure room, de-ball a minotaur, and escape with untold riches.

A month ago, I would have thought she was crazy, but her confidence seemed well placed. Since we had been together, I’d given her everything that she wanted.

Now I was going to go do it again.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll go get that treasure.”

“And find a new wife,” she reminded me.

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I’ll try.”

“Yay!” Nika cheered.

“Holy shit, Momma!” Sawsaw cheered with her, and soon the two were dancing around the cabin.

That night I couldn’t sleep, so I left Nika in bed and went out to the table to prepare my gear for the next day. I decided that I would need to travel light if I was going to haul a bunch of treasure out of the underdark. So I could only pack the essentials.

I stared at all my gear and decided first on the flashlight. It still had plenty of battery life left, and I would definitely need it in those dark halls. My M17 was a no-brainer, as was everything else on my utility belt. I included my tarp as well, thinking that it might be good to wrap up more loot in. The net that I had taken from the kobolds would be useful, but that was currently being used as a hammock, so I made a mental note to grab it in the morning.

As I was sorting through my gear, Sawsaw came trudging over sleepily and joined me at the table.

“Dadda?” he said curiously.

“I’m just packing for the morning. What else do you think we’ll need?” I asked, and he scrunched up his nose and examined the gear with his big brown eyes.

“Sawsaw!” he said as he pointed at a dwarven hatchet.

“Hmm,” I said. I didn’t like the idea of him carrying such a deadly weapon, but then again, he had been carrying my pocket knife around for a week, and he hadn’t cut himself. “Alright, kiddo. You can bring the hatchet.”

“Sawsaw!” he said and pointed at a dagger that I had picked up in the underdark as well.

“Now you’re pushing it, kid,” I warned him.

“Sawsaw!” he demanded.

“Fine,” I said, and he clapped happily. “But let’s get one thing straight, soldier. Tomorrow we are going on a very important mission. Tomorrow you’re not my son, you’re a soldier. And I expect my soldiers to listen to what I say. The consequence of disobedience could mean failure of the mission, or god forbid, death.”

“Shit,” he said heavily.

“Shit is right,” I told him with all seriousness. “If we stick with the plan and watch each other’s backs, we just might get out of there with the loot. Then we can buy more food than even you could ever eat.”

“Sawsaw?” he asked.

“Yeah, I mean it,” I said. “Now, what’s the most important thing to remember tomorrow?”

He scrunched up his little green nose and squeezed his eyes. Then his face lit up with excitement.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he glanced around warily.

“That’s right,” I said. “Keep your eyes open. What else?”

“Sawsaw,” he said as he pumped his arms really fast and ran in place. Then he crouched down low and began to fade into the background with his camouflage power.

“That’s right, be fast and sneaky. What else?”

“Hmmm,” he said, and scratched his chin. “Sawsaw?” he said in a whisper.

“Yes, good. We must be as quiet as possible. But what is rule number one?”

He answered this quickly and even slapped my shoulder. “Dadda!”

“That’s right, son. I’m in charge. You listen to me, even when you think you have a better idea, and we’ll get through this just fine, got it?”

He nodded and gave me a hug that I returned.

“Goodnight, Little Dude, sleep well,” I told him.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he walked back to his bed.

I still didn’t feel tired, so I went out to the porch and sat in one of the rockers that I had made. The red moon hung low in the west somewhere over the ocean, and I went over the map that Nika had made.

The beautiful goblin woman had indicated that most of the clan would be shitfaced in celebration of her father’s birthday, and that would definitely work to our advantage. If everything went according to plan, we would go unseen and be back with the loot before first noon.

I returned to bed and snuggled up to Nika.

“I love you, Ken Jewell,” she said in her sleep.

“I love you too, Nika Jewell.” I kissed her cheek and snuggled closer.

Then we slept, and when I woke up, I would set off to raid the goblin king’s treasure.
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Chapter 13

The first sun rose and lit the dawn sky with a thousand shades of fiery pink, mango, and azure. Sawsaw pointed at the sunrise with his mouth agape, and his eyes shimmered like distant stars.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I asked.

He nodded slowly and let out a long sigh.

We sat together and watched the sunrise, and soon Nika emerged from the house with two steaming plates of food.

“For my brave underdark raiders,” she said as she handed them to us.

Nika had made us two heaping plates of scrambled eggs with cheese. Then she handed us two cups of coffee before she sat down on the porch next to me.

“Thanks Nika,” I said as I dug in.

Sawsaw may have said something to that effect, but his mouth was so stuffed with food that I couldn’t make out his words at all.

“My pleasure,” she said, and then she kissed us both on the cheek.

When we had finished eating, I brought all my gear out to the porch and applied camo coloring to my face. As I worked, Sawsaw watched with growing intrigue and pointed at himself.

“Sawsaw,” he said hopefully.

“You’ve already got awesome camo skin,” I told him. “What do you need this for?”

“Sawsaw do!” he demanded like a baby Hulk.

“Listen buddy,” I said. I knew I needed to stand my ground and be firm with the powerful tyke, or he wouldn’t respect me. “I’m not going to put up with your tantrums, especially not on the morning of your first mission.”

“It’s a quest, dear,” Nika corrected me as she emerged from the house with another little pack.

“Momma …” Sawsaw said with a whine and then pointed at me.

“Listen to your father, sweetheart,” she told him in a singsong voice. “Look, I’ve made you your own molle pack.”

Sawsaw forgot about the camo stick in about a millionth of a second and sprang over to inspect his new prize.

“Ooohhh, Sawsaw,” he whispered in awe as he stroked the green fabric.

“Do you like it?” Nika asked.

Rather than answer, Sawsaw leapt into her arms and planted kisses on both of her cheeks until she was giggling.

I inspected the pack and was impressed with Nika’s craftsmanship yet again. The little molle pack looked just like mine, and it even had a water pouch attached to it. The straps were wide and padded with moss, and Nika had even embroidered the letters US on the back to match my own.

“How did you make this?” I asked as I pointed at the water pouch attached to the small pack.

“I made it with the alligator’s bladder,” Nika said proudly. “It will only last a few weeks, but I think it looks cute on the pack! Sawsaw, try it on!”

Sawsaw hefted the pack, and though it seemed mostly empty, he still made grunting sounds as he shouldered it onto his back. When Nika giggled I realized that Sawsaw was impersonating me.

“Do I really sound like that?” I asked them both.

Nika nodded enthusiastically as she laughed, and Sawsaw offered me a grin.

“Holy shit, dadda,” he said, and then he took it off with more exaggerated grunts.

“Alright, alright, funny guy, let’s see what you’ve got in there.”

Sawsaw giggled, put the pack down on the porch, reached his little arm in, and pulled out the hatchet and dagger that I had given him. Once he took his weapons out, I leaned over the opening of the pack and pulled the rest of the contents out. His mother had also added jerky wrapped in a big leaf, a piece of cheese, some hard-boiled eggs in a small woven box, my pocket knife, a small leather tarp, and a blanket.

“Looks like a good start,” I told him, and he happily stuffed it all back in.

Once we were ready we stood before Nika for inspection, and she clasped her hands against her bosom and regarded us with a smitten grin.

“My handsome heroes,” she mused after she kissed us both.

“We’ll be back before you know it,” I assured her.

“I can’t wait to see the treasure,” she said, and I chuckled. At least she wasn’t worried for our safety.

“Sawsaw!” our son told her with a wave and started off down the hill.

We both watched our little soldier march away, and I gave Nika another hug and kiss.

“See you soon,” I promised.

“Have fun!” she called after us. “Don’t forget to bring home a new wife!”

I caught up with Sawsaw and reminded him that we were taking Charlie to the cave entrance. The horse would get us there faster, but more importantly, he could pull our loot in the cart and get us home quicker if there was any trouble.

Sawsaw had picked up on how to steer the horse and work the reins quickly, and he smiled with pride when I let him drive.

The puppies yipped happily and chased us down the path along the river, but they stopped at the edge of the property when I gave them the order.

“Sawsaw!” my son commanded the dogs when they started to whimper.

“He’s right,” I yelled back at the puppies. “You go back and stand guard over Nika and the house. Go on, be good dogs.”

They cocked their heads at me but then registered the command. The female shot off back toward the house, and the other barked and chased after its sibling.

When we reached the entrance, I tied off Charlie in the shade of a big oak and put down a half dozen apples for him to munch on while he waited for our return. I didn’t know how long we would be down there, but I figured that the horse could wait for several hours if need be.

But I wasn’t worried as much for the horse as I was for Sawsaw.

“Alright, Little Dude.” I dropped to one knee and adjusted his little pack. I knew he was a strong boy, but he was still less than a month old, and I tried to remind myself that his kind were born in those dark halls beneath the surface world. “You do what I say and keep yourself hidden, alright?”

“Sawsaw,” he said and nodded enthusiastically.

“Alright, follow my lead and remember the triplines that I told you about.”

We moved into the tunnel slowly and listened for activity in the darkness beyond. Then I clicked on my flashlight and shined it on the first tripline to show Sawsaw. Once we were past my traps, we moved a little faster. At the pitfall, I stopped to show Sawsaw and explain to him how it would work. He listened intently, and I could see his little mental gears moving. After a moment, the concept must have clicked because his eyes lit up, and he let out a devious little laugh.

“Holy shit!” he said as he spun his arms to mimic someone falling. Then he slapped his hands together, stuck out his tongue, crossed his eyes, and pretended he was a dead kobold.

“That’s right,” I said. “Someone steps on that moss, and it’s holy shit before they are dead.”

“Dadda,” he said approvingly.

As we ventured deeper into the underdark, Sawsaw marveled at all the strange sights. He sniffed at the mushrooms, listened to the deep water in the walls, and licked the humming crystals when we came to them.

We traveled through to the chamber with the hot spring, and I smiled at the memory of the first time I had made love to Nika. Then I guided my son through the many tunnels and caverns that led to the underground lake, and on toward the halls of crystal where I first saved Nika from the kobolds.

“This is how I met your mother,” I told Sawsaw as I gestured to the corpses. “We killed these kobolds together.”

“Holy shit,” he whispered and kicked one of the corpses. They were far from the point where they stunk, and their bones had been half picked clean by the many denizens of the underdark.

I called him over and showed him how to read the map.

“See this?” I said and pointed at the small x that read kobold fight. “That’s where we are. If we follow this tunnel here, it will bring us through this chamber with the giant mushrooms. See? And then we find the underground river and follow that until we reach this abandoned gold mine.”

I trailed my finger along the rail and then planted it on the big X.

“And that, little dude, is where the treasure lies.”

“Treasure,” he whispered, and I put the map away.

“Alright, soldier, which way do we go?” I asked my son.

He scrunched up his nose, turned in circles, and then pointed at the correct tunnel.

“Good job,” I told him. “I’m going to teach you how to be point man. Do you want to learn?”

“Dadda!” he said as he nodded.

I pointed to his eyes, pointed to me, and then began to make my way down the tunnel. I stayed close to the left wall so that I could use my spear without worrying about hitting the rock. Every few paces, I stopped to listen and peer around each corner. When I did so, I used the Army hand gestures to signal Sawsaw to stop walking. After fifteen minutes of setting the example, I figured he probably had a good idea of what to do, so I gestured for him to come stand next to me.

“The trick is to see them before they see you,” I whispered to him as we glanced around the corner. “They can see my flashlight though. How is your vision? Can you see in the dark?”

“Sawsaw,” he nodded as he pointed at his eyes.

“Okay,” I replied as I patted him on the head. “I’m going to aim the flashlight down a bit so I can see you, and you are going to take over point position. Let me know if you see someone and hide if you have to. I don’t want you getting hurt. Got it?”

“Dadda,” he whispered as he nodded eagerly.

“Lead the way, soldier!”

He offered me a crisp salute and then slowly moved toward the tunnel with hatchet in hand. After about eight feet, the green-skinned boy stopped and pressed his back against the wall. Then I watched him scour the darkness for a moment before he motioned me on.

We went through the tunnels in this manner for about a half hour before we arrived at the chamber with the giant mushrooms that Nika had indicated on the map.

The view was surreal, and we both let out long breaths as we looked around the chamber.

Twenty-foot-tall white mushrooms littered the long cavern. The stems were as wide as ancient oaks, and their big white caps were dotted with green and yellow. Water trickled in a small stream, and I presumed this to be the underground river that Nika had mentioned. Stalactites hung low in the giant chamber, and as I inspected the roof for bats or other less savory creatures, I noticed thick cobwebs stretched across the dripping formations, and a shiver tiptoed down my spine. I hated spiders, and the memory of the giant snake led to horrific images of massive eight-legged monsters.

“Come on, Sawsaw,” I said, since I didn’t want to stick around and find out what had made those webs.

We found the underground river a few minutes later and followed it through the cavern to the other side. Sawsaw scampered ahead and put his back against a towering stalagmite, but he didn’t motion me on. Instead, he raised a single green finger and became invisible.

I crept to where he had been and listened. The trickle of the underground stream mixed with the faint sound of exotic bugs, but other than that I heard nothing. I couldn’t see Sawsaw’s shorts, but I could see his pack, so I knew he was standing right where he had turned invisible.

“Stay here,” I whispered to his spot before I shuffled forward to investigate.

Then I walked around the stalagmite, switched my spear to my left hand, and slowly pulled my M17 from its holster. I still heard nothing, but a peculiar scent hung in the air. It was faint at first, but grew stronger as I moved around the formation. It was a mixture of smells that I couldn’t quite place, but the scent kind of reminded me of livestock, so I knew that it belonged to some kind of animal.

And it would probably attack as soon as it saw us.

I glanced back toward where Sawsaw was supposed to be waiting, but I didn’t see his backpack. I was about to return, but something warm and wet landed on my right hand. My instincts screamed a warning, and I dove away from the stalagmite a heartbeat before a big club smashed into it.

A roar tore through the silence of the cavern, and I rolled three times before I sprang to my feet and caught a glimpse of motion.

The biggest, meanest looking creature I had ever seen was growling ten feet away from me.

The beast was covered from head to toe in matted brown fur that grew longer at the elbows and knees. Its muscular frame was well defined beneath the thick fur, and it wore a kind of leather loincloth that had survived ten years past laundry day.

A rusted forearm brace hung on its left arm, and a mean looking spike protruded from the piece of armor. In its other hand the monster carried a massive, seven-foot-long spiked club, and I imagined one hit from the thing would be able to destroy the house I had just built Nika.

The creature’s snout was like a pig’s nose, long fangs rimmed a beak-like mouth, and its yellow eyes regarded me like I was dinner. Its ears were long and pointed kind of like a goblin’s or an elf’s, but the broad forehead was highlighted by two long wispy eyebrows that were arched menacingly.

My mind raced through my mental inventory of mythical creatures, and based on Nika’s descriptions of various underdark monsters, I realized that I was staring at an eight-foot tall bugbear.

“Look what I’ve found,” the creature rumbled in a deep baritone voice. “A human has come for dinner.”

I wasn’t about to try to fight the bugbear in hand-to-hand combat, so I took aim with my M17 and shot it twice in the torso. The bullets thumped into the creature’s massive chest and left two quarter-sized holes right at where its heart should have been. I expected the bullets to drop the beast, but it charged instead.

Oh shit.

I jumped to the side as I fingered the trigger again. My third bullet hit the massive creature in the gut, but then all five hundred pounds of the monster slammed into me, and I felt my handgun slip out of my fingers.

The creature grabbed me by the neck and picked me up to inspect me like I was a hen at the market. His grip felt like something akin to what Superman would probably have, and I gasped for breath as I pounded on his thick arms.

My vision was quickly growing dark, so I abandoned the strategy of trying to punch his arms and frantically grabbed for my survival knife. As soon as I pulled the blade free, the monster turned my head to the side and sniffed me with a look of hunger.

“You will be good food for my cubs,” the bugbear said. His breath wafted over me as I struggled, and it smelled like a mummy’s morning breath mixed with garbage.

The creature hadn’t seen me pull out my knife, so I did the obvious, and stabbed it into his neck with all the strength I could muster.

His scream was pretty damn loud.

Blood spurted from the bugbear’s neck like water from a burst pipe, and the monster tossed me away like an ant-covered ragdoll. I landed on my pack, rolled backward to get as much space as I could between us, and then glanced around the cavern for my M17.

I didn’t see my gun, but I caught sight of Sawsaw as he shot across the room and leaped on the screaming monster’s head. My son held onto one long ear with one hand, and hacked downward with his axe into the face of the bugbear as he rode it like a bull. The bugbear somehow screamed even louder than before, and he tried to stab up with the spike on his forearm. The monster’s face was now just a pile of bleeding hamburger, and his attack missed the goblin-human boy by a mile.

“Sawsaw, run!” I croaked as I pulled myself to my feet.

The screaming bugbear reached up to try to get a hold of Sawsaw, but my clever son leapt off his head and disappeared as he shifted to camo skin.

The bugbear spun a circle, and that’s when I saw the full extent of the damage. One of its big yellow eyes was hanging out of the socket, and red blood poured down its massive chest. The creature’s dark brown fur was now auburn, and the monster looked like it might slip in the pile of blood that pooled at its feet.

I pulled out the looted dwarven battle axes from my pack as I searched again for my M17. The gun was nowhere to be seen, and I gave up my search when the bugbear turned its attention back on me.

Then it started stalking forward with murder in its one good eye.

I took a deep breath and readied my axe, but then Sawsaw appeared behind the bugbear and chopped right into the beast’s left Achilles tendon. My son’s axe bit deep, and the bugbear dropped to one knee with a mewling cry.

Then Sawsaw thrusted his dagger right up the monster’s ass as I charged.

The bugbear’s howl echoed through the cavern with ear-shattering volume, but I gave a cry of my own as I swung. My strike was true, and the blade of my axe took the monster’s head clean off. The head hit the wall of the cavern like a rebounded basketball, rolled over to me, and then I stopped it with my boot as the headless corpse crashed into the cavern ground.

I lowered my weapon and tried to catch my breath as Sawsaw joyously scampered over to me. As soon as my son reached me, he grabbed the big head by the tuft of hair on top and gave a victorious war cry.

“Holy shit, dadda!” he yelled to me as he as he raised his prize high into the air.

The sight of my pint-sized son holding the giant head made me laugh, but Sawsaw turned to me with concern on his face, and I guessed he was worried I was laughing at him instead of with him.

“You did great, buddy,” I said, and his frown quickly turned upside down. Then he threw aside the massive head and jumped into my arms.

“Dadda?” he asked as he touched my neck gingerly.

“Yeah, I’m alright, buddy. Thanks for the help,” I said as I gave him a hug. “Let’s see if this guy has any loot, and then we can be on our way.”

The bugbear had two gold coins and a small sack of mushrooms on him. I pocketed the gold and was about to toss the mushrooms when Sawsaw suddenly grabbed one and ate it whole.

“Hey!” I said. “Don’t eat random mushrooms.”

“Sawsaw,” he said and pointed at the mushrooms. Then he mimed eating one, looked at his body as it became completely invisible, and said, “Holy shit.”

“The mushrooms make you more powerful?” I asked.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he became visible once more.

“Alright, maybe we’ll hold on to these then.”

I stashed the shrooms in my molle pack and finished my search, but didn’t find anything else on the bugbear. I had no use for a giant seven foot club, or the rusted wrist spike, so we left the body where it lay and continued through the cavern after I found my M17.

The memory of my fearless son helping me take down the monster filled me with pride, but it also showed me just how capable a fighter he was. I had thought that he might grow into a powerful warrior one day, but it seemed that day had already come. I couldn’t imagine what he would be capable of when he grew to adulthood.

We followed the river into an alcove hidden by hanging moss, and I turned on my flashlight as we descended the slippery slope. The water spilled out into another small cavern littered with glowing crystals, and we took a moment to catch our breath. Giant frogs croaked in the small chamber, but they weren’t mean, and they hopped away and dug into the mud as we approached.

The chamber was long and narrow and led to another tunnel with a natural shelf to the right of the river. My flashlight revealed nothing menacing in that dark hollow, but I was worried after the encounter with the bugbear, so I led Sawsaw onward instead of letting him take point position.

“Stay away from the water,” I told him as we walked. It widened and became deeper in the tunnel, and I had no idea what might be lurking in the fast-moving stream.

After about fifteen minutes we came to a fork where the river split in three different directions. To the left it snuck beneath a low shelf, straight ahead it continued down the main tunnel, and to the right it veered around a narrow corner. The map said to take a right, so I slowly tiptoed around the corner and pointed my flashlight down the new tunnel.

Voices echoed from deeper down the tunnel, and I clicked off my flashlight and halted Sawsaw.

I waited and listened, but the voices didn’t sound again for many long minutes.

“There’s something up ahead,” I told Sawsaw. “Stay behind me and keep in camo mode.”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a salute.

I put my hand over the end of the flashlight and clicked it on. A single beam of light led the way, and we slowly crept forward. The underground river narrowed as we went and soon spilled over a waterfall. The map indicated that this was where the abandoned gold mine began, and I saw a dark quarry of hewn walls littered with broken stones, old mining gear, and a few abandoned carts.

The crashing of the water twenty feet below masked any other sounds that we might've heard, but I didn’t need my ears to see the dancing torchlight coming from an alcove to the far right. I could faintly see the metal rail leading off to the left, and we could have just taken that route instead, but I didn’t want to leave anyone or anything behind us without knowing what direction they were headed.

I gestured to Sawsaw so that he understood my intentions, turned off my flashlight, and then slid along the shelf to the right. There were steps cut into the stone, most likely by the dwarves who had once worked these mines, so I took them slowly and listened for any movement.

When we reached the bottom and got a few feet away from the waterfall, the voices returned. Whatever they were, they were yipping and hollering like they were having a grand old time, and I prayed that we would find a group of happy little hobbits enjoying a second breakfast.

But I wouldn’t have put any money on it. After all, this was the underdark.

I considered again just moving on, but the nagging feeling that I would regret it wouldn’t go away. We had to at least peek and see what was making that noise, so we rushed across the old rail and pressed our backs up against the shorn wall.

“Ohhh, ahhh, this is going to be good,” one of the voices said.

“Get that lid on the pot!” yelled another.

And that’s when I heard the most beautiful female singing voice I had ever heard.

“Shut her up!” one of the voices screamed, and the wonderful song died abruptly.

“Fuck!” I hissed.

Any thoughts about just taking a look and moving on fled from my mind when I heard the singing woman. Her voice had done something to me, and though I couldn’t quite place the feeling, I somehow felt a little more alive.

Sawsaw bounced on his toes behind me with his hatchet in hand and brown eyes gleaming.

“Fuck!” he repeated when I glanced at him.

“Be cool, little dude,” I warned, and he calmed down a bit. “You stay here and watch my back, alright?”

“Sawsaw,” he whispered with shifty eyes.

I slid around the corner, but there were big boulders which obscured my vision, and I could only see the glow of torchlight around them. It counted at least six voices, and they sounded just like the goblins that I had encountered the last time I ventured into the underdark. That made sense, since the rail led to their city, but Nika had said that this was a secret passage.

“Get her in the damned pot!” someone shouted.

“She’s as slippery as a fish!” another complained.

“Don’t let her pull that gag out of her mouth again,” yet another goblin added. “She starts singing again, and we’re doomed.”

The mention of the pot made my stomach turn. Were they trying to boil someone alive? I listened closer and heard the telltale crackle of a fire. There was a little smoke hovering near the cavern ceiling forty feet above, but it didn’t smell like woodsmoke. Whatever they were burning stunk to high heaven.

I eased around the lichen covered wall slowly. My only advantage was the element of surprise, and I didn’t want to give myself away until I had a plan.

“She bit me!” One of the goblins hissed, and then he let out a stream of curses.

Then the song began again.

It echoed through the caverns for one fleeting moment before becoming muffled and dying out altogether. My heart raced, my vision swam, and the hairs on my body stood on end. There was some sort of magic in that voice, and I knew that I needed to help whoever it belonged to.

I moved quickly around the boulder that blocked my view and crouched down when the scene unfolded before me.

There were not six, but ten goblins dancing around a big cauldron. The water wasn’t bubbling yet, but the fire beneath it was growing. Four of them fought with the big lid, and inside, a beautiful blond haired woman struggled to get out.
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Chapter 14

I slowly crept back around the boulder and found Sawsaw waiting for me. He looked concerned for the woman, and he eagerly awaited my instructions.

“Alright, Sawsaw. There’s a woman in there who needs our help. We’re up against ten goblins--”

“Sawsaw?” he said and pointed at himself.

“No, they’re not like you or your mother. These are evil goblins that want to hurt a nice lady.”

“Sawsaw…” he growled with a mean scowl.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I told him. “I want you to go in there in invisibility mode and cause a distraction. Don’t let them see you and don’t get too close. The ones with crappy clothes are the dumbest, and they will be the easiest to play tricks on, alright?”

He nodded eagerly.

“Ok, buddy, let ‘em have it.”

“Sawsaw, shroom,” he said and pointed at my molle pack.

“Good idea.” I retrieved the bugbear’s sack and handed Sawsaw a mushroom.

He wolfed it down, and his skin color immediately changed to match the walls. I couldn’t even see the shimmer of refracted light, so I moved back to my perch and watched as the goblins continued to fight to get the heavy lid on. The blonde-haired woman thrashed and bucked as the goblins rode the lid. She looked strong as hell, and I silently cheered on her efforts.

A moment later one of the goblin’s in shoddy rags cried out and grabbed his ass.

“Hey!” he yelled at the goblin behind him. “You just stick me with your dagger?”

“What?” the accused asked. But then he let out a yip, turned, and pushed the goblin behind him. “What was that for?”

I could just imagine Sawsaw bobbing and weaving through the pack of goblins and stabbing them in their asses. Soon a squabble broke out as the angry goblins argued over who had poked who.

It was time to make my move, so I charged into the room and buried my axe in the closest goblin’s head before he even knew that I was there.

The next goblin turned just in time to have his throat slashed by my knife. As the bodies hit the floor, I bum-rushed the group, batted aside a spear, and planted a heavy boot in the wielder's chest. The screaming goblin flew into the big pot and caused it to gong loudly. The woman tried to shout something through her gag, but I was too busy fighting the short green men to pay her any attention.

I strafed around a slow spear thrust, severed another goblin’s head, and then eviscerated the next as Sawsaw’s form shifted into view. My son was a little shorter than the adult goblins, but he managed to jump on one of their shoulders, ride him to the ground, and stab him in the eyes repeatedly.

There were only four left, but they didn’t quite know if they should attack me or Sawsaw, and their indecision allowed both of us to tear into them. I cleaved into the skull of one of them with my axe and then kicked another in the face while Sawsaw rolled on the ground between the third and fourth. His dagger and axe whipped out as he tumbled past, and each of the two goblins screamed as their hamstrings were cut.

I spun to the two green monsters staggering toward my son and then smashed my axe into the closet. My attack bore all the strength of a papa bear, and one of the  goblin’s head tore clean off like a T-ball and smacked into the face of the fourth. The impact bowled him over, and I then crushed his throat under my boot like I’d stomp on a bug.

There was only one goblin left now, the one I had kicked a half moment ago, but as I spun to face the little asshole, I saw him turn tail to run. He only made it three steps, however, before Sawsaw landed on his back like some sort of green Spiderman, and my amazing and crazy son ripped his axe across the goblin’s throat to kill him.

Then it was over. Or at least, I thought it was, but when I took a step toward the woman in the giant cooking pot, I thought I heard something, and I turned back to Sawsaw and pressed my finger to my lips.

My son was covered head to toe in blood, and his eyes were a bit wild, but he understood my command, held his breath, and listened. The cave we were in led to a tunnel, and from that tunnel I now heard more voices.

“Awww shit,” Sawsaw groaned, and I would have laughed if the situation wasn’t so dangerous.

I glanced over at the pot, but I didn’t see the woman anymore, and my heart leapt into my throat when I realized that she must have become exhausted from pushing the heavy lid up.

If I didn’t get her out of there now, she would probably drown, but the sound of the approaching footsteps were growing louder.

And there were a lot of them.

“Sawsaw, go help the woman,” I said as I moved to the side of the entrance where the footsteps were coming from.

He scampered past me, but my eyes were focused on the tunnel where the footsteps were coming from, and I raised my axe to take off the head of any asshole that walked out.

A heartbeat later, the first goblin from the new group entered into the room and walked right into the business end of my dwarven battle axe. My strike tore the top half of his head clean off, and the goblins behind him gave a startled cry.

I ducked low and sunk my axe into the knee of the next goblin to cross the threshold. He was only about three feet tall, and I grabbed him as he fell forward, spun him around, and charged into the tunnel. Three spears thudded into my screaming captive, and then I slashed the throat of the closest goblin with my axe, chopped halfway through another's neck, and split the breastbone of a third. The tunnel was lined with glowing crystals, and in the soft light I could see that there were at least twenty goblins waiting for me.

Whoops.

Spears thudded into the body of the dead goblin that I carried as I surged into the group. One of the goblins slammed into me and dislodged my small corpse shield, so I dropped the body and split my attacker’s head like a pumpkin. A spear whizzed through the air toward me, but I ducked just in time, grabbed ahold of my latest victim’s ankle, swung him like a club, and sent two of the charging attackers into the wall.

I released the goblin’s ankle, pulled my survival knife from its sheath, and dove into the horde like a wild man. My growls matched theirs as I hacked, slashed, and spun through the horde like an angry blender. Limbs spiraled through the air, throats gurgled their final curses, and bloody bodies fell in my wake.

I took a glancing club hit to the shoulder and retaliated by driving the little bastard’s nuts into his stomach with my boot toe. Then I buried my axe into the next goblin’s head, pulled out my M17, and fired point blank into another’s ugly face. The goblin’s head exploded, and the bullet continued on and took out the one behind him as well.

I heard a familiar war cry from behind, and Sawsaw suddenly leapt over me and slashed the necks of two goblins coming at me from the sides. He landed, rolled, and then disappeared into the chaos as if he was made of smoke.

Then I heard the beautiful singing voice.

Suddenly, I felt like I weighed half as much, my vision focused, and it seemed that each breath was giving me twice as much oxygen. The sensation was amazing, but the surrounding goblins all let out a collective moan, and it looked like their shoulders actually seemed to bow as if they were carrying a heavy weight.

I used the distraction to take out another three goblins with my axe while Sawsaw ran around the room in invisible mode, hamstringing the goblins and leaving them prone and screaming. I hadn’t really explained this plan to him, but it was obvious that he was setting them up so that I could knock them down, and a half minute later we both stood in the middle of a bloody heap.

“You okay?” I asked, since he was covered in almost as much blood as I was.

“Sawsaw,” he said proudly, and then he pointed at me. “Dadda?”

“I’m good,” I said, then I pointed back toward the cavern where the woman was singing. “Great job letting her out.”

“Dadda!” he said as he pointed back into the room. I followed close behind and saw the woman leaning out of the still cooking pot. She stopped singing as soon as she saw us and waved frantically.

“I can’t get myself out--”

“I’ll get you,” I said as I reached the edge of the pot and moved to grab her under her armpits. As soon as I touched her, I realized that she was actually naked, but once I tugged her free of the water, I had a bigger surprise when I saw that she wasn’t human at all.

She was a mermaid, and the long fishtail she had instead of legs was covered by a mixture of sheer green and purple scales.

“Holy shit!” I gasped when I noticed that she also had smaller fins on her triceps and forearms. The woman had larger fins on her shoulders as well, and twin lines of scales ascended up her otherwise human looking torso to cover the nipples of her breasts. Her greenish-purple tail and fins reminded me somewhat of a betta fish, and the scales shimmered when the firelight bounced off them.

“Ahhh!” she gasped as soon as I moved to set her down on the ground beside the fire, but when I released my hands from her shoulders and tail, she just wrapped her arms around my neck. “That feels much better. It was too hot in that water!”

“Yeah,” I said as I glanced back to the pot. “Seems like they were going to cook you.”

“Stupid goblins,” the woman said with a musical laugh that made me lightheaded, “but stupid me for getting caught in their net. Thank you for saving me. What is your name, handsome?”

“I’m Ken,” I said as I felt her hands gently squeeze the back of my neck, “and this is Sawsaw.”

“Is he a goblin?” she asked as she pulled me down against her breasts.

“No,” I said, “Well, kind of. He’s my son. Half-human and half-goblin.”

“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” she gasped as she looked over at the blood soaked kid.

“Sawsaw,” he said with a smile, and then he tapped his chest with his finger.

“Oh,” she sighed. “He seems nice, and he did take the lid off my pot.”

“What’s your name?” I asked the mysterious woman.

“Calliope,” she said shyly. “But you can call me Calli if you want.”

“That’s a beautiful name,” I said.

“Beautiful…” Sawsaw droned as he squatted down and petted her radiant tail.

“How did you get here?” I asked. “Aren’t you a mermaid?”

“I am a siren,” she explained as she fluttered her long blonde eyelashes at me. “I got lost in the rivers and then caught in their net. Can you help me find my way out of here? I don’t really know where I am.”

“Where are you trying to go? Do you live in an underground lake or something?” I asked as I thought about the one that we had journeyed through earlier.

“I came from such a lake, deep, deep below these tunnels. But I don’t want to go back there. I would like to go with you if I can.”

“Why don’t you want to go back home?” I asked.

“I don’t have a home anymore,” she said, and her beautiful lips twisted down into a frown. “My tribe was conquered by another, and we were all murdered or enslaved. I was fleeing when I got lost. I have nowhere else to go, but you both seem nice. Or at least, you haven’t tried to eat me yet.”

“We aren’t going to eat you,” I promised as I finally gave up trying to free my neck from her embrace and just sat next to her, “but we’re headed somewhere dangerous.”

“Treasure!” Sawsaw said and offered me a look that suggested I was nuts.

“What is he saying about treasure?” Calli asked.

“We’re on our way to the goblin city to, uh, steal the king’s treasure,” I confessed.

“Oh, now that sounds like fun. I would love to help you. Can I come? Please?”

Nika’s words came to mind, and I wondered if I had just found my second wife.

“It will be dangerous, Calli,” I told her.

“I am not afraid of danger.” She searched the room and pointed at a distant corner. “There, that is my trident. No one can survive alone for long down here, but I can defend myself. Let me come with you. I will prove my worth.”

“I don’t doubt your worth,” I assured her. “We would love to have you, but I don’t know how you can really walk with us because of your fin--”

“Do you have anything to dry my fins off with?” she interrupted me. “Then my legs will form, and I can walk with you.”

“Really?” I asked as I looked down at her long green and purple tail.

“Yes,” she laughed. “That is how sirens work. We prefer the water, but we can walk on land if we need to.”

“I’ll see if I have anything in my pack for you to wear, but do you have clothes of your own?”

She shook her head. “Oh, no. I do not like clothes. Too hard to swim with.”

“Fair enough,” I said as I looked in my pack, but all I could find that would work to dry her off was a spare t-shirt.

“Well, here,” I said, and handed her my camo t-shirt from my molle pack. “You might as well put this on. We won’t be doing any swimming anytime soon. If we move you closer to the fire, the heat should make the water evaporate quicker.”

“Good idea,” Calli said and then she wiggled her arms as if she expected me to pick her up and carry her back closer to the pot. Then I realized that she couldn’t really get there without my help, so I cradled her in my arms, stood up from the ground, and then sat back near the cooking fire so that her tail was near the flames. She was kind of in my lap now, and I used my right hand to squeegee water off her scales while I supported her back with my left.

“He is very enthusiastic,” Calli said as she glanced at Sawsaw, who had taken up her trident and was pretending to stab an enemy.

“Die, die, die!” he growled.

“Hey, give Calli her trident, loot all the bodies, and then go keep watch,” I told him.

“Awww shit,” he said sullenly, and then he set the trident down next to the blonde siren before he shuffled off toward the corpses of the goblins we had just killed.

Calli dried off her tail with the t-shirt and then pulled it over her head. When she did so, I saw that her scales were starting to turn into human skin, and I caught a glimpse of her tiny pink nipples. She caught me looking at her and grinned devilishly as her cheeks turned a deep shade of pink.

“I’ve never met a human before,” she admitted as she rested the palm of her hand against my chest. “Are they all as handsome as you?”

“I don’t know,” I chuckled. “Are all sirens as beautiful as you?”

“Nope,” she said with a sly grin.

“I believe it,” I said as I winked at her.

“After you and your goblin son loot the king’s hoard, where will you go? Where in the underdark is your cove?”

“We don’t have a cove down here,” I told her. “We live in a house on the surface world.

“Then it seems that I cannot go with you,” she said sullenly. “I’m sad.”

“But you can,” I blurted out. “I mean, I have the power to bring monst-- I mean creatures of the underdark up to the surface and into the sunlight.”

“You do?” she asked as she raised a single blonde eyebrow.

“Yeah. After we loot the goblin king, you can come with us to the surface. I think that Nika would love to meet you.”

“Nika?”

“She’s my wife, and Sawsaw’s mother.”

“Oh,” Calli said. “But she must be a goblin then.”

“Yeah, but she’s really nice. Nothing like those stinking little bastards who kidnapped you. She’d love to meet you.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Calli said as she smiled widely. “She sounds very nice. I can’t imagine walking in the sunshine, and swimming in sunlit waters. I have dreamed of it before, but of course I have never done it.”

Something caught my eye, and I glanced at Calli’s fin. It morphed into two long, slender legs, and my eyes trailed up those long legs to where my t-shirt barely covered up the spot where I assumed her vagina was.

“Wife, huh?” she asked, and I blinked my eyes a few times as I turned away from her legs to look at her.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Nika actually wanted me to find other women to bring back with us. We are trying to make a big family.”

“A big family?” she asked as the smile faded from her face, “You don’t want to eat me, do you? A big family needs food.”

“No,” I laughed. “I was thinking about something more like marriage. I- I mean, we want more kids.” I gestured to where Sawsaw walked in the cavern.

“With different women?” she asked, and her big blue eyes grew even larger.

“That’s the plan,” I said, “but ahhh, we can figure that out later. First, we need to get the treasure, and then we have to go back.”

“Okay,” Calli said, and the smile returned to her face as she gestured down to her legs. “Now I am ready to quest with you. Can you help me stand?”

“Sure,” I said as I helped her up.

She went to the corner to grab her trident, and I watched her bend over at the waist to pick up the weapon. The movement showed me the perfect shape of her long legs, the pertness of her ass cheeks, and the shape of her bare vulva. I’d been right with my guess that she had a human looking vagina, and I had trouble tearing my eyes away before she turned around to walk back to me.

“You see or hear anything, soldier?” I asked Sawsaw when Calli and I walked over to him.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he shook his head in the negative.

“Alright, let's get going back to the rail,” I said. “It looks like we’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”

The old abandoned mining railroad led through the cavern and then veered right through a narrow passage. I led the way, and Sawsaw took up the rear as we moved quietly through the darkness. When we reached the mining tracks, I reminded them to stay on the tracks like Nika had warned. My flashlight revealed nothing dangerous on the sides of the rail, but I knew that in the underdark, one could never let down their guard.

About ten minutes into our journey, the narrow tunnel opened up to a massive cavern that stretched as far as the eye could see in every direction, and I stopped at the entrance and motioned for the others to halt. The rail continued on through the abyss, held up by a shoddy-looking trellis bridge that looked as if it was going to crumble if someone blew on it too hard. Despite my misgivings, I slowly walked out onto the bridge to test its strength, and then sighed with relief when the wood only let out a whisper of a moan with my weight on it.

I shined my light back on the wall to check for other passages and monsters, but I found nothing besides the stone walls, and then I motioned for the others to follow me across the bridge.

It took us twenty minutes to reach the other side of the cavern, and when the bridge ended, I let out another sigh of relief. The rail ran past a large pile of discarded mining equipment, continued through the stone and down a wide tunnel, and then twisted around a corner that was flush with a glow of light. It might just be more crystals, but it might also be the goblin city, so I pressed my finger to my lips and glanced back at Calli and Sawsaw. They nodded, and we slowly crept toward the light. When we reached the end, my hunch that it was the city was proven correct, and we got down on all fours and crawled to the end of the tunnel so we could look down upon the city.

What I saw took my breath away.

The cavern was perhaps a half mile long and just as wide. Hundreds of stalagmites rose up out of the floor, and in them, dozens of windows glowed with soft light. Nika said that it had once belonged to the dwarves, and I marveled at their clever architecture. Rope bridges and spiraling staircases connected the many stalagmites together like some sort of complicated spiderweb mixed with anthills. There were homes down on the cavern floor as well, a hundred feet below my perch, but these consisted of shoddy huts and crooked shacks. Nika had explained that the goblins on the bottom lived in squalor while those who were smarter or more cunning lived inside the comfortable earthen towers.

The largest of all the stalagmites was also the closest to my position, and it sat off to the right. This was the king’s palace, and somewhere in the rooms below the treasure waited. Between the foot of the cliff face below us and the king’s stalagmite. Two twenty foot high boulders created a bit of an alcove that would conceal our descent down the cliff. It meant that we’d probably be able climb up and down the cliff face without being seen by the casual goblin citizenry, but I still didn’t want to do anything that would draw too much attention to our presence.

I motioned to Calli and Sawsaw, and they joined me on the ridge. As we spied on the city, a loud congregation that looked like a hunting party entered the cavern from the left of our location. As soon as this group entered the city, other goblins emerged from the huts below and rushed out onto the balconies of the stalagmite towers to cheer for them.

I told the others to stay low and watched as the procession moved through the crowded streets. Some rode giant lizards, and the others marched on each side of the lumbering beasts. One lizard pulled dozens of shackled kobolds behind it, and the pathetic chain gang hung their heads low as they were led into the city. Another lizard dragged a dead spider the size of a VW Beetle behind it, and Sawsaw tapped me on the shoulder.

“Holy shit,” he said under his breath, and I had to agree.

The city of goblins greeted the raiders like returning heroes and showered them with puffy moss as they strode through the city streets. Goblin street children rushed up to the spider and tried to hack off a piece of the leg, but were shooed away by the warriors. The other peasants threw rocks and rotten food at the captive kobolds, and I imagined myself, Nika, and Sawsaw receiving the same treatment if we were ever captured.

I shook the thought from my mind and motioned for Sawsaw and Calli to move back into the tunnel.

“Alright, here’s the plan,” I told them as I pulled another map out of my pocket. “This is the cliff behind us,” I said and pointed at the map. “That giant stalagmite is the goblin king’s palace. Nika said that the secret passageway is behind the palace, and will lead to the king’s quarters. From there we need to go down this hall here, and down into the vault. Nika told me that there was a minotaur in here, so you two stay back until I give the all clear. Once I kill him, and we get inside, we’ll grab everything we can carry and haul ass back up the cliff. Any questions?”

“A minotaur?” Calli asked. “But they are some of the fiercest creatures in the underdark, are you sure that you won’t need help?”

“I’ll be okay,” I said as I reached down to pat the handle of my M17.” I have a magic boomstick.”

“Ohhhh,” Calli said as her blue eyes grew big.

“Any other questions?”

“I have another one,” Calli said.

“Shoot.”

“Do you guys always have this much fun?” she asked excitedly.

“Sawsaw,” my son told her with a happy nod.

“Alright,” I said, “Does everyone know the plan?”

They both nodded.

“Good, let’s do this.”

I tied off my rope to a large glowing crystal and peeked over the ledge. The drop was about a hundred feet, and at the bottom there was a small pile of rubble. There were no guards patrolling the perimeter of the king’s palace, so I tossed down the rope.

Sawsaw went first, but I couldn’t see him as he shimmied down the rope in invisible mode. I went next, and Calli followed close behind. When I glanced up to see how she was doing, I was reminded that she wasn’t wearing any bottoms. It was hard to focus with her cute little ass sticking out as she rappelled down the cliff face, but I managed to make it to the bottom without falling.

“Where is your trident?” I asked when Calli and I both got to the bottom.

“I couldn’t carry it down,” she whispered as she pointed up to the top of the cliff. “I’m not used to climbing with my arms. I hope that is okay?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I said. “You are just going to be carrying treasure.”

Sawsaw went out of his camouflage mode and excitedly waved us over to where he was peering from behind a boulder.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he pointed at the gap between the two boulders that concealed our alcove. The passage between the two boulders created a bit of a tunnel, and it seemed to lead right toward the base of the king’s stalactite.

“Good job, Little Dude,” I said.

I went into the tunnel first, followed by Sawsaw and Calli. Just as the map said, the secret passage led to a big grate in the floor of the king’s quarters. When we reached a grate in the ceiling of the tunnel, I realized that the tunnel I was in must have been some sort of irrigation trench built by the much cleverer dwarves.

The three of us waited inside the tunnel and listened. I could hear a loud group of goblins celebrating somewhere in the palace, most likely toasting the king’s birthday, but none of the voices sounded very close.

“Alright, follow my lead, and be quiet,” I told the other two.

The grate simply sat on the floor of the room above me, and I had no trouble moving it aside. Then I crawled into the circular room.

I could hardly see a thing through the gloom, but I could make out some furniture and a big stone bed covered with furs, so I motioned the others to wait as I snuck over to the big wooden door. I opened it up a crack, and I peered out into the hallway. A torch burned on the wall, but aside from that it was empty.

Music and voices carried from deeper in the structure, but the sounds were far away and muffled. I motioned for Sawsaw and Calli to join me, and together we crept out into the hall. I found the stairwell that Nika had told me about and descended it quietly. The party continued above us, but no sounds came from below.

At the end of the stairs, there was a big metal door, and to my dismay, I found it locked. I peered through the keyhole and saw light in the room that looked the same shade as the glowing crystals found in other parts of the underdark.

“We’ve got a problem,” I told the other two. “The door is locked.”

“Sawsaw,” the half-goblin boy said as he moved around me and set down his molle pack.

He rummaged through it, pulled out what looked like two tiny shanks, put both of the small metal blades into the keyhole, and then wiggled them around with his tongue hanging out of his mouth. After about ten seconds, there was a click, and Sawsaw turned to grin at me.

“Where did you get those and just how did you learn how to do that?” I asked with a soft chuckle.

“Mamma,” he said proudly as he put his tools away.

“Good job, buddy,” I said as I patted him on the head. Then I took hold of the door handle and took a deep breath. “I’ll let you both know when I’ve taken care of the minotaur?”

“Do you need any help with your boomstick?” Calli asked, and I saw that her eyes were looking down, but not at my holstered gun.

“I think I’ve got this, babe,” I said as I pulled my M17 from its holster. In truth, I was a bit worried about taking out a minotaur, since my 9mm bullets had been a bit ineffective against the bugbear earlier, but this time I did have a different strategy.

I’d aim for the head.

If the vault door was anything to go by, I guessed that the walls beyond were extremely thick, and with the noise coming from upstairs, I had no worries about someone hearing a gunshot.

I slowly opened the door, and it swung quietly on its hinges. A quick peek into the room didn’t reveal a minotaur lying in wait, but what I did see took my breath away.

The vault was at least forty feet in diameter, and it reminded me of Scrooge McDuck’s swimming pool full of money. The vault held thousands upon thousands of gold coins. Stacks of the riches were piled up the sides of the walls, spilled out of treasure chests, and burst from fat sacks. Aside from the gold, there were diamonds, rubies, pearls, sapphires, and endless varieties of other precious stones. There were weapons and armor as well, along with silver chalices, large statuettes, golden goblets, fine silverware, plates, and mugs.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. Nika had said that her father had a lot of treasure, but I had no idea this was what she meant.

I crossed the threshold and closed the door behind me. The treasure gleamed in the light of the glowing crystals, and I tore my eyes away to search for the minotaur who was supposedly guarding the treasure. I didn’t see any such beast in the chamber, and I wondered if perhaps Nika had been mistaken about the guardian.

Then I saw that one of the gold statues depicted a ten foot tall man with a bull’s head. His arms were crossed over his massive chest, and even though the statue did look inert, I still pointed my gun at it. There were a dozen or so gilded statues surrounding the minotaur, but they were mostly dwarves, so I crept toward the group of them and watched the bull’s eyes and its chest for movement. As I drew closer, I compared its gilded skin to that of the other statues, but it was buried in gold and treasure up to the ankles just like the others and didn’t seem to be breathing.

I didn’t think it was real, but I had to make sure, so I grabbed a heavy gold coin and threw it at the statue. The coin hit it in the chest, but it didn’t make a metallic sound.

It made the sound of a coin thudding against flesh.

The statue suddenly came alive, tucked its head, and charged horns first.

I was ready for the attack and took careful aim at its head before I squeezed the trigger. The golden paint was replaced by a gaping red hole as the bullet tore through the monster’s skull and exploded out the back. The monster dropped hard, slid across the gold coins, and then stopped at my feet.

“There’s a new sheriff in town,” I said in my best cowboy sounding voice, then I aimed my gun at the remaining statues and tossed coins at each of them. A resounding metallic clink told me that they weren’t alive, so I holstered my M17 and looked at the corpse of the golden bull-man. I remembered Nika’s insistence that I get my hands on minotaur balls if I could, and though I didn’t want to perform the dirty deed, I knew that she would be disappointed if I didn’t.

Once I had chopped off the creature’s nuts and stashed them in my molle pack, I opened the vault door and let the others in.

“Dadda!” Sawsaw exclaimed when he saw the dead minotaur.

“He’s dead, buddy,” I told him. “Both of you grab as much as you can carry. Let’s be quick.”

I put down my molle pack and filled it with diamonds, rubies, emeralds and sapphires. A heavily adorned goblet went in next, along with necklaces, bracelets and glittering rings. Sawsaw filled his little molle pack and shouldered it with a grunt, and Calli piled necklaces on her neck, added exotic bracelets to her wrists, and put a ring on every one of her long fingers. Then she hefted a small treasure chest and carried it over to the door. I looked at all the loot and knew that we wouldn’t be able to get it up the cliffside without some sort of pulley system.

Then I got a great idea.

“Come on,” I told the others as I gestured to the door. The treasure was heavy as hell, but I was used to rucking packs. Sawsaw was a strong little dude and seemed to have no trouble with his load. Calli, on the other hand, looked like she had bitten off more than she could chew, and her long bare legs seemed to tremble with each step she took.

“You need help?” I offered.

“No, thank you,” she said with a determined smile.

We waited and listened for a moment before we continued. The party upstairs sounded like it was in full swing. Heavy drums shook the stone structure, shrill wind instruments blared, and a chorus of goblin voices sang a triumphant song.

“Let’s go,” I told the others, and together we snuck up the stairs, down the hall, and into the king’s chamber. We hurried back into the secret passage, and then I replaced the grate before following Calli through the tunnel to the back.

Sawsaw gave the all clear, and we emerged from the stalagmite.

“Alright, listen,” I said as I glanced back up the cliffside. “There is a shitload of treasure down there, and we have to get as much as we possibly can. I’m going to go back up to the rail and set up a pulley so we can haul the loot up, and then I think we can use one of those carts to haul it out. You two go back in there and bring more treasure out and stack it up right here.”

“Sawsaw,” my son said with a crisp salute.

“This is so much fun,” Calli declared as she did a little dance and took off all of her jewelry.

“Be careful, you two. The first sign of trouble, you get your asses back here. Nobody try to be a hero.”

“Dadda,” Sawsaw said as he became invisible.

“Alright then, get going,” I said.

I was a little concerned that they might get caught, but Nika’s favorite quote came to mind, and I tried not to worry. Instead, I shimmied back up the rope to the ledge and ran over to the discarded equipment by the rail.

There were four carts in varying degrees of disrepair, bent metal wheels, rusted buckets, picks with broken hafts, bent shovels, and lanterns which looked like they hadn’t seen a drop of oil in at least a hundred years. I found one cart that only needed front wheels, so I flipped it over and went to work on it. There was a pair of discarded wheels nearby that looked straight enough, and I matched them to a metal axle that didn’t crumble into dust when I bent it in my hands. Then I slid the axle through the cart’s two mooring rings and attached the wheels.

Once the cart was repaired, I put it on the rail and tested its maneuverability. It rolled easily, so I placed a heavy stone in front of one of the wheels so that the cart wouldn’t roll away, and focused on my next task.

I rummaged through the pile again and pulled out another pair of wheels. A natural shelf hung over the one I stood on, and a number of mooring rings had been pounded into the stone. They were most likely used to create pulley systems to lower the loads of gold brought to the city by the rail, and I could use them to do the same.

But first, I needed to rig the system.

I looped my rope through the two tackles I pulled from my pack so that I would have a mechanical advantage and then passed the ropes over the wheels so that I could bend the line with more leverage. I knew the set-up would work, but my biggest obstacle was going to be getting the sheaf hooked to one of the mooring rings above. The shelf was twenty feet over my head, and there weren’t any ladders about, so I would have to fashion something long enough to reach the mooring ring. I glanced at all the broken carts and knew I could build a ladder in about fifteen minutes, but then I realized that sometimes it was better to solve problems the manual way.

I ran to the ledge and looked back down to the foot of the cliff. Calli and Sawsaw were just coming out again with armloads of loot, and I tossed a small stone down to get my son’s attention. They both looked up, and I gestured for Sawsaw to join me after they both dumped their loot on the ground

“Hey, buddy, I need you to do something for me,” I said when he scurried up to the top.

“Sawsaw,” he said as he bounced on his toes.

“I need you to take this and hook it to one of those rings up there,” I said as I pointed at the ceiling. “Do you think you can climb that wall?”

“Sawsaw!” he said triumphantly as he took the heavy block and tackle from me.

The climb was easy for him, and once he had reached the top, he sprang from the wall, grabbed one of the rings and swung to another like a gymnast.

“Hook it to that last ring closest to the cliff,” I instructed, and he successfully hooked the second anchor ring. “Now pass the rope around that one wheel. Yes! Just like that. Okay. That’s good. Now come down.”

“Dadda!” he said proudly, and then he slid down the rope I held and dropped down into a three-point landing like a superhero right next to me.

“I’m going to lower a cart down,” I whispered to him as I leaned over to see Calli looking up at us. “Both of you focus on precious stones and jewelry. It is lighter than the gold and also more valuable. I should be ready to go in two more loads.”

Sawsaw gave me a salute, and he disappeared back down the side of the cliff to join Calli. I watched them move back into the drain system, and then I turned back around to work more on my pulley.

I returned to the discarded carts and pulled one out that didn’t have wheels. I then found what must have been a dwarven wrench among the discarded tools, and used it to disassemble the breaking mechanism of the cart. Once I had stripped the cart, I secured another rope through two bolt holes and around the lip on each end of the cart to stabilize it when I hauled it up the cliffside.

I carried it over to the cliff and slowly lowered it down. Calli and Sawsaw had a pretty big pile of treasure stacked at the bottom of the cliff, and when they brought out another load, I gestured for them to wait.

Then I shimmied down the rope, and we began filling the cart.

The sounds of merriment still spilled out of the palace, and no one had yet ventured around to the back where we were.

“Alright,” I told Sawsaw and Calli. “I’m going to haul this load up and then send the cart back down. You guys fill it up as fast as you can, ok?”

“Sawsaw,” my son said with an eager nod.

“You two are the most fun people I’ve ever met in my whole life,” Calli said with a wide grin. “This is so exciting!”

“It will be more exciting if we make it out of here alive,” I chuckled, and then I climbed back up the cliff and began to haul the cart full of loot up to the top.

The load was heavy as hell, but the ring that anchored it to the ceiling held firm. Once it was above the ledge, I gave it a kick so that it would swing out over the edge. When it swung back, I lowered it onto the shelf and began to transport it to the cart waiting on the rail. After three such trips our getaway cart was nearly full, so I went down to help the others load the last of the treasure.

And that is when a shrill voice cried out, “Thieves!”

I spun around and saw a goblin charging at Sawsaw with a mean-looking spear. My son leapt right over the attacking goblin, twisted at the apex of his jump, came down behind the goblin, and buried his hatchet in the creature’s back before I could draw my weapon.

But the goblin still screamed as he died, and the three of us all let out a collective gasp.

Then we stood as still as statues and listened.

Five seconds passed, and right when I thought we were safe, a horn blared in the distance.

Then I heard a distant roar that sounded like either thunder, or a thousand angry goblins.

“Fuck!” I said as I rushed over to the cart. “Get in!”

Sawsaw and Calli leapt into the cart with me and knelt among the treasure. Seconds later, the sounds of angry goblins began to issue from both sides of the stalagmite, and I pulled on the rope with all my might.

The cart slowly began to rise, but each of my full length arm tugs only brought us up a few inches.

“Dadda!” Sawsaw shouted, and I turned to my side to see the horde of goblins pouring through the narrow passage between the boulders.

“Shit!” I hissed, and then I started yanking on the pulley as if my life depended on it.

Actually, all three of our lives depended on it.

Arrows and spears flew past us and twanged against the stone of the cliff face. None of them hit us, but one arrow pierced a sack we had set near the rim, and it spilled gold coins like lifeblood through the hole created by an arrowhead.

“Dadda!” my son urged.

“I’m trying!” I told him as I pulled the rope hand over fist and leaned backward for maximum leverage.

The goblins began climbing the cliff face, and when I glanced down I saw at least ten of them coming after us. One of them grabbed the side of the cart and began to pull himself up, but Calli cracked him in the head with a big gilded chalice. When he refused to let go, Sawsaw gave a war cry and chopped off his fingers with a swing of his hand axe.

The goblin fell screaming into two of his brethren, and the trio of them tumbled down the face of the cliff. More of the beasts reached the cart and tried to climb inside, and I growled against the extra weight. We were now a quarter of the way to the top, but the little bastards were on us like rats on cheese.

Each pull of the rope made my fingers, biceps, and back burn.

“Holy shit!” Sawsaw yelled as he kicked one of the goblins in the face and knocked him off the cart. “Fuck off!”

Calli suddenly began to sing, and the ache faded from my muscles. Strength washed through my body, and I redoubled my efforts as the siren song echoed through the city.

But then I glanced down behind me and saw a tidal wave of angry green bodies surging up the cliff wall.

“Throw the treasure away if you need to!” I shouted as I yanked on the rope as fast as I could.

Sawsaw tossed down heavy bars of gold and gilded statuettes at the goblins. The projectiles cracked skulls, smashed teeth, and sent mewling goblins careening to the hard stone floor. Each hit caused my son to cackle with glee, and soon he was laughing hysterically as he kicked fuckers in the face, chopped them with his axe, or hurled heavy pieces of treasure at them.

As he tossed the treasure, our load got lighter, and we put more distance between us and the climbing horde of goblins. When we cleared the ridge, I swung us over the edge and let go of the rope.

Then we hit the ground at an angle and spilled out of the cart with the treasure.

The three of us were on our feet immediately, and Calli rushed over to her trident as Sawsaw and I turned to battle the goblins that poured over the side of the cliff.

Then we stood side by side as we fought off the angry little devils.

Calli impaled three of the beasts with one strike of her trident and used them to sweep others off the cliff to her left. To her right, Sawsaw gleefully chopped off any fingers that tried to grip the ledge, and I stood beside him and cracked the skulls of the more stubborn with my battle axe. Calli continued to sing as she fought, and a good two minutes of battle passed without the usual exhaustion penetrating my muscles.

Then the last goblin poked his head up over the cliff, and Sawsaw kicked him in the face. The angry little monster let out a screech of disappointment, and then the three of us eased up to the ledge and looked down the cliff. There must have been forty bodies broken at the bottom, but it looked like a new wave of goblins were pouring through the small gap between the boulders.

And one of them had a sparkling crown on his head.

It must have been Nika’s father.

“Time to go,” I said. “Quickly, gather up the treasure we dumped out and then throw it in the cart on the rails.”

“Sawsaw!” my son said, and then the three of us scooped up gold, gems, plates, and the other loose treasure and tossed it into the cart.

The cleanup process only took us a few minutes, and then I told them to jump in the cart while I checked the cliff. The new wave of goblins was a quarter of the way up the cliff wall, so I figured we had about a five-minute head start on them.

Then I ran to the cart, kicked the stones breaking the wheels free, and shoulder checked the back end. The thing must have weighed six-hundred pounds, but Calli started to sing again, and my muscles filled with enough strength to get it rolling.

I just hoped we had enough of a lead, and that I had enough strength to get us to the exit in time.
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Chapter 15

I could hear goblins screaming while they were scaling up the cliff wall behind us, but the only thing I could control was how hard I pushed the damn cart, so I focused on that and hoped for the best. Even with Calli’s song bolstering me, a few minutes of pushing the cart across the rails was causing my arms, legs, and back to scream with agony, and buckets of sweat were pouring from my head.

When the cart began to go faster than I pushed it, I leapt up onto the back, and the others helped pull me up on top of the treasure mound. I gasped with relief and glanced back to see about thirty goblins running some fifty feet behind us. The rail began to veer downward, however, and we all gave a collective cry as we surged down a steep descent.

Then the voices of the goblins faded and were replaced by the howling wind and thunderous rattle of the wheels on the track.

“Hold on tight!” I urged Calli and Sawsaw as I gripped the sides of the cart.

Sawsaw laughed like a maniac, and a delighted Calli whooped and cheered as she clung onto my arm. I seemed to be the only one who was about to shit himself as we leveled out and rocketed through the dark tunnels. We shot out of the tunnel and into the giant cavern like a bullet, and I prayed that we would stay on the track as I pointed my flashlight ahead of us.

“Lean right!” I yelled to the others as the track turned slightly right.

“Lean left!” I told them when the track turned to the left.

The rail rose over a giant stone formation and then dropped beneath a natural shelf. We zipped in between hanging stalactites, over tall stalagmites, and between massive rock formations. The cart rattled and shrieked as we continued to pick up speed, and I realized that we were coming up to the rickety bridge that had groaned a bit when we walked across it earlier.

“Think light thoughts!” I shouted as the cart shot out of the cavern mouth and slid across the bridge. The drop below us went on forever, and the bridge let out a horrific rumble as we rolled across it. My heart almost leaped out of my mouth as the groan seemed to get as loud as Sawsaw’s laughter was, but then we hit the firm ground on the other side, and I felt my head spin when I exhaled.

Up ahead, the rail made a sharp right and disappeared into the mouth of a colossal statue that I hadn’t noticed on our way here. I remembered the braking mechanism, grabbed the handle, and yanked up as hard as I could.

“Lean right!” I screamed over the shrieking metal. Sparks erupted from the wheels and singed my hair, but the cart slowed down quickly, and I released the brake as we leaned into the turn.

The statue of a proud dwarf king swallowed us whole, and after a few seconds of darkness we emerged into the glowing cavern full of crystals that reminded me of Superman’s Fortress of Solitude.

We went up a steep incline, and I feared that I had slowed us down too much. The cart barely made it to the top, and we stopped for one heartbeat at the apex.

“Come on, come on, come on,” I chanted as I leaned forward, and then the cart inched a few inches forward and started down once more, zipped through a cavern full of giant mushrooms, and shot down a long tunnel.

“This is our stop!” I told them when I recognized the tunnel near where we had saved Calli.

We were moving at a good clip, so I yanked back on the breaking lever. But it seemed that the old rusty thing had had enough and it broke off. We all stared at the lever in my hand, and then looked forward at the pile of stones blocking the rail.

“Oh shit…” Sawsaw groaned.

Two seconds later the front wheels of the cart hit the stones and ejected us like a catapult. I let out a long “fuuuuuck!” as I tumbled through the air. Gold coins, bars, fine necklaces, rubies, diamonds, and pearls flew by, along with Sawsaw and Calli, and we landed twenty feet away.

By the grace of some god, we landed on a patch of thick moss, and when we tumbled to a stop, I leaped to my feet and gave a triumphant cheer.

“Holy shit!” Sawsaw said as he lay there panting and covered in loot.

“That. Was. Amazing!” sang Calli. Then she rushed over, gave me a big hug, and planted a kiss on my lips before I could react.

Her lips were sweet and salty, and my manhood stood at attention as she pressed her trembling body against mine. Then the mermaid-woman released me, rushed over to Sawsaw, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. The half-goblin boy giggled afterward, and then he hugged my leg and buried his face in my thigh.

“Alright,” I told them both as I hugged Sawsaw. “Let's get this loot gathered up and get the hell out of here.”

“But how will we carry it all now?” Calli asked.

I glanced back at the beat-up cart and noticed that the collision had knocked off the front wheels.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “You two bring the loot back over to the cart.”

I ran back to the cart and checked the back wheels. The axle was still intact, and the wheels still spun, so I knew that with a little ingenuity and a little elbow grease, I could turn it into a wheelbarrow. I located the breaking bar and used the dwarven wrench to take the one remaining wheel off the dislocated axle. The axle was a little bent, but it wouldn’t be an issue. What was going to be tricky was attaching the two bars to the cart.

The front of the cart was now the back, and there was a hole right where a handle would go on the back-right side. I put the breaking lever through the hole and tied it down with a length of rope. When I lifted the cart, all the pressure would be on the entry hole and the bottom of the makeshift wheelbarrow. The rope was only needed to keep it from moving from side to side. Happy with my right handle, I went to work similarly attaching the axle to the left side.

By the time I was done, Calli and Sawsaw had piled up all the loot near where I was working. We hurriedly loaded the wheelbarrow, and I tested the weight of the load. It was heavy as all hell, but I thought that I could manage it as long as Calli sang.

A shitload of treasure was a good motivator too.

“You want a drink before we head out?” I asked Calli as I offered her my water tube.

“Uhh, yeah,” she snapped her eyes up to meet my gaze, and I realized that I had caught her checking me out.

“Here,” I said as I wiggled the end of my camelback again.

“Thank you,” she said as she took it, then she tossed back her long blonde hair to drink.

The movement made my denim clad monster twitch, so I glanced away and saw Sawsaw trying to sneak off with Calli’s trident.

“Hey, give that back to her,” I said.

He froze and turned to me with a pouty face.

“Now,” I reiterated.

“Die, die, die!” he yelled and pretended to fight off his imaginary enemies.

“I’ll get you a die, die, die later when we get home,” I promised.

Sawsaw smiled happily and returned the trident to Calli, who seemed to love the little dude’s antics.

“You are as cute as an underdark dolphin, aren’t you?” she asked with a twinkle in her aquamarine eyes.

He grinned at her and batted his brown eyes.

“You make cute babies, Ken,” she said as she turned to look at me, and I felt my cheeks flush a bit.

“Uh thanks,” I said. “Let’s get going, or I’m not going to be making anymore.” I hefted my load and started wheeling it into the tunnel to the right. “Sawsaw, you run ahead and make sure the way is clear. Calli, you mind clearing my path of stones and other obstacles while you sing?”

“Not at all,” she said as she passed and touched my shoulder. “I can do anything you ask.”

I almost dropped my load as I watched her walk ahead like a runway model. Her toned ass peeked out from beneath my t-shirt, and her curvaceous hips swayed as she walked. I might have drooled, but the cart was super heavy, even with her singing, and I realized that we still might not have enough time to get out into the sun before the goblins caught up with us.

We were going to need to hurry.

It was a real bitch hauling that cart through the underdark, but I got by on images of all the supplies and food that the treasure would buy. If I could get the loot back to the house, I might be the richest man on the surface world. I would build a stone fortress there on the ridge and defenses that would decimate our attackers.

Calli and Sawsaw helped to get the cart over ledges and through the rougher terrain, but by the time we reached the room with the natural spring where Nika and I had first made love, we were all covered in sweat and panting so much that Calli had to stop singing. I figured we needed a break, so I put down the cart beside the pool and told everyone to catch their breath. While they recovered, I moved back to the tunnel that led us there and listened as my heart rate came down. I didn’t hear anything, but right before I was about to return, the sound of angry goblins drifted toward me.

“Shit!” I hissed under my breath and rushed back into the room. “The goblins are coming. Let’s stash some treasure in the pool. Take with you only what you can carry.”

“Oh, no,” Calli said. “We can’t take it all?”

“It will slow us down too much. Those goblins are maybe one, two minutes behind us. Don’t worry, we’ll come back for it,” I assured her.

“No,” Calli growled. “I will give you the strength. This is my strongest song, and I can only sing it once every year.”

Before I could argue she began to sing, and her voice reached glorious new heights. It reverberated in the small room and filled my mind and body with overwhelming fortitude. I felt invincible as I stood bathed in her magical chorus, and when I lifted the wheelbarrow, it felt as if it weighed almost nothing whatsoever.

“Calli, you’re amazing!” I yelled, and then we raced through the room and into the next tunnel with all the loot intact.

When we finally reached the tunnel that would lead us out, I warned Calli of the trip wires and showed her how to get around them. Sawsaw erupted into the sunlight at the end of the tunnel and happily urged Calli on.

“Are you sure that I can follow?” she asked nervously as she stood at the threshold.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “My power is to bring mons--I mean people like you out of the underdark. It worked for Nika, and you can see that the sun doesn't affect Sawsaw. I don’t really know exactly what ‘bonding’ means, but I know it’s worked before.”

She glanced at my son, who stood in the sunshine with a happy grin on his little green face. I could still see her hesitation, so I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“Put your hand out into the sunlight to test it,” I suggested, and then I glanced back over my shoulder at the sound of the approaching goblin horde.

“Ok,” she said sheepishly as she grabbed ahold of my hand for support.  Calli slowly moved her other hand toward the slanted beam of sunlight that shone into the cave.

“Go on, you can do it,” I told her.

She trembled beside me and finally thrust her hand out into the light. Her milky-white skin seemed to glow in the sunlight, and Calli took in a startled breath.

“See,” I said, “It works--”

“Ouch!” she cried and pulled her suddenly smoking hand back into the shade.

“Oh shit, I’m sorry,” I told her as my stomach dropped. “That shouldn’t have happened.”

“Booboo?” Sawsaw said and he rushed back in to see if she was alright.

Calli smiled down at him as he fussed about her. She looked to me as well, and I saw her begin to blink away tears.

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “You were just trying to help. I was silly to think that I could go out into the light and be part of your family.”

“No,” I said. “There must be an explanation. It should have worked.”

The goblins were drawing closer with every passing second, and now Calli was stuck.

“Sawsaw,” I said as I pushed the wheel barrel full of gold out of the tunnel and set it in the sun beside the horse so the goblins couldn’t get it. “Race back to the house as fast as you can and get your mother to come. Maybe she can figure out why my power isn’t working for Calli.”

“Sawsaw,” he said with grim determination. Then he saluted me, waved to Calli, and sprinted away.

The shrieks and curses of the goblins echoed through the tunnel when I returned, and I knew that they would come around the corner at any moment.

“Come with me!” I urged Calli as I grabbed her hand, and we ran to the back of the cave.

I took the tunnel to the right and then moved to my pitfall trap. I had designed it for just this type of situation, but I had assumed that some crazed monster would be after me when I used it, not a pack of vicious goblins with spears and bows. The trap might work on a few of them, but they were going to smarten up real quick when they saw their friends fall to their deaths.

It was still our best chance of survival.

I still had six shots in my M17, and two spare mags. I would use it to kill every last one of the bastards if it meant defending Calli. She had entrusted me with her safety, and I wasn’t going to let her down.

“Careful now, go around the moss,” I told the beautiful siren as we reached the end of the tunnel, shimmied around the ten foot circular rim, and waited on the shelf on the other side.

“What now?” Calli asked as she gripped her trident.

“Now we wait. The pit fall will take some of them, but we’re going to have to fight the rest,” I explained.

“What if we don’t have to fight,” she said as she gazed at the moss that covered the pitfall.

“What do you mean?”

“I am a siren,” she said as she handed me her trident. Then I stepped back as she spread her arms wide and raised her head toward the heavens. She looked like a Greek goddess as she stood there majestic and proud.

I was about to ask her what she was doing, but then she began to sing. Her voice gave me instant goosebumps as it rose to the ceiling and echoed throughout the small alcove. Her song was wordless, but it spoke to my heart and my soul like nothing else ever had. My heart soared as her voice rose, and at that moment I knew that I was in the presence of great magic.

The goblins seemed to think the same thing. They ambled into the tunnel, their faces devoid of the rage that had laced their taunting growls. The beasts were transfixed on her, and they slowly shuffled forward like sleepwalkers.

Four of them stepped onto the moss at the same time, and as intended, the branches snapped, and the goblins fell into endless darkness. I held my gun to the side and watched with amazement as the others followed their hapless friends and one after the other, fell into the pit of doom like lemmings.

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, and my mind instantly went to the story of the Pied Piper leading the rats out of town with his mesmerizing melody.

When the last of the group of thirty goblins stepped into darkness and fell to his death hundreds of feet below, Calli ended her song with a haunting lamentation.

Her final note seemed to linger forever as it bounced off the walls, and then the beautiful siren smiled at me.

“That was amazing,” I told her after I closed my mouth and wiped the drool from my chin.

“Thank you.” She blushed. “It is hard for me to sing that when I am not in the water, so I’m glad that it worked.”

“You just saved our asses,” I said as I peeked down the tunnel. “I know there are more of them coming after us, but I can’t hear any. Can you?”

“No,” she said as she shook her head.

“Then we’ve got some time,” I said. “I don’t know how much, but--”

“Do you really think that your wife can help me?” she asked.

“Only one way to find out,” I said as I took her hand. “Come on.”

We snuck through the tunnel, and I checked the other one that led deeper into the underdark. I didn’t hear or see anything, so I led Calli back to the cave exit.

Sawsaw and Nika arrived five minutes later and rushed into the cave.

“Dadda!” Sawsaw yelled when he saw me.

“We’re alright, little dude,” I told him.

“Sawsaw said that goblins had you cornered,” Nika panted, and I guessed that they had both sprinted back as fast as they could.

“Calli here lured them into my pitfall,” I said, and my wife smiled at the beautiful siren.

“You must be very clever to be able to do such a thing,” the goblin woman said as she looked Calli up and down approvingly. “I’m Nika, it is very nice to meet you.”

“Hello Nika. I’m Calliope, but you can call me Calli. I love your name, and I have never seen a goblin so beautiful.”

“Thank you!” Nika gushed. “I’ve never seen a merwoman so pretty. You are too pretty to eat, for sure.” Nika offered me a look that suggested I had chosen wisely.

“Uhh, thank you,” Calli said, and her blue eyes nervously looked at me.

“I can see why Ken Jewell, my beloved king, chose you.”

“Chose me?” Calli asked as she raised an eyebrow.

“Uh, it’s not important right now,” I said as I rested my hand on each of the beautiful monster women’s shoulders. “We’ve got to figure out why my power isn’t working for you. Do you have any ideas, Nika?”

“Hmm,” she said as she paced back and forth in front of the exit. “The witch told you that you could bring monsters out that you had bonded with, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I repeated.

“I wonder what she meant by bond?” Nika asked as she tapped her chin.

“I don’t know, really.” I said. “I kind of thought it meant befriended. But I have befriended Calli, and it didn't work. She got burned by the suns.”

“Could it be that you can only help certain monsters?” Calli suggested.

“No. Granhelga just said monsters. She said that my power was to bond with them and bring them out into the daylight.”

“Wait!” Nika said and slapped a palm to her forehead. “What if bond means that you have to have sex with them?”

Calli and I shared a look, and the siren seemed hopeful.

“Do you think that’s what it means?” I asked Nika, and she offered me a devilish grin.

“Only one way to find out. You should definitely have sex with her right now.”

We both looked at Calli, and the beautiful siren looked me up and down. Then she regarded Nika quizzically.

“Are you telling me that I get to have sex with this beautiful man of yours and then walk out into the sunlight?” she asked skeptically.

“Oh yes. We have been waiting for someone like you,” Nika said. “Make love to Ken Jewell, walk in the light with us, and join our family.”

Calli leveled me with an erotic gaze, glanced back at the nodding and smiling Nika, and then slowly peeled off her t-shirt.

Then the beautiful blonde woman reached her hand out to me.

“It will be fun to try,” Calli whispered, and I saw Nika wrap her arm around Sawsaw and then walk out of the cave so that we could have some privacy.

“Please make love to me, Ken Jewell,” the blue eyed woman purred as our eyes met. “Please let me walk in the sun with you.”
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Chapter 16

Calli’s tongue urgently explored mine as her hands moved over my chest, down my abs, and into my pants. She gasped when she took my hard cock in her hands, and then she practically panted as she frantically undid my belt and pants.

I lifted her up, and she wrapped her arms and legs around me. My hands gripped her firm ass as I carried her to the right side of the cave and laid her down on a bed of soft green moss. I pulled off my shirt, and she finished undoing my pants as if she was unwrapping a gift she had been longing for. When I moved onto my side to pull off my boots, she was on me like a cougar. Then she trailed kisses down my stomach and took me in her mouth.

I instantly forgot about my boots and the pants around my knees.

After a few minutes of giving me a wonderful blowjob, Calli hurriedly climbed on top of me then pushed me inside her. She began to sing as she gyrated, and her words might as well have been cupid’s arrows. The beautiful siren’s song echoed throughout the cave and created a chorus of ecstasy in my mind.

I held her milky white ass as she rode me like a rodeo cowgirl.

She dug her nails into my chest and then grabbed my head to stare into my eyes. Her gaze was hypnotic, her song made my head swoon, and soon I was lost in a sea of never ending pleasure.  She urged me to fill her with my magical seed in a voice laced with passion and lust, and I couldn’t resist her command.

We climaxed together, and our chorus of pleasure seemed to shake the entire underdark.

I lay there half-dressed and panting. Calli had collapsed on top of me and hugged me tight as she continued to spasm and jerk with orgasmic aftershocks. She finally lifted her head, and I smiled at her. Her long blonde hair was disheveled, but in a wild, sexy kind of way. Her big blue eyes regarded me lovingly, and she kissed me.

“Thank you, Ken,” she whispered. “Thank you for saving me from the goblins.”

“Uh, you're welcome,” I said, although we still didn’t know if I had to have sex with a monster woman in order for them to walk in the sun.

The beautiful siren gave me one last kiss before she climbed off of me and faced the cave exit. I pulled up my pants, retrieved my molle pack full of loot, and joined her at the threshold.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

She let out a nervous little laugh and wiped at a tear forming in her eye.

“I hope this works,” she told me as she took my hand.

“It’ll work,” I assured her, even though I didn’t quite know for sure.

She nodded and replaced her nervous look with a brave, resolute face. Slowly, we raised our hands into the sunlight and held our breath.

Her skin didn’t burn, and she exhaled a sigh of pleasure.

Then we took a step together, and then we took another. We crossed the threshold of light, and the twin suns’ beams washed over Calli as we emerged.

The blonde woman’s face still looked concerned, but as the rays of light washed over her soft skin, a wide smile spread across her beautiful face.

“Oh, Father of the Deep, I have been blessed,” she said musically.

Nika and Sawsaw were waiting by the oak tree that I had tied Charlie to, and my wife smiled at the two of us.

“Nika…” Calli said, too choked up with emotion to finish the sentence.

Nika rushed over to her and hugged her like a long-lost sister, and Sawsaw did backflips as he sang, “Holy shit, holy shit, hooo-lyyy shiiiiiit!”

“Welcome to the surface world,” I said to Calli, and the women both wrapped their arms around me as we danced with Sawsaw.

“It is amazing,” Calli said as she spun a circle in the sunlight and let her tears sprinkle down her cheeks. “Thank you all so much. This is such a wonderful gift. I am so happy.”

Calli’s joy was infectious, and I found myself clearing my throat and blinking back a few tears myself as she continued to spread her arms wide and danced and sang.

Nika took Calli by the hand and led her down to the river while Sawsaw and I loaded up Charlie’s wagon with the loot. When we got the load down to the water, we found the two women swimming and laughing. Nika was delighted by Calli’s beautiful fins, but she was even more impressed by my new wife’s ability to catch fish.

“Sawsaw?” my son asked as he stood on the wagon bench beside me.

“Go ahead, I got this,” I told him.

He cheered and did a backflip off the wagon. Then he raced over to the river, ran along a tree that hung over the water, and surprised his mother with a cannonball. I watched my women frolic in the water and smiled at Sawsaw’s joyous laughter when Calli let him ride on her back. He held onto her fin when she dove deep, and three seconds later the two shot out of the water. They spun in the air as multi colored water droplets cascaded around them, and Calli’s elegant fins sparkled in the sunlight, changing from violet to azure, pink, orange, and aquamarine.

The sight of my two beautiful women and my happy son filled me with a contentment that I had never known on Earth. At that moment, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was the luckiest man in the universe, and I let them play in the water for another fifteen minutes before they all climbed back on the wagon.

I drove the horse up the hill toward our homestead, with my treasure and family in the wagon.

The thought of more monster wives and monster children excited the hell out of me. I had been a little nervous about a second wife, and how she was going to fit into our little family, but now that I heard Nika and Calli chatter like best friends, I knew that we had found a special woman. It was almost like destiny, or maybe more like déjà vu. I felt like I had met these two women before. Perhaps it was only in my dreams. Perhaps I was just high on endorphins.

All I knew was that fate seemed to be smiling on me.

When we reached the homestead, Nika helped Callie to dry off her fins. My first wife watched mystified as the long fin changed into two long shapely legs, and soon the three of them were racing up the stone path toward the house.

I drove Charlie around the terrace fields and tied him off to the barn. It occurred to me to tend to the treasure first, but I just had to see Calli’s reaction to the home that I had built.

“This cove is so warm and cozy,” the beautiful siren was saying when I walked in. Then she turned to me and added, “Did you really build this yourself?”

“Yeah.” I gave my pants a little hike and guessed that I probably looked like a strutting rooster.

But hey, I was king cock, and this was my castle.

“It is amazing,” she said as she ran her long fingers over one of the side support beams.

“Nika and Sawsaw helped a bunch,” I said, “and there was already the stone wall.”

“He’s being modest,” Nika said with a wave. “He is the greatest warren builder in the world. You just wait and see what he builds with the goblin treasure.”

Calli nodded excitedly as Nika spoke, and her wide eyes turned to investigate the home more. Sawsaw took her by the hand and led her around, answering most of her questions with “Sawsaw,” or “dadda,” but Calli understood his meaning just as easily as his mother and I did.

Nika hugged me and gave me a big kiss as Sawsaw explained the fireplace to Calli.

“Holy shit!” he yelled and pulled his hand back from the fire to show her it was dangerous.

“You did so good, Ken Jewell. She is perfect,” Nika whispered to me.

“She is, isn’t she?” I said with a smile.

“Where did you find her?”

I told her the story of the goblins and the big cauldron, and how I thought they were trying to cook a human woman. When I explained how Calli had used her siren song to thwart the goblins, Nika became very excited.

“She will be very good for our army,” she said dreamily, “and if the children she gives you are anything like her, they will be very powerful. They will all sing together and give all of your children increased strength. You will see.”

“I think you are right,” I said as I imagined having a school of merbabies swimming around in the river and chuckled to myself.

“How did Sawsaw do in the underdark?” Nika asked.

“He was amazing. Just like you said. We both killed a bugbear and slaughtered those goblins like it was a walk in the park.”

“He is such a good boy,” Nika said with a contented sigh.

“We got a shit ton of loot,” I told her.

“How much is a shit ton?” she asked, intrigued.

“A mining cart full. We got diamonds, rubies, emeralds, gold, silver, and jewelry. Even some adorned weapons and armor. But it wasn’t a tenth of what your father has down there.”

“I can’t wait to see it,” she said excitedly. “Did you get the minotaur balls?”

“Yeah,” I said, but before I could ask her what she intended for us to do with them, Calli came back around to the front of the house.

“I absolutely love your cove,” she said. “You both know how to make such wonderful things.”

“Thank you,” Nika responded. “Do you know how to make things as well? You look like a very clever woman.”

“My people live mostly in the water,” Calli answered. “We don’t make beautiful coves like this. Our homes are deep beneath the water in natural caves. But I have other skills that will benefit the family, such as fishing and underwater farming.”

“Let’s not forget your amazing siren song,” I reminded her.

“I have many songs,” she happily explained to Nika. “Some make you faster and stronger, others make you happy, and others make people I don’t like sad. I can still learn others, and I can teach our babies.”

“That sounds like a wonderful ability,” Nika said affably. “You are going to fit in just great!”

Sawsaw came running into the house and dumped an armload of loot onto the kitchen table. Nika gasped, and her eyes sparkled with the reflections of all the precious stones.

“Dadda!” he said, and then he scampered back out the door.

I helped him bring in the rest of the loot, and we all sorted through the pile that took up almost half of our living room. Given what I knew about the monetary system in the neighboring villages, I guessed that I had enough treasure sitting in front of me to last an entire lifetime.

But only if I wanted to live a normal life.

Nika wanted me to be a king, no, an emperor of the entire world, and I wanted that too. This money wouldn’t go that far when I factored in building fortresses and feeding an army of monster babies.

I was going to need more. A lot more.

After an hour spent marveling at the loot, Nika started cooking dinner for the four of us. Calli was very interested in learning how to cook food, since her people lived on a diet of mostly raw fish and seaweed, and together the women made a hearty meal of potatoes and grilled chicken. I figured that with our fortune, we could afford to kill one of the hens, and it was a special occasion anyway.

The four of us enjoyed our meal, and Calli asked us all a hundred questions. She was very interested to learn that I was from another planet, and was even more impressed when I told her that on Earth, humans had figured out how to make flying machines. When I told her that we had gone to our world’s moon, the beautiful siren giggled and insisted that I was teasing.

Sawsaw was infatuated with the newest addition to the family, and he insisted that we bring her outside to look at the stars when night fell. Nika thought that it sounded like fun as well, and even packed a basket with apples, bread, cheese, and chocolate. I added a bottle of mead to the basket, and we all walked down to the river.

The red moon hadn’t yet risen, and the stars were shining bright in the dark sky. I lay on the blanket with Nika to my right and Calli to my left and reminded myself that I was the luckiest sonofabitch in the whole universe.

I was about to suggest that we take a swim in the river when I heard a gunshot in the distance, and I knew immediately that something had set off the tripwire I had placed in the cave leading to the underdark.

“Did you hear that?” I asked the others.

They seemed not to have noticed, but as we listened to the still night, another sound rose in the distance.

It was the steady beat of drums.

“Oh, that’s a goblin war party,” Nika said as she yawned.

“A war party!” I said as I shot to my feet.

“Yep,” Nika said with a wide smile on her face. “They must have tracked you from the underdark.”

“Oh, no!” Calli exclaimed.

“Shit!” Sawsaw added.

“Do not worry, Calli,” Nika said. “Ken has built us a strong warren, and he has added many defenses. The goblins won’t defeat us. Instead, we will slaughter all of them and take their loot. It will be fun. You will see.”

The drums sounded pretty far away, but I guessed that the war party would arrive in less than fifteen minutes.

“Nika, how many goblins are there usually in a war party?”

“It depends. Sometimes there are as few as five,” she said, and I breathed a little easier, but then she added. “But you stole my father’s treasure, so he probably sent a few hundred.”

“A few hundred?” I gasped.

“Yes,” Nika said happily. “Isn’t it so exciting? This is our first chance to show the denizens of the underdark how powerful we are.”

“Alright, everyone, let’s move. We’ve got to get into position.” I pointed up back at the homestead, and we all began to grab our picnic supplies.

Then we raced back up the hill.

When I got inside the house, I grabbed all my gear and then helped Sawsaw strap two bejeweled daggers to his belt. Then he pointed at two dwarven hatchets, and I gestured for him to take them. My goblin wife chose a short sword from the pile of loot, and Calli took up her gleaming trident. Once we were all armed, we hurried up onto the battlements that faced east.

I scanned the ridge, and saw torchlight in the distance, perhaps a half a mile away. If the goblins were smart, they would fan out north and south and attack us from different angles, but my trip lines would alert us to such a maneuver.

“Calli, do you know how to throw a spear?” I asked as I gestured to the many spears strategically placed along the inner defenses.

“Of course,” she said and held up her trident. “Every siren is trained for battle.”

“Good,” I said. “Nika, do goblins, you know, ever negotiate?”

“Oh no, Ken Jewell, not with treasure thieves they don’t.” She offered me a delighted smile. “They are coming to fight, and if they find out that I am here, then they will try to bring me back as well.”

“Momma?” Sawsaw asked with worry painted on his cute face.

“It’s alright, honey,” Nika laughed. “Clan Jewell is powerful. These stupid goblins from my father will not be victorious.”

I liked Nika’s enthusiasm, but I didn’t share her optimism. If there were upwards of a hundred goblins in the raiding party, we would be hard pressed to defend the homestead.

The drums continued to sound in the distance, and the glow of the many torches lit the ridgeline less than a mile away.

“Come on, Sawsaw,” I said as I gestured down the hill, “let’s get the drop on them. Maybe we can confuse them and make them think there are more of us than there really are.”

“Sawsaw!” he declared as he clanged his little hatchets together.

“You two stay here,” I told Nika and Calli. “We’ll be back before they arrive.”

“Happy hunting,” Nika said happily, but Calli was worried, and she hugged both me and Sawsaw tightly.

“Be careful out there,” she said after she had kissed me on the cheek.

I led Sawsaw through the gate, secured it behind me, and then we both sprinted down the slope toward the river. Five minutes later we reached the goblin war party and watched from behind a big boulder as they marched across the ridge single file. I counted sixty of them, all heavily armed, and wearing armor fashioned from bone and dirty leather pieces. Their weapons ranged from clubs to short swords and spears, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I realized that there were no archers.

Nika always told me that goblins were good at sneaking, but the war party didn’t seem concerned with stealth. The drums echoed heavily down through the valley as the goblins chanted.

“Kill the human, get the loot, cut off his head, steal his boots.”

I had to admit the little song had a ring to it.

“Alright, Sawsaw,” I said as I kneeled beside him. “We’re going to creep up behind them and take out the ones at the end of the line. Strike hard and get out fast. Don’t be seen.”

“Sawsaw,” he whispered and offered me a fist bump.

I tapped the little guy’s fist with mine, and his skin suddenly changed color. When the war party passed our hiding spot we quietly tip-toed up on the two goblins in the back. They held black banners and didn’t appear to be armed, and they went down quietly as Sawsaw and I slit their throats.

We plucked two more from their ranks and cut their heads off with our axes. The goblins made so much noise as they marched that it wasn’t hard to go unheard as we stalked them, and we had killed eight of them by the time anyone looked back and noticed that they were gone.

“It’s the human!” one of them screamed when he saw me, but a second later, Sawsaw rode him to the ground and stabbed him about twelve times in a matter of seconds.

“Fall back!” I yelled to Sawsaw, and we both hauled ass down the south side of the ridge toward the river.

Spears thudded into the ground in our wake, but we managed to reach the trees which lined the river. I glanced back and saw that ten of the goblins had broken off from the main group to pursue us, but the others continued toward the homestead. They were less than a half a mile away from the top of the hill, and I guessed that they would reach the first wall in a few minutes.

I needed to get back to Nika and Calli, but first I had to deal with the goblins that chased after us.

Sawsaw tapped my leg and put his finger to his lips, then pointed behind the tree that we hid behind. I nodded and listened, but I didn’t hear any sound of footsteps.

“Goblins are good at sneaking,” Nika’s voice said in my head, and I held my breath.

A few seconds later, Sawsaw suddenly stabbed a goblin in the neck as it stalked past. I hadn’t heard the goblin at all, even though the ground was littered with small branches and pine cones that should have easily given it away.

Another one emerged from the shadows and grabbed for my son, but Sawsaw twisted and spun out of the way, and I stabbed his attacker in the heart with my buck knife.

“Dadda,” Sawsaw said as he pulled me along after him.

This was goblin warfare, and I didn’t question my son’s tactics.

He led me to a small clearing among the tall oaks and urged me to follow as he scampered up the tree. The branches hung low enough for me to reach them, so I pulled myself up onto a thick one and waited with my son twelve feet above the ground.

Thirty seconds later, six goblins emerged from the shadows and crept across the clearing. I glanced at Sawsaw, who nodded at me, and together we leapt out of the tree. Sawsaw landed on a goblin’s back and stabbed him in the eye, while I took out two of the monsters with axe and knife as I fell on them. The others cried out and turned to attack, but Sawsaw was already on the move. He danced around them and slashed their heels, and I finished them off with my sword and buck knife when they turned to try to fight him.

The drums stopped, and Sawsaw and I shared a look.

“Momma,” he said urgently.

“Come on!” I told him, and we raced through the trees until we reached the bridge. Then we both hurried up the hill to the house.

The remainder of the goblin war party gathered by the eastern wall. They didn’t attempt to spread out and surround the homestead, and I was grateful for their inept leadership.

I led Sawsaw through the western gate opposite the goblin horde, and when we reached the battlements, we found Nika and Calli crouched down behind the eastern wooden inner wall.

“Ken Jewell!” Nika cried happily as I rushed over with Sawsaw.

“We killed a bunch of them,” I told her.

“Sawsaw!” my son said as he mimicked slitting throats.

“I’m so glad that you weren’t hurt,” Calli said as she gave Sawsaw a big hug, and my son pushed out his chest with pride.

“Stand and declare yourself leader of clan Jewell,” Nika said. “Show them your might!”

I spied the goblins through one of the many murder holes in the battlement wall. They seemed to be waiting for something, and they loitered in loose formation fifteen feet away on the other side of the pitfall traps I’d dug out.

“I am Ken Jewell, leader of--” I said as I stood up on the wooden walkway so that the invading group of goblins could see me.

“King of Clan Jewell!” Nika hissed.

“I am the King of Clan Jewell,” I said. “And you will never defeat me!”

“Tell them that you will chop them into little pieces and then eat their babies,” Nika urged from where she sat huddled with the others.

“What?” I whispered down at her. “I’m not going to eat goblin babies.”

Nika popped up and threw a spear at the gathered goblins. It hit one of them in the throat, and blood sprayed from his neck as he thudded to the ground.

“My king will kill you all and eat your babies!” Nika screamed.

Then Calli popped up beside her and shook her fist in the air.

“He’ll piss on your corpses and cut off your balls!” the siren screamed.

“Balls!” Sawsaw reiterated fiercely.

The goblins all shared looks that varied from fearful to indignant. The fattest of all the goblins rode on the back of a large lizard, and he stood in his saddle and pointed at me. He was adorned in real metal armor and carried a long spear.

“You have stolen from the king of Ashgorheckamoofta!” the fat goblin said. “As punishment, you will be devoured by the great and powerful Urnarg!”

“Holy shit,” Sawsaw said.

“Who’s Urnarg?” I asked Nika as we ducked back behind the wall to avoid a half dozen spears that the goblins threw.

“Oh, he’s just a stupid cave troll,” she said with a lazy wave of her hand.

“A cave troll? Are we talking a big troll, or a little one that hides beneath bridges and demands a toll be paid to pass?” I asked.

Before she could answer, a heavy thud shook the battlements.

“He is not small,” Nika said. “But he is dumb and ugly. You are very strong, handsome, and clever. You will find a way to defeat him. It will be fun. You will like it.”

I spied the eastern ridge through the murder hole, and a mirthless laugh escaped me as I laid eyes on the colossal beast. The creature that I saw marching toward the warren in the red haze of the half moon was at least twenty feet tall. Its sinewy body was a dull green, and massive muscles rippled beneath slimy skin. Two yellow eyes as big as dinner plates hung from two long eye-stalks similar to a snail’s. The head was big and round, and a nose like a mushroom bloomed between the eye-stalks. The creature’s mouth was a gaping mass of bubbling green ooze, and when the ooze dripped onto the ground it burned through dirt and stone like the blood of Ridley Scott’s Alien.

“Fuck me,” I said as I watched the goblins part for the massive monster.

“Right here? Right now?” Nika asked. She even looked turned on by the idea.

“What? No. I mean fuck, that thing is huge,” I explained. “Where did he come from? He must have had to crawl out of the entrance.”

“They can burrow through the ground,” Nika explained.

“Fuck me,” Sawsaw mimicked as he peeked at the monster.

“What are we going to do?” Calli asked.

“One of your songs would come in pretty handy right about now,” I said.

“Oh yes!” Nika said as she clapped her hands. “Sing one of your songs.”

A roar tore through the still night that made my asshole pucker up like it had just been given a sour apple enema. The monster bellowed again as it came to stand next to the goblins, but then its terrible scream was replaced by Calli’s angelic voice.

Then the massive monster and all the goblins stopped and blinked their eyes with confusion.

My heart quickened, and I felt myself grow stronger, faster, and more alert. Beside me, Nika let out an almost orgasmic shudder while Sawsaw bounced on his toes like a boxer hopped up on meth.

“Kill them all!” I screamed as I popped up and threw a spear at the cave troll some forty yards away. My throw was true, and with the strength granted to me by Calli’s magic, the tip of the spear slammed into the beast’s stomach.

Nika, Calli, and Sawsaw threw their spears a half moment after mine, and their weapons pierced the ugly monster’s chest a few feet above where mine hit.

The cave troll reeled back from our weapons, and then it covered its mossy ears as it howled like a lonely wolf. If anything, the monster seemed more upset about that music than it did about the three spears sticking out of its torso.

“Attack the goblins!” I shouted as the four of us unleashed a barrage of spears at the goblins as they rushed the wall. I didn’t know if it was because of Calli’s song, or if we were all really skilled at throwing spears, but each of our throws found its mark, and we had soon whittled down the attacking force to about thirty.

But then we ran out of spears, and the goblins managed to climb up the wooden walls.

I unsheathed my short sword and hacked at the beasts. Beside me, Sawsaw chanted “Die, die, die!” and chopped at them with his twin hatchets. Nika seemed to be having a ball and laughed as she stabbed goblins in the face with her short sword.

We fought them off as the troll stomped around the ridge and clutched its head. I hoped that the thing would just give up and run away, but when the fat goblin leader climbed up onto the cave troll’s head, the monster was forced into the fight.

We had killed about twenty goblins as they tried to climb the walls, but the rest of them had gotten smart and started to run along the wall to find another place to climb up. Calli’s song was causing them all to move slower than I would have expected, so my real worry turned once again to the twenty-foot tall troll.

“Can you guys handle the goblins?” I asked Sawsaw and Nika.

“Yes, go, Ken Jewell,” she said. “You should kill the cave troll. It will be fun. You will see!” She gave me a kiss and then ran off toward the north battlement.

“Sawsaw!” My son offered me a salute, then took Calli’s hand and led her to the south wall.

Calli smiled at me as she sang and glided behind Sawsaw with the grace of a goddess.

I jumped down from the wall and ran back into our house. On the mantle above the fireplace, I grabbed the bottle of distilled alcohol that Nika had stolen from the hunting team. Then I climbed back up the wall and shimmied down the other side in the direct path of where the troll was lumbering.

Then I turned to face the cave troll who was being led back toward the wall by the fat goblin.

“Alright, fuckers. Let’s dance.”

A torch lay beside a dead goblin, so I grabbed it and raced across the breach before I could tell myself how bad of a plan this was. It was easy for me to maneuver between the pitfalls, and I raced past the cave troll while I taunted its driver with a stream of vulgarities. It worked, and I hauled ass down the hill toward the river with the monster hot on my heels.

Once I had successfully steered it away from the warren, I led it toward the bridge. There was a huge pile of brush and branches across the river that Sawsaw and I had piled up after clearing the land. We had intended to have a massive bonfire one night, and it appeared that tonight was the night.

I raced across the bridge and dared a glance back at the troll. It was less than twenty feet behind me, and the goblin on its head was cursing it to go faster as it yanked on the monster’s eyestalks. The bonfire pile was two-hundred feet away, and I redoubled my efforts as the troll charged onto the bridge.

Then I heard the sharp crack of the bridge’s two main beams as they snapped beneath the great weight of the monster, followed by the sound of it falling into the water.

Had it not been for the bridge breaking, the cave troll might have caught me, but by the time I reached the brush pile, it was just emerging from the river.

I hurriedly threw off my pack, grabbed my fifty foot rope, and tied it to the nearest tree stump. Then I raced in the opposite direction and secured the other end to a similar stump. The entire process took me less than thirty seconds in my Calli-enchanted condition, and the cave troll was still one-hundred feet away.

“Move you idiot!” the goblin driver urged. “Stomp the human, crush his brains!”

“Cruuush braaains,” the behemoth droned in a voice that rumbled like a diesel engine.

“Come and get me, you big green slug!” I taunted after I had walked around the brush pile and waved my torch at the monster.

Then I bit the cork off the bottle of spirits and emptied it over the pile of wood.

The cave troll lurched forward and crashed across the forest I had already cleared. Its massive feet left four foot long prints in the dirt as it charged me, and I forced my trembling legs to hold my position until just the right moment.

Then I threw my torch into the pile of dried branches, leaves, needles, and alcohol-turned-lighter-fluid.

The brush went up like kindling, and I dove out of the way just as the troll’s foot caught on my trip wire.

“Stop!” the goblin driver shrieked as soon as he saw the fire, but it was half a moment too late.

The troll tripped over my rope and lurched forward. Its arms cartwheeled as it tried to regain its balance, but its forward momentum pulled it forward.

Then the troll landed on the bonfire, and the ground shook beneath my feet.

The monster’s slimy body was wet, but to my surprise, the acid that dripped from its mouth went up like napalm. The explosion destroyed the creature’s head and knocked me back through the air ten feet. I landed on my side, rolled to a stop against a tree trunk, and watched as the monster’s body went up in flames.

“That’s what you get when you fuck with clan Jewell!” I screamed as I unsheathed my sword and raised it in the air.

My shit talking was interrupted by a short sword that suddenly appeared out of nowhere and swung toward my head. I instinctively brought down my blade at the last possible moment and deflected the blow. Then I rolled twice to my left and sprang to my feet as the fat goblin charged after me.

His body was smoldering, and while I could see that he had sustained terrible burns from the explosion, he didn’t move as if he was injured.

“You killed my cave troll!” he screamed in a voice like Jabba the Hutt.

The fat goblin swung his sword with wild abandon, but I was still stronger and faster than someone almost two feet shorter than me, so I used that to my advantage.

Our blades smacked against each other’s half a dozen times, and then I began to fake like I was tired. He got cocky and came across with a tree-felling strike meant to chop me in half, but then I darted to the right, stabbed him through the side seam in his armor, and plunged my ivory-handled dwarven shortsword deep into his heart.

The goblin warleader dropped his sword with a gasp and turned to stare at me in shock.

“My wives told you not to fuck with clan Jewell,” I growled as I pushed my blade deeper into his body. “Don’t you know that the wife is always right?”

His wide eyes glazed over, and I kicked him off my sword.

Then I turned to look back at the house on the other side of the river.

Calli was no longer singing, and I didn’t hear the sounds of battle. Nevertheless, I raced back to the river and quickly swam across. Then I sprinted up the hill and called out to my family.

“Dadda!” Sawsaw cheered, and I let out a sigh of relief when I saw the three of them standing on the wall. Sawsaw called my name again, and he proudly held up a severed goblin head.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“We killed them all!” Nika cheered as I quickly scaled the walls to meet them. “We defended the warren! Hooray for clan Jewell!”

“Clan Jewell!” Calli sang, and the sight of my victorious family filled me with joy.

“Holy shit!” Sawsaw bellowed as he dropped the goblin head and raised his pair of dripping blood-soaked hatchets over his head.

I joined my family up on the battlements, and they showered me with hugs and kisses as we danced to our victory. The grounds were littered with dozens of goblin bodies, and the swamp monster still burned on the other side of the river.

A few parts of the wall would need to be repaired on the east side, but the four of us were unharmed. We had defended our home against the denizens of the underdark and had proven ourselves a powerful and able clan.

“We did it,” I said as a warm feeling of gratitude filled my chest. I felt unstoppable as I gazed upon the destroyed bodies of my enemies, but I knew that we would have a lot of work cleaning this all up tomorrow.

Then I’d have more work building the walls stronger, taller, and better.

“We will continue to be attacked,” Nika said after we had all spent a good ten minutes hugging and congratulating each other. “We must expand our warren. We must grow our family and our army. We must continue to build until we are the most powerful force in all the whole wide world. It will be fun!”

“We don’t just have the underdark to worry about,” I said as I turned to my family. “The humans can attack us at any time. They don’t need to wait for the darkness. They are going to be our biggest concern, so I have to figure out how to keep us hidden until we are strong enough to fight them.”

“You will figure out a way,” Nika said with a confident nod. “You are the smartest king in the world, and both of your wives are clever, beautiful, and will give you strong children. That is all a king needs.”

“This all sounds so very exciting,” Calli said as she hugged her arms around her belly. “I’m so happy that Ken and Sawsaw found me, and I hope I’m pregnant.”

“Sawsaw,” the half-goblin boy declared proudly.

“I think someone is excited about being a big brother,” I said as I hugged the little guy.

Then I pulled the two women into another embrace, and the four of us stared up at the blood-red moon hanging low in the sky.

Yeah, there was a lot to do tomorrow, and the days after, but I’d figure out a plan to protect my family.

And I’d conquer this entire world if it was needed to ensure their safety.

End of book 1
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Thank you for reading this novel! What was your favorite part of Monster Empire? Do you want to read another? Let me know in a review!

Letter from the author:

Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Monster Empire novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you. Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when book 2 comes out. They also won’t tell you when book 3, 4, etc... are published. You’ll probably never know about my next book, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Ken, Nika, Calli, and Sawsaw. That’s rather tragic.

There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

1) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to my Amazon author page here and clicking on the Follow button that is under the picture of me riding my mountain bike. If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

2) You join my Facebook Fan group and follow me on my Facebook page. Then you’ll know when I come out with a new book.

3) You join my mailing list by clicking here. When you join, you’ll also get my fantasy novella Rose Boy for free-- as well as concept art for my best selling Star Justice series (have you read that yet? You should).

Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published. If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Ken on his next adventure.

-----------------------

Want more harem novels? You’ll love Michael-Scott’s International best selling Star Justice series!

Get it here:

USA

UK

Germany

Australia

Canada

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com
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